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For my father





 
The air was thin at this altitude, but her lungs were used to it. It was thrilling to fly so close to the sun. She rose a little higher, beating her wings faster and faster as the resistance dwindled. Then, once the air could not sustain her any longer, she folded her wings and dove towards the ground. Wind stung her eyes as she raced downwards. She whooped with joy, but the sound was snatched away by the wind before she could hear it.
About a mile from the ground, she spread her wings and levelled out. The forest below was just a green blur as she sped past and the mountains in the north were still too far away for her to notice. She focused instead on the many lakes that dotted the land below like so many diamonds sparkling in the sun.
She made a turn, circled one of the lakes below, and then carried on towards the north. The sheer speed at which she travelled, took her breath away, but that too she loved. She covered miles in an instant, but it felt like she was flying for eternity. Nothing could ever compare to the thrill of swooping low, brushing the treetops, nor the peace and tranquillity of gliding above the clouds, warmed by the closeness of the sun. She felt whole, at peace with the world. She had everything she ever desired right here, right now. This was where she truly belonged.
As she made her way north, she slowly became aware of another presence. She craned her neck to see behind and above her, but saw no one. The strange feeling of unease intensified, until she eventually realised the other presence was in her mind. She fought her panic as it started to probe her consciousness.
It felt immense and dangerous. Alien, yet strangely familiar. It showed her images of strange creatures, twisted and tortured. Faces of people, hurt and confused. Death and pain everywhere she looked. She fought the presence, to evict it from her mind, but as she struggled, she realised it was not her that was invaded, but rather that she was the one invading another. The realisation hit her like something physical and with it came an unpleasant tingling in her body. She was overcome by a sudden, terrible weakness. She beat the wings she knew were not hers, but they no longer listened to her command. Wind rushed past her face as she lost altitude. The tingling in her body intensified, until it was almost unbearable. 
Her vision dimmed and her head pounded. She tried to suppress the nausea she felt as she fell, but bile rose to her throat, burning. Faster and faster she plummeted, driving the air out of her lungs. She tried to scream, but no sound came out. The ground rushed closer and closer, the moment of impact only a heartbeat away. In her panic, she milled her arms, trying desperately to keep herself airborne, but she kept falling and falling, faster and faster. Then she hit the ground … and ceased to exist.




 
Aaron stretched. He had not slept this well in years. He thought that he should be feeling angry, but he felt strangely elated and looked forward to the day. Pulling on his suit and shoes, he wished he had something clean to wear and then climbed out of his tent. As he opened the strings that held the opening together, he marvelled again at the softness of the fabric. He had never seen the like before.
The air outside was crisp and clear, the grass a little damp with early morning dew and the campsite was a bustle. Horses were being groomed, tents folded and stashed away, and everyone seemed to be busy with something. He noticed his kids were not up yet, so found a place to sit around the now extinguished fire. Someone wished him a good morning and brought him a cup of tea. He nodded his thanks to the stranger and took the cup gratefully. As he sipped the strange tasting, although pleasant, liquid, he thought about the last three days. It was hard to believe that so much could have happened in such a short time.
 

 
Thursday had been one of the toughest days in his entire life. Lisa had called him, and the kids, to her sickbed. She had told them all how much she loved them and then said it was her time to go away. The kids had cried. They had known it was coming, but one could never prepare for such a thing. Aaron had resigned himself to the fact that his wife would die and there was nothing he could do about it. Lisa had been diagnosed with cancer about three years ago.
The doctors had been hopeful. Over the last fifty years or so, there had been such advances in medicine that there were now few illnesses the doctors could not cure. Lisa first went through Chemo, twice. Then she had several operations, which failed. They tried every drug on the market to suppress the cancer, so that she could lead a normal life. None of the treatments had worked and she steadily became worse. Her pronouncement had therefore not surprised him, but it had not made it any easier to handle.
Then, on Friday morning, he had woken up to the sound of the vintage Mercedes starting in the garage below. It was a relic from the days when there were still roads through the countryside, built back in 2094. His great-grandfather bought it direct from the factory and Aaron had kept it out of nostalgia. He had been very fond of his Gramps. The Mercedes was decrepit and unreliable. They never used it any more. So, when he had heard the engine turn, stutter and then rev noisily, he thought someone had broken in and was stealing it. He ran downstairs in his sleeping shorts, but by the time he arrived in the garage, the Mercedes was gone.
He had sprinted into the street and watched as the car turned the corner into Main Street, Lisa behind the steering wheel. His heart had beaten wildly in his chest as he contemplated what she probably intended to do. It had taken him only a few minutes to get the kids out of bed. They dressed hastily and then jumped into his Lexus to track the Mercedes with their GPS.
Lisa was driving along the A36 towards Salisbury. They lived in Southampton. It was one of the smaller suburbs of Greater London. Although Salisbury was not far away, it could take two to three hours to get there because the area was now so built up. Concrete, high-rise apartment buildings covered every square foot of ground not covered by some shopping mall or business.
He’d put his foot on the accelerator and the electric engine whirred as it sped up and weaved through traffic. The Mercedes was slow. He had expected to catch up with it quickly. He’d even thought it would run out of fuel. There should not have been any in there to begin with. Aaron had wondered how Lisa had managed to acquire fossil fuel for the car. It was not manufactured any more.
An agonising three hours later, they had spotted the Mercedes ahead of them in the distance. They had passed Salisbury a while ago and where by then close to Shrewton, another suburb of Greater London. Confused, Aaron could not fathom where she was going, when she turned east. They had followed her, steadily catching up, but it wasn’t until she turned down the narrow lane towards the museum that they realised where she was headed. Stonehenge! It still stood, preserved as a natural history museum, amid the glass and concrete city around it.
They reached the parking lot a few moments later. The Mercedes was already parked close to the ticket office and they could see Lisa limp up the path towards the stones. Aaron had watched as she handed one of the armed guards her ticket. The kids had jumped out of the car quickly and ran after their mother. He followed close behind, not bothering with buying a ticket. They had argued with the guards for a moment, but after explaining the urgency, the men relented and let them through.
Lisa had reached the middle of the circle of stones by then. She had looked haggard, in pain and utterly exhausted. She’d turned towards them, but her eyes had been closed. Jasmin called out to her and Lisa opened her eyes. Aaron distinctly remembered the look of horror on her face when she saw them. They were only a few feet from her, when, suddenly, everything went crazy. It had felt like he was yanked off his feet, tossed into the air and then tumbled and thrown about. Then he had blacked out.
 

 
He could not remember how much time passed before they woke up here. Wherever here might be; he could still not quite believe it. The first thing he felt when he woke up was the pain. His head pounded and his body ached everywhere. He noticed Luke, Jasmin and Lisa lying a few feet away from him.
When he looked around, he discovered they were in a strange place; open grasslands stretched as far as the eye could see all around them, and the west was dominated by mountains so big he could hardly credit it. The air was cool and fresh and the sun dazzlingly bright. However, the most astonishing thing was the stones.
It was Stonehenge as it had probably looked like when it was first built many hundreds of years ago. It was made up of three rings within each other. The outer circle were tall, upright blocks of stone, each connected to its neighbour by a slab of horizontal stone laid across the space between the uprights, like a lintel. The second circle was made up of smaller stones, still each the size of a man, but small compared to the stones of the first circle. The stones of this second ring also stood upright, with their flat surfaces facing the interior of the ring. In the middle of the circle stood five massive columns, each made up of two uprights and a lintel. These stones were larger even than those of the outer circle. Each of these columns also had three smaller stones placed in front of it. The five columns formed more or less a semi-circle, leaving a bigger space facing towards the east, giving the impression of an entrance. An oblong, flat stone, somewhat like an altar, was placed almost in the middle of the circle, but closer to the central of the five columns.
He had struggled into a sitting position; he shuddered now as he remembered the pain. Luke helped Jasmin to sit up and then checked her to make sure she had no injuries. When Luke came to assist him to his feet, he declined.
“First Mom,” Aaron croaked; his voice rough and his throat sore.
Luke made his way over to his mother, cursing under his breath about his sore body. When he reached her, he put his fingers just below her jaw line and checked her pulse while Aaron watched from a distance. He felt very strange in that moment, concerned that his wife might be dead.
“I can feel her pulse. It was weak, but steady. But …”
“What?” Aaron scrambled to his feet and limped over to his wife.
“Dad … it’s not Mom.”
His heart skipped a beat as he covered the last few feet. He knelt next to the woman that was not his wife.
The girl was young, maybe a little older than Jasmin’s seventeen years. She was extraordinarily beautiful, and her ears had a slight pointiness to them that was rather peculiar. She had long, auburn hair spread around her face like a halo. Her eyebrows curved elegantly over her eyes. Her full lips were relaxed in sleep, but there was a slight frown on her forehead as if she was having a bad dream. She seemed familiar somehow, but he was certain he had never seen her before.
“Lady, wake up,” Luke said softly and shook her gently by the shoulders. The girl did not react. “She seems to be sleeping, but I cannot wake her.”
Jasmin made her way over to them, sat on the grass next to the sleeping girl, and gently brushed her hair back.
“She looks like Mom,” Jasmin said in her usual chirpy voice.
They argued for what felt like hours afterwards. Aaron was adamant that she looked nothing like Lisa and Jasmin argued that she felt like her mom, even if she didn’t look exactly like her. The woman was of little concern to him; he was sure it was not his wife and they had bigger problems. They were in a strange place, without food, water or shelter, or even another person in sight. Luke had lost his glasses. Jasmin was dizzy and Lisa was nowhere to be found.
The kids assumed they were at Stonehenge, nothing else made sense, but Aaron more felt, than knew, that they were very far away from where they had parked the car that morning. He walked around the stones periodically throughout the day, calling Lisa’s name, hoping they might still find her. As the light started to fade, so did his hope.
He felt helpless, exhausted and worried. He had never been so unsure about anything before and he did not know how to cope with it. Always there had been method and order in his life and he tackled everything with a self-assuredness others admired. This he did not know how to deal with.
“Papa, look,” Jasmin whispered as day turned to evening.
What Aaron saw then shocked him to the core.
“Two moons,” Luke said in awe.
The kids thought it cool; in general, they seemed to cope with their situation better than he did. He sat down on the grass next to the strange girl and put his head in his hands. Everything was wrong here. Back home, there were no meadows or fields with grass, the air was thick with smog and the world was never silent; cars, machines, fourteen billion people, all contributed to the decay of their world. Here, everything was different, and he did not know what to make of it. The two moons had been the final straw for him. He reasoned that it might be a projection, the kind the big companies used for advertising, but even he had to admit they looked real.
He was about to lie down on the grass to get some rest, when Jasmin called out.
“What is it, Jaz?” Luke asked, joining them.
“Look at the tag on her suit.” She held the collar bent back to show them.
“Lisa Nightingale,” Aaron whispered, and almost threw up.
It took the kids half the night to calm him down. He ranted and raved, shouting at the two bedevilled moons, and only when they finally sank behind the mountains in the distance did he curl up next the girl who wore his wife’s suit to fall into fitful sleep.
Morning came with a startling suddenness; one moment it was still cool and grey, the next the sun broke over the horizon in the east and bathed them in warm sunlight. It was the first time in his life he had seen a real sunrise. It was absolutely beautiful. Nevertheless, the beauty of their surroundings was not able to distract them from their problems; they were hungry, thirsty and alone. They did not want to leave the girl in search for water, so they sat, backs to one of the tall stones, enduring the heat of midday. 
It was very early in the afternoon when they heard it; the menacing growl of a wild animal. He feared that there might be animals here, but they had thus far not encountered any, besides some birds. Now, their luck had finally run out and they found themselves staring at a large, shaggy-haired wolf, his russet fur bristling around his neck, his long teeth bared.
The wolf stalked towards them, all the while growling and never breaking eye contact. Aaron sheltered the kids behind him, but he was as terrified as they were. It seemed like hours that the wolf stood there and when he eventually stopped growling and turned away from them, Aaron sank down, his legs too weak to hold him up any longer. Jasmin screamed and, when he looked up, he saw the wolf standing over the sleeping girl. He struggled back to his feet, unsure if he would be ready to defend the girl if the wolf meant her harm, but then he licked the girl’s face, nudged her a few times with his nose and curled up next to her and closed his eyes.
They stayed at the pillar, watching the sleeping wolf and the girl until the sun finally touched the tips of the mountains so far away. Unexpectedly, the wolf sat up, wagged his tail and howled. His voice as he howled into the fading sun, sounded so sad and yet so elated at the same time, Aaron had difficulty explaining the feelings it woke within him. He felt like crying. He put his arm around Jasmin, who put her head on his chest and sobbed quietly.
Shortly after the wolf fell silent again, they heard a new sound. They were not able to place it, nor which animal it could have come from. When the head of one of the beasts finally appeared around one of the stones, they all tensed with fear. Only when they noticed the person on its back, did they realise that the animal was a horse.
Others came, tethered their horses and, in a time faster than seemed possible, erected a tent over the area where the girl was, started a fire and transformed the area of the stones into a campsite. Someone came and led them to a tent. There they were given first water, then bread and later some tea. They were treated kindly, but were not questioned. The people were friendly, but seemed preoccupied with the mystery of the sleeping girl.
One old man in particular did not leave her side; neither did the wolf. The old man periodically dabbed the girl lips with water and then wiped her face. He did it with such tenderness, it made Aaron wonder if he was her father. The old man talked to her endlessly and, at one point, Aaron thought he was praying. Other men came as well, kneeling next to the girl, talking to her, and one handsome young man sat by her for a long while, held her hand, and Aaron was sure he saw a tear on the young man’s cheek as he bent to kiss her. It elicited feelings within Aaron he could not explain.
As the moons made their way across the sky, someone served them a stew. It was the most delicious meal he had ever eaten, although he would not have been able to tell what its ingredients were.
He watched the people as he ate. Everyone had the same pointy ears as the girl, but in some it was more pronounced, especially the old man. All seemed to be somewhere in their thirties or younger, with exception of the old man and a midget. They were also beardless, bar the midget, whose facial hair was so prolific that it was difficult to see his face or features. Most of the men were dressed in uniform, with breastplates, shoulder pads and some kind of wrapping for the forearms and lower legs.
Aaron desperately wanted answers, but no one came forth with any. It was only much later that night that the old man finally left the girl to come sit by them. The handsome young man that had served them their dinner now also brought the old man some tea. Aaron clenched his fists when the young man smiled at Jasmin before he left. She looked all too pleased with herself.
Gnashing his teeth, he suppressed his fatherly protectiveness and concentrated on the old man; he really hoped for answers. Close up he appeared even older; his skin was wrinkled and his hair white and thin. Nevertheless, his eyes shone bright and revealed a sharp mind.
“Please forgive me, Sir, for not having introduced myself before. I have been somewhat preoccupied,” the old man said. “My name is Silas Nightshield.”
Aaron introduced first himself, then the children. There was some confusion when Aaron wanted to shake hands with the man; apparently it was not their custom.
“It is good to meet you, Aaron and children. We have been wondering about your presence here and we were hoping you could assist us in finding out what happened to Maia. I have done everything I can for her, she is comfortable now, but I cannot wake her.”
Disappointment flooded through Aaron; he was the one looking for answers, but it seemed the old man had come to him looking for those as well. He gave a brief recount of what had happened to them over the last two days. During his telling, Silas became quiet and his face grew serious.
When Aaron was finished, Silas asked, “Stonehenge on Earth?”
This started a conversation that kept them busy until the moons began their descent behind the snow-capped mountains. Aaron could now recall every word had Silas said to them.
“This might be difficult to understand, Aaron, but you are not on Earth now. This is Elveron, a sister planet of Earth. It seems you have travelled through our Gate, Greystone, to come here.” Silas pointed at the stones around them and nodded as if to confirm something to himself. “The Gate is named Stonehenge only on Earth. Humans have not been to Elveron in a very long time. Elves and Humans used to be close, we traded with each other, but that was centuries ago. That you should be here now can only mean that you have come here with Maia. Why and how, I do not know, but she must have had her reasons. We will leave at first light in the morning to take her home. You are welcome to travel with us, if you wish; otherwise you can leave to go home once we have cleared the Gate.”
There was then even greater confusion once Silas realised that they did not know how to use the Gate, or that they had not come of their own volition. Aaron was thereafter introduced to Lord Longshadow, who apparently was the King of the Elves and Maia’s father, and they discussed in length the implications. When Silas voiced his suspicion that Maia was, indeed, his wife Lisa, Aaron forgot all his manners. He yelled and swore and it was only when Jasmin started to cry that Luke was able to lead him away to his tent.
It took him another hour to calm down. Contrite he went to apologise to the king of the Elves and his advisor. They accepted his apology with dignity and assured him they would do everything in their power to find a way home for him and his children.




 
A horse snorted somewhere behind Aaron and the sound brought him back to the present. He wondered how long he had been sitting there, going over the events of the last three days. His cup was empty. He looked up as Jasmin climbed out of her tent, soon followed by Luke.
“Good morning, Papa, how did you sleep? Wasn’t it a wonderful night? I love sleeping in a tent. It is so cosy.” 
Jasmin, her hair still in disarray, was as cheerful as ever. Aaron wondered where she got the energy for it, but it was one of the things he loved about his daughter. He smiled as she tucked her shoulder-length, blonde hair behind her ear, just as Lisa always did when she still had hair. 
“Yes, Jasmin, I also slept well.” Aaron gestured at all the activity around camp. “They are getting ready to leave. Someone went to the forest during the night to cut logs for a stretcher. They built it this morning and piled it with blankets for Maia to travel on. They have some kind of device holding the stretcher off the ground. Do you see how it seems to be floating?”
He tried not to sound irritated when he said it, but even he could hear it. He struggled to contain his bitterness, his inability to comprehend their situation or understand the people and their surroundings.
“This is all so exciting. I can’t wait to see what happens next.”
Jasmin clapped her hands and Aaron narrowed his eyes at his daughter. He envied her for her carefree attitude, but he could not shake his worry. They were in a strange land, or planet, if the old man was to be believed, with no means of going home. Every time he thought of Lisa, his heart ached. He had to admit, over the last couple of years they had not had much of a marriage, what with her illness and all, but that didn’t mean he loved her any less. She was his life and the thought that she might be gone forever hurt him in ways he had never been hurt before. While Jasmin and Luke were being served by yet another handsome young man, Aaron watched the girl on the stretcher. The more he looked, the more beautiful she seemed; her dark hair curled exquisitely around her perfect face. He felt his resentment toward her rising. It was her fault they were here and it was her fault he could not find his wife.
“You better watch her, Dad,” Luke cut through his moping.
“Huh?”
“There are a lot of handsome and gallant men around here.” Luke pointed across the campsite to where Jasmin stood talking to the young man who had brought his tea.
Aaron felt the blood rise to his face; could this situation really get any worse?
“Come, Dad,” Luke laughed at the expression on his father’s face, “it is time to go.”
 

 
Darkness prevailed. She was dead; she was certain of it. She was completely numb. She felt neither warm nor cold, could not tell if she was lying or standing; there was no smell, no taste, no sound.
When her feelings eventually did return, she almost wished it was not so. Her head hurt and her body ached. One moment she was shivering with cold, and then she was sweating as if in a fever. For an indeterminable amount of time, she struggled against the silence and the darkness, but if she was really dead, then it did not matter in the end and therefore she ceased struggling, giving in to the darkness, letting it take her away.
A moment, or a lifetime, went by, spent in darkness and agony, before Maia thought she heard voices. She tried to focus on them, but every time she thought she understood a word, they faded away, leaving her in silence yet again. She struggled for a while longer, to catch the elusive sounds, but she was exhausted. Allowing the nothingness to take her yet again, this time she had visions of a strange creature, a black shadow at the edge of her awareness, and it instilled such fear within her that she screamed silently into the nothing that was her death.
Adding to her terror were visions of malformed faces and creatures more horrible than she had ever seen before. They swarmed around her mind, attacking, and then devouring every part of who she was. She screamed and screamed, pleading for release from this agony, but she became weaker and weaker as the creatures ravaged her mind and, in the end, she was too weak to resist. She felt herself slip away. This was the end. She let go of her hopes and dreams and gave herself to the darkness one last time.
Just as she felt herself dissolve, a sound sweet and true caught her attention. She felt it tug at something deep inside of her, dragging her up out of her misery. She listened. At first, she did not understand the words, just revelled in the rise and fall of the voice, the tone and texture of the sound. Then, slowly, the meaning of the words became clear. She realised she understood them and listened more carefully. It was the Mother’s Prayer. She listened and, in her mind, she formed the words and repeated them over and over until, eventually, she fell into an exhausted but peaceful sleep.
 

 
“Would you like to ride on my horse, Miss? I promise he is very gentle; especially with pretty young ladies such as yourself.”
Jasmin looked at the handsome young man. He had a mop of unruly black hair that stuck out at odd angles; his brown eyes had a mischievous sparkle and his fine lips were permanently turned up in a smile. He was gorgeous.
They had kept the pace slow and steady, so as not to jostle the girl on the stretcher, and they had only been walking for about an hour. She was neither tired, nor sore, but being carried by a horse sounded like a great idea. She had taken a liking to the beautiful animals. And the way he looked at her … she didn’t think she could refuse him anything.
“I don’t know. I have never ridden a horse before. They are extinct where I come from.”
“Really? That is so sad. Then I shall see it as my duty to reacquaint you with the species. Lady Jasmin, it is my pleasure to introduce to you Sir Parador.”
The young man took Jasmin’s hand and laid it across the horse’s soft nose. She saw its nostrils flare as it took in her scent. Startled, she stepped back as it suddenly dropped its head and snorted.
“See, he likes you. My name is Archer by the way. But I am only half as charming as my horse. Would you like me to help you into the saddle, My Lady?”
Jasmin giggled. No one had ever called her My Lady before. She acquiesced as he gently guided her to the left side of his horse and with more strength than she could imagine lifted her up.
“Now swing your right leg over his saddle. Yes, like that. See, that was simple.” He grinned proudly up at her.
“Oh, wow, he is so tall. I can see so far from up here. Thank you, Archer, this is wonderful.”
She graced him with one of her brightest smiles and he responded in kind.
“Now, just hold on to the saddle here.”
He guided her hands to the pommel of the saddle and showed her how to hold on. His warm hands on hers made her blush.
“And just let your body move with the rhythm of the horse as he moves. Are you ready?”
“Yes, I’m ready.”
Jasmin took a steadying breath and then Sir Parador was moving. It was amazing. She loved it. She matched her movements to the horse’s gait, feeling the steady rhythm of its footfalls. She had never imagined anything like this before. She grinned widely as Archer led her past her brother and father, who were plodding along behind the floating stretcher.
 

 
Afetr walking for two and a half hours they reached a little forest west of the circle of stones. Although Aaron had no desire to ride a horse, he envied Jasmin for not having to walk. He didn’t know how many miles they had covered, but his feet reckoned it had been too many already. Luke seemed unaffected, but then he was also thirty-six years younger. Aaron wished they would rest soon.
“There is a stream that runs through the forest ahead. We will halt there to rest for a while,” Silas said as he fell into step beside Aaron.
Aaron wondered if Silas had read his mind; it would not have surprised him. Then he thought it had to be obvious that he was struggling. He stood up a little straighter and tried not to drag his feet so much.
“Thank you, Silas. I could really do with a rest. How far is it to your home?”
“On a fast horse you could reach it in a day, but on foot it will take us three. We will sleep in the forest tonight after we have crossed Menandril Fields just beyond this forest.”
“Three days?” Aaron asked, aghast.
“I am sorry, Aaron. We did not expect visitors, and only brought our horses, plus the one for Maia.”
Aaron thought it strange that Silas only talked about horses. He wanted to ask about other transportation, but every time he thought about it, the words eluded him. He tried to think of the city and how they got around and in his mind it was all clear; he simply could not find the right words to tell Silas.
He was frustrated by the time they reach the stream, but as he beheld the site they had chosen to stop, he felt as if a weight lifted off his tortured mind. It was beautiful. The mid-morning sun streamed in through the trees, highlighting ferns and shrubs along the gurgling water. The shade was blissfully cool and the purple flowers gracing the vines that wound around the trees gave off an almost sensual aroma.
As he found a flat stone to sit on next to the river, he thought of the holidays he had taken his family on back home. The Imagine Paradise locations were popular tourist attractions located all over the world and they had once chosen an exotic Caribbean location, complete with sand, grass and palm trees. Of course, everything had been manmade and even the ocean was just a massive wave pool. Nevertheless, it had been pretty and it had been one of their best holidays. What the simulation had lacked, although he had not realised it at the time, was the smell.
Here the sheer multitude of different smells assaulted his senses. Everything had its own scent; the grass, the flowers, the horses, the trees. And when the wind changed, it sometimes brought a gust of something unseen, something he had never smelt before. Despite himself, he was starting to like this place.
He startled when the wolf came to drink noisily from the water. A horse snorted downstream from him as it stepped into the water and then also drank its fill. He would have to get used to the animals; they seemed to be an integral part of these peoples’ lives.
Taking his shoes off, he dipped his hot and swollen feet in. At home, such a thing would be unthinkable. There were no natural fresh water resources left on Earth, none that were not polluted anyway. All their water was stored in huge reservoirs around the planet and severe restrictions applied. All water had to be cleaned and refined before consumption. The oceans, too, were polluted and most marine life had died out years ago. He put his head in his hands, suddenly feeling ashamed.
“Oh, Papa, you are such an old goat.” Smiling, Jasmin planted a kiss on his cheek and sat down beside him.
He narrowed his eyes at her, but he knew she was just being playful. “What?” he asked anyway.
“Putting your feet into the water like an old man,” she grinned.
He kicked his right foot and splashed water over her legs. “Not all of us have the privilege of being carried around on dashing young men’s steeds.”
Jasmin blushed. She knew he was joking with her, but she also knew him well enough to heed the warning in his words.
 

 
After they had eaten and rested, they moved on through the small forest and soon reached the other side. The little forest was situated on somewhat higher ground than the surrounding plain, so the scene that presented itself to them took Aaron’s breath away.
Endlessly rolling hills of swaying, tall grasses stretched as far as the eye could see. To the west, the large mountain ranges they first viewed from the Gate were now encased in a forest so large one could not see where it began and where it ended. Indeed, the mountains now seemed even taller; taller than any Aaron had seen in all his years travelling on Earth. Its towering peaks were capped in snow, which glinted blindingly in the sunlight.
He stared at the scene for a moment, absorbed in his thoughts. He jumped when Silas spoke right next to him. He had not heard him approach.
“The fields will take us about three hours to cross. It gets very hot within the depressions and it is best you cover your head and most of your face.”
Silas handed Aaron a large finely woven cloth of a material similar to that of the tents. Silas showed him how to wrap it around his head. He felt a little silly wearing it, but noticed that everyone was doing the same.
One of the young men - Aaron thought it the same who had kissed Maia on that first day - was also covering her head and had erected a kind of sunshade above her. The wolf was lying on the strangely floating stretcher with Maia, his head resting on her stomach. He did not seem to mind the young man tending the girl, but it gave Aaron a bitter taste at the back of his throat. Then the man gently wiped her face with a damp cloth and then kissed her on her forehead, then on both cheeks. Aaron’s hands balled into fists. Bitter jealousy gnawed at him. Could the man be her lover? Her husband? And, if he did not believe that the girl was, indeed, Lisa, why then was he feeling this way? Frowning, he turned away and followed Silas into the fields.
People and horses that had gone before them had trampled the tall grass, and it was thus easy to walk through, but, to his left and right, the stalks almost reached the height of his shoulders. They walked two abreast and he found himself alongside Silas the entire way across the fields. The old man seemed undaunted by the long walk. His breath was even and his stride strong. Aaron wondered how he kept himself fit at such an age and why he was walking instead of riding his horse, which was now being led by one of the uniformed men.
Jasmin was on the horse again and Luke was talking to the young man who had kissed Maia. Aaron frowned at the thought and tried to examine where his feelings were coming from. He didn’t even know this girl, so why did it upset him so?
“You are a quiet man, Aaron,” Silas commented. “What troubles you? Can I help in any way?”
Aaron thought about his answer. What troubled him? The first issue that came to mind was his wife. She was his foremost concern. Then, however, he was stumped. He had never felt this free, this whole. It was something about this place. It made him feel good.
“I am worried about my wife. I cannot believe that she is not still in England. We have to find a way back home.”
Silas was quiet for a while before he answered. It was clear to him that he, Aaron, had trouble coming to terms with the situation. Maybe Silas pondered whether it was time he was told everything they needed to know while they were here.
“Maia, the girl on the stretcher …” Silas pointed behind them and both glanced at the horse pulling the stretcher for a moment. “… she is not only Lord Longshadow’s daughter, but she is also a Prime Elemental.”
“Prime Elemental?” Aaron echoed.
“All Elves are born with some power over one of the elements. An Elemental is gifted with the power over two or three of the elements, these being Fire, Water, Earth and Wind. Maia, however, was born with power over all four elements, as well as an extra, very special gift, making her one of the most powerful Elementals in existence, a Prime.”
Aaron’s mind reeled. He had struggled with the concepts of Elves and Dwarfs and Gates that worked like wormholes, and the mere fact that they were supposedly on another planet. Now this man talked about powers. If this didn’t feel so real, he could have sworn he was dreaming.
“To master this power, the Prime Elemental has to go through a series of trials and tests to establish if she is worthy to receive this gift. Maia has been my student for many years and this was her last test. Once she wakes, we will hold a ceremony to officially recognise her as our Prime.”
Aaron was quiet. He didn’t know what to say, or how this related to his absent wife. Nothing was making sense.
“We have been expecting her back for some time and were concerned that something might have happened to her. Jaik, the man walking with your son, has been riding patrol day and night, keeping watch for her.”
“Jaik.” Aaron forced the name out through his teeth. He didn’t know why the handsome man infuriated him so, or why it should bother him that Maia had a man in her life that cared so much for her.
“Yes, Jaik. He is our crown prince and Maia’s twin. He is also the Commander of our Guard, which is why so many warriors came to see Maia home.”
The air whooshed out of Aaron as he realised what that meant. He was surprised by how much relief he felt.
“The very last test for a Prime Elemental is for her, or him, to spend two years away from home, on another planet, to learn the ways and lifestyles of people that lead a different life than we do here. Maia chose Earth. It is one of the harshest planets to live on, but what makes it really difficult is the time difference.”
Aaron’s brow furrowed; Earth might not be beautiful any more, but it was their home and they had managed all right. However, the something else Silas had mentioned caught his attention.
“What do you mean by time difference?”
“You see, Aaron, one year here on Elveron equals to roughly ten years on Earth. Times that by two and that makes it a twenty-year term for the Prime. It is hard to be away from one’s family for such a length of time, but it is part of the test. Maia always wants to prove herself and she never takes the easy way out.”
“Twenty years? I met my wife twenty years ago.”
Silas raised one eyebrow and gave Aaron a significant look. Aaron stopped dead in his tracks, causing the man behind him leading Silas’ horse to almost walk into him. Aaron felt like he was going to faint as his brain made the connection. The realisation was almost something physical, as if gears in his head had engaged with a click and were now finally turning.
Silas laid a hand on Aaron’s shoulder.
“The Prime undergoes a slight change when travelling to the chosen planet, so as to fit in with the local population. This is only possible for a Prime Elemental to do. The experience has to be as realistic as possible. She would have been the same relative age as a Human as she had been here, but then aged over the twenty years, as a Human does. As the term comes to an end, the body eventually becomes tired. It becomes unable to sustain the change and will become ill. There usually is a period of sickness and suffering, which is part of the test, before the Prime is able to return home. Once returned, the Prime will revert back to his or her true form and will carry on with normal life.”
Silas gave Aaron another moment to comprehend what he had said. Then he carried on in a gentle voice.
“You see, Aaron, your Lisa is gone, and our Maia is back. I am very sorry for everything you are going through right now and I wish I had easier answers for you. I myself do not understand how you, and your children, came here, but I hope to learn more once Maia wakes up. And I promise to do everything in my power to find a way home for you.”
Aaron didn’t know what to say. Silas’ words kept replaying in his head. Was Maia his wife? Was she some kind of other being from another planet? A princess? An Elemental? Was she not human?
The others had all overtaken them and they were being left behind. He let Silas guide him along and they followed at a slow pace.
His mind struggled to comprehend the information Silas had given him. How could any of this be possible? He felt numb, his feelings muted by shock. Everything that had happened over the last few days was fantastical enough, but now this. Logically, it did not seem possible, but he could not deny what his eyes were seeing or his ears were hearing, nor what he felt deep down, if he cared to admit it.
Had he lost his wife forever? Should he mourn her or be happy that she was finally back where she belonged? No, how could he be happy without Lisa? She was the love of his life. She was the only woman he had ever had an interest in. He had been in his mid-thirties already when they met. All his friends had been married by then. Lisa had stolen his heart and they had married within months of meeting. She had borne his children. She had been his life partner.
He felt as if his life was shattering and thought he would fall to pieces. He trudged along after the others, not looking, nor caring, where he was going and allowed Silas to lead him on.
Silas was quiet now, giving him time to come to terms with the facts. He understood it was not easy for Aaron and nothing he could say now would make it any easier.
 

 
Aaron sat in the cavernous room of the Hollow Tree, not talking to anyone. He vaguely noticed Jasmin coaxing him to eat something, but he had no appetite. They had arrived here late during the afternoon and made camp.
Aaron didn’t remember the long walk through the fields, or the arrival at the large forest. The only thing he remembered was the pain. It was all he felt now. The others bustled about him, starting the fires, arranging the sleeping mats along the back wall of the large interior of the tree and then started their evening meal.
Maia had been brought in and was ensconced in one of the alcoves to the right. He now sat at the farthest point across from her, not wanting to look upon her beautiful, sleeping face. He felt betrayed, as if his entire life with Lisa had been a lie. If it weren’t for the children, he would believe it had all been a dream.
However, here they were, fussing over him. They eventually gave up and left him to his moping. He saw them sitting around one of the fires now, talking to the handsome young men who had brought them here. They seemed to be enjoying themselves, unaffected by their strange circumstances and his heartbreak.
Did they know? Had Silas told them? Did they care? Questions chased each other around Aaron’s head. They had had a good life back home. At least that’s what he had thought. Only during the last couple of years had it been difficult. Lisa’s illness had put a strain on their family, but they managed. He had always been convinced that Lisa had loved him.
Now he wondered if she had just been with him for the experience, like Silas had said. Well, I hope she got what she came for, he thought, letting the bitterness overwhelm him for a moment. He thought of the pain and suffering Lisa had endured because of her illness, and felt instantly guilty. Was she feeling better now? Was she still in pain? Silas said he didn’t know why she didn’t wake up. Maybe she was not better, although she was home now. Maybe the cancer was still there and she was going to die after all.
She would have died, had she stayed on Earth. The doctors had said she only had weeks to live; that had been two weeks ago when she had her check up at the hospital. Maybe it was her time to go, but that didn’t mean he was ready to let her go. Would he be happy if she were to wake up healthy, able to carry on living, even if it was without him? It was a question he could not answer.
He was still sitting there by the time everyone else had gone to bed. The fires had burned down low and it had gotten dark within the tree. The sound of people sleeping lulled him to sleep. He leaned his head against the smooth inner bark of the tree and closed his eyes.
 

 
When she opened her eyes, it was dark, but not the stifling, oppressive darkness that had accompanied her nightmares. No, this was a warm dark, full of friendly sounds and textures. Maia listened. She could hear the soft sounds of people sleeping, someone mumbling in their sleep, and the soft snores that were unmistakably her father’s.
Although confused as to where she was and why, she felt immediately safe. She had been tense when she had woken up, but now, as she felt the Life Forces, the Eläm, of so many people close by, she felt herself relax. She thought back to what had happened, to make sense of the situation she now found herself in. She was home, that was clear, and she felt a knot of excitement form in her stomach.
She did not remember coming through the Gate, nor coming here. Here, she had established in the meantime, was the Hollow Tree. It had been used for centuries as a stopover lodge for travellers. The tree was thousands of years old and so cavernous on the inside that it could hold up to one hundred men.
It was always stocked with provisions and sleeping rolls and once, many years ago when she was going through her rebellious phase, she had lived here for a fortnight before her father had dragged her home. As punishment, she had to re-stock all the provisions she had used up, including gathering the grains from the fields, drying the fruits and vegetables and even curing the meat. She would never forget how long it had taken her to produce the amount of product she had so thoughtlessly consumed in such a short time. It was a lesson well learned, and that was how she knew she was on one of the cots that rested against the northern wall of the tree, with the opening to her left.
She glanced towards the entrance and was just able to see its outline. She thought it had to be very early, maybe an hour before sunrise. How had she gotten here? She did not remember. Vaguely, she recalled a wet and grey place, broken stones placed all around her, and her body feeling so weak she thought she might collapse. She closed her eyes again, just for a moment, and focused her attention on the last details she remembered.
Almost instantly, her eyes snapped opened again in shock. They had been there! She could clearly see their faces in her mind’s eye as they were racing towards her. Jasmin’s outstretched hand, the shout frozen on Aaron’s lips, the pleading look in Luke’s eyes.
She shuddered and for the first time realised how sore she was. Her body felt stiff, her muscles ached. She was incredibly thirsty. How long had she been here?
Maia sat up slowly, groaning softly as her body protested. She felt dizzy, too. Carefully, she swung her legs over the side of the cot and her bare feet encountered something furry. Wolf immediately sat up and proceeded to lick her feet vigorously. She giggled. Of course he was here. Oh, how she had missed him. She grabbed the scuff of his neck and pulled him close, burying her face in his thick fur. He smelled like the forest, damp earth and pine needles, and that musty smell that was so uniquely his.
“Come, Wolf,” she whispered. “Let us get out of here. If I don’t relieve myself soon, I think I will have an accident.”
Wolf did not need to be asked twice. Silently he jumped over the nearest sleeping form and was out of the entrance before Maia had risen off the bed. Cursing her stiff muscles, she made her way across to the entrance, trying to be as quiet as possible. Outside, she stopped for a moment and breathed in the clear and pleasantly cool morning air. It felt so good to be home. Then, without any further thought, she made her way down to the river.
Once her business was done, she knelt by the water and drank. The water was cool and satisfying. Wolf was beside her, drinking somewhat more noisily. Somewhere to her right, an owl hooted, its nightly hunt at an end.
On an impulse, she decided that she might as well wash while she was here and before anyone else woke up. She began to undress, wondering about her strange clothes. Why was she still wearing the suit? She remembered that it was a standard clothing item on Earth. It was specifically designed to provide the body with oxygen and even had breathing tubes that could be pulled over the mouth when one went outside.
Here, on Elveron, it was useless. Why had she not taken it off? She tried to remember arriving here, her family greeting her, moving to the tree, but she did not recall any of it. Frustrated, she shook her head, and then cursed herself as a stab of pain shot through her head. Maybe her energy levels had been so low when she had summoned the Gate on Earth, she had gotten the arrival wrong. Maybe she had hit her head.
Wondering about it now would not help her, so she pushed the thoughts aside for the moment. She would ask Silas and her father later about what had happened. Now naked, she stepped into the gently flowing stream. The water was cool and she was soon covered in goose bumps. It felt invigorating and she waded further in until the water reached her hip. The river was not very wide at this point and she was now at its deepest point.
Wolf remained on the bank, looking after her. Although he didn’t mind the water, he did not seem inclined to follow her in. Maia noticed his left ear moving to the side periodically. Ah, she thought, that is why he does not want to come in.
“Off you go then, Wolf, go catch it.”
She made the fetch motion with her arm as she said it and Wolf darted off after whatever it was he had heard. Now alone, she dunked her head under water and wet her hair. Then she swam a couple of strokes up river, before letting herself drift back. She did that a few times, swimming up, then drifting down again. It loosened her stiff and sore muscles and she began to feel better. While she swam, the light strengthened. She could now clearly make out the forest around her. Ferns dominated the banks of the river, moss covered the rocks and a great willow tree trailed its drooping branches into the water. She could clearly feel the bright specks of Eläm emanating from the swarm of tiny fish that swam beneath her. It felt great to be home.
Although she had not been completely aware of her real life while she was on Earth, she had always felt something was missing. She had not been aware of what that was until she became sick; only then did the memories of home start returning and only then did she realise what she had to do. She remembered when the time came and she had said her goodbyes to her family; it had been agony to watch the sadness on their faces. She felt a tear roll down her cheek at the memory.
She had left and thought it was all finally over, and then they had been there … all three. She remembered their horrified expressions as the energy took her. What had they made of her sudden disappearance right in front of their eyes? Were they sad and frightened?
Suddenly, she did not feel like swimming any more. She was angry with herself and felt guilty; she should have been more careful. They were not supposed to have witnessed that. They might even have been hurt if they had been caught in the energy. That was why she said good-bye to them the day before. She wanted to slip away and make it as easy for them as possible. Now she would have to live with their pain on her conscience for the rest of her life. Silas would also be disappointed with her. He might even fail her on this last test and not accept her as Prime.
Maia waded back to shore, her heart heavy. She had been so preoccupied with her own thoughts that she had not noticed Wolf return. He now gave a short warning yap. It was a small sound, one they had always used as a warning, and she was immediately alert. She noticed Wolf about twenty strides away to her right, wagging his tail. Where was the danger? What had he warned her about?
She glanced around and there, just a few paces up the path, stood Aaron.
 




 
Maia froze; every nerve and muscle in her body tense. Within moments, feelings of confusion, panic and then anger went through her mind. She had recognised him instantly, but it had taken another moment for her brain to comprehend the concept of Aaron being in her forest. He just stood there, open-mouthed, gaping at her. For a few long seconds they stared at each other, and then seemingly at the same time, they became aware of her nakedness.
Maia saw the colour creep up into Aaron’s face before he turned and fled. She hurried the remaining few steps to shore and shrugged on her suit over her wet body. What was he doing here? He should not be here! What was she going to do? Her thoughts chased each other around in her head. 
With Wolf walking by her side, she made her way back to the tree. This was not how she had imagined her homecoming. Here she was, walking towards her family and home and dreading every step she took. She felt confused and hurt. This should have been a happy moment.
When she reached the tree, Silas was waiting for her outside. She was not surprised to see him there. Somehow, he always managed to show up when she needed him most. Silas took a few steps towards her and opened his arms. Maia ran to him and let him enfold her in his arms while she cried. He did not say anything, just let her cry.
By the time the tears stopped flowing, she was exhausted. Silas used his sleeve to wipe her face and then sat her down on the log besides the entrance to the tree. She hiccupped.
“Hush, Maia, it will be all right.” Silas sat beside her and took her hands in his.
“Oh, Silas, what have I done? Why is he here?”
Silas had always been there for her from the moment she was born. He had been her mentor and her friend. Although she was close to her parents, it was Silas she always went to with her problems. She knew he understood her and, in moments like this, needed few explanations to know how she felt.
“It is good to see you, Maia. I have missed you.” He squeezed her hands. “And you are home now, that is all that matters. We will find solutions for everything else in time.”
Maia looked up at him. His calming influence immediately made her feel a little better. “As I have missed you, Silas, but I had imagined my homecoming differently. How long have I been here?”
“Three days. You have been asleep until now. Wolf started acting strangely about three days ago and when your mother told us yesterday that Wolf had taken off through the Silver Forest and on into the fields, we decided to follow him and see what was bothering him. We rode like the wind trying to catch up, but he ran as if chased by a Riven. We followed his spoor, which led to the Gate. We found him there watching over you. I think he gave your companions quite a scare.”
Silas chuckled, but Maia frowned. “Companions?”
“Besides your husband, you have also brought both your children, Luke and Jasmin.” Silas forestalled Maia’s interruption by holding up a hand. “And they are lovely children. You have done well. Although they are all a little confused, they are holding up well enough. Your father has already decided to take them home with us until we can find a solution. Do you know how you brought them here?”
Silas looked at her enquiringly.
“All three?”
Maia was shocked. This was worse than anything she had ever done. How could Silas be so calm? She felt panic rise within her, but Silas put a calming hand on her shoulder.
“Don’t fret now, my girl. We will have answers in time. By tomorrow we will be home and matters will look better already.” Silas rose from the log. “Come, everyone will be waking. Let us say good morning. Your farther will be happy to see you.”
Together they walked through the entrance of the Hollow Tree. Fires had been lit and kettles for morning tea were already heating. People sat around, sharing biscuits and travel bread. The quiet hubbub of people conversing and general companionship filled the space. It felt warm and inviting; like home.
“Maia!” Jaik exclaimed and covered the distance between them in three long strides.
Before she had time to react, she was swept up in his arms and crushed to his body. Maia closed her eyes. He smelt like horse and forest, like wolf and fire and of metal and leather. The mixture was a smell she only associated with her brother and she revelled in the closeness of him. Oh, how she had missed him!
“We thought you would never wake. You had us so worried. How are you feeling?”
“Happy to be home,” she answered honestly. She put a smile on her face for his benefit and then added in a whisper, “Am I in deep trouble?”
 

 
By the time the sun had fully risen they were all packed up and moving. Maia walked at the front of the column, just behind her father, Jaik beside her. She did not see the path in front of her, nor the trees. She simply concentrated on taking one step at a time. Her mind was in turmoil and her heart sore.
She had so looked forward to going home and now that she was here, she wished it was not so. How could she have been so careless? Her father had greeted her warmly and she could see the genuine pleasure in his eyes when he hugged her. However, she had also noticed the underlying tension. She knew that, as clan leader, he felt it was his responsibility to keep these Humans safe.
Everyone else had also been happy to see her, Filithrin and Archer, who she had grown up with, especially so.
What had been difficult, and was bothering her now, was the meeting with Aaron and his children. Jasmin had smiled and even hugged her. She had seemed pleased that she was awake and that she was now able to talk to her. Maia had detected no falseness in her voice and wondered how this girl could accept everything so easily. Luke had been reserved. He had formally nodded his head to her, limited his replies to one-word answers and not asked any questions.
Aaron, on the other hand, had decided that he did not even want to see her and went outside to wait until they were ready to leave. She had followed him out, but when she approached, he stomped off into the forest, mumbling things under his breath that did not sound very friendly. She had gazed after him for a while, hurt, but had eventually given up and helped the others pack.
She knew she needed to talk to them, but they were not making it easy for her.
“I have been sending out patrols every three days for the past Moon cycle, hoping you would return. Fili, Archer and I were just on our way back from one of our rounds when we met Father and Silas, along with the rest of the Guard, on the trail.” Jaik put an arm around Maia’s shoulder. “I am so happy to have you back. I have missed you. There has been no one to tease while you were gone.”
Maia smiled up at him. She could feel his love for her; it was like a soft vibration along his arm where it rested across her shoulder.
“Let me tell you about all the things that have happened while you were away. Maybe it will take your mind off your little problem for a while.” Jaik turned slightly and looked back at Aaron walking further back with his children.
He did not look very happy and was glowering at them. Jaik frowned back at him; protective as he was over his sister, he did not like this man.
He cleared his throat and then launched into his recounting. “Ätta has finally fallen pregnant; Brindalor was ecstatic when he told us. After twenty years of trying, they are finally going to have a baby. I think she is due in another two Moons or so. I never know how to work that out. She has been struggling a little, but Silas has made some of his concoctions for her and she has been a little better since then.”
“Oh, that is wonderful news, Jaik. I am glad to hear it.”
“And the Builders have finished the new Elder Hall they started just after you left. It is about twice the size of the old one and spans between five different trees. It is amazing. I cannot wait to show you.” Jaik dropped his arm from Maia’s shoulders and took her hand instead. His green eyes sparkled as he looked at her. “And you will be happy to know that we have had some excellent foals over the past two years. Your stallion has done especially well. There is this one filly, born just after you left that can run faster than all the rest. She is a beautiful little thing; you will like her.”
Jaik carried on talking while they walked. Maia tried to pay attention and it did distract her a little. Not all the news Jaik had to share was good. There had been some disappearances and Tila’s parents had died in a rock slide. In some parts, there had even been reports of attacks, albeit the details were still too sketchy to draw conclusions. Some apparently said that Death was involved, but Maia knew most accounts of Death were superstitions and she dismissed them.
Maia listened to him and the day passed swifter than she would have imagined. She could almost forget that her human family walked along behind her, could almost ignore Aaron’s glowering, accusing glare. But it was always there, at the back of her mind, causing her to feel guilty and ashamed.
 

 
In the afternoon, Jagaer sent Filithrin and Archer out to shoot game or fowl to roast over the coals at the camp that evening. Maia watched as Archer carefully lifted Jasmin off his horse. She noticed Jasmin leaning in, taking a deep breath of his manliness before he set her on the ground. He did not seem to be in a hurry to let her go either. Maia suppressed a little smile. She had flirted with the idea of being with Archer on numerous occasions; he was rather irresistible; but it had never worked out. He was too much like a brother to her.
Once the two riders were gone, Jasmin stood for a moment, unsure of what to do. Sunlight dappled through the canopy, playing with the natural highlights in her blonde hair. Maia thought she was very pretty in an impish sort of way. Jasmin noticed her looking and quickly walked. Maia’s stomach lurched. Was she coming to talk to her? What would she say? Unsure, she turned and followed Jaik, who had already moved off a couple of paces.
“Hi. Can I walk with you?” Jasmin asked as she caught up and fell into step next to Maia.
Her tone was friendly and Maia felt no animosity from her. Maia noticed that her Eläm had a soft violet glow, like a flower. She relaxed a little.
“Yes, of course you may.”
They walked on in silence for a while, each trying to think of what to say next. Maia felt a little awkward, knowing that this was supposed to be her daughter. She was barely even old enough to have children, yet here she was walking alongside her almost fully-grown child. She bit the inside of her lip.
“You know, Papa is a little upset about the whole thing. But I think it is wonderful. Your home is so beautiful. I have never seen this many living things in one place before.”
It was not what Maia had expected. She had been prepared for questions and accusations, so she was a little stumped as to what to say to this statement.
“I am glad you like it,” Maia said. She thought for a moment and then asked, “How do you feel? Are you still sore?”
“No, I’m feeling much better, thank you. Although, I think my thighs are chafing a little from the saddle. But it is so wonderful to ride a horse. I have never seen a horse before. Do you have lots of them here?”
“Yes, we breed them,” she said. It was a lot easier to talk to this girl than she had imagined. Somehow, it seemed natural. “Our clan is renowned for our horses. I can show you when we get to Shadow Hall if you like.”
Maia was glad to pick up on a subject she was comfortable with. She did not have answers for them on why they were here or how they would get back. And she felt she would enjoy talking to Jasmin. She seemed open, friendly, and somehow genuinely pleased with her situation. Maia wondered why.
“That would be wonderful, Maia, I would like that very much.” Jasmin clapped her hands.
Maia smiled at her.
“I want to learn as much as I can about your home while we are here. And, if you are really our mom, then of course I want to spend as much time with you as possible, before we have to go again, if that is all right with you.” Jasmin made it sound like a question and looked up at her pleadingly.
Maia inhaled a sharp breath. Of course she did not mind spending time with them; they were her responsibility now, after all, but being a mother was completely foreign to her. How could she be a mother to these two grown kids?
“Does that mean you believe us? That I am your mother. You are not upset?”
Maia’s heart was beating fast as she waited for her answer.
“Oh, I said right from the beginning that you looked like Mom. You know, when we first saw you lying there next to us. Thinking back, it all makes sense. You were sick and had to go home. Then we came and you took us with you. I think it is kind of like getting your jacket caught on a moving …” She thought for a moment, looking for the right word. “… train and being dragged along as it moves off. I am glad you are feeling better, even if you are different now. Inside, you are still you.”
Maia frowned at Jasmin’s explanation. Somehow, the word train did not feel right, but strangely, she knew what it meant. Although Maia could not quite imagine being dragged along by a train, the theory made sense. It sounded logical. She had summoned the Gate and somehow they had been swept up in the energy.
Although she had been somewhat different on Earth, she was essentially still the same person. Her heartbeat slowed a little as they walked on. Maia noticed, and not for the first time, that Jasmin smelled faintly of tarragon and raspberries. A smile played across her lips. She had always loved tarragon, it reminded her of Silas. The smell of tarragon also lingered on Luke and Aaron, although not as strongly, and theirs was mingled with, and in Aaron’s case almost overpowered by, the smell of sun-warmed rock.
Jaik had distanced himself a little, giving them space to talk. Sometime during the afternoon Luke caught up with them as well and, although he did not say much, was happy to walk beside them and listen. Maia was enjoying herself and had completely forgotten about Aaron until they finally rounded an outcropping of grey rock.
They had reached the cave where they would spend another night. If one reached this point in one’s travel during the morning, then it was possible to go on to the city and still attain it during daylight hours. However, at this time of the evening, it would be dark within an hour and travelling through the forest at night could be dangerous.
While the men saw to the horses, Maia led her guests into the cave, followed by Silas and Wolf. Aaron walked right behind her and it made the hairs on the back of her neck stand up as if she was in danger. His Eläm exuded animosity and she struggled to shield herself from it. She shivered a little and it was not just from the cooler air inside.
It was a big cave and, having been used by their clan for generations as a stopover, was stocked with essentials, much like the Hollow Tree. There were sleeping rolls and blankets, lanterns, firewood and flint, water buckets, a basket full of eating utensils and a shelf full of cups. A stream ran past the cave, so fresh water was always available.
Once inside, Maia showed them where to sit. Jasmin and Luke sat next to each other, while Aaron perched on the far side of the fireplace. Wolf curled up at Jasmin’s feet and she absently rubbed the back of his head with her hand. Silas busied himself with making a fire and then put on a kettle of water to brew tea. None of the humans noticed Silas’ way of making a fire, but it made Maia wonder if she remembered how to. She had not used magic in so long, could she still do it? She resolved to do little tests when she got home.
The others came in and started setting up camp for the night. The cave became a bustle of activity and Maia began to feel a little crowded. Aaron still sat alone, watching her every move, his brow furrowed into deep lines on his forehead. She felt awkward under his gaze and somehow naked. She remembered how he had stared at her when he caught her at the river. She shivered. That, she then thought, might be the ideal solution to her problem right now.
“I think I will take Jasmin down to the pool to wash, while it is still light enough to see. Father, will you let the men know we are down there and need privacy?”
Jagaer nodded and Maia grabbed Jasmin’s hand to lead her out of the cave. A weight had lifted off her chest once she stepped out into the fresh air and out of Aaron’s sight. The stream formed a little pool just downstream from the cave and Maia led Jasmin down the path, Wolf at their heels.
“I thought you might like to wash. The pool’s water will be cold, it comes straight off the snow fields on Shadow Peak, but it is very beautiful.”
“Thanks, Maia. I do feel dirty. I have not washed or changed in three days. I’m surprised Archer is not repulsed by the smell of me.”
“Do not worry, no one will think badly of you. Tomorrow I will give you some of my clothes to wear. You’ll see; they are a lot more comfortable than the suit.”
“Thank you. That would be nice.”
“Look, here we are.”
Maia pointed ahead and Jasmin got her first look at the pool. The little run-off stream that came from high up in the mountains gathered here in a shallow depression in the rock, before spilling over on the other side, creating a small waterfall. The roughly circular pool spanned about ten paces across and was about as deep as a man was tall. Rocks and foliage surrounded it, creating a little pocket in the forest that could not be seen from the path.
“Come, let us get undressed quickly, I want to be back before it gets dark. Wolf, stay, watch.”
Maia motioned the order to the wolf and he obediently sat down next to the pool, staring off into the forest. After the incident with Aaron, she was a little more careful. Wolf would let them know if anyone approached.
 

 
Jasmin was a little shy about taking her clothes off at first, but then chided herself; Maia had surely seen her naked before. She stepped into the water of the pool after Maia. It was cold, but refreshing. Jasmin surreptitiously watched Maia as she first dunked under to wet her hair and then gathered some of the sand from the bottom to scrub her skin with. Jasmin copied her, but carried on watching her a while longer.
Jasmin had never seen anyone with a body like that. Although Jasmin herself was lean, she thought of herself as lanky and awkward. Maia’s body was flawless. She had long, shapely legs, the muscles clearly visible when she moved. She had curves in all the right places, a flat, well-muscled stomach and her breasts were high and firm. Now wet, her dark hair shone and hung low over her buttocks. Even in the gloomy light of the forest, Jasmin could clearly see that Maia had incredibly green eyes. She wondered if there was anything that wasn’t perfect on Maia. This made her think of her father.
Technically, Maia was his wife. Although Lisa had been a pretty woman when she was younger, the illness had ravaged her body and her features. Maia, however, was absolutely perfect. What would her father think of having a body like that in his bed? Jasmin blushed. She had never had thoughts like that about her parents. How could she even be thinking something like that? She shook the thought off, feeling a little ashamed, splashed her face with cold water to hide her flush, and carried on scrubbing her body.
By the time they were finished, their skin was pink and smooth. Jasmin regretted having to put the dirty suit back on, but Maia had promised fresh clothes for tomorrow and if Maia could bear it, so could she. 
 

 
The girls walked back to the cave hand in hand, Wolf in the lead. Maia liked this bubbly girl and felt a kinship with her that she had never before felt with any other girl. She had always preferred the company of boys. She could hunt, shoot, climb and fight with the best of them. Only once she had gotten a little older, had she come to appreciate the company of women and their softer, more refined manners.
When they walked into the cave, Archer and Filithrin were back and three pheasants roasted over the fires. The roasting meat smelled wonderful. Although Maia did not often eat meat, and she mostly abstained from hunting now that her powers were fully developed, she still enjoyed it from time to time.
Jasmin skipped over to where her brother and father were sitting. Maia had seen the relief on Aaron’s face when they walked in and he now berated Jasmin for having taken so long. He had been worried. He then looked up and gave Maia an accusing stare. She shied from the menace in his face and the force of his Eläm; she would have to learn to shield herself from it.
Why did he hate her so? She had tried to be nice to him, but every time she attempted to talk to him, he found an excuse to walk away. If he would just let her explain everything that had happened, maybe he would understand. She felt sorry for him, but something told her that it was not pity he wanted from her. Feeling uncomfortable under his glare, she moved over to one of the fires along the wall. She knelt in front of it and shook out her hair to dry it.
Moments later, Jasmin was by her side, following her example. “Papa is not very happy with me. He says we took too long. He can be so grumpy sometimes.”
Jasmin sighed. It was clear that she did not like her father being upset with her.
“He loves you. It is only natural for him to worry about you.”
“Hey, that is exactly what Mom would have said.” Jasmin smiled and nudged Maia in her side, a twinkle in her eye.
Maia blushed and did not know what to say. They were quiet for a moment, each lost in their own thoughts.
“So, does Archer live close by?”
Jasmin said it in a way that sounded as if it was of no real importance, but Maia could hear the undertone of the question. She smiled inwardly, but then wondered if it was a good idea for them to get close. Eventually the Humans were going back to Earth and she already felt very protective of Jasmin. She did not want her heart to get broken. Then she thought about herself in a position like this and knew she would want the opportunity to decide for herself.
“Yes, he does. Sometimes he gets sent on a trip or errant, but most of the time the Guard stays in the city.”
“The guard?”
“Archer is part of our Elder Guard. It is a group of eleven warriors that protect our clan, their Lord and Elders. It is a highly respected position and only the best are chosen. He is also one of our best Hunters. It seems you have an eye for quality.”
Maia winked at her and Jasmin blushed, but smiled. 
“Do you think he likes me?” Jasmin said, looking over to the cook fire, where Archer turned the spit.
“I don’t see what there is not to like, but I suppose you will have to find out for yourself. He only just came back from an errand, so I suppose he will be home for a while.”
 

 
The pheasants were finally ready and were shared out. They were a large group for three pheasants - Maia and her three guests, Filithrin and Archer, Silas, Jagaer and Jaik, and four other members of the Guard - but they supplemented their meal with travel bread and stewed vegetables.
Wolf went from person to person, picking up scraps. Jagaer mumbled something about bad manners, but scratched the wolf behind his ear. He had gotten quite fond of the wolf, although he had been against keeping him when Maia brought him home as a pup. She had found him, alone and injured, in the forest and he had been her first real test of her powers. She had healed him and nursed him, but when she took him back to the forest for him to run free, he decided he liked the company of Elves and had stayed.
When Wolf had first come to them, everyone just referred to him as the wolf, as they didn’t want to name a creature they would not be able to keep. However, once he had decided to stay, the name had stuck and he was now known as Wolf, although Maia still thought it was as clichéd a name as it got.
 

 
Once they had eaten, Maia helped Archer and Boron, another Guard member, to gather their dishes to take outside to wash in the stream. Boron protested at first, doing dishes was not something the daughter of his Lord should do, but Maia quashed his protests. Boron decided it was best not to argue with his princess.
Jasmin also decided to help and took the dishes from her father and brother. Maia suspected that she wanted another chance to speak to Archer, rather than do dishes.
It had become fully dark by the time they stepped out of the cave. The moons were almost invisible under the canopy of the trees, but the Lumina flowers around the cave were already glowing, lighting their way. They usually started to glow within an hour after sunset and would only fade again just before sunrise. Maia had always loved them. She had a few at home, potted on her windowsill.
Maia almost bumped into Jasmin as she suddenly stopped, staring.
“They are so beautiful,” Jasmin whispered and then took a hesitant step towards the nearest vine. Her fingers lightly touched the funnel shape flower and it briefly glowed a little brighter where it had been touched.
“We call them Lumina. Here in this forest, all the Lumina flowers glow a deep blue-green colour, but further south, some of them are vivid reds, oranges and yellows.” Maia picked one and stuck it behind Jasmin’s ear. “It will glow for about an hour or so before the light fades now that it is not connected to the vine.”
She twirled a strand of hair around the short stem so it would not fall. The flowers did not spread their light far. Each individual flower was its own little island of light and the one behind Jasmin’s ear created a little halo effect around her face.
“Very beautiful indeed,” Archer breathed in Jasmin’s ear as he walked past her.
He winked at Maia and carried on walking down the path. Even in the ghostly light of the Lumina, Maia saw Jasmin blush a deep scarlet.
“Thanks, Maia,” Jasmin said, a little out of breath.
 

 
In the morning, Jagaer ordered the members of the Guard to take the horses down to the Grazing Grounds.
“We will take the short cut over the ridge to the city. It is too steep for the horses to walk there,” he explained to the Humans. “We should be there by noon.”
Maia saw Jasmin pout a little when she realised that Archer was part of the Guard taking the horses, and Wolf, away. Only Jaik stayed with them. However, there was so much to see on their way to the city that Jasmin soon put Archer to the back of her mind.
The mountain path became steep, going up hill, winding through crevasses and past sheer drops. The forest was dense where the soil was deep enough and various types of fern dominated the underbrush. Birds were ever present and their songs accompanied them as they walked. Every now and again, they got to a point where there was a break in the trees and were able to see glimpses of the plains to the east.
By midday, they reached the top of the ridge. From here, it was only a short way down The Steep, the path that led to the city. But, as its name suggested, it was steep. In some places, steps had been hewn into the rock and in other places, there was only a chain attached to the cliff face one could hang on to. Jagaer and Jaik assisted Luke and Aaron, while Maia helped Jasmin.
The Humans were soon sweating and breathing hard, their legs shaking form the constant strain. Despite his age, Silas was able to manoeuvre the precarious path with ease and Maia wondered how he did it, although she had seen him do it a hundred times. She did not know his real age, she doubted anyone did, but for an Elf to look this old, he had to be ancient, perhaps even over three thousand years. It did no good dwelling on it; Silas never told anyone how old he was.
They laboured on for a while and soon heard the rushing of the waterfall. The river came off the mountain, tumbled over one of the cliffs and then flowed in a fast, steep bed down to the city, which it divided neatly in half, and then flowed through the little birch forest, which they called the Silver Forest, to join the mighty Oakin River far out on the plain. The city was shaped like a large horseshoe, with the Gathering Grounds in the centre. It nestled at the edge of the forest, right up against the steep sides of the mountain.
Their houses were built in the trees; some so high up that one could see over the canopy of the forest and, on certain days when the air was extraordinarily clear, one could see the shimmer coming off the great lake in the far distance. Because of the slope, the trees were at different levels, much like a terrace. Their entire city was built on so many different levels that sometimes one had to climb several staircases and cross several bridges just to get to a neighbour.
Maia loved it.
The Humans were huffing and struggling by the time they reached the Water Mill. It was a complicated structure and several pipes led from it, channelling the water to run past the houses, giving them running water. It was used to fill their buckets, bathtubs and cooking pots and even flush the latrines. Wastewater was then channelled another way and disposed of in an underground river that ran past the city. By the time that river emerged far to the east, the water was clear again of all impurities.
As they approached the mill with its churning blades and buckets, Aaron perked up for the first time. He seemed to forget his tiredness and stepped off the path to take a closer look. Jagaer was about to stop him, but then changed his mind. Aaron seemed completely absorbed with investigating the mechanisms.
Maia saw Jasmin roll her eyes at her brother, who just shook his head. Maia was going to ask what this was all about, but the noise from the rushing water made conversation all but impossible. She decided to find out later. Right now, she just wanted to get home.
 




 
By the time they reached the outskirts of the city, the Humans were tired and wet with sweat, but the view ahead made them perk up. Jagaer allowed them to rest and admire the view for a while, before they descended two steep sets of steps that led to the Median, one of the main airy walkways of the city. From there, they traversed the short, but high, sway bridge they called the Spoke, before going down another two short flights of stairs onto Lower Walk. None of them was afraid of heights and had been more interested in the view than the fact that they were so high off the ground. There was just so much to see and even Maia took it all in with hungry eyes; she had missed home.
Although there was an underlying uniformity to the houses, each one had been built to suit its inhabitants. Some were angular, others round. Some only had one level, while yet others sprawled on multiple levels, with stairs connecting the various rooms. Most of the houses had wood shingle roofs, but some of them had roofs made of such cleverly interwoven branches that it was near impossible to tell where roof ended and tree began. Although their Builders used cut wood to shape the houses and brace the roofs, they also used the living trees in their construction. After a tree was chosen, it was then encouraged to grow a certain way to accept the new house and then anchor it in place. The larger the house, the more magic it took to encourage the tree. After a time, house and tree would become one and it would be nigh on impossible to separate them again.
Most of the bridges were made out of rope and wooden planks, vines encircling their railings. Only the bridges along the forest floor were made of stone. Beautiful, blown glass lanterns hung at periodic intervals; their crystals dull in the full light of day. Maia knew that in the evening, their whole village would be bright with the light from the crystals and they would sparkle like stars in the night sky. The bridges swayed and rocked, especially when more than one person walked on them and it took a little practice to be completely steady on them. Maia had always loved them, playing on them since she was able to walk.
They had now passed The Round, a small, wooden path that branched off Lower Walk that held only three houses, and then went across the small bridge connecting Lower Walk to their veranda. The Lord’s House had a prominent position overlooking the Gathering Grounds. As they approached it, Maia felt excitement course through her body. She was home! She almost ran down the swaying bridge as she saw their front door open and her mother step out.
“Oh, Maia, you are finally home.” Malyn was almost in tears when she saw her daughter, and hugged her fiercely.
“Mother.” Maia’s voice broke on the simple word and she had to swallow hard to suppress her tears. She hugged her mother for a long time before she let her go. “You look well, Mother, I have missed you so.”
Malyn squeezed her hand and cast a thankful glance towards Jagaer. She was a little startled by the strangers and looked at Maia questioningly.
“Mother, this is Aaron and his children, Luke and Jasmin. They are my guests and I respectfully request their lodgings for the time they spend with us.”
It was unusual for guests to be housed within the regent’s home, they had guest lodges for this, but after one quick look at Maia, Malyn agreed. There was something afoot here that she was not aware of yet, besides the fact that the three guests were not Elves.
“Of course. Aaron, you and your children are welcome. Any friends of Maia are welcome here. But let us not stand on the balcony. Come in and I will make you all some tea.”
Malyn smiled at them all before turning towards the house.
Jagaer nodded to Aaron and then waited for him to go first. Hesitantly, Aaron followed Malyn into the house.
Maia took Jasmin’s hand and, followed by Luke, Jaik and Silas, they made their way into her home.
Their house was not as high up as some of the other houses; the lower level was only about twenty paces off the ground, but it was the grandest, as befit their royal rank. The house was solely for personal use though; official matters were dealt with in the Elder Hall or the House of the Guardians. Their home had a large, circular common room with a big, round fireplace in the middle surrounded by low benches and tables. An alcove opened up from the common room to lead to a space where they gathered for meals, which in turn opened to a kitchen. Two bedrooms, one of which was her parents with a washroom attached, the storage room and a pantry also led off the main oval-shaped room. A staircase ran up to a narrow balcony that circled the common room all the way around. The doors that led off the balcony belonged to Maia’s and Jaik’s bedrooms, as well as their shared washroom.
 

 
The house smelled like freshly baked bread and flowers. Vases with fresh flowers stood on almost every table. Malyn had decorated every open space with large tapestries depicting mainly horses, but a few with other animals and forest scenes. The floor was covered with a multitude of woven mats and various animal furs. Cushions in a range of colours and fabrics littered the sitting area around the fireplace. Crystal lanterns hung on the walls and candles occupied every level surface of the house.
Malyn loved candles. Although she was the wife of Lord Longshadow and had duties relating to the running of the clan, she also worked as a Potter. It was her passion, her elemental magic being Earth, and she had made thousands of little candle pots, vases and containers in her lifetime, which she mostly traded for other goods. Many of them also found their way here, some of which were even filled with soil and contained Lumina flowers, closed and dull at the moment.
They went to sit around the fireplace, while Malyn busied herself with making tea for everyone. Maia gave her a hand, as it seemed Biandala, their Server, had the day off.
Luke and Jasmin gazed around eagerly, trying to take everything in. They had never seen a room as richly decorated as this one. On Earth, excess was frowned upon. Their home had been plain, but functional. Decorations were not something that was important to them and Aaron had always preferred the minimalist look. Jasmin liked the warmth of Maia’s home and immediately felt comfortable. Aaron was sitting on the edge of his seat, clearly uncomfortable. He felt like he did not fit in here.
Maia watched Aaron out of the corner of her eye. He sat with a stiff back, staring at the fireplace. He only briefly looked up when Malyn handed him his cup of tea. Maia was a little annoyed. This should have been a happy moment for her. Why was he always so rude? Luke and Jasmin were friendly and appreciated their hospitality, why couldn’t he?
“I was beginning to think that some handsome stranger from Earth had caught your eye and you were never coming back,” Malyn said as she sat down next to her daughter. “I am so glad to have you back.”
Maia shuddered at how close she had come to the truth.
 

 
It was dark by the time they had recounted the events of the past few days to her mother. Maia was surprised at how easily her mother dealt with the fact that she now had a family. In fact, she had been delighted to find out that she had grandchildren. Jaik laughed until Maia jabbed her elbow into his ribs to shut him up.
There had been tense moments when they discussed the fact they were all Elves. Aaron struggled to believe it, especially the fact that they were actually on another planet and had supposedly travelled across the universe to get here. Jasmin, however, thought it was wonderful and then Silas had referred to some earlier conversation he had with Aaron, and he had not said anything further. Maia wondered what Silas had told him.
Malyn served them roast vegetables and hare for their evening meal. They sat around their large, round table, candles burning in the middle. Jagaer was next to Aaron, asking him question after question about their planet. Maia felt sorry for him, but as she remembered so little from her time there, she was also listening.
The more Aaron talked, the more he seemed to enjoy himself. He looked confidant and, for the first time since they had arrived, looked like he was in control of his emotions. Maia was fascinated with the change. He was friendlier than she had seen him since she had woken up and for the first time his Life-Force did not assault her with animosity. He even laughed a few times and Maia noticed the small dimples in his cheeks when he smiled. He almost looked handsome.
The thought made her blush. Why did it make her feel so strange? She had been annoyed with him only a short while ago, but now he seemed charming and nice. He was a different man. Was this the man she had fallen in love with while she was on Earth? Could she still love him now? She thought of the few words they had exchanged on their way here. He had not been nice to her, but maybe he was simply hurt. Maybe it was Maia’s fault that he was angry all the time. He certainly seemed happy to be talking to her father. Confused, she picked at her food. Suddenly she was not hungry any more. She let the conversation wash over her and only noticed that everyone had finished when Malyn took her plate.
As always, she had noticed Maia’s absentmindedness and drawn her own conclusions. It was Malyn that now allocated the sleeping quarters to their guests and showed them where they could wash up for the night. She also gave them clothes to sleep in and promised them some fresh clothes for the morning. She gave the extra bedroom to Aaron and Luke to share and told Jasmin she could sleep in Maia’s room. It was clear she had no intention of letting Maia’s ‘husband’ sleep in the same room as her.
Maia breathed a sigh of relief.
 

 
Exhausted, her guests said their good-nights and retired. Silas left and her parents came to sit with her next to the dying fire. Then, when it was clear that Maia did not feel like talking, they too retired to their private quarters. Jaik stayed with her for a while and they talked a little of inconsequential stuff like siblings often do, but then he said his good-nights, leaving her alone with her thoughts.
She sat there, staring at the embers. Questions chased each other around in her head, seeking answers she could not think of. Why had all this happened to her? Would they be able to find a way home for the Humans? How long would it take them to find a solution? What were they going to do with their guests until then? And how did she deal with the fact that she now had a husband and children? Did she have to start treating Aaron like her mate, with everything that such a relationship entailed? She shuddered.
Sighing, she rose from the bench and climbed the few steps to the washroom. At this hour, the boilers would not be heated and there was no warm water. However, the night was mild and the cold shower cleared her head a bit. She scrubbed and scrubbed, trying to wash her worries away, but she could not stop thinking about the repercussions her actions would bring. Maia dried herself and then, wrapped in her towel, tiptoed into her room.
Jasmin was fast asleep on her bed. In the pale moonlight coming through the window, Maia noticed how peaceful her face appeared in sleep. She was truly a pretty girl; her shoulder-length blonde hair was cut into a bob, which accentuated her heart-shaped face. Not for the first time, Maia wondered what she had looked like as Lisa. Did she also have blonde hair? She shook her head; she did not want to think about it now. What she needed, was a distraction.
Cautiously, she opened her trunk, as quietly as possible, and dug out some clothes. With the bundle of clothes under her arm, she closed the door to the bedroom and dressed in the common room. It felt good to be wearing her familiar tan coloured suede pants. They were soft and supple and allowed her free movement. The shirt she had taken off the top of the pile was one of her favourites, of light cotton. The neckline had a V-shape and could be closed with string. What made it so unusual and the reason it was her favourite, was that it was as black as Midnight. It had been a gift from her father. She left the string around the neck undone and pulled on her knee high boots. She would need sturdy footwear, for she planned to walk for a while.
The thought had come to her while she was in the shower and now, ready to go, she felt the excitement build within her. She was almost shaking when she signalled Wolf to stay and stepped out into the night.
The city around her was quiet. The moons were already at their highest and would soon start their descent towards the morning. The crystal lanterns were shuttered this time of night, only the guard lights on the outskirts of the city were still burning. She stepped confidently in the dark. She knew every step, every staircase and bridge, and it only took her moments before she reached the upper path that led into the forest.
Here there were no more lights, but potted Lumina marked the path periodically, guiding her through the trees and over the ridge. The Grazing Grounds were separated from the village by this low, forested ridge, which ran along the southern side of the city.
A handful of houses nestled on the edge of the forest on the far side of the ridge. The men and women of the Horse Guard lived there, tending to the stables and their horses. Their riding geldings were stabled here all year round, but during foaling season, the mares would come to give birth to their offspring and Maia had often spent her time here, giving the Horse Masters a hand during that busy time.
Now, however, foaling season was over and the stables were quiet when she reached them. She took in the smell of dry hay and horses and quietly walked down the line of stables, patting the horses’ soft muzzles as she went by. The night guard sat on a low stool at the far end. He nodded silently, but he did not challenge her. Although she had been gone a long while, it was not unusual for her to come through this way in the middle of the night and he let her pass without comment.
She carried on walking beyond the enclosed paddocks and on towards the open fields. They were vast, encompassing four separate forested areas, with three small rivers flowing through them. The herd was split into separate groups, each led by one of the stallions. The clan’s horses were the finest in the world and they took great pride in them; they were their livelihood. People came from all over the globe to trade for these horses.
As Maia approached the first crop of trees, she whistled, then listened. Nothing. She carried on walking, making her way through the small forest. Then she whistled again; this time she was rewarded with a snort and a whinny.
A grey silhouette separated from the darkness and eyed her suspiciously. It was Cloud, her father’s great white stallion. She whistled again, the way her father did when he called his horse, and Cloud’s ears pricked forward and he trotted over to her to stick his head beneath her arms looking for a treat. She smiled; he had always been a charmer. She patted his neck and rubbed his ears, but moved on. He was not what she was looking for.
Maia walked another hour until she came to a small lake surrounded by trees. The light of the moons was reflecting off the water and she could just make out the shapes of more horses on the far side. She whistled. Heads rose to look in her direction.
Then an eerie scream pierced the stillness of the night and from the cover of the trees a great stallion raced towards her, splashing through the shallow waters at the edge of the lake. He did not reduce his speed as he neared; ears pricked forwards, nostrils flaring. Just as it seemed that he would crash into Maia and flatten her into the ground, he put his great hind legs underneath him and came to a sliding stop mere inches from her, throwing great clods of turf into the air. Maia had not moved a muscle. Instinct screamed at her to get out of the way, but familiarity told her that he would never hurt her.
“I am glad to see you too, Fire,” she said.
He snorted and Maia threw her arms around his neck, breathing in his warm musky smell. She had missed him. She felt him trembling and knew he felt the same. Maia let go of his neck, grabbed hold of his mane and swung her right leg over his back. He was a big horse, his withers standing more than a hand’s width above her head, but she had practiced this many times and was glad she could still do it after her long absence.
“Let’s go, Fire.”
Before she had even finished speaking, Fire was already on the move, his great muscles bunching up to propel him at incredible speed across the earth. The wind whipped his long mane into her face, stinging her eyes. Maia leant further down onto his neck, revelling in his speed and power. Soon they left his herd far behind, but Maia knew his lead mare was more than capable of looking after them while he was away.
He seemed to be able to run forever and, only when the moons sank behind the mountains and the sun started to rise in the east, did he halt along the bank of a river. Two rivers merged here. The Fenithr River ran through the Grazing Grounds, and then merged here with the Odal River, which came off the mountains to flow through the Silver Forest. Exhausted but happy, Maia slid from his back.
They both drank from the crystal clear water of the Fenithr River, before it merged with the murkier water that flowed from the city. Then she went to stand underneath the oak tree that stood at the point where the rivers met.
It was one of her favourite places. During the day, one had a clear view along the valley and could just make out the city at the far end of it. With the sun just rising behind her now, it picked out the features of the valley in sharp relief and she thought she saw sunlight glinting off metal or glass in the city. People would start rising soon and city life would begin for the day.
Yet Maia did not feel ready to gp back just yet; too many problems awaited her there. Although so far no one had voiced their disapproval with her yet, she knew it was coming. She was sure Silas and her father would call a meeting with the Elders to discuss the problem. And she was so tired; she had not slept at all last night. Maybe her responsibilities could wait a little longer. She curled up in the hollow against the tree and closed her eyes. Fire grazed nearby and she knew he would wake her should anything happen.
When Maia woke, the sun was already standing high overhead. It was still pleasantly cool in the shade of the tree, but she could see the heat shimmering out on the plain. Fire stood next to her, dozing, also having sought the shelter of the great oak. It was time to go back; she had to face her responsibilities and deal with them.
But first, she would go for a wash in the river; the water would be cool and fresh. Fire joined her and Maia laughed at him splashing about, the water darkening his deep-copper coat until it looked almost black. Wet and refreshed, they made their way back.
Riding, it took them only a short time to get to Shadow Hall. They followed the river east, hugging its contours as they went. It was not unusual for her to be away an entire night, but having only just arrived back home after her long absence, she did now feel a little guilty. Malyn would have to look after her guests, and although her mother enjoyed visitors, Maia knew she also had responsibilities during the day. She was the wife of a clan leader after all.
Maia urged Fire into a trot; his long strides ate up the distance. At this pace, he could go all day without tiring. Their horses’ endurance was legendary, but even so, a full-out gallop could only be sustained for about an hour.
Too soon, they reached the shelter of the Silver Forest; the white trunks of the birch trees gleamed with the reflection of sunlight on the river. It was a small forest, maybe six to seven hundred paces wide and about twice that long. It ran along the centre of the horseshoe the city formed, and within it were the Beekeepers, the Weavers, the Dressmakers, the Chandlers and the Potters workshops, plus many more. Other workshops that either created too much noise, like the Smithy, or created smells, like the Tannery, were kept further away from the city.
Maia had always liked the Tannery. A few centuries back, her ancestors had developed a new method of curing and tanning the hides, and the process was now much faster and cleaner. When she was young, she had spent many hours there and had learned to cure and tan her own hides. She was especially good at making suede, a trade she had perfected with the help of her grandmother. The pants she wore now were made from skins she had prepared herself.
When they reached the first workshop, Maia dismounted and bade Fire to return to his herd. Maia probably wouldn’t need him in the next few days, as she would have to deal with her guests, so there was no point in keeping him here. He nuzzled Maia, blew softly into her hair, then turned and left the way they had come. Maia gazed after him for a moment, and then made her way home.
It was past midday when she stepped through the entrance. She found Luke and Jasmin on the cushions around the fireplace, playing with Wolf. He wagged his tail when she walked in, but was more interested in the bone Luke was teasing him with.
Jasmin wore some of Maia’s old clothes and they fitted her well. Luke wore some of Jaik’s clothes, but he was much thinner than Jaik and the clothes hung loose on him. Malyn had promised them she would arrange for clothes to be made for them so they could have their own while they were here. In the meantime, these would have to suffice. Luke and Jasmin were fascinated with their new clothes, never having worn anything that came from an actual animal or plant; all their clothes on Earth had been from man-made materials. Maia was unsure of what man-made materials were made of, but accepted Jasmin’s statement.
“You should have heard Dad complain about the clothes.” Luke laughed. “He said he looked ridiculous in leather pants, but Malyn had taken the suits away to be washed, so he didn’t have a choice but to wear them.”
“And your mother gave him this loose fitting white shirt, which made him look like some hero out of a romance novel.” Jasmin added, laughing as well. “And then your father asked him to accompany him on a tour of the city. Papa’s face was blood red when they left.”
“You really shouldn’t make fun of your father like that.” Maia tried to keep a straight face, but she could not help herself. She eventually laughed with them. “Have you been out to see the city as well? I’m sorry I wasn’t here this morning to show you around.” 
“Yes, your mom showed us a bit and introduced us to some people, as well as your grandparents, Maël and Kian. Everyone is so friendly here. I don’t understand why you wanted to come to Earth to do your training. I am glad you did though. And I am glad you brought us here. I like it.”
Maia felt a twinge of guilt. She had not even thought of going to her grandparents since she came home. She would have to make time for them later.
“Well, I am glad you like it, Jasmin.” She smiled as she sat next to the girl and then added in an undertone, “Although your father would not agree with you.”
Maia was sure, if asked, Aaron had some choice words to say about the situation. But, as he did not feel inclined to talk to her much, she did not actually know what his true feelings were. She wondered if she should find out. Then she pictured his scowling face, remembered the anger in his Eläm and thought better of it.
“Papa will come around, you’ll see. It is just difficult for him to understand. And I think he is intimidated by you.”
“Intimidated? Why do you say that?” Maia was dumbfounded. 
“You are so beautiful and strong and confident. I think it makes him uncomfortable. He is trying very hard to hide behind his gruff exterior, but I think he is secretly wishing he could talk to you.” Jasmin nudged Luke in his ribs to make him aware of the look on Maia’s face.
Luke lifted his hand to hide a smile. “Don’t do that to her, Jasmin. I think this is difficult enough for her already without you complicating things. Maia, why don’t you show us where you hide your food? I am starving.”
Maia knew it was a ruse to distract her from the subject, but was happy to play along. She did not think she was any of those things and it made her uncomfortable. However, she did feel guilty for leaving them alone, so the least she could do was make them a meal. Elves mainly ate for pleasure and could go without food for a while, but Humans had to eat a few times every day. She took them to the pantry, situated just off the kitchen, and they helped her gather a few items for lunch.
Most of the items in the larder were unfamiliar to them. Whole fruit and vegetables were rare on Earth; most of their food was bought already processed. They enjoyed themselves immensely, cutting up the tomatoes, slicing off some ham, buttering bread. Maia had never realised how much fun making food could be; the siblings were enjoying it so much, it was infectious.
“Why don’t I show you where the vegetables are grown?” Maia said when they had finished eating.
She knew she had to see Silas, but she did not want to leave Luke and Jasmin alone again. She realised she was just delaying the inevitable. She would have to talk to him eventually and he would give her a piece of his mind. And she deserved to be in trouble. Had she paid more attention, or had she not let her emotions get the better of her, then maybe all of this could have been avoided.
Yet, she found it difficult to feel sorry. She was enjoying having Luke and Jasmin around and she intended to make the best of the time they had together.
They spent the whole afternoon wandering around the fields, Wolf at their heels. They picked berries, dug up carrots and Maia explained all the different plants to them.
By the time they got home, Aaron was back. He was quiet and seemed to be deep in thought. Jagaer had dropped him off at the house before himself going off to a meeting with the Elders. Maia wondered if they were meeting because of her, but was then distracted by the delicious smells emerging from the pot Biandala was stirring over the fire.
Luke and Jasmin went to sit with their father to tell him about their day. Maia listened to them for a while, glad she did not have to talk to Aaron; and was astounded by how differently they thought of her world. Everything was new and exciting for them; they marvelled at things that were so ordinary to Maia that she never really gave it any thought.
Jagaer’s meeting with the Elders did not last long and once he was home, they ate. There was some small talk during the meal, mostly Malyn explaining the ingredients of their meal to her guests, but Maia noticed that her father was distracted. He finished his food in silence and then stood up to take his plate to Biandala to wash.
“I am going out again. Do not wait up for me,” he said curtly, then turned to Maia. “Silas has requested that you go to him tonight. He wants to speak with you.” He left the house without another word.
Malyn gave Maia a concerned look and then nodded to her. “Go. Don’t worry about us. I am sure we will find something to entertain us.”
Worried, Maia left and went down the stairs to ground level. Silas lived with Becci - Beccithalia Nordenfall, one of their Elders - in one of the houses on the eastern side of the village, along Lofty Run. For his work as a Healer, however, Silas used one of the many caves around the city as his workshop. Like all their storage caves, it was dug into the slope of the cliff the city rested on. It was always cool in there, even in summer, so it was the ideal solution for storing and keeping food.
He was an Elemental - able to control Fire, Water and Earth - her father’s royal advisor and the Healer of their clan. He kept his medicines in his cave, as well as his books and implements. Maia had spent endless hours there, studying and practicing. She was as accomplished in the healing arts as Silas, but her elemental powers gave her an added advantage.
Maia entered the cave. Mostly lanterns, but also torches, were lit along its walls, casting strange shadows ahead of her. The passage was about a hundred paces long, leading deep into the mountain. It was cold in the tunnel, but when she reached the cavern at its end, a fire in the centre warmed up the space. The cavern was not quite round, about thirty paces wide and forty long. Small alcoves led off from the main chamber, most of them hiding their content behind a skin or tapestry. Lanterns occupied the walls between the alcoves and added their light to the fire. Workbenches, laden with scrolls and books, writing implements, bottles and other strange objects, lined the walls. The floor was covered with woven mats, which helped to keep the cold at bay. Maia sucked in a deep breath, savouring the familiar smells; tarragon, mint, fire, leather, candles and so many others she could not name them all.
Silas sat cross-legged on a cushion by the fire, his eyes closed. Maia always wondered how he managed to sit like that for any lengths of time. Even her young legs started to protest after a while, but he was somehow able to sit in such a fashion for hours and meditate.
Maia cleared her throat, and Silas opened his eyes.
 

 
Maia spent the night in Silas’ cave. She had dreaded going to him. Although she knew the old man loved her, she knew he could be hard on her when she displeased him. But, for some reason she could not fathom, he did not speak to her about her guests. Every time she steered their talk toward that subject, he seemed to change direction and started talking about something else. Eventually she gave up and just listened to him telling her about all that had happened while was gone.
They had talked late into the night, so she was still a little groggy when he woke her in the morning to go home. She wondered about it; Elves in general did not usually need much sleep, but Silas said it might have to do with the habits of Humans and that she might simply be more familiar with their sleep patterns.
It was later than she had thought and she squinted at the sun as she stepped out of the tunnel. Most people were already at their workshops; she heard the various sounds coming from the direction of the Silver Forest.
She hesitated a moment, unsure of what to do. She did not feel like slipping back into her old life. Something had changed. She had changed, but she could not quite find exactly what it was that was different about her.
With a sigh, she decided to make for home; she should probably get changed first anyway, then she could decide what to do with the rest of her day.
She had just started up the steps that lead to their home, when Jaik caught up with her. He took a few steps up, but then stopped on a step below her. Being on the same eye level with him was a novelty for her, reminding her how much taller he was. Their heights was one of their few differences; they shared the same emerald green eyes, the dark Mahogany coloured hair, fine nose, strong jaw and sensual lips. Maia thought him very handsome and was proud of him and what he had accomplished during the last twenty years. He was the youngest Commander of the Guard in almost two millennia.
“There you are. We have been looking for you. I’ve hardly seen you at all since you’ve come home.”
“I’ve only been home a few days; there hasn’t really been much time to spend with you yet.” She smiled at him.
“Well then, now is your chance, sister. Archer has taken Luke and Jasmin down to the lake. Will you join us for a swim?” He gave her a mischievous smile and then, without waiting for her reply, strode off.
Maia only hesitated for a moment. For some reason she could not explain, it felt wrong to be going off to swim. She thought she should be doing something else, but could not quite figure out what it was. The thought of spending the day with her brother, and Luke and Jasmin, was tempting.
By the time they got to the lake, she realised she had not brought anything to swim in, but it only delayed her for a moment. Leaving her underclothes and shirt on, she jumped in. Wolf was treading water, waiting for Luke to throw him a stick. Jasmin was on her back, floating, with Archer steering her by the feet. Even though it was still early, the sun had warmed the water enough to be pleasant.
She waded until she could not stand anymore and then tread water. Jaik came up behind her and dunked her head under. She took her revenge by yanking his feet and pulling him below. This was how they had spent much of their adolescent years.
As much as she loved spending time with Jaik, today she felt something was out of place, almost as if she was being watched. She swam with them for a while, but then waded to shore and climbed onto the flat boulder that pointed into the water, which they usually used for diving. From her more elevated position, she scanned the tree line around the lake.
The hairs on her arms rose as the feeling of being watched increased. A terrible uneasiness overcame her; something was out there. She cast her mind towards the forest and immediately picked up the bright sparks of Eläm, the Life-Forces, of the multitude of animals residing there; squirrels, mole rats, beetles and insects, birds and further in even a deer. She could not pick up what had triggered her uneasiness.
A sudden breeze blew over her wet skin and she shivered as. I am probably just imagining things, she thought, shrugging her shoulders. She reeled in her mind and the bright sparks immediately ceased to exist; the world seemed a darker place without them.
As she focused back on her immediate surroundings, she glimpsed movement at the edge of her vision. She looked up and thought she saw a wolf standing on the far shore of the lake, but it was far away and at that exact moment Jaik came up behind her, grabbed her around the waist, and together they tumbled into the water. She never even got the chance to think about why she had not picked up the wolf’s Eläm.
 

 
They were still laughing by the time they got home. Archer had said goodbye at the bottom of the stairs and gone his own way, but it had not dampened their spirits. It had been an excellent day. Besides that moment by the lake, Maia had not felt as carefree as today in a long time. Her initial uneasiness had evaporated quickly and she enjoyed herself. She had been surprised by how much fun Luke could be. He always seemed so restrained and serious, but today he was relaxed and funny, entertaining them with his quick wit.
The day went by surprisingly quickly. After the lake, they had gone to the stables. Most of the geldings were in and they spent time feeding and cleaning them. Jasmin loved the horses. Archer had saddled his horse, Sir Parador, for her and had shown her some of the basics. Luke also had a turn, but his antics in the saddle had been too awkward and totally uncoordinated. They made good-natured fun of him all afternoon, but he did not seem to mind.
Now they stumbled into the house, laughing at something Jaik had said, and it took a moment before they noticed Aaron standing by the fireplace, his arms crossed over his chest. The look on his face wiped the smiles off theirs and Maia felt a prickle of danger run down her back. Aaron’s Eläm glowed an angry red. Even Wolf crept past him and quietly sat on his pillow in the far corner of the common room.
“Where have you been all day? I have been worried sick about you. I asked around, but no one had seen you. And Maia, you are supposed to be the responsible one. Did you not for one minute think that I might be worried? I thought you said that you would work on getting us back home and here you are, playing around all day instead. Don’t you care about us? Is this all just a game to you?” Aaron raised his hand, forestalling their replies. “No, don’t bother with an explanation. I expect teenagers to act like this, I just didn’t realise Maia was one too.” He huffed once more, glowered at them and then stalked out the door, leaving them stunned and momentarily speechless.
“What was that all about?” Luke asked.
“Oh, Papa can be such a pain,” Jasmin complained.
Maia was silent; she did not know how to respond to such an outburst.
They sat for another little while around the fire, but the mood was broken. Jagaer was at another meeting and Malyn was not home either. Thus, after a quick, cold meal they all went to bed.
Maia set up a narrow cot in the storage room, leaving her room to Jasmin. She lay there, staring at the ceiling. She thought about everything that had happened in the short time she had been home. She needed to make it right somehow. Although she enjoyed Jasmin’s and Luke’s company, it was clear Aaron was unhappy. For a long time, she lay there, thinking about all the possible solutions, but it had been an exciting, tiring day and eventually her eyes closed and she fell asleep.
 

 
She was walking barefoot along the edge of a stream. Sunshine filtered through the canopy of leaves overhead, warming her face. Bees hummed all around her, visiting the colourful flowers growing alongside the stream and birds sang in the trees. It was a perfect summer’s day. She enjoyed the slight breeze cooling her skin.
Ambling to the edge of the river, she dangled her feet into the cool water. Closing her eyes, she leaned back, tilting her head toward the sun, savouring its warmth.
She could nod off here, safe among the trees with only bees and birds to keep her company, but something nagged at the back of her mind, something intangible, something she could not define. She shivered. Had it gotten colder? She opened her eyes, but the scene was as before; golden sunlight filtering through the leaves, the river gurgling by her feet. She closed her eyes again.
About to doze off, she felt the air around her stir. Someone was there. She opened her eyes and looked around, but still nothing had changed. She frowned and sat up a little; maybe sleeping here was not such a good idea. She was being watched; strangely, it was not an unpleasant feeling.
After a while, she relaxed again, but remained upright. Then she heard it, a soft whisper on the wind. Her skin tingled as if someone had touched her. It raised goose bumps on her arms and she rubbed them, wondering about the odd sensation. The wind blew again, just a little stronger than before and again it felt as if she was being touched. Now she could almost understand the whisper on the wind and she imagined that she heard her name. It was spoken with so much emotion and longing that a moan escaped her lips.
She wanted to get up, leave this place, but felt herself inexplicably drawn to the voice on the wind and did not move, holding her breath, waiting for the breeze to touch her again.
The longer she waited, the stronger the strange feelings within her became. Her body seemed to vibrate with a kind of heat that had nothing to do with the sunlight shining on her.
When the breeze came again, it brought with it a thick, cold mist, raising more goose bumps on her skin. She shivered. The mist had an ominous quality to it, swirled, and eddied as she looked at it. It was eerily quiet. She held her breath and heard soft footsteps behind her. They sounded like neither man, nor animal, and it filled her with dread.
She struggled to get up, go and leave this place, but felt as if she was bound, unable to move. Icy fingers crawled down her back and she shuddered. Then she felt a warm breath on her neck and her entire body froze in fear.
“Maia,” he whispered.
She screamed.
 

 
Sweating, she sat up on her cot. She was breathing hard. Goose bumps still covered her body and the fear still lingered within her. She tried to shake the feeling off, realising it had only been a dream.
She rubbed her arms. She had never before felt such strange emotions mingled with so much fear before. What did it mean? She had wanted the voice to caress her again, at first, but then something changed and she experienced fear instead. She wondered if it had anything to do with her relationship with Aaron. It had been much on her mind lately. It would make sense; she had been with him on Earth, been his wife, but now, here at home, she did not want to know him as her husband. She suddenly felt very alone.
Now feeling depressed, she made her way into the common room. The house and its smells were familiar, calming her somewhat, but her desolation lingered. She stoked the fire, added another log to the embers and softly blew on it until yellow flames licked the wood. She stared into the fire, wondering about her dream. How could she have felt so much desire, then so much fear? Maybe she was just scared of letting Aaron get close. Maybe she should just give it a try.
She must have fallen asleep again at some point, for when she opened her eyes it was morning. It was early and everyone was still sleeping. Quietly she went to the washroom, did her ablutions and then went to get dressed. Taking some bread from the pantry, she ate it while she made her way to Silas’ cave. She wanted to talk to him about her dream. She at first considered talking to her mother, but, because of who Maia was, a dream like that could often have deeper implications than simply hormones of a young adult.
Silas would probably not be there this early, but she could get the fire going and make some tea. Silas had this special herb mix of chamomile, cloves and other ingredients; it would calm her while she waited for him.
 

 
She spent a short while in Silas’ cave, sipping her tea, but when he did not arrive, she decided to see her grandparents instead. She was calmer now, the last vestige of the dream washed away by the tea. By the time she stepped out of the cave, the sun had risen and people were already on their way to their daily tasks. She considered going to fetch Luke and Jasmin with her to see her grandparents, but the thought of running into Aaron made her decide otherwise. Although she hoped the dream had nothing to do with him, maybe it was better to avoid him today.
His outburst last night made her feel like a naughty child. Everything she did seemed to displease him. And the way he looked at her! She shuddered at the thought.
She increased her pace and then climbed the tall staircase that led to her grandparents’ house. One could reach the house from many levels of the city, but the steps of The Grand, the tallest single staircase in the city, wound around the tallest redwood and led all the way from the ground to her grandparents’ door. The house was among the highest in Shadow Hall. It nestled in the canopy of the giant redwood, with six neighbouring redwoods supporting the weight of The Nest, as her grandmother affectionately called it. It was completely round and surrounded by a wide veranda, from where one could see almost the entire city. She had always loved playing up there when she was a child, but always under her grandmother’s watchful gaze.
“… two hundred and forty-eight, two hundred and forty-nine, top.”
“Counting the steps again, Maia?”
Maia jumped and had to catch hold of the post not tumble back down; she had not noticed her grandfather leaning against the railing, watching her ascent. He had made a game of counting the steps when she just learned to count, and it was a habit she had never shaken. To her, this particular tree was especially alive; its Eläm glowed brighter than any other tree in the city. Each step seemed to have its own unique energy, yet was unequivocally part of the tree out of which it was carved.
She had always wondered if they had built the house to be exactly two hundred and fifty steps above ground, or if it had been a coincidence. He grandfather always just winked at her and told her that some things were just meant to be.
“Just like you taught me,” she replied, and kissed him on the cheek.
“You have impeccable timing this morning; your grandmother has just made your favourite. She was wondering if you had forgotten about her, so she started baking this morning to lure you here.” He winked. “I see it worked.”
“Pecan nut pie!” Maia exclaimed, and followed him into the house.
It smelled wonderful inside, just as she remembered. Her grandparents’ house had ever been a sanctuary for her. She came here often when free from study with Silas and finished with all her other chores. Her grandfather taught her everything she knew about dragons. He was originally from Thala Yll and grew up with the Plains Dragons. And her grandmother had shown her the art of making suede. Her other set of grandparents, from her father’s side, lived on the other side of the tree city. Although she loved them very much as well, she had always spent more time with her mother’s parents.
“Look who I caught counting our steps again, my Flower,” Kian said to Maël before stealing a slice of freshly baked pecan nut pie.
“Maia, there you are.” Maël went to hug her, leaving floury smudges on her shirt. “Let me get you a slice of pie and then you can tell me all about your adventures.”
Maia moved over to the circular rattan chairs arranged around the fireplace. Maël’s giant white hare, Danyar, was curled up on the pillows. Maia picked him up with a grunt; he had gotten heavier. She settled into the chair, Danyar in her lap and absently stroked his soft fur while her grandmother found her a plate. Kian poured them all elderberry juice and then sat alongside Maia.
“Danyar has gotten fat, you spoil him too much, Ma,” Maia said, using the affectionate term only she used for her grandmother.
Maia remembered how thin he had been when she had found him. He had been her first rescue. Silas helped her coax him back to health and he had lived with her for a while. But then she found Wolf and Danyar was not very fond of him. He would thump his hind leg and make these strange noises every time the wolf got too close. Eventually, she gave Danyar to her grandmother to look after and the arrangement seemed to suit them both.
Maia now put him next to her on the big chair and took the plate. Danyar snuggled against her and was soon asleep again.
“I have met your children, they are very pleasant.”
Maia looked up at her grandmother. She almost choked on her pecan pie.
Maël noticed the pain on Maia’s face and leant forward to take her hand.
“Sometimes, life puts obstacles in our way to test us. It is how we deal with these obstacles that define who we will become later in life. It is an opportunity for us to choose which road we would like to travel on. So take a moment, look within yourself and consider all aspects before you take action or make a decision. Sometimes, things seem worse than they are and good can come of it yet.”
 

 
Maia spent the rest of the day avoiding going home. She wandered the upper pathways and bridges of the city, never descending to ground level. She did not feel like talking and her grandmother had given her a lot to think about. By the time she entered her home, she was feeling motivated and determined to make the best of the situation. She would sit with Aaron, discuss their dilemma like two adults, and find a solution together, something that would work for all of them.
Maia helped Biandala, the Server who worked for them, set the table and put out the food. While the rest of her family washed up and then settled down for the meal, Maia searched for courage to speak to Aaron, and the right words to say. However, half way through the evening meal Jagaer made an announcement that derailed any plans Maia had come up with.
“Maia, on the eve of three nights hence we will hold a feast for your return. Silas has agreed to incorporate your graduation ceremony in the evening. I thought, now that you have completed your last trial, it should be done as quickly as possible.”
Maia swallowed hard. She had not given the ceremony any thought at all. Surely, this could wait. Did they not have bigger problems right now?
“Father, can this not be delayed? I need to focus on finding a solution for our guests. My graduation does not need to be so soon.” She looked at him pleadingly.
He met her gaze with stern eyes. “No, it should be done now and Silas agrees. There are other matters that have influenced this decision and I will not allow any argument against it.”
Maia stared at her father, but he looked down and carried on eating without another word. Malyn met Maia’s eyes briefly, and then her mother filled the silence with chatter about the feast to distract the guests.
She had lost her appetite. She realised, of course, now that her final test was complete, it was her duty to graduate to be recognised as the Prime Elemental she was. But there was no need to hurry it along. She did not understand. The city had all the necessary Elementals it needed. Their people had such a diverse array of elemental magic that they lacked for nothing; why was it so important for her to graduate? Was someone sick she was not aware of? She could not think of anything that made it so important for her to become a Prime right now. Although she had been training for this all her life, she was not sure she was quite ready for it. She didn’t even know what the ceremony entailed or what Silas had planned. How could he spring this on her so soon without even giving her warning?
She poked at her food, not seeing or tasting any of it. Her mind was spinning. She would have to see Silas tonight and find out what kind of tests he had in mind. The tests were usually more illusion than magic; the message that the test contained, however, was what was important. With only three days to practice, she would not have time for anything else.
Jasmin shook her shoulder. “Maia, hey, are you all right?”
Startled, Maia looked up. “Yes, yes, I’m fine,” she mumbled, trying to put a more cheerful expression on her face. She was sure she was grimacing.
Jagaer and Aaron had already left the table and Luke was helping Malyn clear the plates; Biandala had already gone home. Malyn shot her a worried look.
“I was saying how excited I am. Not only are we going to witness an Elven party, but we are also going to see you graduate, although I am still not sure exactly what it is that you do. Archer told me yesterday when we were swimming that you are a very special Elemental and that you can do magic. I have been dying to ask you about it. Will you show me? And what am I going to wear? Malyn said our clothes will only be ready in a few days and I am sure she didn’t order any party dresses …”
Maia let the stream of Jasmin’s words wash over her. She nodded in all the right places and smiled when it was called for, but she was not really paying attention. She wanted to get out of the house and see Silas. How could he do this to her? She was not ready. What if she messed it up? Her mind was reeling with all the possible situations.
She pictured herself fumbling through the tests, tripping on the stage, embarrassing herself in front of the clan and her guests. It was going to be a disaster. 
 

 
The air smelled of earth and forest, cook fires and the sweet smell of their glowing flowers; he had forgotten their name again. Aaron almost missed the stench of the city; the smog so thick on some days that one could not see the opposite side of the street.
Now he was stuck here. Ripped out of his life with no way back. The kids seemed to enjoy it; it was like a holiday for them, but he struggled to comprehend the enormity of their situation.
And that girl … he shuddered and felt the rage building within him again. How could she have done this to them? She had no right. And now they were stuck here and she didn’t even know how to send them back. What also worried him was the time they had already spent here. If time travelled so much faster on Earth, then how long had they actually been away from home?
Aaron stared at the surrounding city for a moment, marvelling at the Elves’ engineering. Not even Derek from our New York division would have been able to come up with that one, he thought, looking at the convoluted twists and turns of the middle pathway that ran from one side of the tree city right through to the other. He guessed the entire structure to be over a mile long.
There were other pathways, too. The lower one, which was straighter, followed the shape of the Gathering Grounds all around its curve, with multiple staircases leading to the ground. A shorter upper pathway connected only the high-level houses with each other. Numerous paths, bridges, ladders and staircases connected to these three main arteries of the city, enabling one to reach any part or any house from anywhere, if one knew where to go. In the short time that they had been here, he had gotten lost four times already.
His thoughts shifted back to the girl. Unbidden, his body reacted to the vision of her when she had stepped out of that river, her exquisite body glistening with water droplets highlighted by the rays of sunlight filtering through the leaves, and he felt the familiar pulling of his loins. He despised himself for his reaction. He had just lost his wife, how could he possibly be feeling like this?
She was nothing more than a spoilt brat; a child who had always gotten what she wanted, no matter the consequences to anyone else. She was a princess, born into privilege, and he doubted she had ever gone without or faced hardships. What did she know of love and loss? How could she possibly understand what she had done to him?
He shook himself, as if to rid himself of the image of her in his mind. There was no point in pondering about it now. He would speak to her tonight, set matters straight and demand that she take responsibility for her actions. Pushing himself off the railing lining the veranda of the house, he made for the door just as Maia hurried through it. She knocked into him, driving the air from his lungs and he staggered back.
“Oh, I didn’t see you. I’m sorry.”
His eyes narrowed as he looked at her. Her face was flushed and her dark hair in disarray. She was exquisite.
“No, you never do, do you?” he sneered.
“Huh?”
He watched her frown in confusion and savoured the moment; she always seemed in control, as if nothing could rattle her.
“You never see anyone but yourself. It’s all about you.”
He heard his own voice grow louder, but he could not stop himself. Here she stood, not even an arm’s length from him, yet infinitely far away. How could someone like him ever hope to be with someone like her?
“This whole thing has been about you the entire time. You gave no thought to how we might feel about it. Didn’t even give us a choice. No,” he dragged the word out long, “you brought us here just to make yourself feel better, so you didn’t have to feel guilty about abandoning us. You are the most selfish person I have ever met. How can you even live with yourself? Go now, go do whatever it is that always keeps you too busy to see what you have done. We are so much better off without you anyway.”
His heart was pumping and the blood had rushed to his face. He felt like his legs would fail him at any moment. He shot one final glance at her perfectly beautiful and confused face and stormed through the door, banging it shut behind him.
Once it was closed, he leant against it and closed his eyes. He had not meant to yell at her like that; but she made him feel inconsequential, like he didn’t matter. His body trembled. He took some deep, steadying breaths. If all of this was really true, then he was just an old human with greying hair, no home, no job, not even a planet to call home, and she was an Elf and a princess to boot; what hope was there for him?
 

 
Maia sat alongside Algen, her grandmother on her father’s side, peeling vegetables. She could not even remember how she had gotten here. The last few days had been exhausting.
Once she was to leave Jasmin without hurting her feelings, she left the house to see Silas. On the balcony, she had bumped into Aaron, who was getting some fresh air after dinner. She had been so distracted, she hardly understood anything he said. She remembered him yelling, accusing her of being selfish, but she could not remember what had brought it on or if she had, maybe, said something that triggered it. He then stormed off and slammed the door in her face.
In a haze, she had made her way to Silas’ cave. He was waiting for her. She should have known. He had made her practice all night, and only then allowed her a few hours’ sleep before they continued. He must have made some excuses for her, because no one had come looking for her that entire day and the next.
Silas had kept her busy. They went through the different facets of the test repeatedly. The magic was simple, yet complex at the same time. Everything was based on the basic elements, but with an added twist. She had practiced until she thought she could not stand on her own two legs, two days and two nights.
Only then had Silas relented and sent her home. It was the middle of the night; so late, the moons were already dipping towards the west. She went to wash and then curled up on the cot in the storage room. By the time her mother woke her, it was almost midday. She felt as if she had only slept a few minutes. She sipped the tea her mother had brought her and then, wearily, she dressed.
When she eventually stepped out of the house, a festive scene greeted her. Lanterns and garlands decorated every house, bridge, walkway and tree in the city. Benches had been put up in the Gathering Grounds and wood was piled high in the centre of the fire pit. Barrels of wine had been brought up from the storage caves and now lined the far edges of the Gathering Ground. As grapes did not grow in their region, wine was a luxury, which only came out for special occasions.
The spits were already turning over their fires, some with deer and some with boar. Maia had stood there, staring at the transformation before her and wondered when all this had happened.
Then, before she had figured out what to do next, her mother whisked her away and deposited her with the women cutting up the vegetables for the various dishes to be served that evening. Her grandmother was there too, helping out. Maia had mumbled her apologies for not having come to her before, but as always her grandmother was understanding of her situation and had patted her on her cheek and told her not to worry. Maia felt terribly guilty.
Now she sat there, cutting up yet another carrot, and wished she was somewhere else. She did not mind helping, but the monotonous work left her too much free time to think about the ceremony and did nothing to relieve the knot in her stomach. She tried to think of something else, but it was of no use.
Occasionally, she glimpsed Luke and Aaron walking across the Gathering Grounds. Luke waved, but Aaron did not even glance in her direction. This made her feel even worse. He was upset with her, but in her current state she could not remember the reason why. It made her feel even worse.
It was an agonisingly long day and it was Jasmin who eventually rescued her.
“Come, Maia, you need to do my hair. I can’t go looking like this.”
Jasmin took her hand and together they walked home. Spending the rest of the afternoon with Jasmin finally seemed to take her mind off the tasks ahead. She managed to relax a little and the two girls laughed while Jasmin tried on some of Maia’s dresses. She did not own many as she wore pants most of the time, but the ones she had were beautiful and fitted Jasmin well enough. Jasmin decided on a white dress, while Maia chose a green one for herself.
They were dresses for formal occasions, both with low-cut neck lines and long, flowing sleeves. The white one was adorned with rich embroidery, whereas the green was plain, with only the hems adorned with tiny ivy leaf designs, but cut in such a clever fashion that it accentuated every line of Maia’s body. Jasmin loved them; she had never worn anything like it before.
Once they were dressed, they did their hair. Maia curled Jasmin’s shoulder length hair with her mother’s implements and then pinned it up in coils all around her head, fastening the small twists with ivory pins. Maia thought she looked extraordinarily pretty with her hair up. Maia decided to leave her hair down, with only a small garland of flowers tying it out of her face.
“Oh, you are so beautiful. I wish I could have a figure like you.” Jasmin looked her up and down enviously.
“But you do, Jasmin. Archer will be beside himself when he sees you.” Maia forced a smile. The tense knot in her stomach was making her nauseous. “Come, let us get this over with.”
 

 
When they stepped out onto the Gathering Grounds, it was almost dark, the torches had already been lit, the lanterns un-shuttered, and candles burned on every imaginable surface. Musicians were setting up and the sound of them tuning their instruments filled the air. Maia and Jasmin walked around the grounds looking at the decorations when they were joined by Luke, Archer and Jaik.
“You are truly beautiful, My Lady,” Archer said and took Jasmin’s hand to kiss it.
Jasmin blushed, but smiled widely as Archer took her arm to walk beside her.
“So do you, sister. It has been a while since I have seen you dress like a princess. You should do it more often; it suits you.”
Jaik proffered his arm to her as well. She hooked in to walk beside him. She did not like it when he called her princess, but it seemed that no one else had noticed, so she let it slide.
The siblings introduced their guests to some of the younger people of the clan. They were soon a group of about twenty and they laughed, danced, and enjoyed themselves in the festive atmosphere until the food was ready. Maia held onto Jaik, letting him guide and steady her. He seemed to know he was needed and filled awkward silences on her part with witty comments.
The meal was announced by a fanfare of horns and the people took their seats at the long tables set up in rows along the sides of the Commons. Maia squirmed when she noticed that her family and her guests were seated at the main table next to the stage. Her place setting was at the head of the table and was set with exquisite crystal glasses, silver plates, cutlery, and silk napkins.
She did not like to be singled out like that, nor did she enjoy being put above anyone else’s status. Her father knew this. She glanced around, shot him an accusing look, but then relaxed a little when she realised that her guests had not really noticed and no one else seemed to pay it any attention. The Humans assumed, because it was Maia’s homecoming and ceremony, of course she would be treated as the guest of honour; they did not yet understand the importance of her position in their culture, nor how the elven race viewed all Primes.
Servers brought great tureens of mushroom ragout, which was Maia’s favourite, baskets with freshly baked breads, pies crammed with vegetable and fowl, platters with roasted pheasants and pigeons, plates of deer and boar with crispy skin carved from the spits, great trays of an assortment of cheeses and a vast variety of vegetable and fruit dishes.
Just the smell alone made Maia’s mouth water and she realised she had not eaten today. She pushed the thought of the ceremony away; she would need to eat something anyway in order to keep her strength up. She started with bread and the mushroom ragout and then had some of the vegetable platters, but decided to forgo the meat. She did not want to feel too full and heavy with the ceremony still ahead of her. She also declined the wine, settling for water instead. She needed a clear head and alcohol had a fairly strong effect on her.
She noted that Luke and Jasmin were enjoying themselves immensely and they laughed and talked throughout the meal, both partaking in the light wine; Aaron did not seem to mind. Only once in a while did Maia look up, distracted a little by Aaron watching her from across the table. He sat beside her grandparents, further along on the opposite side. She noticed he ate little, and was not drinking any of the wine or ale offered. Although he was not glowering at her, there was something about the way he looked at her that was unsettling. Something had changed.
 

 
After they had eaten, Silas announced story hour. It provided a period of rest after the meal before the festivities continued. It was tradition and, although they had all heard the stories a thousand times, Maia was excited. Some of the Elders settled on pillows on the stage and everyone gathered around and found spaces to sit and listen. Maia loved the stories the Elders told and, before long, Luke and Jasmin were captivated by the tales.
First, they told the story of Eonar, who had travelled to the Icelands in the north to bring his love the most prized of all furs; the snowy white coat of the Lords Wolf. There he encountered the Ice Dragon, and battled him for many days. Eonar was almost at the end of his strength, ready to die in the icy wilderness, when a Lords Wolf came to his aid and he managed to escape the dragon. The wolf led him to his den and there he spent many days with the wolf, recovering. Then he returned to his love without the fur, but having known true friendship.
On and on the stories went, some about the great lakes to the east, some about the tropical forests to the south and some closer to home. The stories about other planets had Luke and Jasmin gasping in wonder. The Elders told of the beautiful wild horses of Pegaron, with their white coats and their unique single horn that sprouted from their foreheads. Then they told of the Mer-people of Agoria and how they could hold their breath for hours to dive for pearls, which they still traded with Elveron to this day. They even told a story about Drodon. The people from that planet were extinct, but the planet and its biodiversity had survived whatever had killed off its people. Faeries were the dominant species now. They were insect-like creatures, with wings, but had an uncanny resemblance to Elves. Only about knee high to an Elf, they were nonetheless strong and highly intelligent.
After the tales the musicians resumed their playing and everyone sang and danced. Jasmin especially enjoyed the sweet voices of the Elves and was soon singing along. Jagaer stepped onto the speaker’s platform. At a small signal from him, the musicians stopped playing and slowly the hubbub of voices ceased.
Everyone turned to look up at him. This was what they had been waiting for - the ceremony.
Maia’s stomach knotted in panic and her palms were sweaty. She had never been good in front of a crowd; what if she made a mistake? She took an involuntary step back, trying to hide in the multitude of people, but her father called her name. With shaking steps, she made her way along the path the crowd had opened for her to reach the platform. People patted her on the shoulders as she walked by, wishing her well. Her heart was beating furiously.
She was afraid she would not make it to the platform at all, when she saw Silas standing at the steps. Their eyes met. Calm settled over her, her heart slowed and her legs steadied. Silas was here; she could do this. As she reached him, he took her hand and led her to the centre of the platform. Jagaer had stepped down to make space for her. Now it was just her and Silas standing in front of the people.
A hush had fallen over the crowd; people were holding their breaths in anticipation of what was to come.
Silas turned to her, grasped both of her hands and spoke.
“When the Allgod created the worlds, he gave us the Mother to guide us. She lends us life and wisdom so that we may live in harmony with her. In her love for us, she has gifted us with the power over the elements: Water, Fire, Earth and Air. It is a treasured gift and we are eternally grateful that she has given us these means of making our lives easier.”
The crowed murmured its agreement.
“But every once in a while the Mother looks among us to see if one of us is worthy to receive one of her more special gifts. Life and death are part of everything we are and, without either one, we would be lost. So, on a stormy night one hundred and twenty-two years ago, the Mother decided that the child born that night was fit to receive her most treasured blessing, Life. Let us see tonight if she has chosen wisely.”
Silas gave her a brief kiss on her cheek. The crowd was strangely quiet. When he let go of her hands, she held on tight to the little package that had been hidden in his palm. Silas descended the steps and mingled with the crowd.
It seemed like an eternity that she stood there staring at the multitude of faces. Then, softly, someone beat a slow rhythm on a drum. Maia closed her eyes and concentrated on aligning the pace of her heart to that of the drum. The drum was joined by a flute and the melody was so sweet that Maia felt herself relax. She had been practicing for this; she could do it.
Slowly she opened her eyes. The crowd gasped. She looked around, turning; making sure everyone could see her. Her eyes were glowing, like molten lava. As the little flames flickered and danced in her eyes, her hands performed a dance of their own, weaving to and fro, up and down, gradually distributing the powder from the packet Silas had given her. Red and yellow sparks spread from her fingertips, floating in the air in front of her. Another couple of movements of her hands, and the sparks gathered in mid-air, and then formed into a deer, running.
With a small flick of her wrists, she made the deer circle the crowd and she heard them gasp as one as she let the feeling of compassion flood over them.
Then the form changed. Now it was an eagle, soaring, wings wide. As it flew over the people below her, she let the feeling of joy emanate from her and the crowd whooped.
Another swipe of her hand and the eagle was gone, replaced by a herd of horses, galloping all around her. The horses brought with them the feeling of love and the crowd sighed in unison.
She dropped her hands to her side, closed her eyes to extinguish the fire within and stood still for a moment.
When she opened her eyes again, they were as liquid and blue as the great salt lakes. She bent her arms at the elbows, palms up, and held them in front of her. Slowly, then increasing in speed, droplets of water rose from the ground, forming into a puddle in front of her. She walked once around the little pool and then blew softly upon the water. Tiny ripples spread across its surface, before it flattened again. 
Everyone gasped as a shoal of dolphins broke the surface, leaping out of the water, before crashing back into it. Hope washed over the people and she could see their faces light up.
She let the dolphins fade away and before the water was completely still again, Maia held her right hand over it and made a stirring motion. The water gathered, turning and twisting into a whirlpool. It rose higher and higher into the air, before exploding into a shower of droplets, raining contentment down onto the crowd.
Maia took a moment to gather herself. She closed her eyes, took a few deep breaths and when she opened her eyes again she held out both arms towards the trees, making a beckoning motion. At first, nothing happened.
Then, a mass of silver butterflies erupted from the canopies, swarming over the people. They formed into a ring, circling the crowd, the sound of their soft wings increasing in volume until it reached a crescendo, drenching the people in excitement.
Then it went completely silent. The swarm was still circling, but the butterflies were no more. In their stead, a mass of leaves, silent in their flight, picked up speed and was soon roiling and tumbling as if caught in a great storm. With a slight flick of her wrists, the movement of the leaves slowed. There were some shouts from the crowd as the leaves took on the form of Jagaer’s face, bringing with it the feeling of order. Maia heard her father laugh. It almost broke her concentration.
The face in the air broke up as she lost control, but she recovered quickly and formed it into the shape of the Elder Hall, instilling wisdom on them all. The leaves shifted again. There was some swirling and confusion before they took on the shape of a great dragon. It soared up in circles above her, higher and higher, before it turned in mid-air to plummet down toward the crowd. Everyone cowered in fear as it soared over their heads and into the forest before they all sighed in relief.
Everything was silent. Over a thousand faces turned towards her. Her skin prickled.
Finally, the crowd broke into thundering applause and Maia breathed a sigh of relief. Everyone was shouting and laughing. People crowded the platform to hug her and congratulate her. She felt weak and cold. Her head was spinning with exhaustion. Her legs shook and she feared she would fall.
Silas was then beside her and put an arm around her waist to steady her. Folk made space for him and when he knew everyone’s attention was on them, he gave a small signal to some unseen helper and a great shower of white petals rained down.
“You have done well,” Silas said, just loud enough for the people in the first few rows to hear. “As a token of your status, it is an honour for me to present you with the amulet.”
Silas reached into his robe and withdrew a small leather pouch. He took a moment to undo the strings that held the opening together and then reached in to lift the amulet it contained.
Maia stared at it; it was the medallion that represented the circle of life. Every member of the clan owned one, but those were usually carved out of wood or ivory. This one was made out of metal. She could not identify the various metals immediately, but was sure it contained platinum and silver. The stones were emeralds.
It was breathtaking.
Silas held up the amulet for the crowd to see and then slipped it over Maia’s head.
“People of Shadow Hall, hear me.” Everyone went quiet. “I give you … LIFE.” 
There was another explosion of applause. The music started playing again. The clan had been blessed by an extraordinary gift. Life Elementals were rare indeed.
Silas led Maia off the stage and sat her down by a fire on the far side of the grounds. She was trembling, too weak to even think. Silas handed her a cup and bade her drink. She gasped as the burning liquid went down her throat, but she immediately felt warmth and strength return to her. Her shaking slowed. She had done it. Her ceremony was over.
Folk were still coming up to her, congratulating her, pausing to talk a while, then moving off again to enjoy the festivities. Luke and Jasmin came, asking a hundred questions, but Maia’s mind could not focus and Silas eventually shooed them off to dance. They could ask questions tomorrow.
The evening wore on and eventually Maia almost felt like herself again. Silas had seen her need to be alone and adamantly turned everyone away that wanted to speak to her. She watched the festivities from a distance, simply enjoying the feeling of happiness everyone exuded.
She could not quite put her finger on it, but something had fundamentally changed within her. It was not a bad feeling, merely new. She felt whole and safe here, knowing she was loved. She watched Jasmin dance with Archer and laugh at his jests. She saw Luke deep in conversation with Silas, before her mother stole him away to lead him to the dance floor. Even Aaron had found someone to talk to and seemed to be enjoying himself. It was the first time Maia had seen him laugh so uninhibited.
 

 
As Maia put another log on her fire, Aaron stopped talking to Leoro, the main smith of Shadow Hall, and turned to watch Maia. Who was this incredibly beautiful, young woman? He really missed Lisa, and he had been so angry since they had come here, he had failed to realise that Maia was exactly like her. Lisa also had her heart in the right place, but always had difficulties to properly express what she was feeling.
In Lisa, Aaron had thought it was appealing. With Maia, this trait just annoyed him, but now he saw it for what it was. He suddenly saw how she had tried to explain the situation to him, even if she made a terrible mess of it. And then there was the way she shyly moved a strand of hair behind her ear, just like Lisa. How she narrowed her eyes ever so slightly when asked a difficult question, just like Lisa. How she closed her eyes briefly before blowing on a hot cup of tea, just like Lisa.
There were also the things that made Maia, Maia, and not Lisa. The way her eyes seemed to sparkle a deeper green when she was angry. The way she moved with such grace and elegance, it seemed as if she floated. The way her voice became a little husky when she was excited.
In an instant, everything was clear to him. Jagaer’s parents had explained to him what it meant for a princess of the clan to be a Prime Elemental; it was the greatest honour for the clan. So, Maia was not only the princess of the clan and, as it turned out, the princess of this entire region, which they called Grildor; but she was also worshipped as something of a goddess. Someone the people could turn to, who would help them, heal them, protect them.
He had watched her the entire evening; watched her dance and laugh, and then she had taken to the stage. She had looked vulnerable at first, but then something changed. She became fierce and confidant, and then incredibly beautiful. The feelings she had evoked in him during her dance - for it had looked to him as if she was dancing, beautiful and graceful - threatened to overwhelm him. He had cried and he had laughed, he had felt sad and elated, and finally had cowered in fear before the blessed release.
After seeing how amazing she was tonight and realising for the first time who she really was, he felt something stirring inside of him that he had not felt since he first met Lisa. It was more than the simple pulling in his loins, more than the lust for her body; it was something deep inside of him that had taken hold of him and, even if he wanted to, he would not have been able to change it.
She was the one; she was Lisa, his wife. He was smiling when he turned back to re-join the conversation with Leoro. It might take a while, he thought, but she will be mine.
 

 
By the time the moons had travelled across the sky and were setting behind the mountains, people were starting to leave. Maia had spent most of the night alone by her fire, watching her people celebrate; it had been a long and exciting night. Now she was tired and, thinking about finding her own bed, she felt a tug on her mind. Her heart skipped a beat. Adrenaline surged through her veins and her tiredness was instantly forgotten. She ran out of the Gathering Grounds towards the Silver Forest. Excitement made her legs move faster.
Midnight had finally returned.
 




 
The strange sensation in his chest had been growing stronger and stronger over the past few days. He knew what was causing it and an unusual excitement coursed through his blood as he made his way north. He was in a hurry. He had left She-Who-Circles-The-Sun ten days ago, when the feeling had first started, and although he had made good time, he could not wait to reach his destination.
He studied the lay of the land, the vegetation, the mountains and rivers, and surmised that if he kept to this speed he should be able to get there by the time the moons touched the edge of the mountains. A deep rumble rose from his chest at the thought of what awaited him. He could not explain this feeling, only that it felt right. Even She-Who-Circles-The-Sun had not made him feel like this.
He closed his eyes for a moment and thought about Bright-Shining-Silver-Star. When the feeling had first started, he had felt a shudder run down the length of his body; she was in danger and in need of him. Although he would not have been able to say what was wrong, he had known she was in trouble. He had tried to mind-link with her, but had only been able to attain a tenuous connection. Her distress had eventually eased and he could not feel it now at all. But he had missed her so; he could not wait to see her.
When he opened his eyes again, his wings beat faster and he flew with a new determination.
 

 
Maia now sensed him circling overhead. He usually did not come to this part of the city, as most people were afraid of him. In her mind, she showed him the plains of the valley leading up to Shadow Hall. It was one of the places where they often met. She felt him consent to meeting her there. They had been apart for so long; she could sense his desire to see her. Maia felt the same.
Regretting her decision to wear a dress, she hoisted her skirts higher and ran faster. By the time she raced out of the Silver Forest into the open, her legs were shaking. The magic from tonight had taken much of her energy. She slowed and walked across the open ground, staring at the night sky. The moons were now completely hidden by the mountains and only the stars were visible, sparkling in the night sky.
Then, a great shadow passed overhead, hiding the stars from view. She stopped as she felt the familiar feeling of being watched by a great predator. Her skin prickled and the hairs on the back of her neck stood erect as her body screamed the warning at her. She did not move; he would never harm her. She felt the downdraft of Midnight’s great wings and, like a menacing shadow, he gracefully landed in front of her. She felt the ground vibrate through the thin soles of her shoes. She closed her eyes for a moment and breathed in his distinct dragon smell. She had always wondered about it; it was not quite reptile, nor mammal, but something in between, something incredibly dangerous.
When she opened her eyes again, his large head was only a hand’s span away from hers. His left eye, such a deep red that it was almost black, gazed directly at her. She first felt, then heard his rumbled greeting and, not able to contain herself more, she threw her arms around his large muzzle and hugged him. His skin felt smooth and rough at the same time; something between leather and rock.
The rumbling became louder, almost as if he was purring, and by the time she let him go small curls of smoke were rising from his large nostrils. Soul Dragons were the only ones able to flame and their great bulk was only rivalled by that of the Ice Dragons who lived far to the north. Maia gazed up at him, but he was so big, she could only see a fraction of his black body.
Midnight lifted his head to its normal height, then tilted it to look down at her. Maia swayed on her feet as she slanted her head to look up at his face. From where she stood below him, she could clearly see the ivory gleam of teeth; each tooth the length of a forearm, razor sharp double rows of it. The black outline of his horns and neck spikes was visible against the night sky.
“Where have you been? I have been back for days already and have not heard from you.”
She often talked to him and he liked the sound of her voice, but it was not how they communicated. Soul Dragons could read minds and it was her thoughts and feelings which he understood. So he was unaware of her accusing words and only felt the love she had for him.
Over half a century ago, when he had been younger and foolish, he got himself into a sticky situation that he had not been able to free himself from. She rescued him and they had formed their bond, as was the nature of a Soul Dragon, and now she was his, forever. Soul Dragons did not bond often and did not do so lightly either. Once the bond was formed, however, nothing could break it.
He now put images in her head of flying above the clouds and she responded willingly. He knelt down low and stretched out his left foreleg. His long, pointy talons scratched deep furrows into the grass. Quickly the girl, so light it tickled his skin, made her way up and settled into the hollow on his neck. He rose again to stand on all fours, then beat his mighty wings and was airborne almost instantly.
Dragons always seemed to run at a temperature higher than most creatures; even when flying with him high above the clouds, Maia was always warm where she touched his skin, nestled snugly into the bony part where his neck met his torso.
She looked down as he soared over the Silver Forest and the sparkling lights of the city, then gazed ahead as he flew towards the mountains. Maia knew she would not return home tonight and settled closer to his skin, revelling in his great power and warmth.
They communicated through their mind link and he told her that he had come because he had sensed she was in trouble. He let her feel what he had felt and she realised, when she had been in her dream-state after coming through the Gate, it was Midnight’s presence in her mind that had prevented her from going over into the void. She dried a tear on her cheek and hugged him more closely.
She also learned that during her absence, he had flown out towards the south, looking for a mate. Soul Dragons were rare and he had flown far before he had encountered a female willing to mate with him. Two years she would carry his eggs before they would hatch and Maia smiled at the thought of little Midnights learning to fend for themselves. Her dragon rumbled his agreement.
And so they flew for hours. Flying over lakes and forests; sometimes startling deer and other animals. Only once the sun started to rise in the east did he turn around to make his way back to the city. From up here it looked like they were flying straight into the sun. 
Midnight dropped her off on the far side of Shadow Hall and left to go hunting. He would not go far and promised to return tomorrow. Exhausted, but happy, Maia made her way towards home.
 

 
As she stepped onto The Axis, she decided to detour to Silas’ cave. She still felt the elation of the ceremony and last night’s flight and did not want to encounter Aaron before she had at least some answers. She remembered the promise she made to herself before her father announced the ceremony. She would deal with the problem and help Aaron get back. It had to be hard for him to cope with the loss of his wife under such strange circumstances. His children coped better, but she assumed they too were missing their home and mother and everything they had left behind. She entered Silas’ cave and found him sitting on the floor by the fire.
“Maia,” he nodded a greeting and then rose to put a pot on the fire for tea. “Come sit with me.”
She went to the fire, finding a cushion on the bench, rather than the floor. She felt awkward in her dress. Silas picked up his own cushion and went to sit by her.
“You look tired. Did you enjoy the feast last night?” His lips curled into a teasing smile.
“I did, but during the night Midnight came home.” She wondered what he had been thinking that would make him smile like that.
“Ah, that explains your absence for the rest of the night. I wondered why you were still wearing your dress. Jasmin was looking for you when they went home. She was worried.” After a short pause, he added, “She really likes you.”
Silas rose to take the pot off the fire, found two cups, added some herbs and poured the steaming water into the cups, before returning to his seat by her.
“I like her too. She is always so easy-going.” Maia took her cup from Silas, blowing on the hot liquid.
“And Luke and Aaron?” Silas enquired, blowing as well.
“Luke seems to be nice enough and I have found him to be witty and intelligent, but I think Aaron is resentful towards me for what I have inflicted upon them. I have decided I need to make it right as soon as possible. That’s why I have come to see you now, before going home. I cannot face them again without some answers.”
Silas chuckled. “Ah, and here I thought you had come because you liked me,” he teased, but then carried on in a more serious tone. “Give him time, Maia. He has just been ripped out of his own world, losing not only his wife, but also his entire way of life. It is easier for his children to deal with, as their minds are still young.” He took another sip of his tea and was frowning by the time he continued speaking.
“I have been thinking about how they got here in the first place. Somehow, you have brought them and the ability to send them back is within your power, even if you do not know how to do so at the moment. When you initially brought them through, you were in your human form and it must have been instinctual, not something you actively sought to do. I have been studying my Elder scrolls to see if I could find any reference to this problem.
“So far, an answer has eluded me. However, I have only scratched the surface of the information I have here and I won’t give up until I find something. Until then, they will be our guests and we must treat them as we would our own.”
Silas took another sip from his cup, then stood and walked over to one of the workbenches. After rummaging through the items upon it, he returned with a yellowing scroll.
“This is what I have found so far. It is known that everyone capable of Travel is also able to transport a certain number of objects through the Channel. After all, that is how we have always traded. It just takes an extra amount of energy to move the object, or objects, one wants to take along. But some are even able to move larger goods. It takes a lot more concentration and energy, but it can be done. Do you remember the story of when the Elders moved the stones from Karakrr to Agoria to build the circle and the other structures?
“Agoria did not have such large stones available, not above water, so the people of Karakrr agreed to lend the stones to the people of Agoria, which is how their now millennia-old trading agreement started. You know how large those stones are, so that must have taken extraordinary power. I believe, with the right kind of focus and energy, one should be able to move almost any object. Thus why not transport a person? I believe it is possible.”
Silas unrolled the scroll in front of Maia and showed her the passage of runes that told of transporting goods and the relative energy certain objects needed.
Silas had taught Maia to read and write runes when she started her apprenticeship with him. Runes were the writing of Elementals and all apprentices had to learn to use it proficiently. Fortunately most of the scrolls and books were written in their normal Elven tongue and a lot easier to read.
Once they had finished with the scroll, Silas moved on to other writings. Their use of the Channel over the millennia had been well documented and Maia was surprised at the amount of information Silas had on hand. They sat for hours until both too hungry, and in Maia’s case, tired, to concentrate.
“You should go home. We can carry on this another time. There are a few other strange things I do not fully understand, and they will need some further research.”
“What other things?” Maia asked, curious.
“Like I said, I want to do more research, but did you not wonder how your family is able to speak our language?”
Maia was stumped. She had not even realised that, of course, they spoke a different language on Earth. Why had she not noticed? 
“Don’t worry, Maia. I don’t think they have realised it either. They are in the belief that they are speaking their own tongue and have accepted the fact that we also speak it. I don’t think they even questioned it. But we leave this discussion for another day. I would like to see Becci; she promised me roast pigeon for dinner.”
Silas started to pack up and Maia rose to give him a hand.
“No, don’t worry, I’ll clean this up. You’ve been gone most of the day. Go home, get some rest and then spend time with your guests.”
The moment Silas said it, she felt guilty. Why could she not do anything right? She so desperately wanted to fix this, but in trying to, she made it worses. Here she had spent all day thinking about how to get rid of them like they were pest, without giving any thought to what they might be doing today at all. Even the days leading up to the ceremony, she had spent Silas, practicing. How had she not noticed, what she was actually doing, was shirking her responsibilities and leaving it to her parents to deal with? They were her guests and her responsibility.
Still feeling ashamed, she left Silas’ cave and was surprised to see that the sun was still out. She had assumed it was already evening, but it seemed to be only late afternoon. People were still working. She could hear the sounds coming from the direction of the workshops.
She hurried along The Axis, which led past the Silver Forest and all the way to her home. She climbed the short, but wide, staircase, called The Royal Steps, onto the veranda that encircled their home. It was quiet inside, no one was home. She grabbed an apple from the bowl on the table, and made her way back out to look for Jasmin. Luke would probably be wherever she was.
She had finished her apple by the time she found them in her mother’s pottery workshop. Luke sat behind Malyn’s potter wheel, covered in wet clay. Jasmin held her sides, laughing hard. Even Malyn had her hand over her mouth, giggling. At first, Maia was annoyed. She had felt so guilty and worried so much about leaving them alone for the day, and here she found them enjoying themselves. Then she frowned at herself for even thinking such a thing. Of course she was glad they were having fun, and she was thankful to her mother for taking care of them. And it was a funny sight; Luke covered in clay. Maia giggled with them, and then helped them clean up before they made their way home.
It had taken Malyn a while to convince Maia to lie down and sleep for a while. Because of her guilt, she had wanted to stay up and look after her guests, but Malyn had made her take off last night’s dress, take a bath to wash the clay off her arms and then sleep. When she woke up it was already dark in her room and she lit a candle to get dressed by. She could hear voices through the closed door. She wasn’t sure if she was ready to face Aaron yet, but she couldn’t avoid him forever.
Dressed in suede pants and a loose-fitting cotton shirt, she made her way into the common room. Her parents sat by the fire, quietly talking with Aaron. Silas, Luke and Jasmin were on cushions next to one of the windows, also deep in discussion. Maia crossed the room and greeted her parents. She nodded to Aaron, but her greeting stuck in her throat because of the way he looked at her. She couldn’t interpret the look, but it made her feel uncomfortable. She hurried past the fireplace to join the others by the window. Jasmin jumped up when she saw her and gave her a warm hug, then drew Maia down beside her. 
“You sleep like the dead. I’ve been dying to talk to you all day. You were amazing last night. How did you do all that?” 
Maia felt the blood colour her cheeks, but Jasmin’s smile was so genuine that Maia found herself smiling with her.
“Thank you.” She didn’t really know what else to say. “I can show you some time if you like.”
“Oh, that would be wonderful.” Jasmin beamed with joy. “Can you show us now?”
“I think it is a little late for that today. Maia must still be exhausted. I’m sure she will be able to show you tomorrow or some other day.” Silas gave Maia a nod and then added, “Luke and I have been talking. Did you know he was studying to become a Healer back on Earth?”
“I did not,” she said, a little flustered.
She had not really given it any thought; she didn’t know much about them at all. She didn’t know where their interests lay, what their strengths and weaknesses were, or what they liked and disliked. She didn’t even know if they had someone special back home. To cover her embarrassment, she leaned forward to take bread out of the basket on the table. Chewing, she sat down again by the window.
“It has got me thinking, Maia,” Silas continued. “As there is no immediate solution to sending them back, it might be wise to integrate them into our community. It would earn them the respect of the clan and they would be able to learn our ways so much faster.”
Both Luke and Jasmin nodded to Silas’ words; they had obviously been discussing this subject already.
“I am willing to take on Luke as an apprentice while he is here with us. He has agreed. And I will teach both of them some of our history and our relationship with the other planets, including Earth. Aaron has also agreed to learn more about us and will join us for the history lessons. What I want you to do is to take Jasmin around to the workshops and see if there is anything she is interested in or has a talent for. I have suggested candle making and Malyn has offered pottery lessons.” Silas now looked at Jasmin as he said, “Others are also willing to help and you will be welcome in their workshops any time.”
 

 
It was a strange evening, but Maia was happy with the developments. They joined her parents later in the evening and discussed their various options. She even talked with Aaron without it turning into a fight. Although, the way he had looked at her still made her feel uncomfortable. It turned into a late night, but all went to bed feeling better.
Today, they were all going to Silas’ cave to put into action what was discussed last night. Maia woke feeling excited. She quickly washed and dressed and only realised how early it was when her father joined her for morning tea. He poured himself a cup and then took a seat next to her.
“I am sorry, Maia. I know you all had plans, but I would like you to attend me today. There are matters you have been unaware of since you came home and it is time you find out what is going on. Jaik will be there as well; it is where he has been most of the time since you got home. Finish up here and then meet me by the Elder Hall.”
Jagaer drained his cup, rinsed it in the wash basin and left without another word.
Maia wondered what was going on. Both her father and brother were always involved with issues of running the city, so it was not unusual for them to be away from home. She had not noticed anything untoward going on. Now, as she thought back on the last few days, she realised they had both been away more often than not. And her father had been tense. Quickly, she finished her tea, took a few biscuits from the pantry and hurried out.
It was a fresh morning and mist still shrouded the trees. It was an eerie, yet strangely beautiful sight. She stepped onto the first rope bridge and was half way across it when she felt an odd sensation on the back of her neck. She turned, but there was nothing behind her.
She carried on walking, but then stopped again as she realised what the scene reminded her of. Vividly, her dream came back to her mind and with it the fear. The mist from her dream had also been thick and cold, just like today. She glanced around, but could not see further than the nearest house. She felt like she was being watched. Imagining malicious eyes staring at her, she pulled her light shawl tighter as she hurried the remaining distance across the bridge, and only relaxed once she entered the hall.
The newly finished Elder Hall was a hendecagon, an eleven-sided structure, and the only building with a steeply pointed roof. More than thirty rafters held up a wood shingle roof, all converging at the apex, with cross beams connecting them, making the ceiling look like a giant spider web. Jaik told her that over one hundred Elves had helped to encourage the trees to accept the hall; it had taken nearly a full Moon Cycle.
The oak entrance door was arched and richly carved with the symbols of their clan. The entrance was just below the roof and stairs led down past the tiers of circular seating that led down to the round speaker’s platform and the secretary’s desk. The speaker’s platform was made out of dark walnut wood and the Elemental symbol was inlaid in light maple wood; the contrasting timbers making the symbol seem to pop out as you looked at it.
Maia touched the new medallion she now wore around her neck. She had discovered it was made from five different metals, intricately melded together to form the whole, and was inset with sixteen emeralds. It depicted the four elements as well as Life and Death. It had taken the best Metalsmith in Grildor almost ten Moons to forge.
The hall consisted of three levels of tiers. Space enough for over one hundred clan members. This morning, however, it was almost empty. Her father stood on the bottom tier, speaking to Ramaer, one of the Elders. Her brother, as well as other members of the Guard, was already seated on the second row of tiers. Maia went to join them.
“What is this all about?” Maia whispered as she sat.
“Has father not told you? Another bird arrived last night with news about more attacks.”
“What attacks? Jaik, what is going on?”
“I am surprised you don’t know; everyone is talking about it. There have been several attacks this past year. Each one was recorded in a different place, but all within Grildor, as far as we know. There have been numerous deaths.”
Shocked, Maia stared at her brother. “Are the different clans at war?”
“No,” her brother shook his head, “it is not clear yet, but we believe that whoever is killing our people might not be an Elf. It seems to be some kind of animal.”
Maia was about to ask another question when the rest of the Elders filed into the hall. She had known them all her entire life, but it was still impressive to see them together. Besides the regent, they were the most respected members of their culture. Although not all of them were born of nobility, they were treated like it. They made the important decisions for the clan and ensured its wellbeing.
It took a few moments for them to settle down. Jagaer took his place on the speaker’s platform and waited until everyone’s attention was on him.
“If you will indulge me for a moment, I would like to recap for my daughter’s benefit.” Jagaer looked around and, once everyone had nodded their assent, he continued.
“Since early summer last year, Elves from various cities within Grildor have been disappearing under odd circumstances. At first, we thought the incidents were just accidents, but, after a while, we noticed certain similarities between the disappearances and when we investigated further, we found evidence that some of our missing had been killed. Scouts and Hunters were sent out to look for further victims and to find a cause to their deaths.
“But, as suddenly as it all started, it ended. No more disappearances, no more deaths. After a while we all relaxed again and for Moons nothing happened. Then, as winter came to a close, news arrived that a trade caravan from the Red Forest had been attacked and all seven members slain, even their horses. Since then there have been five more incidents we are aware of, plus the one that was reported last night.”
Jagaer stopped for a brief moment, giving Maia time to absorb what she had heard. Then he continued with the more recent news.
“This latest attack happened right on our door step. Cinaed dispatched two members of his Regiment a few nights ago to bring us a new batch of pigeons. Somas was tracking a horhog in the woods when he discovered them. Both were dead and their bodies mutilated and partially devoured. It is too early to say what attacked them. Archer and Riker left during the early hours of this morning to recover their bodies, they should be back just after noon. We will examine the corpses then.”
 

 
Maia clasped her brother’s hand as she realised what that meant. The attack must have happened within half a day’s ride from their city, for Archer and Riker to be back so soon. She remembered that feeling of being watched while she was on the bridge and shuddered. Could whoever or whatever had done this be in their city already? Was it watching her this morning? She stood, asked her father permission to speak and voiced her concern.
Jagaer knew to heed his daughter’s warnings and immediately implemented double shifts of the Night Watch.
Hours later, exhausted, Jaik and Maia made their way home. Measures would be taken to ensure the safety of the city. A bird had been sent to Cinaed at Tarron Heights with the news; they would be here in a few days to claim their dead. Maia felt terrible.
Not only because the dead had been so mutilated, but also because she had been unable to help them. Death had claimed them and there was nothing she could do about it. Feeling ill and weak, she cried that night, fighting the images of their mutilated flesh, until, eventually, she fell into a restless sleep.
 

 
“You are really good at this,” Maia said to Jasmin as she hit yet another target.
While Jagaer had taken Aaron for a tour around the workshops and Silas had taken Luke to his cave, Maia spent the morning with Jasmin trying various crafts the women of the city practiced. It was as good a task as any to distract herself from the fate of the two warriors whose lives had been taken. The thought still made her shiver.
Although Jasmin enjoyed candle making, she had no real talent for it and they had all laughed at her misshapen attempts. She tried basket weaving, glass blowing, making jewellery and sewing. Nothing quite suited her. Several hours later they had still not gotten anywhere.
Frustrated, Jasmin had sat down and had mumbled something about letting off steam and wishing she had her crossbow with her. After some prodding, Maia learned that back on Earth Jasmin had been part of the London archery team. Although she could also wield a long bow, her favourite was her crossbow.
They had immediately gone to the weapons store and found Jasmin a suitable crossbow, before hiking the short trip to the archery range. At first, Jasmin had been a little unsure. The weapon was unfamiliar to her and she had never shot outdoors. But after a few practice rounds, her aim became true and her confidence returned.
“Wait a moment, let me move the target another twenty paces further.”
Maia jumped up and dragged the heavy target to the one hundred paces marker, then stepped aside and held her breath as Jasmin aimed. As before, the bolt flew straight and hit the target dead centre.
There was a whoop of laughter behind them and Archer came striding towards them, clapping his hands.
“That was amazing.” His eyes shone as he looked at Jasmin and she blushed under his admiring gaze. Turning to Maia he said, “I thought you were at the workshops today, looking for work for Jasmin.”
“We did,” Maia said. “We spent the entire morning going from one activity to the next, but nothing was quite right for her. We came here to express our frustration, but I think we might just have stumbled on our newest addition to the Hunters.”
Jasmin glanced at her with a questioning look, but Archer immediately agreed.
“From what I have seen so far that might be a distinct possibility. And we could always use another Hunter.” Turning to Jasmin, he said, “I can introduce you if you feel you are up for it.”
“I don’t know anything about hunting,” Jasmin blushed again. Archer’s admiring looks were making her nervous. “I would like to learn, if you are willing to teach me.”
“Lady Jasmin, with Princess Maia’s permission, I will teach you everything I know.” He grinned.
Although Maia caught the double meaning in his words, she did not say anything about it. Jasmin had not noticed and, for some reason, Maia did not want her to either.
“That would be great, Archer. I will speak to my father and he can make the arrangement with the Hunters.” Then, with a smirk, she added, “Just be careful, that is my daughter I am placing in your care and I will be watching you.”
 

 
The next few days brought with it numerous meetings, but whenever Maia did not have to be present, she spent the day with Jasmin. Her progress was astonishing. She practiced with Archer every chance she got and the first time they went into the forest, Jasmin returned proudly holding up a squirrel. Aaron had been shocked at first that his daughter had chosen to join the Hunters, but he was aware of her talent with a crossbow and, after wringing several promises from Archer, and Maia, he relented and gave his blessing.
Of Luke, they saw little. He ensconced himself in Silas’ cave and devoured all the information the old sage provided him with. Because Silas was so preoccupied with Luke, he had given Maia various scrolls on Travel to read in her own time.
Aaron on the other hand, was trying to spend as much time with Maia as possible. She didn’t notice at first, because often either her parents or Luke and Jasmin, or someone from the workshops, was with them and, only when the day came that they were left alone in the house, studying scrolls about the planets, did she become aware of the way he was looking at her.
Luke and Jasmin left early on their various tasks for the day and Silas had dropped off these scrolls with instruction for Maia to find anything relating to Travel between Earth and Elveron. By lunch time they had gone through all the material, but were no closer to a solution. Maia was frustrated. She couldn’t give up, but didn’t know what else to do. She looked up to apologize to Aaron, expecting him to be as moody as her. He was completely relaxed, a lazy smile on his face, looking at her.
She frowned. “Did you hear what I said?”
“Huh?” Aaron blinked and sat up a little straighter.
“I said; I am sorry we have not found an answer yet. I know you want to go home.”
“That’s all right; I know you are doing your best. If you want to stop for today, then we can carry on tomorrow.”
 

 
Aaron watched as Maia gathered up the scrolls, put them in a satchel and then gracefully rose from the table and made her way to the door. There was a small frown on her forehead and her lips were pursed just a little, making her look infinitely sexy.
He remained at table, savouring her lingering smell. He smiled as he remembered her confused face. Her eyes always seemed to shine a darker green when she was uncertain; he thought it was endearing. Sighing, he eventually got up and left as well. He needed a distraction; the memory of Maia’s body so close to his while they were studying the scrolls made his loins tighten.
 

 
Maia almost ran down the tunnel to Silas’ cave. When she didn’t find Silas there, she dropped the satchel with the scrolls on one of his benches, left the cave and via a circuitous route, so she wouldn’t be seen, left the city. While she jogged towards open ground, she reached out with her mind and contacted Midnight. She heard him roar somewhere in the distance, probably by The Crags, as he perceived her state of mind. She ran faster and let him know she would meet him there.
By the time she had reached the top of the hill on which stood The Crags, a strange granite rock formation to the north of the city, she was breathing harder. Midnight’s leathery wings beat the tall grass flat as he settled on the ground. Smoke curled from both his nostrils as she greeted him; he was visibly upset. She leant against his foreleg for a moment, catching her breath. Midnight rumbled deep within his chest, voicing his concern.
“What am I going to do, Midnight?” she said as she nimbly ran up his leg and settled on his shoulder.
Midnight beat his wings, pushed off from the ground and within moments they were so high up, the city but a speck below them.
While they flew, Maia replayed the incident with Aaron in her mind. Midnight paid close attention and she could sense his disapproval. Maybe she had imagined it. She shook her head. No. The way he looked at her had been clear, as were the signs of his body and the new hue to his Eläm. She wondered why she had not noticed it before; maybe, subconsciously, she had been blocking it, as there had been so much animosity in the beginning. It would be reasonable to think that she had missed the change within him.
She shuddered at the thought, but she struggled to get the image out of her head. There was something there now that had not been there before. She felt it radiate off him. Desire that reflected in his eyes. What had changed? Why was he suddenly so enamoured with her? They had been here for almost three Quarters and, until now, he had expressed only anger towards her. His new feelings unsettled her.
Dreading to go back, she let Midnight fly where he wanted, letting him take her further and further away. Gliding above the clouds, nestled warmly against his skin, she lost all sense of time.
When night came, Midnight landed besides a small waterfall high up in the mountains. She sat staring up into the night sky until the moons set behind the peaks in the west and she was too tired to think. Midnight then folded her into his leathery wings and, warm and safe, she fell into a deep sleep.
 

 
Later that night, she had strange dreams of eyes watching her. Black eyes, that looked at her with such intensity she felt completely helpless and vulnerable. The eyes tracked every movement she made and she could find no way to escape them. In her dream, she struggled and fought the magnetic pull the eyes had on her. Although terrified, she was strangely drawn towards whatever was watching her and it took all her willpower to resist. Only when it was revealed that the eyes belonged to a big black wolf, Death they called him, did she wake up.
Midnight lifted his wing to let her up. She blinked into the bright light of midday. She felt groggy, as if she had only slept an hour all night, and wondered how it could possibly be so late in the day. The memory of her dream came back to her and she shivered. Midnight growled.
“We better go back. They will be looking for me.”
She sighed as she ran up his leg and climbed up onto his back, careful not bump into any of his many great spikes along his spine. She didn’t want to go back. What if Aaron expected her to pick up her duties as his wife? Would she be able to do it? She shuddered and Midnight let out a puff of smoke. Then, with one great push, he jumped into the air, beating his wings with such speed that her ears popped as they ascended.
It was evening by the time they reached the city. She had not realised how far they travelled the day before. Midnight landed in the fields beyond the Silver Forest and was at first reluctant to let her go. He eventually relented, but told her that he would stay by The Crags in case she needed him.
With heavy footsteps she made her way home. As she went past Silas’ cave, she turned into the tunnel, giving in to her weakness. She did not want to go home and come face to face with Aaron just yet. There was something she needed to know first.
The torches were unlit and only one of the many crystal lanterns illuminated the tunnel and she was afraid that Silas was not there. However, as she stepped into the cave, she saw him sitting by the fire, sipping tea.
“Ah, Maia, I have been waiting for you.”
He rose and poured her a cup of tea, handed it to her as she settled on one of the pillows by the fire. He waited until she took a sip of the steaming liquid, and sat next to her.
“Tell me,” he said simply, waiting patiently for her to gather her thoughts.
He had known her all her life and knew when she was upset. Malyn and Jagaer were unaware of any incident, but Jaik had said he heard Midnight roar and then saw him fly over the village.
When Maia looked up, a single tear rolled down her cheek. “It’s Aaron.” She swallowed hard and took a deep breath. “I don’t know what to do about him.”
Silas nodded. He had expected this. Until now, Aaron had been too preoccupied with their situation and the loss of his wife, but Silas had noted a change in him after Maia’s ceremony. He was surprised Maia had not noticed it before. Gently he wiped the tear from her face.
“What am I to do, Silas?”
“Tell me what happened yesterday.”
Maia told him about the morning spent with Aaron, studying scrolls. He exhaled with a sigh of relief when he found out there had been no physical evidence of Aaron’s passions. That would have been more difficult to deal with.
“It is normal for him to feel this way. You are a beautiful young woman and now that he has accepted who you are, it is only natural that he wants to test the boundaries of your relationship. How do you feel about him?”
“I don’t really know him. During the first fortnight, we didn’t get much chance to talk and when we did, it usually did not end well. Then we made the decision that they were to learn our ways and things became a little easier. But …” She hesitated. “I had never really been alone with him before. Yesterday, when he looked at me that way, I saw his thoughts as clearly as if he had spoken them. It scared me.”
Maia tried not to sound like a petulant child, but tears were welling up in her eyes.
“He is hurt. He has lost his life and his wife. With no reassurances that there is a way home for them, it is only to be expected that he will be angry. Time moves differently here and he is aware of the fact that they have been away from Earth for about four of their Moon Cycles already. I think now he sees you in a new light and he may be thinking of other options available to him. If they are to go back, then we need to hurry to find a solution.”
“But what if we can’t find one?” Maia looked at him with liquid, pleading eyes. “I cannot be his wife.” She buried her face in her hands.
Silas took her in his arms and held her for a moment. So this is what this is about, he thought. Maia was not upset about how Aaron felt, but about what she thought was expected of her. It was clear she did not reciprocate Aaron’s feelings, but thought it was required of her.
“Maia, Maia, listen. You do not have to be his wife, not unless you want to. Earth’s laws do not apply here, so you are not bound by them. If you were to decide to be his wife, you would have to be wed to him before our Elders, as our tradition demands. You are free to choose your own mate, or not have one at all, if that is what you desire.”
Maia looked up, her tears now flowing freely. Silas’ heart felt like it was being held in a vice. He hated to see her hurt like this. Then she voiced what he already knew she was thinking; it was just in her nature.
“But what will then become of him? It would be like losing his wife all over again. How can I do that to him?”
 

 
Aaron spent the day with Leoro, who he had talked to during the ceremony. Leoro was good company and showed him his smithy, before taking him through to the Builder’s workshop and introducing him to the various Elves that worked there, who he had not met before. He was fascinated with their designs and how they accomplished their architectural feats without any technology.
Their Water Mill was just one example of their ingenuity. He wanted to learn how it was all done and the Builders were more than happy to share their knowledge. In turn, they were surprised with the extent and diversity of his knowledge and it turned out to be one of the best days of his life.
He realised what put him in such a good mood was that he had spent most of yesterday with Maia and he could still feel her nearness when he closed his eyes. Throughout the day he kept thinking about her and, by the time he got back to the house, he was anxious to see her. Disappointment flooded through him when he was told she was still not home.
The next morning he woke up with new determination. Although set in his ways, he was not an inflexible man. He could change. Events beyond his control had brought him to this place and now that he knew that Maia was, in fact, Lisa, he would make the best of this life he had been given. He had won her once before, so he was sure, given time, he could do it again, even if she was the most magical, beautiful and exotic creature he had ever seen.
Once dressed, he had a quick breakfast with Malyn and the children and then excused himself. He knew what he had to do. He knew the small city pretty well and he found his way to the Elder Hall without any difficulties. There he found Jagaer and some of the Elders and the Guard and, although he hated to disturb them while in a meeting, he asked for an audience.
 

 
Unwilling to go home, Maia had at last convinced Silas that she stay with him for the night. Now it was almost morning and they had been staring at Silas’ scrolls and books for hours, but had gotten nowhere. Silas had a vast amount of information on the Channel and its travel, but most was focused on every day travel, or elemental travel.
Almost anyone could learn to travel, although it took some time to perfect. To travel, one had to centre energy and focus not just on the self, but also on the destination one intended. It was basic magic, but nonetheless took a fair amount of practice. To move inanimate objects from place to place was not that difficult, as long as the person travelling was in contact with such an object. Essentially, everyone needed to do their own travelling. It could not be done for someone else. Although large groups could travel at the same time, each individual had to do their own magic.
Silas was stumped as to how Maia had brought three people with her with no ability to travel of their own accord, but he was also adamant. Maia had done it before; it could be done again.
Maia was frustrated. It was her responsibility to find a way back for them, or … Maia shook the thought off. She could not, would not, think of Aaron. Although Silas said that according to their laws she did not have to be with him, she felt it would be a betrayal of the vows she had said back on Earth. No matter how much she tried to convince herself that those vows meant nothing here, she still felt it was wrong. She was desperate and grasping at straws.
“Can we not teach them to do it by themselves? It might take a while for them to learn, but if we cannot find a way to send them back, it might be their only option.”
“Maia, I don’t know that much about Humans; I have only ever met one who was able to do it easily. The magic is different for them; few possess it. It has been hundreds of years since the last Human set foot on Elveron. And those were the ones that built the stones on Earth. As far as I know, those Elders had a special magic not everyone on Earth possessed.”
Silas saw Maia’s shoulders slump at his reply. It pained him to see her like this. He sighed.
“But if we cannot find another way, then I suppose we could try to teach them.” Before Maia got her hopes up too high, he continued. “But you did bring them here, so I know it is possible. We simply need to find out how you did it. Tell me again what happened.”
Maia almost rolled her eyes at her teacher. They had gone over this a hundred times. “I’m sorry, Silas, I don’t remember anything new.”
“No matter. Tell me again what you remember.”
“I remember running towards the centre of the stones. The air was cold and the weather miserable. I was sore and utterly exhausted. I reached the centre and immediately concentrated what energy I had left. I didn’t think I was strong enough, but then I saw them and somehow I found the strength, and I concentrated on my Change and getting away from there as fast as possible. I felt the Channel take me almost immediately. It had never happened that quickly before. And then I had some strange dreams before I finally woke up in the Hollow Tree.”
Silas was silent for a moment; something had snagged his attention, but he couldn’t quite grasp what it was.
“Aha,” Silas said after a moment, startling Maia. “When we found you, you were unresponsive to my ministrations. At first, I thought you had fainted from the effort it took to come home, but when you didn’t wake up on the second day, I thought you must be in some sort of a coma.
Maia frowned at Silas’ reasoning, unsure of where it was going.
“You see, when travelling, one does not go to sleep on one side and then wake up on the other. One leaves while awake and arrives while awake. And, although you might have fainted, or gone into a coma, the Humans would have been awake on arrival. remember Jasmin told me how they woke up in the middle of Greystone, which means they, too, were sleeping or had fainted.”
Maia was still uncertain of where Silas was going with this, but his excitement was contagious.
“It seems to me that they, too, expended some energy to get here. But if they did not travel of their own accord, then maybe it is because you were using their energy.”
“What?” Maia looked at him with shocked eyes. “Why would I have done that?”
Silas got up to fetch yet another book. He paged through it for a while, set it aside again and went to fetch another. This one also did not yield the information he seemed to be looking for.
“Because,” he said, “you did not have enough energy yourself. I can only guess at your original intent, but it sounds like the only logical explanation. You used their energy to get yourself home, but then took them along with you.”
Silas started to put the scrolls and books back on their shelves. Maia rose to help him and they worked in silence for a while.
Maybe Silas is right, Maia thought. Sharing energy between willing partners was often done. Although taking energy from an unwilling living being was strictly forbidden, it was possible. Why she would have done it, however, was beyond her. It was a disgusting and despicable thing to do.
“I might have to go see Dorien at the library in Braérn. He might have some Elder scrolls that can explain this. I will speak to Jagaer later to find out if we can arrange a trip to Braérn soon. But for now, I think we should sleep. The sun is about to rise and we need rest. Here,” and Silas took blankets from a shelf and handed them to her, “you can take my bed. I will go home to Becci. I will see you later in the morning.”
“Thank you.” Maia breathed a kiss on his wrinkly cheek, spread out the blankets on the recess in the wall that acted as a bed and was asleep before Silas had even left the cave.
 

 
Maia was deep in thought when she climbed the stairs to her parents’ house. She had woken up late; it was already past midday. Again she thought about her sleeping habits; she seemed to need a lot more of it since she came home. And now she also felt guilty about having been away. She knew Silas would have let her parents know that she was all right and told them where she was, but that did not excuse her long absence. It had been almost two days since she fled the house with Aaron longingly staring after her.
When she entered, she was almost disappointed to find it empty. Not even Wolf was home. She made herself food, washed and changed, and then strolled through the city, looking for Jasmin and hoping not to run into Aaron. She found neither and eventually went to visit her grandparents instead.
It was almost dark by the time she got home and yet another day had passed without her spending time with her family. Again, she found the house empty. She felt sad and despondent and she was about to leave when Wolf came bounding into the common room and almost bowled her over. He was soon followed by the rest of the family, including Aaron, Luke and Jasmin.
They were all laughing and in good spirits. Her mother immediately busied herself in the kitchen, putting together an evening meal for them. Maia thought it strange that her mother cooked at this hour; usually Biandala would cook earlier in the day and Malyn would then make a dinner from that. Malyn only cooked in the evening on special occasions. Unsure of what was going on, she joined the others by the hearth.
Jaik started a fire, and came to sit by her. “There you are, little sister. You do have a talent for missing momentous situations.” He grinned, but then got up to fill the kettle for tea, leaving the question unspoken on her lips.
She turned to the others and noticed Aaron watching her. There was still no frown on his face; it had been replaced by that small, suggestive smile and a glint in his grey eyes. Jagaer was talking to him and when he turned to answer her father, she felt like a weight had lifted off her. Why did he make her feel like this? Before she could give it more thought, Jasmin moved from her seat next to Luke and came to sit with her, smiling broadly.
“Oh, you missed the most fantastic day today. I am so excited; I can’t wait for you to find out.”
“Find out what?” Premonition made her weary; something was happening and it did not feel right.
“You’ll see.” Jasmin smiled at her, but said nothing further.
Jaik came back to the fire and put the kettle on its iron hook over the flames.




 
“A house?” Maia asked in disbelief, her food forgotten on her plate.
Malyn had made her favourite, mushroom ragout, a sure sign that something was afoot. When they eventually shared their news with her, she had not been prepared.
“What do you mean, you are going to build a house?”
She looked around at the beaming faces of her human family, but it was her father who answered.
“It is our responsibility to look after our guests, Maia, and as no solution to their return has been found, it would make sense for us to fully integrate them into our society for the duration of their stay, however long that may be. They are already learning our ways and have started apprenticeships. We considered putting them up in one of the guest houses, but that cannot be a long-term solution. To build a house is the next logical step. I have spoken to Silas and he said that although you made some progress last night, it could be Moons before a plan could be put into action.”
Maia was speechless. How had this all happened so fast? Just the other day the most important thing had been to find a way home for the Humans and now her father had commissioned their Carpenters and Builders to build them a house of their own. Because of how they had chosen to live, erecting a house was more than simply putting up walls and setting a roof on top. The right space had to be chosen, the trees had to be prepared and new piping for the water had to be laid. Plans had to be drawn up and the timber for the structure had to be cut. But the most difficult part was the magic. It took a lot of magic to get the chosen trees to accept the structure and for the trees to grow new shoots. It was not something that was decided lightly and it was not uncommon for communes to form instead of building another house.
“Don’t you want us to stay?” Jasmin pouted a little, but it didn’t last long and she continued in a cheery voice. “I think it’s the most brilliant idea Papa has ever had.” Jasmin beamed at her father.
Maia blinked. It had been Aaron’s idea? It was hard to believe. She didn’t know what to say. Luke saved her from having to come up with an answer for Jasmin.
“We like it here, Maia. Jasmin and I have been talking for days about staying, but because of Father, we have not mentioned it to anyone. Then, when we woke up this morning, he was sitting in the common room looking smug.”
Maia glanced at Aaron, worried that he might have taken offence at what Luke had said, but he was nodding, a satisfied smile playing around his lips.
Luke continued. “He had already spoken to your father and the Elders and it had already been decided. You should have seen Jasmin’s face when he told her.” He winked at his sister. “So then we spent the day making arrangements. Jagaer took us to choose our trees. We were unsure at first about what to look for, but with his help we finally selected a group of three trees not far from the Elder Hall.”
“It was all so exciting,” Jasmin cut in. “We went to the Thatcher’s workshop and learned how to twine rope and then we went to the Smithy to watch Leoro make bolts for our house. And then your mom said that because we are going to be here for a while, we will need a full set of clothes and our own crest, so we all got measured up for new clothes.” Jasmin smiled at Malyn before she continued. “I was even allowed to pick out my own colours. And as our family name is Nightingale, we are making the bird our family crest. I believe yours is a horse?”
Maia was about to answer her, to confirm that their crest was, indeed, a horse, but Jasmin was already speaking again, telling Maia all about the day they had had. Maia noticed Aaron smile at his daughter indulgently. How could this man have changed so much in such a short time?
She watched him while she listened, admitting to herself that she was not sorry that the bitter, frowning Aaron was gone, but also unsure of how to deal with this friendly, smiling Aaron that desired her in ways she cared not to think about.
She thought about her own feelings. She had never been in love, although many a man had been interested in courting her. Being the daughter of Lord Longshadow came with a measure of protection and she had grown up pretty sheltered from such influences. Although she had played with the idea of allowing someone to court her on occasion, it never materialised. Not even with Archer, who she genuinely liked.
She had always been occupied with something else and always found something more important to do. She was only one hundred and twenty-two years old. Only just out of her adolescent years. Marriage for her was not important right now. Most people did not marry before they were five hundred.
She would not have to take up the mantle of leadership any time soon. Her brother was the first-born and he would take over the lordship when his father abdicated, which would most likely not be for another thousand years or so. Like Silas had said, if she never wished to marry, then the clan would accept that without question.
Now she was faced with the conundrum that was Aaron. She did want to see him happy, but if that happiness was based on her being his wife, then she wasn’t sure if she could do it. For a moment, she pictured herself in his arms, tried to imagine what it would feel like to have his lips pressed against hers and what he smelled like up close. A little shiver went down her spine and she shook the thought off. She blinked a few times to bring herself back to reality and noticed Aaron was looking at her. Had she been staring at him the whole time? Could he possibly know what she was thinking? Embarrassment coloured her cheeks and she squirmed under his gaze. She turned away from him when he lifted his glass to take a sip. Wanting something else to think about, she finally listened to Jasmin again.
“It’s all so exciting. I can’t wait to move in. Then the four of us can live like a family again.”
Aaron coughed into his glass and almost spilled its contents. Jasmin grinned and Luke nudged her in the side with his elbow. Maia just stared. Live with them? She had not even considered that possibility when they announced they were building a house. Now she felt like someone had just pulled out the rug from under her.
 

 
The days that followed were difficult, but went by quickly. There was so much to do. Maia was glad for it, as it kept Aaron busy most of the time. He spent most of his days with the construction of their house, but when he came home in the evening, he would often sit with Maia to talk.
It was awkward at first. She would tense every time he came near, worried that he would look at her like that again and that his body would betray his intent, just like it had the other day. But, after a time, Maia realised he could be quite charming and he seemed to know the limitations, even if he tested them on occasion. He now hardly ever made any advances that would make her feel uncomfortable or were inappropriate. She learned that he was intelligent, determined and serious, but also that he had a gentler side and a certain dry humour that amused her. It was easier now to talk to him, and she came to like him as a person, but she could not find any feelings of affection towards him within her yet.
Luke and Jasmin spent an equal amount of time training; Luke with Silas and Jasmin with the Hunters; and helping with the construction of their house. Both seemed pleased with the progress of their parents, making Maia feel uncomfortable and guilty.
Maia also finally introduced them to her magic. Although they had seen her display at the ceremony, they had not fully understood what it was that the Elves do. She spent many evenings with them, demonstrating and explaining.
“The magic is more like an affinity one has for a certain element. Malyn’s power is with Earth, that’s why she is such a good potter. She can talk to the clay, encourage it to hold a certain shape or accept a certain colour. Most of our Builders have an affinity for plants, which is part of the Earth Element. They can encourage a tree to grow, know which branches they can cut off without hurting the tree, and they know where they can use nails and bolts and where they should use rope instead. They never hurt the trees they build in, but rather encourage the tree to accept the construction and thrive around it.”
Maia took a bowl with earth from the table. She had filled it this afternoon before she came home for this very purpose. Now she held it in her left hand, made a small hole in the dirt with her finger and then dropped a seed into it. She poured a little water from her glass into the hole with the seed and then covered it with soil.
Rapt, the Humans watched as she closed her eyes and murmured words too softly for them to hear. Slowly at first, then growing stronger, a tender green shoot broke through the surface of the soil. It grew taller, split to form leaves and a tender bud formed at its top. Once it reached a certain height, it stopped growing taller, thickened out at the base and its bud opened to form a perfect white flower. It had only taken moments for the flower to form and Maia was pleased with all the oohs and aahs it elicited.
“Silas can manipulate Fire and Earth. Have you ever watched him light a fire in his cave?” When they all shook their heads, she continued. “Although he cannot create fire, he can control any flame, no matter how big or small. When he lights a fire, he usually strikes a flint for a spark. Most people do this, but then have to wait for the spark to catch on the kindling and then for the wood to catch fire. Silas skips this part. Once he has a spark, he encourages it to grow, engulf the wood and burn instantly.”
“Can you also do that?” Jasmin asked with big eyes.
“I can.” Maia smiled. “But fire is not my favourite. Although necessary, fire can be very destructive, which goes against my nature. I prefer water.”
She lifted her cup, then let it go and caught the cup with her other hand just before it dropped on the ground. The Humans watched its descent and were at first unaware of the water that had remained in the air. By the time they noticed it, Maia had it already spinning in the air, creating a tiny whirlpool. Periodically she let little drops fly from it, striking her spectators in the face. Soon they were all laughing, but when Maia noticed the look on Aaron’s face as he looked admiringly at her, she lost concentration. Maia dropped the water to the floor. Hastily she grabbed a cloth to mop it up before her mother noticed. To cover her confusion, she quickly resumed her talk about the elements.
“So, there are the four elements; Water, Fire, Earth and Air. Earth encompasses all types of soil, as well as all plants. Air is the most difficult to control, unless you are in a small space, like a house or a cave. Fire and Water have their uses, but the most common is Earth. Air is rare; only two in our entire city have an affinity with air. Somas, who works with Jaik, is one of them.”
Maia poured more water from the decanter into her crystal glass and then took a sip of water before she continued.
“Every Elf can control at least one of the elements. Those who can control two or three are called Minor Elementals, although we mostly refer to them as Elementals. About one in fifty is an Elemental. And those that can control all four are called Prime Elementals.”
The Humans were quiet for a moment, before Aaron voiced what everyone had been eager to know.
“So you can control all four elements, which makes you a Prime Elemental, right?”
Maia nodded; she knew where this was going.
“But if there are others who can also do that, why are you so special?”
She had expected the question, but for some reason it always made her uncomfortable. She did not like to be treated differently, or as if she was somehow worth more than any other Elf. She took a deep breath and was about to answer, when Jaik cut into the conversation.
“Prime Elementals are rare. Sometimes millennia can go by without one being born. What makes Maia special is that she can control a fifth element.” He glanced around at the Humans, letting his comment sink in before he continued. “She is a Life Elemental. Life and Death are treated as elements as well. There has not been a Life Elemental in Grildor, or in any of our neighbouring countries, for almost two millennia. The main purpose for Life Elementals is to maintain and encourage life. Maia can heal anything that is broken, whether animal, plant or person. She can encourage fertility in people who struggle to reproduce and make barren soil bear fruit once again. It is a great honour for our clan to have her and an even greater honour to have her as my little sister.”
Jaik sat down beside her and wrapped his arm around her shoulders. She leaned into him and a single tear ran down her face. Jaik had always admired her for her abilities and she knew he was proud of her, but she wasn’t sure if she deserved his admiration. Sometimes she felt inadequate for the tasks ahead of her.
She did not feel like showing them her magic anymore. She felt sad and lonely. She snuggled closer to Jaik and let him carry on the conversation. He sensed her sudden change of mood and smoothly distracted the Humans so she could relax against him. His familiar warmth and smell soothed her.
Being a Life Elemental came with a whole lot of responsibilities that she was not sure she was ready for. History taught that Life Elementals were only born during a time of need for the people. They were the ones that were supposed to set things right again. Usually, those times of need occurred towards the later years of the Prime Elemental’s life, but with all the attacks, and her visions of Death, Maia wondered if her time might come sooner.
 

 
While her family was busy during the day, studying and building their house, Maia spent much of her time with her father and Jaik. People had arrived from Tarron Heights to claim their deceased and discuss the incident. Cinaed, lord and leader of Tarron Heights, was an old friend of her father’s and with him he had brought Reandor Lothbrooke, who was one of their Elders, as well as two Guard, Erendal and Arabas. Maia found out more about the other attacks from them; the little they knew.
She wondered about the attacks and if they had anything to do with her dream. She had never thought this much about death and people dying, and the Death Elemental and what he stood for. She had lived her entire life in peace; there had not been war on Elveron in over five hundred years. Although the different regions sometimes had disagreements, they were mostly settled amicably.
These attacks were something completely new to her and elicited feelings she struggled to control. All this talk about people dying was making her physically ill. It had happened before, but not as severe as this. The day she went with her brother to look at the men that had been killed, she had thrown up and had been so shaken and weak that Jaik carried her home. Silas said it was because her powers were fully developed now. As a Life Elemental it was in her nature to heal, to save lives and to bring forth new life. To see the destruction of life so close at hand, without being able to change it, was bound to have effects. Silas said, in time, she would get used to it and it would be easier to deal with and to control.
She hoped he was right.
 

 
“I won’t be long, Jaik, I will meet you in the hall with the others a little later. I just want to clear my head.”
“Alright,” Jaik smiled at her, “but don’t go too far. Wolf,” he said, turning towards the animal, “you look after her, alright?”
Maia smiled back at her brother and then stepped onto the path that led into the forest. Wolf bounded ahead of her, his tongue lolling out to the side.
Her days had been filled with meetings and talk of the attacks and she felt unsettled and ill at ease. She hoped to calm herself by spending time in the forest to walk off her frustration. It was a hot summer’s day, but in the shade of the trees the air was pleasantly mild and the dappled sunlight soon lifted her spirits.
They walked for about half the morning, always keeping Shadow Peak to their left and staying close to the city. The terrain was gentler here, not as rocky and steep as to the west and walking was easy. Soon Maia was laughing at Wolf’s exuberance and watched him with delight as he chased squirrels and flushed grouse from their resting places. She had opened herself up to the forest and she felt each Life Force as a bright spark in her mind. After so much talk of death, all this life around her relieved the pressure on her heart and she felt better than she had in days.
“What is it, Wolf?”
Maia stopped next to him, copying his tense posture. He had stopped suddenly, his right forepaw off the ground, tail stiff. Maia looked in the direction he was staring, but saw nothing. Then, just before she heard it, she sensed the pain that was soon followed by a squeal that chilled her to the bone.
Nausea washed over her as felt the pain in her mind. She tried to close herself off to the Eläm around her, but it was too late. Retching, she stumbled forward. Maybe she could get to it in time and heal it. Wolf followed, but the fur on his neck was raised and he was growling. Maia was too absorbed in the creature’s pain to take notice of Wolf’s demeanour, otherwise she might have taken more care. But she didn’t and, completely unaware of danger, she stepped out into a small clearing. She looked up, drawn by the animal’s suffering.
The air rushed out of her with a whoosh and she stopped dead in her tracks. Wolf gave a small warning yip, but then continued growling.
There in the clearing, in broad daylight, stood Death. His hulking, black wolf form crouched over a deer. With one swift motion he bit the deer’s neck, killing it instantly. Maia felt its Life Force extinguish with a suddenness that left her feeling too weak to run. Wolf growled again, but remained by her side. Death looked up and stared her straight in the face. Even from this distance she could see that his eyes were completely black; they looked like bottomless pits.
Death stepped over the deer and with deadly grace walked towards her.
Maia was rooted to the spot. She could not move. Her body tremble and she felt the sweat run down the centre of her back. Run, she screamed at herself, but her legs would not obey.
Death came closer. Maia’s breath now came in short, sharp bursts, but she saw the wolf with a clarity that startled her. It seemed as if he was the only thing she saw. He was large; much larger than a normal wolf. The top of his head would be level with hers, if he were to stand in front of her. His coat was an even, deep black, but it was even shaggier than the coat of Wolf. His paws were large, the long claws clearly visible, and his footsteps sounded strangely familiar.
Then he growled and bared his teeth. Maia recoiled when she saw the size of his canines.
As Maia let out a small scream, Wolf charged.
“No, Wolf,” Maia managed to say, but it was too late. Wolf charged, his teeth bared and his fur bristling. Maia reached for her bow, but then remembered that she had not brought it. Frantic, she looked around, grabbed a branch off the forest floor and sprinted after Wolf.
Wolf danced around Death, nipping at his legs, biting here and there. Death growled, but otherwise took little notice of him. Death looked at Maia. She felt certain he was here for her; it was her time to go, to leave this life. If that was so, she would accept it, but she would defend Wolf, even if it was the last thing she did.
Death took another few steps in her direction. They were so close now. She could see that he had no white in his eyes at all. Wolf followed and, in one last desperate attempt to protect her, launched himself at the black wolf and clamped his jaws shut on his throat. Death growled louder and shook his great head. Wolf lost his grip and fell to the ground. He immediately picked himself up and launched another attack. Death gave a short howl and then swiped his great paw across Wolf’s face, snapping his head back and Wolf lay still.
Screaming, Maia swung her branch and brought it down on Death’s head with a satisfying crack.
Death whined, wiped a forepaw over his right ear and retreated. He looked at Maia one last time as she stood there panting, glowering at him, then he turned and ran into the forest.
Shaking, she knelt down next to Wolf. It was not a serious injury and she healed it quickly, but what had transpired had shaken her to the core; she would not mention it to anyone.
 

 
A few days later, Jagaer announced that he was sending a delegation to Braérn to discuss the attacks with other clan leaders. Lord Swiftfisher of Braérn had sent a message that Thala Yll and Alea Yll had requested a meeting to discuss the attacks and, as Cinaed from Tarron Heights was already here at Shadow Hall, he deemed now to be a good time to go to Braérn; they could travel together. It would be safer for both groups. He had already let Lord Swiftfisher know and the meeting was arranged for a few days hence.
Jagaer could not go to Braérn himself, because he had other business of state to attend to. He selected three Elders and three Guard to accompany the people from Tarron Heights. Jadae Longshadow, Jagaer’s father, as one of the Elders, would also step in as leader in Jagaer’s absence. The other two Elders were Ramaer Moonswain and Livarion Summerlot.
The three Guards were made up of Jaik, Archer and Boron, and Maia suspected Jagaer had chosen Jaik to go to keep an eye on Maia. As Silas had wanted to go to Braérn to acquire more scrolls anyway, this trip came at an opportune time. Maia could collect the scrolls from the library while she was there.
Because Maia was now officially recognised as their Prime, Silas deemed it necessary for her to present herself to the people of Braérn. She was their princess and Prime as well and she had a duty to her people.
Arrangements for a feast in her honour had already been made and the most important people of Braérn had been invited. Although she looked forward to going, she also dreaded the attention it would bring her. Here, everyone knew her and it was not such a novelty for them to have a Life Elemental in their midst. But the people of Braérn had only met her a few times before, and she had been younger and had not had her ceremony yet. This time would be different.
The day before they left, Maia packed her travelling clothes, as well as the note Silas had given her for Dorien, Elder of the library, and then went to the Grazing Grounds to fetch Fire. As always he was excited to see her. It made her feel guilty for not having spent much time with him since she’d been home. She used to ride him almost every day before she left for Earth.
She spent most of the morning grooming him and making his coat gleam like copper, before she put him in one of the stables and then bent to the task of cleaning his tack. It had sat unused in the tack room for over two years, or even longer, she thought, as she mostly rode Fire bareback. He was now standing in a stall opposite to where she sat, snorting his displeasure at her for being confined within the stable.
“I know, Fire, you don’t like to be in, but it is only for tonight. Tomorrow night you can sleep under the stars again.” She smiled fondly at him.
“He is lucky.”
Maia jumped; she had not heard Aaron approach. “Why is he lucky?”
“Because you are taking him with and are not leaving him behind.”
“Oh.”
Aaron moved some of her cleaning cloths to the side and sat beside her, so close their arms touched. She was acutely aware of where his skin touched hers. They had never been this close. There had always been some space between them.
“How long will you be gone?”
“I think just over a fortnight. Three Quarters at the most.”
Maia tried to keep her tone neutral, but it required all her concentration. She itched to move over to break the contact, but she thought it would seem rude. He acted as if he was completely unaware of the contact, or her discomfort.
“It will take us five days to get there, then three or four days of meetings and another five days to get home.”
“Mm.” Aaron reached over to grab a piece of straw and proceeded to break it into small bits. “The house might be finished by the time you get back. We’ve made a lot of progress.”
Maia was aware of how the house was progressing. She spoke to them about it every night. So why was he mentioning it now? Suspicion dawned on her and she dreaded what he would say next.
“I have been thinking about what Jasmin said.” Aaron scratched the back of his head, seemingly unsure of how to continue.
Maia waited, holding her breath.
“We would really like it if you came to live with us when the house is finished.”
Maia closed her eyes for a moment and took a deep breath. She had been dreading this moment. “Aaron, I …”
“No, I don’t need an answer right now. You have some time to think about it. And I don’t mean that you have to …” he coughed “… sleep in my room. You can share with Jasmin, if it makes you more comfortable. It would just be nice to have you with us, you know, as a family.”
Their eyes met briefly and Maia’s stomach lurched. She didn’t know what to say.
“Just … just think about it. Even if it is not straight away, I can wait.” Aaron looked down and picked up another piece of straw and proceeded to break it into bits.
They were silent for a moment.
“I miss you,” he finally said softly, then leaned over and kissed her on her cheek before getting up and walking out of the stable.
Maia sat for a long time, thinking about what happened, but she felt only pity for Aaron.
 

 
The next morning was a bustle of activity. The horses were brought up from the stables and the pack horses received their burdens. Almost everyone gathered around to wish the travellers farewell. Luke and Jasmin helped Maia carry her things to the waiting horses, but Aaron was nowhere to be seen.
Fire pranced and snorted, eager to leave. Maia felt the same and was only too happy when it was time to depart. Silas came up to her just before they left.
“Be safe, Maia.” He patted Fire’s neck, making the horse prance nervously. “I think it will be good for you to be away for a little while. Use the time well. Remember, you don’t have to do anything you are not comfortable with.”
Maia nodded, a lump in her throat. She knew he wasn’t talking about Braérn and was glad he was aware of what was going on. She had confided in her mother as well and she had said much the same.
Jaik rode up and took Silas’ arm to wish him farewell.
“I will look after her, Silas, do not worry.” He smiled at the old man, and then turned to Maia. “Are you ready?”
“Let’s go.” She smiled back at him.
 

 
They rode along The Axis and past the Silver Forest, and turned slightly easterly when they reached the far end of the city. The terrain sloped gently downward, still interspersed with rocky outcrops, although the mountain proper ended at Shadow Hall. They followed the Odal River until, about half a day’s ride from the city, it joined the Oakin River. The Oakin River traversed the Yllitar Plains, and then spilled into Nithril Deep at Braérn.
The landscape was lush and green, with little forests dotting the countryside. They would have plenty shelter and water along the way, as well as fresh grass for the horses. The grass would supplement the grain they had taken for them.
It was a beautiful morning and for a while Maia simply enjoyed the sun on her face and the wind in her hair. Every now and again she glanced up to see Midnight circling high overhead. He would accompany them almost all the way to Braérn. Jagaer had deemed it necessary in light of all the attacks, but Maia would not have travelled without him anyway.
They travelled in silence for a while, and then Jaik and Jadae started discussing the attacks and Maia rode closer to hear.
“… examined the corpses. From the type of injuries and the lack of blood, we now have a suspicion it might be Vampyres.”
Jaik looked at Jadae in surprise, but shook his head. “We have suspected something sinister, but I would not have come to that conclusion. When did the Elders discuss this; I was unaware of it.” He shook his head again. “Vampyres. They have not set foot on Elveron in years. I thought they had forgotten how to use the Channel; why come through now and attack us?”
“We re-looked at all the evidence again last night. The signs are there, if one cares to see it. The teeth marks are distinct and the victim’s pale bodies speak of much blood loss.” Jadae held up a placating hand, forestalling Jaik’s reply. “But no one has actually seen a Vampyre yet, so these are merely suspicions. Until such can be confirmed, it would be wise not to spread this information. There is no need to unsettle the people unnecessarily. We are hoping to gather more conclusive evidence in Braérn and we plan on discussing our findings at the meetings. They have had the same reports of attacks and have lost people. We are certain they have their own assumptions to add to ours. We will be meeting with the Elders and Guard of Thala Yll, Alea Yll and Braérn, as well as, of course, Tarron Heights, to discuss the situation. We believe that all the attacks are linked. We can only hope our assumptions are wrong.”
“Let us hope then that your suspicions are unfounded and there is some other explanation for this. Do you know how many attacks there have been in total?” Jaik enquired.
“We’re not sure. That is another reason for the gathering. We know of four different cities that have reported attacks, but there might be more. We will know after the meeting; until then it is no use speculating.”
Jaik nodded his acknowledgment to Jadae and then reined in his horse to fall back to ride next to Maia.
“You heard?” Jaik asked.
Maia nodded. She was too shocked to speak.
“Vampyres, who would have thought?” Jaik mused. “You remember I told you about the death of Tila’s parents?”
Maia frowned. “Yes, you told me they died in a rock slide.”
“Yes, that is how we assume they died. There is more to the story. Those that survived the rock slide went to get help to free the ones trapped under the rock. When they returned, they discovered that someone had already dug them out, but then left them behind. Their personal possessions had been taken, including their clothes. They had multiple wounds, which looked like bite marks, but strangely little blood.
“At first, we assumed animals had been at them and someone had come after to steal the clothes. Tila doesn’t know these details. We did not want to upset her.” Jaik’s eyebrows furrowed. “Now, with what Jadae said about the last attack and the types of wounds these people suffered, it does seem to make sense. Vampyres would take the meat and drink the blood.”
He shuddered. It was too horrible to bear thinking about.
They rode on in silence for the rest of the day, and as the sun sank down behind the mountains they stopped to make camp in a small stand of trees by the river. They unsaddled, then hobbled the horses and left them to graze. The three Elders from Shadow Hall would share one of the tents, which they erected first. It was one large sheet of green cloth sewn together, lashed to light and flexible willow branches. The cloth had been treated with birch sap to make it water proof and also kept the warmth in during colder nights.
Archer and Boron would share another tent, while Jaik and Maia shared a third. The people of Tarron Heights had brought their own tent.
Once the tents were all erected, forming a semi-circle, Boron gathered some river stones and built a fire pit in the centre. Jaik, Archer and the two other Guard busied themselves with collecting firewood. They had travel food with them and would not need to cook, but a fire at night was welcome, not only for comfort, but also to keep wild animals at bay. Plains wolves were frequently spotted in this area, as were wild cats. It was one of the reasons they had not brought Wolf.
They unpacked their sweet travel bread, dried nuts and fruit, smoked meats and sausages, as well as cheese and a sack of goat’s milk. They sat around the fire until the moons rose, and then settled down for the night.
Just as Maia was about to fall asleep, she felt Midnight touch her consciousness. He had followed at a distance during the day, but had now landed on the opposite side of the little forest, so as not to disturb the horses. He just wanted to let her know that he was here, watching over her.
Maia tossed and turned for a while, unable to find sleep. She was disturbed by what she had learned today. Could it really be Vampyres attacking her people? The people of Naylera had once been a great nation, but had been in decline for centuries. Although all people shared a similar form, Vampyres and Elves were the closest. They resembled each other in so many ways, except the ears, but the Vampyres had undergone some transformation during the last millennium that now set them apart from the Elves in ways Maia did not like to think about. They used to be tall and handsome; a beautiful people. Trade between Elveron and Naylera had once flourished, although Maia was too young to have seen those days. She would ask Silas what he knew of them. Maybe he had met one before.
She lay there, thinking for a while, but once Jaik’s breaths came deep and even, she extricated herself from her blankets and quietly crept out of the tent. The night was mild and the sky was strewn with stars. She sat by the fire for a while, watching the heavens. She could hear the horses nearby, and in the distance, she heard an owl hoot.
After a little while, she felt Midnight inquire why she was up. On a whim, she decided that she might as well fly with him for a while. Maybe it would ease her troubled thoughts. She grabbed her bow and headed through the trees towards the clearing where he waited for her.
It was dark in the little forest and she went slowly, picking her way through the brambles. She paid attention to the small sounds of the night, aware she was in predator territory.
She was almost at the edge of the forest when she felt a shiver down her back. She stopped and strained her ears, but heard nothing out of the ordinary. She carefully opened her mind, scanning the Life-Forces around her, but besides the little rodents and insects around her and the owl she had heard earlier further away, she sensed nothing. She walked another few steps, but the feeling that she was being watched intensified. She took her bow from her shoulder and notched an arrow. She cursed herself for not having thought to bring her hunting knife. A bow was not a good weapon to use in such close quarters.
Slowly, she turned in a circle, imagining things in the shadows that weren’t there. Her heart was racing. Thoughts of Vampyres made her shake with fear. She was about to turn and flee, when she noticed movement to her right. She quickly turned and let her arrow fly. It glanced off a tree and then sailed on into the underbrush. She stared after it, looking for what had caught her attention and made her loose her arrow.
As she stared into the darkness, a strange calm settled over her. She stood straighter, ready to face what was coming for her. When she eventually saw it, however, she was not prepared.
Death emerged from the shadows and walked towards her at a measured pace. His wolf form was as huge and shaggy as she remembered it. His black eyes glistened in the sparse moonlight shining through the tree and they never left hers. She felt trapped under his gaze, unable to move.
The urge to run away was so strong, it made her heart flutter and her legs tremble. She was utterly terrified. Surely he had finally come to take her life. Then, as he drew closer, something stirred within her. Unbidden emotions threatened to overwhelm her. Feelings she had no name for. She felt vulnerable and desirable at the same time. The wolf was now so close, she could smell him. He smelled of forest and earth and pine needles, with a certain muskiness that bespoke his masculinity and made him absolutely irresistible. She closed her eyes and leaned towards him, not caring what he would do to her.
She startled as the quiet of the night was split by an ear shattering roar. She blinked a few times, trying to shake off the trance she had been in. She took a few steps back and watched as the wolf looked up through the trees, growling a challenge to the circling dragon. Midnight roared again and then came crashing through the branches of the trees. Maia ducked as a branch whistled over her head. She heard the trees break and then crash to the ground, but she was already running. She ran back the way she had come, hoping the wolf would be too preoccupied with the dragon to follow her.
Halfway back to the tents she rounded a tree and crashed into Jaik. She clung to him, shaking. In the distance they could still hear Midnights roaring and thrashing.
 

 
“What were you thinking?” Jaik admonished her for the third time, while she tended to the cuts on Midnight’s wings. Although the forest here was dense, the trees were small and thin and the damage was minimal. Still, healing that many small wounds sapped her strength.
“I couldn’t sleep. I wanted to see Midnight. I’m sorry I worried you, Jaik.”
“You could have been hurt. Why did you not wake me, we could have gone together?”
“It was just a wolf, Midnight chased it away.”
When she was done healing Midnight, she let Jaik lead her back to the tent. They lay down together and she finally fell asleep with her back pressed to her brother and his arms around her.
 

 
He had always felt protective of his sister. If asked, he would be unable to put into the words the love he had for her. He held her now, waiting for her tremors to stop. He knew it had not just been a wolf. A wolf would not have been able to frighten her so and even Midnight would not say what the animal had been. Maia was strong and capable and as able a fighter as any of the Guard he served with.
Maybe it is because of the talk about Vampyres, he thought, but then dismissed it.
He was sure that whatever was troubling her had its roots with the Humans she had brought back with her. He had come to like Luke and Jasmin, but he did not like the way Aaron looked at his sister. The hunger in his eyes was plain to see and he often wondered how Maia did not notice. His sister was usually perceptive, but when it came to Aaron, she was completely closed off.
Silas said that she must have loved the man very much for her to have brought him back with her, but somehow he could not imagine his sister being with a man like that. She was wild and beautiful, extraordinarily powerful and yet the gentlest person he knew. Aaron was … well, he was a Human. He had a nondescript face with a pallid complexion. Although he was tall like an Elf, he was lanky and awkward. He appeared smart, but otherwise had no powers. He did not even know what magic was to be used for the trees to accept the house they were building for him.
Jaik resolved to speak to his father, and maybe even Silas, about Aaron. The more he thought about it, the more he felt that he was the root of Maia’s troubles. He knew her well and he was certain that what troubled her were matters of the heart. He was sure, if it would make her Human family feel better, she would move in with them if they asked her, even if it made her unhappy. It was in her nature, to protect and to serve, to heal and prevent pain in others, even if she had to take on the pain herself.
It had always been like that. Even when they were still children she helped those in need. He remembered once, before their tenth birthday, he had been clumsy and had fallen out of a tree. He sprained his ankle. Maia had been there and, instead of running home to get Silas, had held him while he cried. Not even Silas had been able to explain it afterward, but while she held him and hummed him a tune of comfort, his ankle had mended. It was Maia that had walked with a limp for a full Moon afterwards.
Jaik shifted slightly to relieve his arm, which had fallen asleep. Maia stirred, but didn’t wake. He reached down with his free arm and pulled the blanket over her shoulder.
No, he thought, I won’t let anything happen to you. Now it is my turn to look after you.
 

 
The next four days passed uneventfully. The days were pleasantly warm, but with a steady, gentle wind that kept the insects at bay. The landscape gradually changed, growing flatter and with less trees. Now in summer, the grasses were lush and green and all along the river flowers were in bloom.
Once, they encountered a herd of deer grazing towards the south, but as Midnight now followed within sight of the little group, the deer soon bolted, frightened by the large predator.
Maia was quiet and sullen while they rode, Fire snorted often, aware of her mood. Although Jaik did not press her for information, she knew he was aware of her distress. She did not want to discuss it.
The thought that Death was stalking her frightened her. What worried her even more was the effect he had on her. The terror she could understand, anyone would be afraid of him, but … she shivered, closed her eyes for a moment and remembered the feelings the wolf had stirred deep inside of her. Fire pranced nervously. Disgusted, she snapped her eyes open. How could he make her feel like this even though he wasn’t here? He was Death and an animal. She should not be feeling like this.
When they reached Braérn during the afternoon of the fifth day, she was relieved. Midnight had left them earlier, so as not to alarm the people of Braérn. He assured Maia he would not go far, in case she needed him. She let him go with a heavy heart, but knew he could not come with.
Braérn did not have dragons, unlike Thala Yll. The people of Thala Yll would often bring their dragons on their travels, so the people of Braérn were used to those dragons.
A Soul Dragon, however, was a completely different matter. Not only was he almost four times as large as a Plains Dragon, also called Dragono Captivaris, but also looked much more fearsome. A Soul Dragon, also known as the Dragono Vitandalis, was armoured for battle. Viciously sharp spikes ran from his head, all the way down his back and onto his tail. The tail was tipped by a caudal spade, a spearhead shaped bony extension with razor sharp edges that could move individually. Midnight had smaller spikes on all four legs; his skin was thick and tough like armour. The talons were as long as a man’s arm and his teeth the length of a forearm. His head was crowned with a set of long horns that curved backwards, and smaller horns sprouted from his face. Besides his red eyes, Midnight was entirely black and Maia thought he was the most beautiful creature in the world.
Others did not share this view.
By the time they reached the gates of Braérn, Midnight was long out of sight and the inhabitants of Braérn opened their doors willingly to them.




 
An outlook had been set to await their arrival and when he saw them approach, he blew three short blasts on his horn to inform the city that they had arrived. People came out to greet them and walk with them through their city.
Braérn was bigger than Shadow Hall, numbering about five times as many inhabitants, and was one of the few big cities on Elveron. Most cities did not have more than one to three thousand inhabitants. Shadow Hall’s total population numbered just over two thousand, and although small compared to Braérn, was actually one of the larger cities.
Braérn was set on one of the Trade Routes and trade flourished. One could procure a vast variety of goods here, some exotic from as far away as the rain forests in the south. It was set along the banks of Nithril Deep, one of the Great Lakes of Elveron. 
Their houses were built mostly from river clay, with great beams of oak for structure. The walls were whitewashed and their stained glass windows sparkled in the sunlight. Multi-coloured cloth adorned each window and every roof sprouted a flag with the family’s crest. The narrow lanes between the houses were cobbled in river stone and were always scrubbed so clean that they shone in the sun light. In the middle of the city was a great market square, where the traders exhibited their wares. This also was cobbled, but interspersed with beautifully tended flower beds, sprouting a fantastic variety of local and exotic plants and flowers.
The delegation was led to the stables where they stabled their horses for the duration of their stay. Maia fussed over Fire, making sure he was comfortable, before shouldering her pack to follow Jaik out. She did not want to leave Fire there. She drew strength from his closeness and she knew how he hated to be confined. Jaik consoled her by telling her it would only be for a few days. It did not make her feel much better.
People came to help carry their goods to their accommodation, but Maia insisted on carrying her own bag. They were taken to The Deep, the largest of the guest houses in Braérn, run by one of the old noble families of Braérn; the house of Falconfall.
Lord Kyreon Swiftfisher and the Elders of the Swiftfisher clan were with Burindor Falconfall as he greeted them when they arrived at the lodge.
“Greetings, people of Shadow Hall and Tarron Heights. May the Mother ever smile on you,” Lord Swiftfisher welcomed them in the traditional greeting, and then clasped arms with everyone in turn.
When it was her turn to clasp arms with Kyreon, he whispered in her ear. “My Lady, you have grown ever more beautiful. it is an honour to have you among us, even for such a short while.”
Kyreon had been friends with her father for centuries and he had always harboured a hope that, one day, Maia might wed his son, Kanarel, to cement the bond between the two clans. Although Kanarel was a Noble and a man of standing in Braérn, he was not the kind of man Maia saw herself spending the rest of her life with. Her father knew this and would not insist on the union.
“You are too kind, Lord Kyreon. It is a pleasure to see you too and to walk once again within your beautiful city.”
 

 
Once the formalities were over, they were given time to store their luggage, rest and wash. Tonight there would be a feast to welcome them and Maia was glad for the time to compose herself before attending the formalities.
When Maia entered her room, she was surprise to find a steaming bath ready for her. Candles were placed all around it and the water smelled faintly of lavender. Soaps, sponges and brushes sat on a low stool next to the bath.
She dropped her bag on the bed, which sat next to a stained glass window overlooking a small courtyard full of orange blossom trees. She was about to take off her clothes, when there was a rap on wood to her left. She briefly cast a look to her right, where the door was, and then turned towards where the sound had come from.
“It’s me,” Jaik said, then opened the wide curtain that divided his room from hers.
“Oh, I did not notice that when I came in. I like it.”
She smiled at him. She enjoyed being with her brother. Up until the age of seventy, they had been inseparable. They had done everything together, from learning the ways of the world from the Elders, to learning to hunt from the Hunters. They learned to ride and swim and fight together. Jaik had even stayed with her when she had her lessons with Silas.
Once they reached seventy though, they had to take up the responsibilities of being Lord Longshadow’s heirs. Jaik got initiated into the Legion, where he spent ten years and had then risen in rank to join the Regiment. On his hundredth, Jaik had been made part of the Guard and eventually become Commander. Maia had been made ambassador to her clan. In the last twenty two years she had travelled to many places, meeting with many different clans on behalf of her father. Her stay on Earth was just one of her latest absences.
They had grown apart a little, each feeling the loss of the other dearly. She missed the times she spent with him and decided to make the most of their time together here in Braérn. They left the curtain open.
 

 
Once both had bathed and changed, they went down the stairs to join the rest of the delegation. In the foyer they were met again by the lodge owner, Burindor Falconfall, who led them into a large, square courtyard situated at the back of the lodge. It was set between three walls of bordering houses, the fourth wall being the back entrance to the guest house. Trees lined the outside borders, filling the yard with shade and their sweet perfume. Lanterns had been hung across the open spaces and long tables, set with candles and flowers, had been set up. Flags fluttered in the occasional breeze.
Lord Swiftfisher and, to Maia’s dismay, his son Kanarel, as well as all the Elders and nobility of Braérn were already there. Musicians had set up a stand at the far end of the square and played a lively little tune Maia recognised as the The Swallows Feast when they entered.
Kanarel spotted her almost immediately and made his way across the courtyard to them.
“Here he comes, Maia, smile,” Jaik whispered in her ear and then suppressed a laugh, but he never let go of her arm, as if to protect her.
She elbowed him in the ribs and put a smile on her face. It was her duty to talk to him and maintain the relationship between the families, but it was a tedious task.
“My Lady, it is so good to see you. May the Mother ever smile on you.” He took her hand and brushed it with his lips.
Maia tried not to squirm.
“And you, Commander Jaik.” Kanarel bowed to her brother.
Maia was surprised that Kanarel had thought to use Jaik’s title. He was probably trying to get into Jaik’s good books to get closer to her. Then, much to Maia’s alarm, Kanarel took her arm to lead her across the smooth flagstones of the courtyard. Jaik reluctantly let go of her and followed close behind.
Kanarel took them to the table set up a distance from the rest. It perched on a low step, giving it an elevated position over the other tables. Standing there were Lord Swiftfisher and his wife Amandel. The Elders of Braérn were already seated, talking to Jadae, Ramaer and Lidvar, as well as the delegation from Tarron Heights.
Kanarel guided her to the head of the table. Maia disliked being put on display like this, but she let him pull her chair out for her and sat down reluctantly. She breathed a sigh of relief when Jaik refused the other end of the table and came to sit to her right. A brief expression of annoyance crossed Kanarel’s face, but he quickly hid it and took his seat to her left.
Although they had known each other for a long time, Maia found it difficult to talk to Kanarel. He was always stiff and formal and his hawk-like nose and narrow face did nothing to soften his demeanour.
Maia endured moments of small talk with Kanarel before his parents, as well as a handful of nobility, took their seats at the table and rescued her from his single-minded attention. Everyone wanted to talk to her and find out how her ceremony went and how she had enjoyed her stay on Earth and how long she had been back and … she thought the questions would never end.
Finally, when Maia thought she could not bear the attention any more, the food was brought out. Braérn was famous for their fish, which abounded in Nithril Deep, and this evening they didn’t disappoint. At first, there was a fish and vegetable soup, accompanied with freshly baked bread and salty butter. Next they served the main dishes. Grilled fish with vegetables, baked fish with goat’s cheese, fried fish in a maize batter, and a fish stew with barley, wheat and ale. Served alongside the fish dishes were a variety of different breads, vegetables and fruits. To round off the meal, they were served a baked pudding of some kind of grain Maia wasn’t familiar with, but which was tasty, as well as a platter of different cheeses. Maia tasted a little of everything, but abstained from the wine and ale they were serving and asked for water instead.
After the meal, there were some speeches, most to praise her and thank her for her presence, which annoyed her. Then there was singing and dancing and the evening progressed much more to Maia’s liking, as everyone’s attention shifted from her. The atmosphere was more relaxed and conversation turned to recent news and stories, instead of centring on her. She even allowed Kanarel to dance with her once, before all settled down to listen to Eleonar tell them the story of how had he caught his first fish. Eleonar was not a Fisherman, but an Elder, and the story was so ridiculous, they were all soon laughing.
Maia did not notice when Jaik left the table and only when Eleonar had finished did she realise he was not beside her.
She glanced across the court yard. The sun had set and the lanterns were lit. They glowed in a variety of colours, giving the court yard a festive atmosphere and creating patches of dappled light and shadow underneath the trees. The throng of people was so thick she could hardly see the opposite wall. She shifted on her chair, trying to get a better view, and then she spotted Jaik. He was talking to a petite girl with flowing silver hair. Maia did not recognise her and wondered who she was. She was about to wave at her brother to get his attention, but then thought better of it.
Let him enjoy himself for a while without having to worry about me, she thought, and turned back to the conversation at the table.
The talk had turned to fishing yet again and she soon lost interest. Kanarel went off to dance with his mother, for which she was thankful. It left her free to glance around at the people at the feast. She noticed Durinn, Lord of Alea Yll, talking to Skylor, Lord of Thala Yll. There was Senriël, who traded with the people of Stoneloft across the lake and often bought horses from her father. Tamwen she also knew; he was a master Jeweller and she had bought a necklace for her mother from him once.
Kanarel came back to the table and poured them both a glass of wine.
“Are you sure you do not want to dance anymore?” he asked her.
“No, thank you, Kanarel, I am still tired from the journey.” She hoped her feeble excuse would hold, and when he didn’t press her, she sighed with relief.
She pretended to sip from her wine, but then set it back on the table and didn’t touch it again.
 

 
Maia was looking at a spot just beyond Kanarel’s ear while he regaled her with stories about Braérn. He bored her and she was not really listening, but he did not seem to notice. It was a few moments before she realised that someone was watching her.
It started with a small shiver that ran up her back and made the hairs on the back of her neck stand up. She was immediately alert and on her guard. Kanarel was still talking, unaware of her discomfort. She narrowed her eyes and scanned the crowd around her.
People were talking, laughing and dancing, and she did not notice him at first. However, something kept drawing her eyes across the courtyard to the far side where the back entrance was. She strained her eyes for a closer look within the shadow of the tree.
There, just out of the lantern light, stood a man. As she watched, he leant his lithe body against the tree, bringing his features more into the light. He stared at her lazily. He was tall, with unruly dark hair and a tanned face. He was clothed all in black leather, as far as she could tell, which gave him a roguish air. His leather vest was sleeveless, which left his muscular arms bare and she could distinctly see the play of muscles underneath his skin. Maia flushed, suddenly hot in the cool evening air.
Slowly, a small, knowing smile appeared on his face, exposing his slightly pointed eye teeth. Maia sucked in a sharp breath. Her heart fluttered. She felt as if she was being watched by a predator. She knew she was in danger, but was unable to move. It was a similar sensation as to when she felt Midnight fly above her in the dark. His eyes, dark in the sparse light, bored into her, seeming to touch something deep inside and she started to breathe faster. Her heart beat irregularly in her chest.
She tried to look away, but her eyes were drawn to him and she drank in the vision of him, unaware of the little moan that escaped her lips. She felt as if she knew him. He looked familiar, but every time she thought she knew who he was, strange memories flooded her mind and she lost the thread of what she had been thinking.
Just then, a pair of dancers moved between them and the moment was broken. It was so sudden, she almost toppled off her chair. She craned her neck, but when the dancers moved, he was gone.
“Did you hear what I said? Do you agree?”
“Hmm.” Maia made the noncommittal sound in her throat, unable to speak.
Kanarel carried on speaking to her as if nothing had happened. She could not focus on him and eventually excused herself to go to her room. Of Jaik, there was nothing to be seen and she wished she could speak to him about the disturbingly handsome stranger.
Climbing the stairs to her room, she could still see his face, the finely chiselled nose, the square jaw and the sensual lips she wished would kiss her. Her heart started to pound again.
“Urgh.” She shook herself. “What are you thinking?”
Cursing her momentary lapse of sense, she entered her room. She didn’t even know the man. Who was he to make her feel like this? She sighed. Deep down she knew who he was and it did not make her feel better. What could Death want from her? Why did they keep meeting? Why had he looked at her that way? And, most important of all, why did he make her feel this way? No other man had ever made her feel anything similar. She had to admit that she had probably never given any man the opportunity to. She thought of Aaron and wondered why she didn’t feel like this with him.
Maia paced around her room, unable to get the other Prime out of her head. She tried to distract herself. She readied her clothes for tomorrow, then took a bath and eventually sought the mind link with Midnight and let him show her what he had hunted that night and how he had frightened a herd of horses and of the colour of the sun as it had set behind the mountains. He seemed to be aware that she wanted to be distracted and did not pry into the strange feelings within her, but she could sense his disapproval.
By the time the moons started to set, she thought she was ready to sleep, her feelings for the stranger momentarily subdued.
Then, when she closed her eyes to sleep, she felt another stirring within her. This was something she was used to, but had not felt this strongly in a long while. Someone was in pain; life-threatening pain.
She sat up. She felt the familiar tightening in her stomach and had to breathe deep so the nausea would not overwhelm her. The Life Elemental within her protested at not being able to help, making the nausea worse, but in a city this large, she didn’t even know where to begin looking.
She started to sweat and her breathing became laboured. She went to the wash basin and splashed cold water on her face. If others were aware of the person’s pain, surely they would come and get her, or at least one of the Healers of Braérn. She sat back down on the bed and waited, concentrating on not throwing up. No one came and eventually she started pacing, glancing out the window every time she passed it.
Just when she thought it would never end, the pain intensified and it felt like she was burning from the inside. She moaned and sat on the floor, resting her head on her knees. Then, as abruptly as it had started, the pain was gone. She breathed a sigh of relief, but a terrible peace stole over her and she knew with an unshakable certainty that it was Death who had stilled the pain and taken the person’s life. Feeling more miserable than when the pain had begun, she climbed into her bed and finally fell into a restless sleep.
 

 
Sunlight streamed through the window, waking her. She lay for a moment and watched the dust motes dance in the rays of light. Although there was a dull throbbing at her temples, she felt strangely elated. Even the thought of last night’s events could not dampen her spirit. She got up and glanced into the other room. Jaik was on his bed, still dressed and fast asleep. She went about her ablutions and dressed before she woke him.
Her hair still dripping from her bath, she stood over him and wrung her hair out so the drops fell into his face. He woke with a startled cry, and then reached out and wrestled her down onto his bed, knuckling the top of her head. They both laughed until their sides hurt. Maia could not explain it, but she felt happier today than she had felt since she came home. It almost felt as if something had finally clicked into place, as if something that had been missing had finally been found.
“You came home late,” Maia goaded him as he got up.
“You left the feast early,” he countered.
“Yes, I did, but I went to sleep late and I did not hear you come in.”
Jaik shrugged.
“So,” she said, strolling a little closer to him, “tell me about your friend.”
Jaik blushed slightly, and spoke as he took his shirt off and went to wash by the basin. Maia noted a small scar across his muscled chest that had not been there before she left for Earth.
“Her name is Siya. I met her last season when her father brought her along to buy one of our horses.”
“She’s very pretty. Tell me more.”
“I have seen her a few times since, always under supervision,” he rolled his eyes, “but I think she is the one.”
“You shouldn’t have to think anything. You either know she is the one, or she’s not.”
Maia knew she should maybe start taking her own advice, but she could not resist riling her brother. She was prepared when he took a playful swipe at her.
“Have you asked Father to make her family an offer yet?”
“No, not yet. But our parents are aware that there is interest and we think they approve. I took her down to the Waterfront last night and we discussed our future. I would like her to come live with me. I will speak to Father when we return.”
“I shall like to meet her before we leave. Do you think you could arrange it?”
“I know she would love to meet you. I will send her a message after the meeting, maybe we can visit tomorrow.”
“I would like that.” She smiled at him. “Now finish washing already and get dressed. I want to see some of the city before we have to attend the meeting. I also have to go to the Library to collect scrolls for Silas.”
 

 
They went down to the eating hall of the guest house for breakfast; Maia could hardly believe she was hungry after last night’s feast, but she ate with a gusto that surprised her. They were served freshly baked bread with butter, a variety of cured meats, cheeses and marmalades, as well as fresh, sliced melons, apples, peaches and other fruit.
Once they had eaten, they made their way to the stables to see to the horses, and found them well looked after, well fed and comfortable, but Fire was restless in his stable. Maia took a moment to reassure him that it wouldn’t be for too long. She put a hand to his neck and let him feel her energy to calm him.
“It is only for a few days. Soon we will be home again and you can run with your mares.”
He snorted his acknowledgment and turned to the net of hay hanging in his stable.
Satisfied that the horses were taken care of, they strolled through the narrow streets towards the trading square. It was already busy with stalls set up and people peddling their wares. Although locals had permanent stalls on the square, most belonged to travellers going from town to town to trade.
The people of the Yllitar Plains were well represented, trading their variety of grains and the cured meat of their cattle, sheep and horhogs for smoked fish, furs and leathers, blades and cooking utensils and other commonplace items. Other traders came from neighbouring countries such as Bron, Galaban, Tandemar and Eiken. Yet others came from countries further away, such as Ilondian and Arabat, and had more exotic items on offer. Items such as blown glass lanterns in a variety of colours with matching glowing crystals, strange herbs and spices from the southern lands, black obsidian blades from Smoketop Mountain, combs and brooches out of a variety of materials, precious and semi-precious stones from Crystal Mountain in the east and even jewellery made of pearls from Agoria. All these items one could purchase here.
Maia packed several rolls of suede before they left Shadow Hall. These she intended to trade for the items she wished to procure today. Suede of this quality was always welcome and she silently thanked her grandmother for having given her some extra before she had left. She would often trade medicinal herbs for skins the Hunters brought back. Rabbit and small deer were her favourite. She would work the skins into suede, then either use them for herself or keep them for just such an occasion as this. Because she had been away for long, she did not have a lot to trade with and her grandmother had given her some from her own store.
She was glad to have the extra skins, as there were many items she hoped to acquire today. She wanted to replenish her own medicine bag, as well as put together a new one for Luke. His training with Silas seemed to be going well and if they were to have their own house, it would be beneficial for them to have their own medicine bag at home.
She also wanted to get a few special things for Jasmin for the Home Blessing ceremony. She found a beautiful ivory comb, inlaid with mother-of-pearl, a set of amber earrings and wash sponges from one of the Great Salt Lakes to the east.
Finding something for Aaron, however, proved to be difficult. They went from stall to stall, looking at the wares on offer, but nothing felt quite right. Jaik made suggestions, and Maia was thankful for his input, but in the end she did not find anything she felt was right for Aaron.
Frustrated, she trailed after Jaik as he went to more stalls to acquire things he needed. She was surprised when he stopped at a cloth dealer and traded for several rolls of expensive, embroidered cloth. She was even more surprised when he traded a crystal for the privilege of having it delivered. Only once he gave the name of the recipient, did she understand. It was a gift for Siya.
Having watched the exchange had alerted Maia to the quality of the cloth and by the time Jaik was finished, Maia had concluded her own deal and acquired a roll for herself. She had chosen a roll of a mauve-coloured textile. Although it was not her usual colour, the fabric was exquisitely embroidered with the symbols of Life & Death and she found herself irresistibly drawn to it. It was a fairly small roll of cloth, but it none the less cost her five pieces of her suede.
 

 
Once they had given their purchases to a Server to take to the guest house, they made their way to the Library. Maia had only been there once before and she was just as impressed with the building now as she had been then. The Library was a large, white-washed building with a domed ceiling and tall, colourful windows. Each window depicted a different scene of life in the city. Fishermen on the lake, flags flying from the rooftops, traders in Market Square, jousters at Spring Feast, a wedding procession, the residence of His Lordship, and many more. Maia never tired of looking at them.
Inside, the air was cool and the light from the many-coloured windows cast strange shapes across the marble floor. All the walls were covered with shelves, from floor to ceiling, holding a vast amount of scrolls, papers, books and maps. Small tables and cushioned benches were strewn about for people to sit. It was an incredible collection of knowledge and it was hard to believe it all belonged to one man.
Dorien Ivyson was one of Braérn’s Elders and he had been collecting scrolls and Elder writing for close on a millennium. Almost four hundred years ago, he decided to open his collection to the public. Everyone should profit from the knowledge available here. Now, the Library of Braérn was famous for its vast collection of information and people came here from all corners of the globe to do research or study. The locals also used the Library for recreational purposes and in the mornings the children of Braérn assembled here for their studies.
Under normal circumstances, Dorien did not lend out items from the Library, but Dorien and Silas had been friends a very long time, and for him he would make an exception, knowing the scrolls would return to him undamaged.
Dorien poured Maia and Jaik some iced tea and bade them to make themselves comfortable at one of the many sitting areas of the Library. He was just about to leave to retrieve the requested books and scrolls, but as his eyes scanned the list Silas had put together, he paused and tuned back to the siblings.
“This is interesting material Silas is looking for. It is not a subject most people want to deal with. May I ask the reason for his interest?”
Maia tried to keep her expression neutral, but she felt her heart quicken and blood colour her cheeks. Silas had obviously not mentioned the reason for his interest in his letter. Was it therefore wise to tell Dorien the real reason they wanted the information? Dorien was one of Silas’ oldest friends and one of the most respected Elders in their region. Maybe he had answers. Maia decided to tell him the truth.
“Dorien, I know I can trust you to treat this with the utmost confidentiality.” Maia swallowed hard and then took a deep breath before she continued. “When I returned from my final test on Earth, I brought back three Humans. They have no knowledge of Travelling, so we assume somehow I managed to transport them. Silas and I have spent almost a Moon going through all the information he possesses to find a way back for them, but so far without any progress. Silas is hoping we will find something in your collection to help us send the Humans home.”
Dorien studied her for a long time before he answered. Maia grew fidgety, knowing he did not approve and worrying about what he might have to say to her.
“What you have done is rare, but I have heard of it before.”
Maia’s face brightened and she looked up at him in hope. He held up his hand, indicating that he was not finished speaking.
“I cannot assume your reasons, but I can tell you that it is something shunned when spoken of in public. So guard your secret, at least for a while.” Dorien took her hand and looked at her kindly. “I do not wish to scare you, but what you have done might have serious repercussions if not corrected swiftly. I have several written works dealing with the subject of Soul Reaping. Study them well.” Dorien let go of her hand and gave her a brief smile. “Drink your tea. I will get you what you are looking for.”
Maia stared after him as he crossed the large central floor of the library, ascended some steps and disappeared through a door into one of the restricted rooms on the top floor. She shivered. Soul Reaping? Is that what she had done? What did it mean?
Jaik put his arm around her and drew her close. She realised she was shivering, although it was warm in the library, and leaned her head against Jaik’s shoulder.
“What have I done?” she whispered, but Jaik did not say anything and just held her close until Dorien returned.
Dorien came back carrying two large, leather bound books, as well as five tightly rolled scrolls. Each scroll was tied with a different colour ribbon and sealed with a wax stamp.
“Maia, I must ask you to ensure the safety of this material. They are the only originals still in existence, although copies exist in other centres of learning across the globe. Do you have somewhere to put them in to protect them from light and water?”
Maia opened her satchel and carefully took the books and scrolls from Dorien to store them within.
“I will protect them well, Dorien, thank you for your help. I will return them as soon as I can.”
“Study them well, Maia. I wish I could help you further, but it is something you will have to do by yourself. Now come, do not look so glum, we have a meeting to attend to. Take the books to your room and I will meet you outside the guesthouse in a short while. Then we can go to the Elder Hall together. I just want to finish up here.”
 

 
Maia and Jaik walked back to the guesthouse in silence. Once in their rooms, Maia opened the satchel and stared at its content wistfully. Jaik sat down at their table and helped himself to the lunch that had been set out for them.
“You should eat something before we go to the meeting. With so many clan leaders present it might be nightfall before we get out of there again.”
“I know.” Maia sighed. “Do I really have to go? I would like to start reading these as soon as possible.”
“You know we should both be there. It is expected of us. I also think it would be better if you only read them with Silas, once you’re home.”
“I suppose you’re right.” Maia closed the drawstring of the satchel and packed it among her other luggage. She sat with Jaik while he ate, but did not have any herself. She did not have a stomach for food now.
 

 
Dorien was waiting for them when they stepped out the front door of the guest house. Together they made their way through the city to the Elder Hall. All the Elders from Braérn were there, as well as a few from other clans, including Jadae, Ramaer and Lidvar from their clan and Reandor from Tarron Heights. Swelling their number, were an assortment of Guard and high ranking members of Braérn, as well as the leaders of the attending clans and their retinue.
Pushing through the crowd, Jaik and Maia went to find a place for them, while Dorien went to sit by the other Elders. It was almost an hour before everyone was seated, which gave Maia time to look around. The hall was circular, as were most Elder Halls, with tiers of benches encircling the speaker’s platform in the centre. Unlike their own Elder Hall, which was built entirely of wood and was high up in the trees, this one was built on the ground. The walls where whitewashed brick, supported by thick wooden beams arranged in a lattice pattern, both visible from the outside and the inside.
Maia enjoyed the architecture of Braérn, although she could not imagine living permanently on the ground. The tiers were cut into the bedrock and the speaker’s platform was approximately twenty paces lower than ground level. Thick rugs and carpets covered the tiers to ward off the chill from the rock. Thick, stained-glass windows cast a strange light into the hall, dappling the interior. Crystal lanterns hung from hooks at every window, supplementing the light.
Maia was just studying the intricate design carved into the door frame, when she saw Kanarel step into the hall. Quickly she averted her eyes, hoping he had not seen her. But moments later he was beside her.
“My Lady, as beautiful as ever.” Kanarel bowed and kissed her lightly on the hand.
Maia thought he looked a little tense. “May the Mother ever smile on you.”
He let go of her hand and greeted Jaik, then said, “May I sit with you today?”
Without waiting for an answer, he took his seat beside Maia and continued to chat about various trivial matters. Jaik rolled his eyes behind Kanarel’s back.
Maia let out a sigh of relief when Kyreon, as leader of the Swiftfisher clan of Braérn, opened the meeting by banging his staff on the flagstones in the centre of the hall, effectively cutting off Kanarel’s stream of words.
“Welcome. I greet you, Elders, Delegates and Guard Members of Braérn, Shadow Hall, Tarron Heights, Thala Yll and Alea Yll.”
The crowed politely clapped their hands in greeting.
“And Braérn extends a special welcome to Lady Maia and Lord Jaik Longshadow. It is an honour to have you among us today.” Kyreon bowed.
Maia blushed as the congregation turned towards the siblings and bowed to them also, chanting the traditional greeting in unison.
Only once everyone had settled again and everyone’s attention was focused on him, did Kyreon continue.
“It is under unfortunate circumstances that we gather here today. We have come together to discuss the reports of attacks on our people. Braérn has so far only suffered one attack, in which three of our people lost their lives. Other cities have reported more than one attack and the number of deaths is rising. It is time we have a closer look at the cause and determine a solution on how to stop the attacks. Four clans have sent speakers to tell us their story. From Shadow Hall, I welcome Jadae Longshadow, son of Jarra.”
Jadae rose and bowed to the congregation before taking his seat again.
“From Tarron Heights, I welcome Lord Cinaed Tallson, son of Cyleon”
Lord Cinaed also stood, bowed and then sat once more, as did the others as they were introduced.
“From Thala Yll, I welcome Lord Skylor Hazelwatch, son of Salassan, and from Alea Yll, I welcome Lord Durinn Plainspar, son of Delron. Jadae, will you begin please?” Kyreon gestured to Jadae, who rose to speak.
“So far, Shadow Hall has only lost two people. But they were not the only deaths in our territory, as Cinaed will tell you later.” Jadae cleared his throat before he continued. “At first it appeared to have been a simple accident. They were on their way to Tarron Heights, when they were killed by a rock slide. But, upon close inspection of the accident site, we discovered that the rock slide might have been triggered by unnatural forces and it looked as if the people had been killed on purpose. When we went to retrieve the bodies, we saw their clothing had been stolen off their bodies. The bodies themselves had serious wounds, which appeared as if they were made by some kind of animal. Most wounds were around the neck, torso and groin. Under normal circumstances, wounds such as those should have bled profusely, but once we moved the bodies, we realised that there only a little blood had soaked into the surrounding earth. At first we were stumped as to why this should be the case, but after the incident with the people from Tarron Heights, we have come to an assumption that might not be well received with this council.” He paused briefly and exchanged a glance with Jaik before he went on. “We believe that Vampyres might be involved.”
There was a sound of disbelief from the crowd, but Jadae continued speaking.
“I do not make these assumptions lightly. However, we have looked at the evidence available to us and all the clues point to this conclusion. I believe that people from other cities have also been found in similar circumstances. Cinaed, will you tell us of your incident?”
The leader of Tarron Heights stood while Jadae went to sit down. The hall was filled with disbelieving voices and Kyreon had to bang his staff three times before Cinaed was able to speak.
“Two Moons ago, we sent four Traders to Rathaés to acquire medicinal herbs. When they did not return within a fortnight, we began to worry and sent out a Regiment to search for them. They returned a few days later, laden with the burden of our dead. And, as Jadae already mentioned, ours were also stripped naked and had horrific wounds, some of them even missing limbs. As we only found them days after their deaths, we were unable to tell how much blood they had spilled on the ground, but their bodies were strangely pale. Then, last Quarter, we sent two of our Guard to Shadow Hall. They never reached their destination. Their dismembered bodies were discovered by one of Shadow Halls’ Trackers, who then notified Jagaer.”
A murmur went through the crowd and, before Kyreon could nominate the next speaker, Skylor from Thala Yll stood up.
“Our condolences for your dead.” He bowed. “We have fared likewise. So far, the attacks have only happened in the forest and have claimed two of our people. Our grazing herds of cattle and sheep have also been attacked. The herds close to Grildor-Bron Forest were the ones hardest hit, we have lost over forty beasts. We are now flying patrols on our dragons along the edge of the forest at night and this seems to have halted the attacks. We are afraid for our folk, and the herds are our livelihood.”
Skylor gave a short bow and resumed his seat. Durinn, from Alea Yll, rose and cleared his throat.
“It is as you say, we fear for our people. Our fields are spread wide, some of them are miles away from the city and often during harvest season, our Farmers will spend the night in the fields. So far, we have had seven deaths, but we suspect there have been other attempts. Our Farmers never go out without their wolves, which protect them from scavengers during the night. Lately, the wolves have been agitated, howling until late into the night and running around the camps. A few nights ago, one ran out into the darkness, and the Farmer told of noises like a fight, the wolf growling, and then yelping. When he went out in the morning to look for him, he only found scuff marks on the ground and soe tufts of fur, but no sign of his wolf. We have now bidden the Farmers to come in every night, but it is cutting our working time in half.”
As Durinn sat down again, the hall buzzed with voices like a beehive. Kyreon banged his staff on the flagstones to call for order. The crowed settled, but some were still whispering with their neighbours as Kyreon started to speak.
“Aye, we have all suffered losses and now, after listening to Jadae’s and Cinaed’s accounts, I must admit that our own dead were found in very similar circumstances.”
Kyreon paused for a moment and looked around at the assembly before he continued.
“However, I think the evidence is not strong enough to accuse another race of these atrocities. We have not had dealings with Vampyres for centuries, and we have never been enemies. Why should they suddenly attack us? The threat might come from within our own and I suggest that we send out messengers to all the cities who have not been able to attend, to warn them of the attacks and to learn if they have had any disturbances as well. We must remain vigilant. Parties leaving the cities should go out in groups and be armed. Night travel should be kept to a minimum. I also think we should exchange messenger birds, for when we need to relay messages more swiftly. Does anyone have any other suggestions at this time?” Kyreon looked around at the assembled. 
Jadae rose and spoke. “When we return to Shadow Hall, we will dispatch messengers to transport some pigeons to Braérn, Thala Yll and Alea Yll. Tarron Heights and Rathaés already hold some of our birds. We can also take with us birds from Braérn when we go back, which will save you having to send a messenger to us and Tarron Heights. I believe we should also keep a record of not only the frequency of attacks, but also the locations. For now, they seem to be located within Grildor, but it might be wise to notify our neighbouring countries as well. If it is indeed a Vampyre attack, I must assume they are coming through Greystone. Shadow Hall lies closest to the Gate, thus we will monitor it for activity.”
Kyreon nodded. “Yes, that sounds like a prudent idea. We will supply you with ten birds to take back with you. If you do notice any activity around Greystone, you can notify us immediately. I will also send messengers to the cities on Crook Island and those beyond Nithril Deep. Cinaed, will you send messengers to Rathaés? They can spread the word down south, towards the Rain Forests. Skylor and Durinn can send messengers to the West and the far North.”
 

 
The meeting carried on until the sun sank behind the mountains in the distance. Maia soon tired of the details regarding the number of birds each city would send, the frequency of messages, the type of information to be deemed important or the secrecy with which they were to be sent. She sat staring at the ring on Kanarel’s right hand as he leant on the railing in front of him, listening to the current speaker. The ring seemed to be made out of a type of stone, rather than metal, and was decorated with runes she was not familiar with. Only when Jaik nudged her, did she realise that the meeting had finally come to an end.
She yawned. “I am so glad this is over, I could fall asleep on my feet.”
Jaik smiled at her and took her arm to lead her out of the hall. Kanarel said his good-byes, but was thankfully too distracted to give Maia too much attention.
Once they were out in the open and walked down the lantern lit lane to the guesthouse, Jaik said, “We will meet again tomorrow, so you will have to endure another afternoon in Kanarel’s company. We will leave the following morning, if everything goes well.”
 

 
Maia and Jaik entered the dining room of the guesthouse to have their supper. They had taken their seats and their food had just arrived when Burindor entered through the back door, looking dishevelled. As he entered, nausea washed over Maia and she watched him approach with trepidation.
“My Lady, I am sorry to interrupt your supper, but we are in need of your help.”
“Show me,” she said to the man, who was visibly shaken.
Burindor bowed and then hastened across the dining room towards the back door. Maia and Jaik followed close behind, their supper forgotten. He led them across the street, past two houses, and then down a narrow lane that led to Burindor’s own home, a stately two storey building.
As they climbed the steps to the first storey, Maia held her breath, afraid she might throw up. She leaned against the door frame for a moment as Burindor went into the interior of the darkened room. A wave of agony assaulted her and she became aware of the nature of Burindor’s problem.
“Jaik, stay here. I won’t need you for this.”
Jaik nodded his assent and took his place in front of the door. He did not like to let her do this by herself, as he knew the effects it had on her, but this was her domain, and she would not let him interfere. He also knew the only thing that would make her feel better, was to heal and relieve the person of the pain he or she was in.
Maia entered the room. Only two crystal lanterns on the wall above the bed and one candle by the window illuminated the room, but Maia did not need to see to know the amount of blood the woman on the bed had lost. The room reeked of it. A midwife sat on the bed, dabbing at the woman’s brow with a damp cloth.
Burindor was kneeling on the floor, his wife’s limp hand in his. Pleadingly he looked up at Maia. “She went into labour this morning. At first, everything seemed to be going well, but then she started to haemorrhage and now she is so weak, she won’t even recognise us. Please, help her. And the child, if you can.”
Maia put a hand on his shoulder and let a small amount of energy flow out of her to reassure him. She watched as the tension went out of him and he sighed in relief.
To the midwife she said, “Boil more water and take these soiled sheets away. Also open the windows to let fresh air in.”
The midwife rose from the bed, curtsied and hurried to do as bid.
Maia turned back to Burindor. “When did she start to bleed like this?”
“Not long ago, maybe since the moons rose.”
Maia nodded, and sat next to the woman on the bed. She had a small, narrow frame, her swollen stomach a grotesque lump dominating her mid-section. Gently, Maia put her hands on either side of the woman’s distended abdomen.
“What is her name?”
“Selest.”
Maia nodded. She closed her eyes and let her energy link her to the woman. Her Eläm was weak. At first, she only felt pain; great, wrecking waves of it. She was glad the woman had fainted with loss of blood and did not have to feel it any longer. Then, slowly, she moved past the pain. The woman’s heart fluttered like bird with a broken wing. Her pulse was weak and irregular. She felt the torn muscles, the ripped membranes and the amount of blood and amniotic fluid in Selest’s stomach cavity. She shuddered as she beheld the amount of damage done and wondered how it had gotten to this stage. No healer would be able to heal this.
Maia pressed on, feeling through the mess of flesh and blood until finally she found a second heartbeat. It was small and faint, but it was there.
“The baby is breach,” she said to Burindor, without breaking the stream of energy she fed the woman and child. “The placenta is broken and she has massive internal bleeding. But, the baby is alive. For now. I will try to turn it and deliver it. Be ready.”
The midwife had removed the soiled sheets and now handed Burindor a receiving blanket. He was pale.
Closing her eyes again, Maia concentrated on the baby; it did not have much time left. In her mind, she felt its tiny hands and feet, checked its organs, its brain and its oxygen-starved lungs. Slowly, she extended her energy and began to turn the baby. Selest moaned, but otherwise made no move. Sweat dripped off Maia’s face, but she ignored it. When the baby was turned and finally faced the right way, she asked the midwife to take her position. Agonisingly slowly, she encouraged the baby down the birth canal, all the while feeding it the energy to live just a little longer.
With the muscles torn and the woman fainted, there was no help from her. She could not push. Selest moaned again as the baby’s head broke through. Then, surprisingly quickly, the rest of the tiny body followed. The midwife took it, handing it to Burindor. He stared at the little person in wonder as she took her first breath and then wailed softly, still weak from her ordeal.
Maia turned back to the woman. More blood was gushing out of her with bits of broken placenta. Concentrating, Maia first stilled the bleeding and then mentally reached into the woman and started to empty her of the afterbirth and blood and fluid in her stomach cavity. The midwife fluttered about her removing the gore as it came out until there was no more. Then Maia put her mind to undoing the damage and healing the broken and torn flesh and muscles, knitting torn fibres back together and sealing veins. At the same time she encouraged the blood cells to multiply, replenishing lost blood.
By the time she was finished, Maia was too weak to stand. The midwife helped her to a chair and brought her a cup of tea.
“Thank you,” she said to the midwife, “but don’t worry about me. Go wash her, then prepare linden tea for when she wakes, but do not make it too strong.”
The midwife curtsied again and then left her. Burindor sat on the bed beside his wife, holding his daughter in his arms. He nodded at Maia, deepest gratitude in his eyes.
“We will call her Selena. Thank you, My Lady. We are forever in your debt.”
 

 
She was standing in a grove of trees. Rays of sunlight filtered through the leaves, making patterns on the forest floor. The summer air was hazy with pollen and she needed to squint to see the details of the trees in front of her. She had seen a pair of tree squirrels and was following them as they cavorted through the branches. She laughed at their antics and, at the sound of her voice, they chattered noisily and then darted away into the underbrush.
Sad that they were gone, she turned to go home. As she looked around, she found her way blocked by bushes and trees. Turning, she scanned her surroundings, searching for a way. She could find no path. It was as if the trees around her had moved closer together, circling her, cutting her off her. Her skin prickled. Suddenly, the forest seemed oppressive and malignant. She felt like she was being watched. The hairs on the back of her neck started to tingle and stand up. A cold shiver ran down her back. As she crouched into a defensive position, she thought that this situation felt awfully familiar. She swung around, looking for the eyes she felt on her, but could not see them.
The feeling was strange, she felt naked and exposed, yet inexplicably drawn to whatever was watching her. She turned some more, completing the circle and there, right in front of her looking through the foliage, was a pair of pitch black eyes. She held her breath. She couldn’t run. Her legs were rooted on the spot, and her eyes drawn to the eyes, unable to look away. The eyes seemed to look right into her, seeking not just her physical form, but her inner self. She almost felt violated, yet oddly aroused at the same time.
She shook her head. What was she thinking, this didn’t make any sense. Her body didn’t listen. She had this tight feeling in her stomach, moving down to her loins. A shudder went through her entire body. She wanted the eyes to look at her. They seemed to explore every part of her; undressing and caressing her. She moaned lightly, closing her eyes for a moment.
When she opened them again, she saw the eyes move. Death’s great, black wolf shape moved out of the shadows, stalking towards her. His eyes never broke contact. Her heart froze. Fear gripped her then. The arousal wiped out in an instant. He was bigger than she remembered. His shoulders at the height of a horse and his large head hanging low, snarling. She started to sweat and silently screamed at herself to move her legs, to run away. Her legs did not obey her.
She panicked and screamed, just as the great, black wolf reared up on his hind legs. He put a hand on her shoulder and shook it.
 

 
“Maia, Maia, wake up, you’re dreaming. Maia, wake up!”
She opened her eyes. Jaik was standing over her, still gently shaking her shoulder.
“Are you all right? You were calling out in your sleep.”
She sat up and cleared her throat, but her voice was hoarse when she answered him. “Yes, I’m fine. Just a bad dream. I’ll be all right now.”
She shook her head, to clear the memory of the dream. What did it mean? Why would Death be coming for her? Was it because she had cheated him out of the lives of Selest and Selena last night? She shook her head. That was not how it worked. She was Life and she did what she was borne to do. Death was death, and he was just a Prime Elemental, the same as her. Because it happened so rarely that two Prime Elementals lived in the same life time, Silas had not taught her much about it. Were they supposed to fight each other to decide who was supposed to live and who was supposed to die?
With a sigh she shook the thought off. She would speak to Silas about it when they got back. There was no point in worrying about it now.
“What time is it?”
“It is morning. The sun is just coming up. Get dressed, I’ll go down and get us some tea. It’ll calm you down. Are you sure you’re fine?”
When Maia nodded, Jaik smiled reassuringly at her, then went to the door and left. Maia swung her legs out of her bed and went over to the chair to grab her clothes. She realised that, indeed, there was moisture between her legs and felt the memory of those eyes looking at her again. Now angry with herself, she went to wash before putting on her clothes.
The whole day she couldn’t concentrate. She ate little for breakfast and heard little of what Jaik said to her. They went to the stables to check on the horses, but not even Fire could get her out of her thoughtful mood. The meeting in the Elder Hall went by in a blur and she could not remember anything that was discussed or Kanarel’s attention. Her thoughts kept returning to the man in the courtyard and the black wolf stalking her.
She did not join the others for the evening meal, but sat on the balcony of their room until Jaik came up to bed. He was worried about her, but she shrugged him off and went straight to bed. She slept dreamless that night, and was glad for it.
 

 
“We are meeting again this morning, but just to finalise things. You do not have to come, if you are not feeling well.” Jaik filled Maia’s cup with the steaming tea he had acquired from the kitchen. “Why don’t you spend the day with Siya; maybe it will cheer you up.”
“Yes, I would like that, thank you, Jaik.”
Maia smiled at him, but he knew it was a fake. Although she had not confided in him, he knew that whatever bothered her was serious. He thought about Aaron and wondered if the problem really was with him. Something else was going on that he was unaware of.
Once they had eaten a quick breakfast in their room, they left together and he took Maia to the house of Siya’s parents. The house was on a prominent street of the city, and it was easy to see that Siya’s parents belonged to the nobility of Braérn. It was a sprawling mansion that took up most of the city block. Tall, stained-glass windows dominated the front facade and the large double entrance door was richly carved with ornate designs depicting the lake, fish and flowers.
One of the Servers admitted them and led them through the house and on into the solarium. The almost round pavilion was connected to the house by only a small stretch of wall; the rest was glass from floor to ceiling. Even the roof was made of glass, supported by an intricate ivory lattice. The room was filled with plants, some potted, others planted in the bed in the centre of the room. Creepers clung to the ivory lattice all around, creating dappled shadows on the floor. The myriad of flowering plants imbued the room with a sweet scent. A single bench hugged the glass wall, strewn with pillows and blankets.
Siya rose as they entered and Jaik introduced her to his sister. He had managed to get word to her this morning and he now cast a significant glance at her before he left his sister in her care. Siya nodded at him reassuringly.
Jaik walked with a heavy heart towards the Elder Hall. He was in no mood to sit through yet another meeting. His sister’s state of mind troubled him. Something was obviously wrong. Her mumbling had woken him this morning and he had hesitated for just a fraction of a moment before waking her. She had talked about death in her sleep and how she had wanted it to take her.




 
“I don’t understand,” said Jasmin. “Why are the animals on each planet almost the same, but the people are different?”
“Let me tell you the story of the Allgod and how he created the universe we now live in. It is usually taught to our children during their history classes.”
Silas took a sip of water and then cleared his throat. His steel grey eyes narrowed theatrically as he began.
“In the beginning, there was nothing, just infinite blackness. A loneliness prevailed that was unbelievably difficult to bear. So the Allgod created the suns and the stars and other heavenly bodies that now populate our universe. In his infinite wisdom, the Allgod created eleven Life Planets throughout the universe, all of almost identical mass and composition. He called the planets Agoria, Brath, Earth, Melixa, Elveron, Pud, Drodon, Karakrr, Naylera, Pegaron and Magrador. These he populated with a diversity of plant and animal life to please him. In the beginning, the Allgod took a hand in the evolution and development of all living creatures, making them similar on every planet. Only much later, did he allow the creatures to evolve as they chose, thus creating small differences between each species on the planets.
“Still, the Allgod was lonely. To combat his loneliness, he created creatures with enough intelligence to converse with him. He created a distinct race for every planet, each with distinguishing features. He called them The People. This gave him much joy. But The People were isolated from each other on their planets, thus he linked the eleven planets with The Channel through which the wisest of the people could keep in contact with each other, to learn from each other’s experiences and share knowledge. For a time, all was well and each planet prospered and evolved and the Allgod was glad.
“After a while, it came to light that not all The People he had created developed equally. In some, emotions such as hate, greed and animosity overruled the gentler, nobler sentiments and emotions. These people turned on each other, and slowly destroyed the planets he had created for them. One of the planets was worst affected by this and was soon completely destroyed. This displeased the Allgod greatly and he was saddened. He saw that these traits were a natural development of The People and he feared that the other planets would soon decline as the other had. He then turned away from all The People, leaving them to fend for themselves with only The Mother to guide them. He never returned to converse with The People.
“Over time most of his divine knowledge was lost. Most of The People forgot the Allgod and everything he had taught them. The knowledge of The Channel, and the Gates through which one travelled, faded from memory until The People of only a few planets still remembered this connection. To preserve the knowledge, The People elected The Elders, who, still to this day, are the guardians of The Channel and rule it strictly.”
 

 
During his telling of the story, Silas had taken out an old scroll outlining the relation of the planets to each other in the universe. Not every planet was linked with every other planet, some only linked to three or four. Elveron was linked to Earth, Naylera and Karakrr, but one could still travel to the other planets if they used one of those links. It was a complicated, but Luke and Jasmin were fascinated.
“So you can connect to other planets by going via Earth for instance?”
“That is correct, Luke. Every planet is accessible if one knows how to get there. The only planet we cannot visit any more is Brath. Its people have destroyed it and nothing lives there. It is a dead wasteland.”
“And every planet is home to a different race? That is amazing. In our myths and legends at home, the different races always inhabit the same world.”
“What do you mean?” Silas asked with genuine interest.
“Well, we have stories and fantasy books about Dwarfs and Elves and other creatures. They often feature together in the same story. We also have stories about Vampires, winged horses and giants. Our mother used to read them to us when we were young. The ones about the Elves were always our favourite.” Luke smiled at the memory.
“And Fairies. I really used to like the Fairies,” Jasmin added.
Silas smiled. “The different planets used to trade with Earth, many, many centuries ago. Maybe that is where your people got the inspiration for your stories.” Silas went quiet for a moment, thinking. “I used to have a friend on Earth, Merlin was his name. I helped him erect the Gate you now call Stonehenge. His king at the time used to invite us to visit with him often. He was very interested in our magic. Merlin was the only Human I ever met that had any real knowledge of magic. That is why he became the Elder responsible for your Gate. I was saddened when he passed, although he lived longer than most Humans, because of the magic.”
“You knew Merlin?” Luke asked, and both siblings stared at him. “We thought those were just stories. That is amazing.” Turning to Jasmin, Luke said, “Dad always used to joke that he was some long lost descendant of Merlin. We used to think it was a fantastic story.”
“Yes, he was a good friend, and quite real, I assure you.” Silas rose, rummaged through one of his shelves and returned with another old scroll, which he unrolled for the siblings to see.
“This is some of his writing. These are the original plans to Stonehenge and how it was built. That is his handwriting and drawings you see here. He gave it to me for safekeeping when he passed, as at the time there was some unrest between the clans of your people and war was threatening. He did not want it to fall into the wrong hands.”
With great reverence, Luke took the scroll from Silas and he and his sister studied it for a while.
“I think Queen Charlotte the second would love to get her hands on these schematics,” Luke said wistfully, but at the look on Silas’ face quickly added, “but of course she can’t. Your secret is safe with us, Silas.”
 

 
Silas talked with the siblings a while longer, before they said good night and left him. Luke and Jasmin both loved learning the histories of Elveron and were diligent students. He enjoyed teaching them. He had grown especially fond of Luke. He was a serious student and a quick learner. Already he had learned how to steep leaves to make a poultice for drawing out infection. He knew how to peel the bark of a birch tree, soak it in water until moist, to be formed into a cast for a broken arm. He could suture a wound, soothe a cold, cure a headache and knew of various teas to calm the mind or induce sleep.
Jasmin had also done well. She could now walk in the forest without making a sound, learned the difference between the scat of a prey animal and that of a predator and knew how to recognise the spoor of different animals. Maia would be so proud of them when she returned.
Also, Silas had made a startling discovery. It seemed that when the Humans left Earth, they had not been as healthy as they were now. For one, Luke had needed eye glasses to see properly and especially to read, which he could do now without them. Aaron had discovered that his scar on his right calf from a work accident was no longer there, and neither were the aches and pains that often assaulted his joints. The acne scars on Luke’s back were also completely gone. Jasmin had also mentioned that she used to get very ill once every Moon Cycle, for a reason Silas could not fathom, but that she was healed from it now.
The only conclusion Silas could come up with was that Maia had healed them as they crossed over. He made some notes in his book. He would discuss this with Maia when she returned from Braérn.
Whatever she did, it must have healed their ailments and changed their language. This is becoming more complicated every day, he thought.
He also made a note about Luke’s comment. It might have just been a fantastic story to the children, but if they were, indeed, somehow related to Merlin, then that would explain a lot of what happened. The Humans might have dormant magic in them after all.
 

 
Midnight met them a few miles from the city. The horses shied and whinnied in fright as he landed in front of them. Maia reached out with her mind to calm the animals, before jumping off Fire to greet Midnight. Closing her eyes, she leaned against him and breathed in his heavy dragon smell.
He would usually wait until after dark to see her, and then often a distance away from the people and the horses, so as not to cause alarm. However, the few days in Braérn had been so emotional for Maia, she had not been able to hide her feelings from him. He was worried and had insisted that she meet him as soon as they left the city. It had taken her a little while to explain the situation to the people from Tarron Heights, who were travelling with them for the return trip.
Jaik gathered up Fire’s reins and led the stallion and the group of people away, while Maia ran up Midnight’s leg to settle on his back.
“We will make camp at sundown by the second bridge. You can meet us there.” Jaik waved at her, then rode on, the others following.
Midnight waited until all the horses were out of sight, before he spread his leathery wings. Maia felt his muscles bunching beneath her and suddenly they were in the air. She held fast to the plated ridges along his neck and savoured the speed with which he rose into the sky.
Soon, her companions were mere specs below her and the river a silver serpent slithering across the land. They circled higher and higher, the air becoming colder as they climbed. Maia nestled closer to his warm skin. Finally, he levelled out and glided over the land, so high that she could not see his shadow below.
They flew together the whole day, sharing their feelings, and Maia told him about her concerns for her people, the attacks, and even her strange dreams and the stranger from the courtyard. Although dragons did not exactly think like people, the emotions she felt and worries she had were something Midnight could relate to and she found comfort in his thoughts, and for the first time in days she felt safe and relaxed.
She met with her brother and the others every night on the way home, but she spent the nights nestled close to Midnight’s skin and flew with him throughout each day. It gave her time to sort through her feelings and, although most her questions remained unanswered, she was more settled by the time they reached home.
 

 
It was early evening when Maia and the others finally returned to Shadow Hall. By the time they had put the horses away, the sun had already set behind the mountains and Aaron was nervous to see her. The torches and lanterns along the path to the stables were lit and glinted between the trees as he stood at the top of the ridge, watching their approach. Even though he was anticipating Maia’s return, the beauty of the city at night with all the lights in the darkness was not lost on him. Earth had never been this beautiful, at least not in his lifetime.
He heard a sound then and looked up along the path. He was not the only one awaiting their arrival. Once word had spread of their return, a small congregation of Maia’s family, some Elders and a small host of others from the city came out to greet them. He now stood next to Jagaer and had to suppress his reaction when he saw Maia walk up the path. She looked like a goddess, even in her simple travelling clothes.
Then, much to Aaron’s delight, Jagaer decided to hold an impromptu feast once he discovered that the people from Tarron Heights had returned as well. Everyone went to the Gathering Grounds, fires were lit and Jagaer even ordered a barrel of wine to be brought from the caves.
During the meal, the kids held much of Maia’s attention as they asked her questions of the city she had visited. She seemed a little subdued, almost sad, but answered all their questions in detail. He listened as well, her voice music to his ears.
After the meal, Aaron plucked up his courage and invited Maia to sit with him. He exchanged a quick glance with Luke, and the siblings moved away, leaving him alone with Maia. He fetched two goblets and poured them some wine. He had never really seen her drink, but when he handed her the cup, she put it to her lips and took a sip. She smiled her thanks at him, making his heart skip a beat.
“We will be finished with the house in a few days. It has been a lot of work, but it has now really taken shape. I think you will like it,” Aaron said, twisting his goblet in his hands.
Maia looked up at him, her green eyes sparkling in the firelight. Without answering, she took another sip from her own goblet, before returning her gaze to the fire.
How can she be even more beautiful now? he thought.
The days while she was gone had been torture. During the day, he had put all his energy into the construction of the house. In the evenings, they often sat with Silas while he told them about the history of their world and other planets. At night, however, lying alone in his bed with nothing to distract him, his thoughts always returned to Maia.
Although he had struggled in the beginning to come to terms with their situation, once he recognised Maia for who she was, things had become very clear to him. No matter what planet they were on or what the people called themselves, as long as Maia was here, this was where he belonged. He would win her heart, one way or another. She had fallen in love with him once before and he hoped, given time, she would again. True, she was both younger and older than the Lisa he knew and he was hardly anything to look at by the standards of her people. There were other things he could offer her, though, and he would do everything in his power to make her see it.
He would have to go slowly. He did not want to rush her and frighten her away. Every time he looked at her, his heart beat faster and his loins tightened. He couldn’t help it. He was afraid she would notice and he took great care when he spoke to her, so as not to let his emotions take charge of his words.
“Your people have done a great job of getting the tree to accept the house. I have never seen anything like it.”
This won another smile from her and she looked back at him. He was transfixed by her sparkling, green eyes.
“Ten of them came the day after you left. The main structure of the house had by then been put up between the four main trunks. I thought the house was already secure and ready for the finishing touches, but then they all stood around the trees, holding hands and chanting and then, slowly at first, but then faster and faster, new shoots shot out from the main branches and they encircled the framework and anchored it in place.”
He knew he was babbling. She probably knew better than he how they got the tree to accept the houses, but she was listening, watching him, and he wanted to hold her attention, so he continued.
“Once the house was secure, the chanting changed in pitch and they concentrated on the spiral staircase that leads up the house. At first, nothing happened and I wondered if something was wrong. Then I saw the bark split on the centre tree and it grew and grabbed the wood of the staircase, and when you look at it now you would be hard pressed to see where the stringers of the staircase end and tree begins. It was the most astonishing thing I have ever seen.”
“That’s great, Aaron,” she said, gracing him with another of her beautiful smiles.
He refilled her cup. She drank.
“And now that the house is part of the tree, we’ve been able to finish most the rooms. The washroom still needs to be connected and the kitchen does not have its counters yet, but the fireplace is in and by tomorrow, the glazers will be ready with the windows. Jasmin has chosen a nightingale to be the centre picture of each window, but our front door has been caved with horses. I thought you might like that.”
He watched her carefully for her reaction to his words, worried that he might have assumed too much. He needn’t have worried. Although her eyes narrowed for a fraction of a moment, she was soon smiling at him again, making his heart race.
 

 
Maia cursed herself as she awoke. Her head throbbed and she had an awful taste in her mouth.
That’s what you get from drinking that wicked brew, she chided herself.
Groaning, she sat up and put her head in her hands. She wanted to carry on sleeping, but she needed to relieve herself, which was what had woken her in the first place. Treading softly, so as not to jostle her aching head, she made her way to the washroom. Once she had relieved herself, she decided to shower. She thought it was still very early, but when she tested the warm water tap, she was pleasantly surprised when the water was hot. The Servers had lit the boilers already, probably because they knew most people would wake feeling slightly under the weather this morning.
While she showered, she thought about last night. She didn’t usually drink, knowing what effect it had on her. Silas said it was because of her elemental magic. Last night, she just wanted to let go of the strains of the last few days and enjoy herself. There had been music and she had enjoyed her food and the company of Luke and Jasmin and later, she remembered, she had sat with Aaron and he had talked to her. She remembered she had enjoyed talking to him, but she could not remember what they talked about. She wondered if it had been the wine that made her enjoy the conversation or if she had enjoyed his company. The thought worried her.
Now agitated, she decided dress and find fresh air. Everyone was still sleeping, so they would not miss her anytime soon.
“Come, Wolf.”
She signalled him and he bounded out the door ahead of her. As she stepped through, she grabbed her bow and a quiver of arrows that always hung by the door, as well as her hunting knife. If she was going into the forest, then she should not do so unarmed. She had learned her lesson.
Once outside, she realised exactly how early it was. The sun had only just breached the horizon and the trees cast long, eerie shadows across the Gathering Grounds. Mist still clung to the ground, swirling in eddies where the wind touched it. It was beautiful and her mood lifted.
I am going for a walk in the forest. Will you stay close? She gave Midnight a mental picture of where she planned to go and she felt him acknowledge her.
The fresh air cleared her head and soon the throbbing faded to a dull ache she hardly noticed. Wolf was already waiting for her at the bottom of the steps, wagging his tail, eager to go. Quickly, she crossed the Gathering Grounds and proceeded into the forest on the northern side of the village. It was flatter here, not as mountainous as the forest to the west and south, and would make for easier walking.
Wolf was soon out of sight, darting in and out of the bushes, startling squirrels and other small creatures. Maia opened her mind, letting the Eläm of the living creatures touch her. Although she knew it, the sheer number of living creatures in the forest astounded her and she revelled in the brilliance of their multitude.
She walked like this for over an hour, more feeling the forest than seeing it. Eventually she came to a small clearing and she sat on a log and drank from the water flask she brought. Wolf sat by her feet, his mouth open, panting and his long tongue hanging low, dripping onto the ground. He almost looked like he was smiling. It had been a long time since she last spent this much time alone with him. She rubbed his shaggy fur and then scratched him behind the ear. He tilted his head, enjoying her attention.
The clearing was too small for Midnight to land, but she saw him circling overhead and waved at him. Through his mind she saw herself as a small speck in a small space of green surrounded by tall trees.
She slung her water flask across her chest and dove back into the forest. She followed a narrow game trail she knew would eventually come out by a lake with a clearing large enough for Midnight to land. As she walked, the woods became denser and the small amount of light that filtered through the canopy was only just enough to see by. The air smelled of pine needles and the hum of beetles and insects was a constant companion to her footsteps.
She kept her mind open as she walked, aware of the creatures around her, but she knew that Midnight was also scanning the area around her and no one would be able to sneak up to her. If all the attacks had indeed been Vampyres, then maybe she should not be walking in the forest by herself. Her father would not approve, she knew, but she had Wolf and Midnight with her and felt safe enough.
Once, she encountered a deer and her fawn. Both stared at her for a while, before they saw Wolf and took off at a run. They were soon out of sight. She could have calmed them with her mind, letting them know that he meant them no harm, but there had been no need; they would soon settle down again.
As the morning progressed, the air warmed and she started to sweat. She shrugged out of her jacket and tied it around her waist, before rearranging her bow across her shoulders again so it would sit comfortably. It was tedious to carry it around with her, but she saw the necessity for it. If something was around that meant her harm, at least she would be able to defend herself, if Wolf and Midnight did not get to it first. Defence was the only reason she had decided to take the weapon, as she had stopped hunting once her powers were fully developed. Hunting made her sick.
She had learned to hunt when she was a child and she was good at it. The only one who rivalled her with a bow was Archer and she still sometimes challenged him on the practice field. Like her, he also preferred the compound bow, unlike most of the Hunters, who had either long bows or crossbows, like Jasmin. The compound bow suited her. It was slightly smaller and, due to its mechanisms, yielded more power when released than an ordinary bow. She had assisted in the making of it, from cutting the materials, which ranged from wood to ivory to horn and various other materials, to curing and drying and polishing. She had enjoyed it, but it had taken over three Moons to make.
Maia enjoyed the green twilight of the forest and soon forgot about her headache and her worries of the past few days. Her stride was easy and relaxed and her pace lulled her into a dream-like state, seeing only the path in front of her and listening to the soothing sounds of the forest.
When Wolf gave a sharp warning yap, she startled out of her reverie, her heart racing. Instinctively, she crouched into a defensive position, looking around for the danger. She briefly thought of Death, but then saw the bear. A huge male with a shaggy, brown coat and claws as long as daggers stood not fifty paces from her. He was clearly agitated, roaring his warning at her, spittle flying from his mouth.
She only had a moment to wonder why she had not noticed his Life-Force in her mind, when he dropped back on all fours and sprinted towards her. Her mind raced. She thought about trying to connect with the bear, but he was so close, she doubted she would be able to gentle his temper before he reached her. Although she was fleet, over a distance she would probably not be able to outrun him. Bears could also climb, so taking to the trees was not an option.
Wolf was now growling fiercely, his fur bristling, running towards the bear and then circling him, nipping at his heels. Maia ran. It was probably not the best idea, but she could think of nothing else. She worried about Wolf. One swipe of the bear’s great paw could kill him instantly, but she dared not look back. Mentally, she screamed at Midnight, relaying her location and situation, although she knew he could not help her. The woods were too thick. In the distance, she heard him roar.
The bear also roared again. She thought he sounded closer. She ran faster. The path was at an incline, rising towards a ridge. Behind the ridge the forest would open up and drop down toward the clearing by the lake. She needed to make it there. Her breathing came in ragged gasps, more from panic than exertion. She raced up the hill, her legs burning. Just another hundred paces and she would reach the top. Then her heart skipped a beat as she heard Wolf yelp and the bear roar. She darted behind a tree and looked back. Midnight thundered again in the distance.
Wolf was lying on his side, breathing heavily. The bear had stopped and was now slowly shuffling towards the wolf, grunting. Wolf whined and tried to rise. He yelped again, his legs gave out and he lay still yet again. The bear closed in on him.
A terrible calm settled over Maia. She knelt on one knee, breathing deep and slow. She pulled her bow over her head and notched an arrow. The bear had almost reached Wolf, who was now unmoving. She pulled her right hand back towards her face, taking careful aim. The string made a strange twanging sound as she released the arrow. She watched it fly and bury itself deep in the bears shoulder, even as she reached for another arrow. Wounded bears were exceptionally dangerous and this one was already enraged. It snarled mightily as the arrow struck and it rose onto his hind legs, turning towards her.
She didn’t think. There was no time. He was barely twenty paces from her. She aimed and let go of her second arrow. With a terrible crunch, it hit the back of the bears open mouth and, almost in slow motion, she watched it disappear for a moment and then fly out the back of his throat with a spray of blood. She gagged.
The bear dropped to all fours again. He shook his head as if to rid himself of an annoying fly. More blood sprayed around the bear’s head. Maia gagged again.
The shaggy beast took a few steps towards her, he grunted, the blood gurgling in his throat. Maia’s body shook. Midnight roared.
Once more the bear grunted, then sank to the ground, shivered and lay still.
The world spun before her eyes and before she knew it, she was lying on her side, shaking, gasping for breath. Her stomach convulsed. She only just managed to get up on her elbow, before she noisily retched and heaved, spewing the little water she had drank earlier onto the forest floor.
After a few minutes, her breathing slowed. Midnight’s thoughts assaulted her now that her panic had subsided. She reassured him that she was all right. Her stomach still hurt, but her legs were steady enough to walk. She picked up her bow and notched an arrow, then walked towards the bear. Carefully she circled him, hoping he was dead and hating herself for it. Once she was past him, she stopped aiming and ran toward where Wolf lay. Carelessly, she dropped her bow next to him and knelt, carefully examining him. He lifted his head, whined, and then licked her face.
She felt her tears run down her face as relief washed over her. Wolf had three broken ribs and two nasty gashes in his side, where the bear’s claws had ripped his skin. Bits of flesh were hanging out of the wound and it was bleeding. She swallowed hard, feeling his pain as her own. Then, with one last glance towards the bear to make sure he had not moved, she bent over her wolf and concentrated her energy to heal his injuries.
 

 
Exhausted, she leant against the tree. She watched as Wolf circled the bear carefully, sniffing at the still form. She heard Midnight grumble again. He was waiting for her by the lake. She knew he paced to and fro where the game trail emerged from the forest. She assured him she was on her way.
Wearily, she rose to her feet, her legs still shaking. It wasn’t the healing that had exhausted her so, but the killing. She wondered why it was so difficult now. When she was younger, she had been able to hunt, had even enjoyed it until her powers got stronger. But this … she shook her head, this she would not do again if she could avoid it.
As she went by the bear’s prone body a thought occurred to her. At first, she dismissed it, but then she thought about the wastefulness of leaving the bear here. She had killed it and might as well make use of it.
“Help me, Wolf.” She motioned for him to come. “Hold this.” She shook the bear’s fur on his neck.
Wolf cocked his head at her. He knew the motion. It signalled a game of tug-of-war, which he loved. Wagging his tail, he clamped his mouth over the fold of skin Maia held for him and started to walk backwards, tugging on the bear. Maia grabbed hold as well and, with their combined strength, they managed to move the bear.
Maia grunted. The beast was heavy. The rise was another thirty or so paces away. She would have to get the bear over the rise and then down another twenty paces before the woods thinned out enough for Midnight to crawl underneath the trees to do the rest of the work.
She gritted her teeth and carried on. Wolf was still tugging. She worried that he might damage the coat with his teeth, but it could not be helped. Step by step, they came closer to the ridge. Sweat ran down her face, stinging her eyes. She tugged again and the bear moved another fraction. Her back muscles ached from the strain. Wolf’s tail was still wagging.
At least you’re enjoying yourself, she thought and pulled again.
Once they had reached the top of the rise, she straightened up and stretched her back. She saw Midnight’s great head down the path, looking into the forest. A puff of smoke curled from his nostrils when he saw her. He crouched and moved a ways into the forest, until it became too dense for him. Although the trees were tall here, they were too close together for Midnight to move between them. He had no choice but to wait for her to come closer. Maia felt his annoyance and braced herself for the next effort.
Going downhill was a bit easier, although the bear was by no means lighter. Soon they were close enough and, with some mental images of what she had planned with the bear, asked Midnight to drag him into the open. The dragon had even sharper teeth than the wolf and he would certainly damage the coat. She had him grab the bear by a hind paw, where he would do the least damage, and drag him out that way.
Stifling a laugh, she watched her great dragon crawl backwards under the trees, holding the bear as if it might bite him. She tried to hide the image from him, so as not to hurt his pride, but soon tendrils of smoke rose from both his nostrils, displaying his displeasure.
Picking up on Maia’s mood, Wolf danced around the dragon and the bear, yapping playfully.
Finally, they were out in the open. The lake sparkled in the midday sun and Maia wondered how it had gotten so late. Wolf immediately bounded to the water and drank noisily. Maia showed Midnight where to put the bear and then, after a short rest, she bent to the grisly task of skinning. If she wanted the hide, she would have to take it off him now. She had her knife with her and she knew how, but she dreaded it.
Grimacing, she fought off another bout of nausea. His hide was thick, but her knife was sharp. She slit his throat, opened him from his neck to his anus. She was careful not to nick the flesh beneath the hide. Skinning would be a lot easier if it was intact. Soon she was covered in blood. She made incisions along the bear’s paws. She would have liked to keep the paws attached, but although Midnight had tried not to damage the skin, both hind legs of the bear had more holes than a sieve. 
After another couple of strategic incisions, she started to peel the skin back, severing its attachments to the flesh with careful strokes of her knife. Midnight assisted in lifting and rolling the bear as she needed, so that she could remove the skin without damaging it. Once she had managed to remove the bear’s hide completely, she rolled it up and put it to the side. Then she cut a big chunk out of the bear’s thigh and threw it to Wolf, who set about devouring it immediately.
“The rest is yours,” she said to Midnight, happy to be finished with the bloody task.
Midnight’s tail twitched slightly, then, as if the bear was still alive, pounced on it, grabbed it with his long talons and with two powerful flaps of his wings settled a little further down the meadow to eat.
Maia watched him for a while. The bear was only about half the size of Midnight’s muzzle and she was sure, if he had wanted to, he could have swallowed the bear in one great gulp. Yet he took his time, ripping it apart piece by piece and she could feel his satisfaction of devouring the beast that had caused her so much pain.
She looked down at herself, seeing the blood smeared over her clothes and bare skin and bile rose in her throat again. The smell of blood was strong in her nose. Disgusted, she stripped. Holding her clothes at a distance from her, she walked over to the lake and knelt by a flat stone half submerged in the water.
Furiously, she rubbed and beat every item of her clothing against the rock. She wet it, rubbed it and pounded it over and over until the last of the blood was out. Breathing hard, she waded back to shore and spread her clothes over the grass to dry. The smell of blood still lingered about her, so she ran back into the water and scrubbed herself with sand from the bottom until she was pink all over. She rubbed her hair and washed it out several times, before she was satisfied that nothing of the bear remained upon her.
She breathed a sigh of relief. It was done. Although she had not enjoyed having to kill the bear, she was proud of what she had accomplished. She had saved herself and Wolf and now even had a bear skin to show for it.
Feeling better, she swam out into the lake. It wasn’t large. She could see the opposite shore from where she was. Because it was exposed to sunlight the entire day, the water was surprisingly warm. She squinted at the bright surface, then turned on her back and floated, enjoying the quiet and the great, blue expanse above her.
Wolf yapped at her from the shore. She turned to look at him. He stood on the narrow strip of beach surrounding the lake, wagging his tail.
“Come, Wolf.” She made the motion, but he yapped again and sat down.
She frowned and was about to swim towards shore, when there was a great splash behind her, showering her with great drops. She bobbed up and down as a ripple of waves caught her.
Then there was silence and she watched as the ripples slowly faded around her. Her body tensed in anticipation. She could not see anything below the shiny surface of the water, but she knew he was there. Her skin tingled as she trod water, turning in circles, wondering where he would surface. Then she felt a disturbance in the water and she squealed as Midnight rose from beneath her to lift her into the air, just to drop her back into the water from up high. She came up spluttering, but laughing.
Wolf finally decided to join in the fun and jumped into the lake, paddling towards them. Midnight made a sound in the back of his throat, which Maia thought was what a laugh would sound like, if dragons could laugh.
 

 
“You will not do that again,” Jagaer said.
He paced in front of her. He was visibly upset and Maia understood why.
“Yes, Father,” Maia said contritely.
“No one is to go into the forest alone until these attacks have stopped, not even you.” He turned and paced the other way. “Especially not you,” he glowered at her.
“Yes, Father,” she repeated.
Maia had not told him of the bear. Once she returned and realised they had all been looking for her, she decided to hide the skin. Although she would not have lied about it if asked, she felt it would be better if they didn’t know. And no one asked about a bear, therefore she remained silent.
Once her father calmed down, he took her in his arms and held her for a while.
“You are the only daughter I have,” he said softly.
 

 
Maia made her way through the city with her brother, to join the others in the Elder Hall to discuss the meeting in Braérn. The people of Tarron Heights had decided to stay one more day, adding to the crowd that now gathered there.
The hall was already half full by the time Maia and Jaik found their seats.
“You know you can tell me.” Jaik whispered in her ear.
“Tell you what?” she asked, raising an eyebrow at him, but she wasn’t surprised. Her brother always knew when she had a secret.
“I saw what Midnight dropped off behind the Tannery for you,” he said with a wink, “and I don’t think it was Midnight that undressed the bear before he ate it.”
Maia grinned at her brother. She knew he was impressed and he wanted the full story.
“I will tell you later, I promise.”
Jaik was about to protest, but then Jagaer banged his staff on the stone floor of the speaker’s platform and everyone fell quiet. Jagaer asked Jadae to convey what had been discussed in Braérn, which took most of the afternoon. Then Jagaer called the Commanders of all the Warrior Houses of Shadow Hall to discuss the new security measures he wanted to put in place.
Afternoon became evening and Maia was relieved when Jagaer finally announced the end of the meeting.
 

 
Once they were dismissed from the Elder Hall, Jaik walked Maia home. They took their time, enjoying the warm evening air and each other’s company. While they walked, Maia told Jaik about her day, describing in detail what had transpired. He laughed when she told him about how they had ended their adventure with a swim in the lake, but then he grew serious.
“I am glad that your instinct to save Wolf gave you the clarity to kill the bear. Yet I worry what would have happened, if you had not had something to save. What if it had just been you that you had to protect? Would you have been able to kill the bear or would your …” He hesitated, “… affliction have prevented you from doing so?”
Maia looked up into his worried face, his green eyes dark with concern. She had not given it thought, but thinking back now, she realised the only reason she had turned and fought, was because Wolf was hurt and was going to die, but for her intervention.
“I don’t know, Jaik. I had no intention of killing the bear until Wolf was in trouble. Then the choice was simple, although hard to accomplish.”
“Well, Father is right. You should not be out there by yourself. We will start to run patrols as from tonight, so the city should be safe. Promise me you won’t go out into the forest alone.”
Maia promised and they talked about various other things while they walked along the upper pathways of Shadow Hall, before descending to ground level. Jaik took his leave at the bottom of The Royal Steps to join the others of the Guard and Night Watch for night duty.
 

 
The next morning, feeling subdued, Maia made her way to Silas’ cave. She had not given her other task - that of finding a way home for Aaron and the children - much thought in the past few days, and she felt guilty about it now. She remembered what Dorien said about Soul Reaping and it made her shudder.
When she walked into the cave, Silas was already there. He had just lit a fire and was putting on a kettle for tea. She helped him take down cups and arrange lanterns around the space where they would be working. The satchel with the books and scrolls from Dorien’s Library lay on a nearby stool. Silas picked it up and carefully emptied its contents on the large table.
Once the tea was ready, they took their cups and sat at the table. Silas spread the scrolls and weighed down the corners with small stones to keep them open. They worked in silence, paging through the books and studying the many paragraphs and drawings on the scrolls. They were on their third cup of tea when Silas made a small sound, catching her attention. She looked up from the scroll she was reading and he waved her over. 
She went to stand next to him. He was reading a passage in one of the great, leather-bound books. She leaned forward a little to decipher the passage written in tightly spaced runes.
 
Elemental, beware thee of temptation
From it great sorrow will arise
Do not look beyond your constellation
The foreign will often mesmerise
 
Elemental, beware thee of temptation
From it great sorrow will arise
Do not alter any of their population
For it will lead to naught but their demise
 
Elemental, beware thee of temptation
From it great sorrow will arise
Even with careful preparation
They will eventually come to realise
 
Elemental, beware thee of temptation
From it great sorrow will arise
It is the greatest trepidation
That their hearts will memorise
 
Elemental, beware thee of temptation
From it great sorrow will arise
It is the most horrendous violation
That their souls shall ever despise
 
Elemental, beware thee of temptation
From it great sorrow will arise
Their hearts will rend with lamentation
So do the only thing that’s wise
 
Her skin crawled. She had no great love for poems and she often struggled to decipher their meaning, but this message was clear. She looked up at Silas. He was watching her.
“The page was marked. Did you tell Dorien why you were looking for this information?”
Maia nodded. She briefly explained and relayed to Silas what Dorien had said. “I am sorry, Silas, I was not sure if I was to tell him or not.”
“It cannot be helped, it is done now. Dorien is a friend. He will keep it to himself.” Silas sighed, and continued. “It is clearly a warning. It speaks of sorrow and heart break and a violation of rules.”
He rubbed his hand over his head, making his thin, white hair engulf his head like thin tendrils of smoke.
“It looks to me this has happened before and it did not end well. If Dorien was aware of our predicament, then I am sure he has selected these scrolls with care. You have no other plans for the next few days?”
Maia shook her head. She had intended to work with the bearskin, to give it to Aaron as a Home Blessing gift, but that would have to wait.
 

 
Maia’s eyes were burning. How is it even possible to write in such small letters? 
This last scroll was not only the longest, but its script was small, spiky and tightly spaced. It also seemed to be the most helpful. It described in detail the various ways to Travel, how to transport goods and, much to their joy, how to transport
people. They had been looking at this for hours now and a small headache formed behind her temples. She had been making notes, and her fingers were cramping. And, in light of the difficulties described in the text, she now felt miserable and disheartened.
If it was really that difficult to transport people, how had she done it in the first place? She thought back to that fateful day, tried to remember what she did. The memory was hazy, as if it had only been a dream.
Besides the vague explanations on how to transport people, the effects of bringing people against their will were outlined in detail in the book with the poem. So far, none of her family had exhibited any of the signs. Aaron was the only one who was bitter in the beginning, but that had now changed and he seemed to have accepted his situation. Luke and Jasmin had taken to her planet as if they were born to it and did not seem upset or disturbed, and showed no signs of hatred towards her. She wondered if that would change and how it would manifest. How would she deal with it if it happened? How would she feel if they started despising her?
The throbbing in her head intensified. She wanted desperately to close her eyes and forget about all of it.
 

 
“Maia, wake up.”
Someone shook her shoulder.
“Mm?” She blinked a few times, trying to clear her vision. She sat up.
“Here, have some tea.”
Silas was looking at her with a kindly face, handing her a cup. She didn’t even remember putting her head down on the table. She wondered how long she had slept.
“I’m sorry, Silas, I didn’t mean to fall asleep.”
“It’s all right. We’ve made a lot of headway today.”
Silas rolled up the scrolls they had been working with while she sipped her tea. The hot liquid burned down her throat, but she almost immediately felt revived. She tasted mint, sage and aniseed and something else she could not quite identify. It was sweetened with a bit of honey. In her mind, she ran through the properties of each herb and wondered how Silas always knew exactly what she needed.
When she had finished her tea, Silas took her cup and shooed her out of the cave, saying, “It’s time for you to go home and rest. It is almost midnight. Meet me here again after you have breakfasted with your family.”
 

 
For three more days Silas and Maia worked with the scrolls and books. Each day they spent their daylight hours in Silas’ cave. During late afternoon, Maia would sneak out for a bit to see to the bearskin. Then she went back to the cave to read yet another passage in a scroll, or a poem in a book.
It was tedious, but they made progress, agonisingly slowly, deciphering the old texts. They paid special attention to the warnings mentioned, but were especially interested in how to recreate the original magic she had used to bring Aaron and the children here in the first place. She was astonished by how complicated it was and wondered how she had accomplished it without being aware of it. The energy involved to do so should have killed her, yet she had only suffered a few days of unconsciousness.
Thank you, Midnight, she thought.
Also, and here the books hinted that this was not supposed to be possible, she had not only healed their various ailments during Travel, but had also effectively changed their language, so that they were convinced they still spoke the language they had used back on Earth. English it was called, Silas said, but she had no recollection of speaking it.
The one thing they had so far not been able to figure out, was how to get them back to Earth, without Maia having to undergo the Change again. If she were to do that, she would have to spend yet another two years, or twenty Earth years, away from home and she wanted to avoid that.
 

 
Silas and Maia spent the day by the small lake. Silas wanted to recreate the situation at the Gate in the hope that it would trigger something in Maia that would help them. It was frustrating work and they gave it up as the sun started to set. She wanted to join her parents for the evening meal, so she bid Silas goodnight at the bottom of The Fleeting Steps, while she carried on along The Median, before descending to Lower Walk to her home.
As she reached the top of The Winding Stairway, she saw Aaron stride towards her from the opposite direction. He was wearing leather pants, a black waistcoat over a brown cotton shirt and ankle high leather boots. Maia was amazed by how comfortable he looked. Not so long ago he had complained about having to wear leather pants. Now he strode over the swaying bridges with confidence. He almost looked handsome in the twilight of evening.
It remained strange between them and Maia often felt awkward in his company. She never knew what to say to him, especially not when he looked at her that way. Today, though, he made it easy for her.
He talked about the house. It was almost finished. The plumbing was complete, the wooden shingles were on and the creepers were already accepting them, slowly making them part of the tree. He seemed comfortable with the subject and it showed in his body language. She relaxed as they walked and he talked.
No strange innuendos today then, she thought with relief.
 

 
During the following days, Maia spent most of her time studying the scrolls with Silas, or working the bearskin for Aaron. Often she was called into the Elder Hall to participate in the meetings, as was Silas. Three more reports of attacks had come in since their return from Braérn. The situation was worsening.
Already, Jagaer had set curfews and no one was allowed out of the city after sundown. People that tended fields and fruit trees now went out with armed guards to keep watch over them while they bent to their tasks. Riders were sent out to drive the horse herds in closer to the stables, and the Horse Masters patrolled the herds every night.
The Hunters went out every day, but not just to hunt. Every trip they went on became part scouting mission. They ranged in all direction, looking for any sign of foreigners on their land, signs of attacks, dead animals and anything else suspicious.
 

 
A Quarter went by without any further news and the people began to relax.
When the day came that Aaron’s house was finally complete, Jagaer announced they would hold a feast. A Home Blessing.
Secretly, every family had been working on gifts for Aaron and his children and looked forward to presenting them. Maia had finally finished the bearskin. With all the interruptions, it had taken her longer than anticipated, even with the new ways of tanning they were using. Now, however, she was finally happy with the result. The evening before the Home Blessing, she laid out the various gifts she had for her family and re-tightened a string here, put a finishing touch there, until she was happy with everything.
She knew it had been perfect before, but the thought of the house finally ready unsettled her. She had not forgotten Aaron’s request that she move in with them. Now the time had come to make a decision and she wasn’t ready. She did not want to hurt their feelings, especially not Jasmin’s, but felt, if she took this step, there would be no turning back. Their entire community would think she had finally consented to Aaron being her husband; to then leave him at a later time would bring dishonour to her family.
Even if she made it clear that she only lived there for her children’s sake, at some point it would become so common, everyone would naturally draw the conclusion that she and Aaron were together. Besides, once she was under his roof, it would only be a matter of time before familiarity drew them together, whether it was love or not.
 

 
When she woke in the morning, it was with a heavy heart. She ate a quick breakfast of oats and fruit and dashed out of the house before anyone else awoke. She called to Midnight as she ran though the Silver Forest down one of the Workers Lanes. A few moments later, she heard Midnight land just past the trees. She hurried the last few paces and finally broke through the trees into blinding sunshine. Midnight crouched low, trying to peer underneath the leaves of the trees, but when she stepped out into the open, he rose up to his full height, towering above her.
She ran to him, embraced his left foreleg and clung to him for a few heartbeats. With a mental nudge, he made her release his leg and settled onto the ground, for her to reach him better. Maia briefly touched his cheek in thanks and rested against his chest. She needed the comfort.
“Sometimes I wish I could just fly away with you.”
Maia felt a deep rumble vibrating against her back.
“You are always so free. You can make your own choices, go where you please, do what you please and no one will judge you for it.” She sighed.
Midnight growled.
“I can’t stay long. The feast is this evening, but I promised my father to attend him today at the meeting. There is some new plan they want to discuss.”
Images and feelings flashed through Maia’s mind.
“Yes,” she agreed, “it’s about the attacks. More people have died and we don’t know what to do about it.”
Another image swept through her head.
She gasped. “You saw this?” As Midnight assent touched her mind, she jumped to her feet. “Thank you, Midnight.” She kissed his great muzzle. “Stay close, I might need you later.”
Before Midnight could answer her, she was running. Running through the forest, up the stairs, over the bridges and finally into her house. Her father, her mother and Aaron, sat at the table, eating breakfast. They all looked up startled as she barged in.
Out of breath, skin flushed, she almost shouted, “I have seen the Vampyres.”




 
The Elder Hall was buzzing with the voices of everyone talking at once. She had explained to her father what Midnight had seen and they immediately left to wake the Elders and gather the Guard. Explaining took a little longer. Elders, Guard and a few other high ranking members of the community, as well as the Commanders of the Warrior Houses, were present. Everyone wanted a question or two answered. Although all knew about Midnight, some were slow to believe that the dragon could distinguish between an Elf and a Vampyre, or that he could comprehend their situation of peril.
“And I tell you again,” Jaik stood tall before the muttering crowd, “I have spoken to the dragon myself and he is as intelligent as you or me. If he says he has seen the Vampyres, then I believe him.”
“As do I,” added Jagaer.
“And I.” Silas stepped forward, placing himself next to Jagaer.
Maia exhaled the breath she had been holding as, one by one, the congregation accepted the word of her dragon.
“Emrik, send birds to all cities. They must be made aware at once. Jaik, double the guards around the city and the herds, use anyone who is willing to help. Tell the Night Watch to keep the lanterns open the entire night, do not dim them. Maia, would Midnight be willing to fly patrols around the city at night?”
“Yes, Father,” she said after a moment of conferring with Midnight.
Jagaer continued to give orders and she watched as even the most revered Elders hurried to do his bidding. This is why he is leader, she thought, no one would dare oppose him when it comes to the safety of his people.
“What about the feast tonight, Jagaer? Should I let everyone know that it has been cancelled?”
Jagaer studied Glark for a moment. The Dwarf had been with them for almost sixty years and he considered him as much part of their clan as he did any of the Elves.
“No, Glark. Let the Home Blessing go ahead. The people will be glad for the distraction and there is no need to worry them further.”
 

 
As dusk settled over the village, the torches were lit and the lanterns un-shuttered. The trees, bridges and walkways around the new house had been adorned with colourful flags and ribbons and they fluttered merrily in the slight breeze.
A group of younger Elves had gathered at the centre trunk of the new abode and played a funny little tune on their reed pipes, Wolf running in circles around them.
The smell of food drifted over from the Gathering Grounds and a procession of people, carrying tureens and platters heaped with steaming food, crossed the grounds and set their load on the tables prepared earlier.
Maia felt herself relax. People were laughing, the few children of the clan were playing, someone started to sing and soon couples were dancing to the ever-changing songs coming from the reed pipes.
At the back of her mind she felt Midnight circling overhead and she knew the Guard, the Sentinels and the Night Watch were even now patrolling the perimeter of the city. She was acutely aware of Jaik’s absence and kept glancing down the different paths, hoping to spot him. He had said he would join them a later to present his gift.
She sipped her juice while she watched. Everyone seemed happy, but she knew what was at the back of everyone’s minds. A couple came walking past her, discussing something that caught her attention.
“They say he has been seen numerous times already,” the man said.
“It cannot be a good omen for the new home,” the woman replied.
“Indeed, to have a Death Wolf this close to the city can only mean ill for all of us.”
Then the couple was past. Maia shivered. Maybe it was just a rumour; maybe someone had actually seen him. She was not sure if she really wanted to know. Why was he here? She felt as if he was following her and that his presence had nothing to do with the Vampyres or bad omens or anything else. He was here for her and her only. She almost jumped when someone spoke next to her.
“Come, dance with me.”
Before she could answer, Jasmin grabbed her by the hand and dragged her along to the open space between the trees that acted as an impromptu dance floor. She laughed with Jasmin as they spun in a circle. It was their feast and she was happy for them. Maybe she could forget, just for a moment, that her people were threatened. Forget she was stalked by Death and that her heart felt as if it was being held in a vice.
She let Jasmin spin her around and she twirled past other couples that were laughing and singing and she felt herself relax some more. Then, just when she thought she was actually enjoying herself, Aaron stepped out of the crowd watching the dancers and approached them.
“Mind if I cut in?” he asked Jasmin, who immediately offered him Maia’s hand and stepped away.
Maia stiffened as Aaron’s hand slipped around her waist, under her blouse and held it against the small of her back. His hand felt hot against her skin. Gently, he pulled her a little closer, before guiding her into a simple two-step pattern.
“We used to do this often,” he said. “You used to love dancing with me.”
Maia could smell his scent, of soap and leather, tarragon and sun-warmed rock and the wine he had drunk. Her skin now prickled where he touched her. She matched his step, it was easy enough to follow, but she could not relax into his guiding arm and it was more than once that they bumped into another couple.
He leaned closer, their cheeks touching. “You look so beautiful tonight.”
She held her breath. Was she supposed to respond? Desperately, she glanced around and caught Jagaer watching them. She shot him a pleading look.
Almost immediately, the music stopped and someone blew a horn, announcing a speech. The couples on the dance floor separated and everyone gathered around the small speaker’s platform erected for the ceremony.
“Maybe later,” Aaron said, bowed to her and then walked off to stand next to Luke, who was already on the platform.
Maia’s shoulders slumped as she released the tension. Her legs shook. Why did he make her feel like this? She had heard women speak about men that made them weak in the knees, but she was sure it was not supposed to be this. If this was love, she wanted nothing to do with it. taking steadying breaths, she went to retrieve the bundle of gifts she had stowed under one of the tables.
Silas was now on the platform, indicating to Aaron, Luke and Jasmin where they should stand. Jagaer and Malyn were first in line to the platform and Maia made her way over to them. Once everyone had taken up their positions, Jagaer stepped forward and opened the ceremony.
 

 
“We have come together today to bless a new dwelling for Aaron and his children, but before we can do that, there is one small matter we need to attend to.”
Jagaer reached into his robe and pulled out a small leather bag. He undid the string at its mouth and withdrew a necklace. The pendant, hanging from a delicate leather band, was carved out of wood. Although Maia could not see the details from where she stood, she knew what the design was. The medallion was carved to represent the circle of life. It had the tree of Life and Death in the centre, an outer ring with Elemental writing, and four spokes, each representing an Element, dissecting it. Each quarter contained the image of one of the elements; Earth, Fire, Water, Air, carved in intricate detail and then coloured. She felt hers now, the metal warm against her skin.
Every member of their clan had one of these medallions and she gasped as she understood the meaning of Jagaer representing Aaron with one. She watched in shocked silence as he draped the string over Aaron’s head, then pulled out two more medallions and proceeded to do the same with Luke and Jasmin.
“Aaron, Luke and Jasmin,” Jagaer gave a short bow in their direction, “we welcome you as members of our clan. It has been a long time since we have accepted someone not our own, but any family of Maia’s is our family. Let it be known,” Jagaer raised his voice so everyone could hear, “that the Nightingale family is now part of the Longshadow Clan and has a right to its protection, resources and knowledge. Are there any objections?”
Maia glanced around at the silent people gathered around the platform. Jagaer waited for almost thirty heartbeats. Maia could see the tension in Aaron’s face and wondered what he was thinking.
“Good,” Jagaer said. “It is done.”
The crowd erupted into cheers, along with smiling, laughing and good-natured pats on the back before Jagaer could continue with the ceremony.
The crowd quickly settle back into silence and Jagaer began.
“Aaron, Luke and Jasmin, this is not just a house, it is a home. It provides you with warmth and shelter. It will accumulate good memories and fond experiences. It will harbour you through the dark of night and the cold of winter. Let it be blessed with love and the laughter of children. Let it be comfortable well into your elder years. Let it be strong and sturdy, your support and comfort. Do you, Aaron, pledge to treat it with respect and care for it, so that it may care for you for generations to come?”
“I do,” Aaron answered solemnly.
“Then, as leader of the clan, I hereby present you with five barrels of grain, a cache of smoked meat, a barrel of vegetables and a barrel of milk. The items are stored for you in one of the caves.”
Jagaer handed him a token loaf of bread, which Aaron took from him with shaking hands. Aaron had been told to expect gifts. It was a tradition even on Earth to give gifts at a house warming, as he called it, but he had not expected this much.
“This is to get you started. Your work as a Builder will earn you a living and provide you with a means to look after your family. Be welcome.” Jagaer clasped arms with Aaron and then moved off to make way for Malyn.
“Aaron,” she said, “as wife of the clan leader I present you with these pots.”
She handed him one small, fired clay pot, beautifully decorated. Aaron took it from her and put the bread inside.
“There are some for cooking, some for washing and some for lamps. They will be brought to your lodging later. Be welcome.”
She moved off and Maia took her place.
“Aaron, as daughter of the leader, I present you with this rug. May it always be comfortable by your fire. Be welcome.”
She handed the bear skin to Aaron, who took it from her once he had set the pot with the bread on the floor. Their fingers touched briefly and Aaron smiled at her. She moved over to stand before Jasmin.
“Jasmin, I present you with this ivory comb and amber earrings and these items for your wash room. May your beauty never fade and may love always find you. Be welcome.” She gave Jasmin a smile and winked at her when Jasmin questioningly lifted the bag with the wash goods. “Made them myself. Lotions, powders and everything a woman needs,” she whispered before she moved on to Luke.
“Luke, I present you with this medicine bag. It contains all the items a Healer should have. I wish you all the best with your studies. Be welcome.”
When she was finished, she stepped off the platform, expecting one of the Elders to take her place, but it was Jaik who stepped up. She had not noticed him join the feast and she gave him a bright smile as they passed each other.
“Aaron, as son of the leader, I present you with this fire making kit. May your lights never go out. Be welcome.”
Next came the Elders, who stepped forward together.
“We present you with these scrolls of our histories and wisdom. May you find them useful. Be welcome.”
The Guard also stepped onto the platform together, even Jaik, but it was Archer who spoke.
“As Guard, we present you with these lanterns, to let them chase the shadows away and keep you safe. Be welcome.”
The line of people continued.
“As Weaver of the clan, I present you with these baskets. They are for storing food and other items. Be welcome.”
“As Seamstress of the clan, I present you with this bedding. May you always sleep well. Be welcome.”
“As Blacksmith of the clan, I present you with these tools and eating utensils. Be welcome.”
One by one the clan members moved up to give their gifts. The platform grew crowded, the pile of items growing behind them, even though most were just token items and the bulk of it had already been brought to the stairs leading to the new house.
Jasmin had tears running down her cheeks as she accepted yet another gift. Luke’s face was flushed and he was shaking a little. Even on Aaron’s face the emotion was plain to see.
They received clothing, food bowls and platters, candles and torches, pillows and blankets, rugs and carpets, beds and some furniture, and someone even provided potted Lumina flowers. The people had thought of everything a new family might need. It was their way.
Once everyone had handed over their gifts, many hands made light work of carrying everything up to the house. They formed a chain, passing items from one to the next, all the while singing The Heart of the Home. After a few verses, even the Humans joined in the song. Soon, their house was full. The furniture was packed in the correct rooms, the lanterns lit and the beds all made. All other items the family would have to sort out later.
The singing people moved the festivities to the grounds and they laughed and joked and danced and ate until late into the night. Aaron spoke to so many people that by the end of the night he could not remember who he had thanked and who he hadn’t. He was overwhelmed by their generosity, but at the same time glad they cared so much about their wellbeing.
By the time the revellers retreated to their own homes, he had not had a chance to speak to Maia. He hoped to convince her stay with them tonight - their first night in the new house - but now that it was time to settle down, he could not find her anywhere.
He spent a small amount of time looking for her, but then decided not to dwell on it. She was not going anywhere and he would get his chance. Still feeling the excitement from the festivities, he climbed the stairs to his new house.
Luke and Jasmin were already there, sorting through their new things. He spent the rest of the night with them; enjoying their company and their joy, until eventually they settled into their beds and into an exhausted sleep.
He found his own bed and lay thinking for a while. Despite himself, he was enjoying his time with these people. Before, he had harboured the hope of returning to Earth one day. Now, though, with Maia constantly at the foreground of his thoughts and after seeing how happy his children were, he was sure that Earth held nothing he still wanted. What was there to go back to? An empty house without a wife and children? A meaningless job? A poisoned planet? He snuggled deeper into the soft blankets.
Although the house had no personal items yet, it already felt cosy and comfortable. The Elves had provided everything they might need, even food, and although he didn’t know how to cook, he was sure he could learn. Jasmin would help him.
With a sigh of contentment, he pulled the blanket over his head. He was happy here, he realised, even though he was lonely. He would work on that. Maia was the last thing on his mind before he fell asleep.
 

 
Maia sat on a flat rock by the river, dangling her feet into the water. She dipped the cloth back into the cold water and again pressed it against her biceps. The skin was already turning blue. She could heal it, of course, but she had promised Jaik not to. He said the bruises were a reminder for her to be more careful next time. 
They had been sparring almost every day now. Jaik had shown her how to defend herself without weapons, using just her body. Then he made her practice with a wooden staff, a knife and finally a sword. She had shown aptitude with the staff and discovered that her knees and elbows made for good weapons, but so far failed to impress Jaik with the sword.
The one weapon she was really good with was a set of knives, called the Twin Blades. They had always been her favourite. They were more like little swords; sharp edges on both sides, straight blade with a pointy tip. Longer than her hunting knives, but not quite as long as her arm, they felt right in her hands; light enough to wield without difficulty, yet strong and tough enough to inflict real damage. They had been practicing on dummies and she would shred them to bits every time.
Maia winced as she moved to dip the cloth into the water. Today, they practiced with the swords. Even wrapped in leather, the pain Jaik’s blade inflicted when it connected made her gasp for breath every time. Jaik had been relentless. His argument was, when faced with an enemy, he could not ask his enemy to fight with another, more familiar weapon. She understood, but it did not lessen the agony in her arm.
Sighing, she rose from her perch and made her way back to the city. Wolf ran ahead of her and Midnight followed at a distance. They were the only reason she was allowed down by the river at all. Most people were confined to the city.
It had been three cycles of the moons since she had returned. So much had happened in such a short time.
She had her ceremony and was now officially recognised as their Life Elemental. They made their trip to Braérn and she obtained the scrolls relating to the subject of Soul Reaping. They spent endless hours going over the information, studying it repeatedly, but had still not found a viable solution. Reports of the attacks had spread like wildfire through all the cities in Grildor and beyond and, once the news that the attacks were, indeed, by Vampyres, the entire land went on the defensive.
Amid the chaos of armed patrols around the city, the forest and Greystone, curfews, weapon making, shooting lessons and sword training, Aaron had completed his house and moved in with his children, now members of her clan. Luke did exceptionally well. He spent every day with Silas, studying and had already successfully healed two people. Although Jasmin mostly ran their new household, she often went out with the Hunters, and always returned with something for dinner.
Maia was immensely proud of them and spent as much time with them as she could, mainly when Aaron was not around. He spent a good amount of time in the Carpentry Workshop, learning as much as teaching, and was already well respected by those he worked with. In general, her people had accepted the Humans as their own, and, besides the obvious physical differences, they looked like they belonged.
Jasmin and Archer had grown ever closer when he was not away on patrol and it was understood and accepted by all that he was courting her. Aaron had at first been against it, but then suddenly changed his mind and was now actively encouraging it.
Maia stopped suddenly, brought out of her reverie by a mental stab from Midnight. She glanced in his direction and saw that he was looking toward the north, his body tense and his mind alert. Maia hurried to his side and put her hand on his leg. Wolf, aware of the tension in the air, stood guard in front of them, his coat bristling. He growled into the general direction they were looking, but did not see what it was that upset the dragon.
“What is it, Midnight?” she whispered.
Midnight twitched, as if aware for the first time that she was there, and then showed her what he was looking at.
“Dragons,” she gasped, “from Thala Yll. And they are carrying riders. We have to let Father know.”
Urgently, she shoved against Midnight’s leg until he lowered himself so she could run up and settle herself on his back. With two powerful strokes of his wings he was airborne and flying towards the city. Wolf was left to race after them through the late summer grass.
It took only moments before they reached the city. Midnight landed right on the edge of the Silver Forest, making the branches sway, and she heard some shouts of surprise as folk came out of their workshops to see what the commotion was about. Midnight roared at them, but Maia was not paying attention. She was already running, sprinting along the well-worn paths of the little forest, up the first flight of steps and along the maze of pathways and ladders that would lead to her father.




 
“There are at least twenty of them, all heading in our direction. They are armed and flying with great haste.”
“How long do we have?”
“I don’t know, Father. Midnight can see pretty far, but I doubt they were more than ten miles away when he spotted them.”
“Find your brother. He’s got perimeter duty today. Meet us by the field. I don’t think they mean us harm, but have Midnight stand by just in case.”
Maia sprinted away again, letting Midnight know of the plan as she ran. She heard him roar in the distance. She found her brother, together with Archer, running towards the city, just as she headed out into the forest.
“I heard Midnight. What is going on?”
Maia quickly filled them in.
“Let us hurry then,” Jaik said and Maia had to push herself to keep up with his long strides.
 

 
Maia stood next to her father, trying to catch her breath. Most of the Guard were present, as well as five Elders. Silas hurried down the path towards them.
She shaded her eyes against the noontime sun and gazed north. They were just visible now, getting closer and closer, until it seemed to her that they took up the whole of the sky in front of her.
The Plains Dragons were a much smaller specimen than a Soul Dragon, but was nonetheless impressive. A stocky and solidly built animal, they weighed on average four tons, some males even five. They had tough, coarse skin of a reddish brown colour that blended in perfectly with the late summer grasses and red earth of the plains. Their skin was shaped in such a way, it made them appear as if they wore plates of overlapping armour. They did not breathe fire, but their jaws were big and powerful and filled with over one hundred sharp teeth able to kill a man with one bite. Powerful wings propelled them to speeds faster than a galloping horse and they had staying power. Although not as intelligent as Soul Dragons, they were smart enough to be trained, to follow orders and, in some cases, able to make their own decisions in battle, as well as work. What made them really special, however, was that they were loyal to the death. A Plains Dragon would follow its rider anywhere.
Maia took an involuntary step back as the first of the dragons landed, buffeting the waiting members of Shadow Hall with the wind from their wings. Wolf whined, pressing against her leg, and she put a hand on his head to calm him. She could feel the ground tremble beneath her as the dragons settled. The air was filled with the sounds of flapping wings, creaking leather harnesses, the rattle of the men’s weapons, and the strange clacking of their dragons.
Once the dragons were settled and their wings folded tightly against their bodies, the riders jumped with practiced ease to the ground. All but two stayed with their dragons. The pair strode towards them and bowed first to Jagaer and Jaik, then Maia.
“Greetings, Lord Longshadow, Commander Jaik. And greetings to you, Princess Maia. May the Mother ever smile on you.”
“Greetings, Commander Arkenbay. May the Mother smile on you too.”
Jagaer and Jaik clasped arms with the Commander and his second, before Maia also greeted them.
“You have made quite an entrance. Our people have been worried.” Jagaer allowed just enough accusation to colour his words to make the Commander aware of the discomfort they had created.
“I am sorry for the commotion, but your worry is warranted,” Commander Arkenbay said. “We left Thala Yll a fortnight ago. We have had more attacks, people have died and we have lost even more livestock. We were hunting the Vampyres for days, when we eventually lost their spoor in the forest. As they were already heading in this direction, we thought to fly here with haste to warn you.”
Maia grabbed her father’s arm. The Guard and Elders behind her discussed the news with trepidation.
“That is indeed ill news that you bring, but I thank you for the warning.” Jagaer’s voice was low and even, but she sensed the tension in him. “Will you stay and rest and share with us what you know?”
“Thank you, Lord Longshadow. We could do with a rest. Do you have a place for our dragons where they will not disturb your people?”
Maia felt her father hesitate. They had not visitors on dragon-back for some time. She stepped forward.
“Maybe I can help with that,” she said, and Jagaer gave her a thankful look. “If you will take the harnesses off your mounts, we will help you carry them to the storage rooms. Then, if you are confident that your dragons will allow it, Midnight will lead them to a place not far from here where they can roost for the night.”
“Midnight?” Commander Arkenbay asked, raising one of his dark eyebrows.
There was no need for Maia to answer.
Commander Arkenbay had just spoken, when all the dragons roared and clacked, pulling at their harnesses. Their riders were hard pressed to keep them on the ground. Maia could see their eyes rolling back in their sockets, the whites showing clearly.
Maia felt their terror as her own and her body started to quiver.
Midnight, calm them, she thought.
Almost immediately she heard a peculiar bugle coming from her dragon as he rose into the air from behind a low ridge about a hundred paces away. He repeated the bugle twice more and gradually the dragons settled, arching their necks to look at Midnight’s black form.
Commander Arkenbay and his second were surprisingly calm as they watched Midnight cross the field, making his way toward them. Maia wondered why they were not afraid, but then saw the look of wonder on their faces and she understood; they were dragon riders and they were aware of the honour the great, black dragon bestowed on them by allowing them so near.
Midnight had been with Maia for almost seventy years, but, until now, he had been Shadow Hall’s best kept secret.
Both Commander Arkenbay and his second dipped their heads in respect to the great dragon.
“It would be an honour for them to fly with him. Thank you, My Princess.”
 

 
Once the warriors had taken the tack off, Maia watched Midnight lead the dragons away.
Although powerful and fearsome in their own right, the Dragono Captivaris appeared as pups next to Midnights great bulk. His black, leathery, almost bat-like wings were more than three times the size of theirs, and much thicker. Midnight also had several independent membranes that moved individually, giving him more manoeuvrability in flight. Midnight possessed a longer, more powerful tail. The tail also had flight membranes, which could be opened and closed. These membranes were protected by a profusion of spikes, used during a fight. The Plains Dragons’ tails were unadorned, only their armour-like skin giving it some texture.
Their necks are shorter, albeit strong, their heads are smaller and their claws are shorter, Maia mused. And their dull brown skin does not sparkle in the sun like Midnight’s does.
Maia shook herself. She should be hurrying to the Elder Hall, not staring after the dragons, but as she turned to walk the path through the birch forest, she could not prevent the feeling of pride she had for her dragon; he was magnificent.
 

 
“Yes, Jagaer, we have been chasing them for a fortnight,” Commander Arkenbay said, “and then lost them in the forest two days ago. We circled the area for a while, but our dragons were not able to penetrate the thick foliage. We followed their scent, which led towards Shadows Peak. When we realised where they were heading, we ended the pursuit and came here to warn you with all haste.”
“Thank you, Commander Arkenbay.” Jagaer inclined his head toward the dragon rider. “We run patrols around the city day and night and have been taking extra precautions while going about our daily business. So far, no attacks, but I will double the patrols again, now that we are aware there are indeed Vampyres near.”
Maia settled down on the bench next to Jaik. She hurried here after seeing the dragons off and it seemed she had not missed much. The Guard from Thala Yll had taken their armour off and were now gratefully sipping on the ale provided for them. Her father and Commander Arkenbay sat on the speaker’s platform facing the men. Although it was an informal arrangement, the seriousness of the subject matter was not lost on anybody.
“We have started to arm the people,” Commander Arkenbay now said. “Everybody knows how to handle a weapon, even if we have not had war for hundreds of years. And they feel safer for it. Our Spring Feast champions have taken it upon themselves to train everyone that wishes to learn more and it has done wonders for the moral of our people.”
Maia chuckled. They had done much the same here. Every year, on Spring Day, they held a Spring Feast and one of the most anticipated events were the War Games. Archery, sword fighting, jousting, tracking, trapping, as well as duelling with staves, axes, maces and even knives. The Guard and the Commanders of the Warrior Houses were not allowed to participate, as everyone already knew they were the best in their field, so they were the judges. Only Maia now received personal training with Jaik. Everyone else took lessons from the Spring Feast champions.
“Indeed, as we have here, but I still feel we should be more proactive. Why must we hide in our homes in fear? This is our planet and it is being invaded. We should be doing something other than just defend ourselves.”
Commander Arkenbay nodded to Lord Longshadow’s words.
“We have posted guards by the Gate, but nothing has come through there in the last two Moons. Either they are aware we are watching that site, or they are all here already. If we knew how many we are actually dealing with, then we could prepare accordingly.”
Commander Arkenbay nodded again. His second, Commander Hollowdale, walked over and sat beside his commander.
“If we could capture one,” Commander Hollowdale grimaced, “we might be able to extract the information we need.”
“It is an ugly thought, but I agree.”
Maia watched her father frown. It was not in his nature to conceive of torture, but if it was to the benefit of his people, she knew he would not hesitate.
“May I then maybe suggest that you and your men stay a few days? If the Vampyres are close to Shadow Peak, then we can find them. No one knows this part of the forest better than we. Would you agree to accompany us on the hunt?”
“We would, indeed, Lord Longshadow.”
Before Commander Arkenbay continued, he exchanged a significant glance with Commander Hollowdale. He cleared his throat before he spoke.
“Given the status of your daughter, we didn’t at first think anything about it, but now I feel I should mention it.” He paused briefly. “We saw a Death Wolf within a day’s ride from Shadow Hall. He was tracking something or someone, but at the sight of the dragons, he disappeared into the forest and we didn’t see him again.”
 

 
Maia didn’t wait for her father’s reply. She trembled, and almost stumbled, as she ran out of the hall. She barely heard Jaik as he called after her. Wolf sat outside of the hall and bounded after her as she ran along The Garland, down the Fleeting Steps and across the Gathering Grounds. Only when she reached Silas’ cave, did she realise where she was and took a moment to calm herself.
For reasons she did not understand, people not of Shadow Hall knowing about his existence, terrified her. It made everything more real and she suddenly felt a terrible premonition steal over her. His presence might have something to do with the greater events in motion and she sensed horrible acts to come.
She started a fire and stared sullenly into the pot as she brought the water to boil. Once the tea was made, she sat on the cushions and watched the flames as she sipped her tea. It seemed like hours before she finally heard Silas come down the tunnel. She put the pot back onto the fire and waited for him to emerge into the cave.
“Maia,” he said simply and nodded in her direction, before he went to his alcove to remove his coat.
The water boiled and Maia had Silas’ tea ready by the time he joined her by the fire. She handed it to him silently.
“Jaik was looking for you after the meeting. You should see him before they leave in the morning.”
“So they are going then?” she asked, her hands shaking.
“Yes, it was decided. Seven Guard, including Jaik, have been assigned. Jagaer will accompany them. They will be on foot, as the forest is thick towards the east and the dragons will not be able to fly there. For now, our guests have gone to the lodge to get what rest they can. They will be leaving before sunrise tomorrow.”
“NO!” Maia shouted and Silas nearly dropped his cup.
“What?”
Maia ran down the tunnel. Seven Guard from Shadow Hall, eight Guard and twelve warriors from Thala Yll, plus Jagaer himself, was no small group. Nevertheless, Maia had a terrible feeling that something would go horribly wrong. She could not shake the feeling that Death had something to do with it and, the more she worried about it, the more real it became to her.
Outside, the sun had already set and there was a chill in the air. She wrapped her shawl tighter around herself as she made her way to the Training Grounds. Jaik wasn’t there and it took her a while before she finally found him by the Armoury.
“Maia, what is the matter?”
She gazed into his eyes and took his hands. How did he always know what she was feeling? “I don’t want you to go,” she said. 
“I will be fine, Maia. This is my job. This is what I am good at. You need not fear.” He raised a hand and gently stroked her cheek.
“I know you can handle yourself, Jaik, it is just … I don’t know how to explain it to you. I have this feeling that something will go wrong and I don’t want anything to happen to you.”
Jaik now took her into his arms and held her for a while. “This needs to be done, for the safety of everyone. We will not be gone long.”
“But …”
“Are you worried because of the omen? No, don’t look so shocked, everyone is talking about it now. He is also only a person, just like you. I do not fear falling pregnant just because you are near, so I will not fear dying just because Death is near.”
Maia tried to follow his logic, but failed, and it seemed to show on her face, for Jaik continued.
“If it makes you happy, I will take Wolf with me. He can sniff out the Vampyres quicker than we can and he can warn us should anything other approach. Anyway, there are only two of them and there are twenty eight of us. Nothing will go wrong.”
 

 
Maia paced. Every time she passed the window, she looked down at the forest. They had been gone for three days and she was worried.
“Maia.” Jasmin put a hand on her arm.
Maia stopped her pacing.
“It will be all right. Archer told me they took a bird and would send it should anything happen There are almost thirty of them. No one would be foolish enough to attack. And they have Wolf.” Jasmin gave her a crooked smile.
Maia appreciated her words, but they did nothing to calm her. She needed a distraction, desperately. “Would you like to see the dragons today?”
Maia had told the Humans about the warriors’ steeds. At the same time, she also told them about Midnight. Although they were all put out at first that she had not entrusted them with the information before, they were excited about the fact that they had real, live dragons on Elveron. They were apparently the subject of many a fable on Earth.
“Oh, I would like that very much. Can we go now?”
Maia looked into her hopeful eyes. She loved this girl. She was almost shocked at the strength of her feelings for Jasmin.
She smiled. “Go get your brother and your father and put on your boots, we might have to do some climbing.”
Jasmin darted away without comment. Maia put on her own boots, strapped on her hunting knife and slung her bow over her shoulder and a few minutes later met the Humans on the veranda. They were excited, even Aaron.
“We’ll take Lofty Run until it meets with Sky Pass. From there we will follow Stony Lane out of the city. It leads directly to Blackwood Drop, the path that circles The Crags.”
They nodded and Maia stepped out, leading the way. They were delayed briefly when they reached High Bridge, the bridge that connected Lofty Run to Sky Pass. The Sentinel did not want to let them pass, afraid for their safety, but Maia eventually convinced him to accompany them, so that he might protect them. It took another moment for him to find another to take his place in his absence, but eventually they were on their way towards The Crags.
The Crags were a formation of granite that poked out of the forest canopy like a lone watchman, keeping watch over the city a quarter mile away. It had sheer sides, but the top formed a shallow bowl and, during the rainy season, it was one of Maia’s favourite places to swim. Inaccessible for most people, Midnight liked to spend his nights there when he slept close to the city and often took her up to spend time with him.
From the path that circled it, the view to the top was inhibited by the forest canopy, but if one walked a little further to a clearing a bit higher up the slope, then one had a perfect view of The Crags. and that was where Maia led the Humans now.
With her thoughts, she let Midnight know they were on their way. She felt him acknowledge her and received images of him rousing the other dragons to present themselves. She smiled to herself. The Humans would be impressed with just seeing a dragon, even if it was sleeping, but Midnight did have a bit of a flair for the dramatic.
“We’re almost there,” she said, and pointed ahead to the clearing just visible through the trees.
Her family walked a little faster.
“What is that strange sound?” Luke asked.
“The clacking? That’s from the Plains Dragons. It is how they talk, but they can also roar and bugle, depending on what they are trying to communicate.”
“Does your dragon also clack like that?” Jasmin asked.
“No, Midnight has a vast repertoire of roars and rumbles and, on certain occasion, he will also bugle.”
“Wow.”
The clearing opened before them and Maia led them out into the sunshine. It took a moment for their eyes to adjust to the brightness, but soon the air was filled with oohs and aahs as the humans beheld the dragons standing on the rim of The Crags.
About six of them were visible from where they were. The dragons shuffled their wings, preening them and shaking them out, or rubbed their muzzles against the stone, generally doing the pretty ordinary things dragons did.
The glory of the six was nevertheless not lost on the Humans. Even from this distance, it was plain to see how large the animals were and how fearsome they appeared. Even Feynris, their gallant Sentinel, watched them with fascination.
Fixated on the towering stone formation, not even Maia heard the others approach. They all ducked, gasping in surprise, as four more dragons swooped low over the clearing and settled upon The Crags. 
The arrival of the newcomers caused a stir among the dragons already on the top and, within a few heartbeats, the sound of twenty dragons clacking, roaring and bugling built to an almost unbearable cacophony. They watched in enthrallment as the dragons shoved and bit and snapped at each other, vying for space. Then, just when they thought it could not get any noisier, a terrible roar, louder than anything they had heard before, silenced the squabbling dragons and, one by one, they cowered down as if they were bowing.
Huge, black and menacing, Midnight rose to his immense height, towering above the hunkering dragons. His hide gleamed in the sunlight. He opened his wings, spreading them to their full width, and they spanned almost the entire Crags. He beat them a few times, wafting the heavy dragon smell over the people.
Aaron sank to his knees beside Maia. Jasmin grabbed her arm and held fast. Luke helped his father back to his feet, but Maia noticed that he, too, was shaking.
Midnight roared again.
The Humans quivered. Maia whistled.
Midnight flapped his wings and then, with one powerful lunge of his great hind legs, he was in the air. One wing beat later and he was circling above them. With ever decreasing circles, he descended and finally landed in the small clearing, leaving not much space for them to stand. They had retreated to the tree line, but Maia had to stop them from running back into the forest.
“He will not hurt you,” she told them. At least I hope not.
Midnight shuffled his wings and folded them tightly to his body. He held his head high and peered down at the small forms before him. His tail twitched, shaking a tall pine tree behind him.
Maia ran to him and he lowered his head. She hugged his muzzle.
“No smoke today, all right? They are already frightened enough,” she whispered.
He rumbled his agreement, but she sensed the playful mood he was in and she was not sure if he would listen.
Maia’s heart pounded as Jasmin hesitantly stepped forward. Would he allow her to touch him? Maia wasn’t sure. With shaking steps, Jasmin made her way towards Maia, glancing nervously between her and the dragon. Maia thought her incredibly brave, but when she held out her hand for the last few steps, Jasmin took it gratefully. Shaking, she stood next to Maia and looked up at the great, black bulk of the dragon. This close, only part of one of his red eyes was visible, but it was obvious, even to Jasmin, that he was looking at her. Maia lifted Jasmin’s hand and placed it firmly on Midnight’s left foreleg.
A gasp escaped Jasmin’s lips. A small tremble vibrated through Midnight.
“He is so warm,” Jasmin said, awe plain in her voice. “And his skin is so smooth.” She rubbed her hands over his leg. “Except where he has these thorns. Ouch, they are sharp.”
Midnight made a rumbling sound, a sound somewhere between a gurgle and a growl.
Jasmin jumped back. “I’m sorry,” she stammered, “did I say something wrong?”
“No, he is laughing. I think he likes you.”
Jasmin gave a hesitant smile, then stepped forward again and touched his leg. She craned her neck, looking up at Midnight’s face. Midnight looked back, fixing his left eye on her.
Maia received some images and thoughts from Midnight and his findings surprised her. She is like you, Bright-Shining-Silver-Star, was the main thought Midnight conveyed to her, but softer.
“Luke, you’ve got to meet him. Come, don’t be such a coward.” Jasmin made a beckoning motion towards her brother and, without hesitation, he stepped out from under the trees and walked towards the dragon. Maia was surprised to see him approach so confidently. Then she thought of herself and Jaik and had to admit, if Jaik were to declare something as safe, she would immediately believe him too.
“Will he mind if I touch him too?” Luke asked.
“No, he will allow it today.” Maia took his hand and guided it towards her dragon.
In her mind, she felt Midnight watch them. She felt him approve of Luke too. Good hatchlings, he thought and she agreed.
Slowly, so as not to startle the Humans, Midnight settled into a crouch and lowered his head. Maia was surprised by his actions. He was not usually fond of people and, as far as she knew, she was the only one who had ever touched him besides Jaik. She sent him a mental thank you.
“Wow, look at his teeth, they are huge,” Luke said in awe.
A few more minutes passed with the siblings singing Midnight’s praises. Although their words meant little to him, he was aware of their thoughts and feelings, and Maia felt him bask in their admiration.
It was more than Maia had expected. She merely wanted to show them the dragons on The Crags. She never imagined in her wildest dreams that Midnight would let them touch him. She was smiling to herself, feeling at ease and happy with the world, when all of a sudden her mood darkened. Animosity pushed all her thoughts of happiness away.
Only when Midnight growled in his fighting voice, did she realise the feelings were not her own. Luke and Jasmin scampered away as Midnight stood, his tail twitching.
Aaron was halfway between the forest and the dragon, now frozen in mid-stride, too afraid to move. Midnight lowered his head and stared at Aaron, his teeth bared, smoked curled out of his nostrils and the fearsome challenge sound distinct to Soul Dragons came ever louder out of Midnight’s throat.
It took Maia only a fraction of a moment to sort through Midnight’s feelings to realise what was happening. Aaron had decided to join them, to touch the dragon and share in the moment. Midnight found the idea distasteful, repulsive, not finding Aaron much to his liking. Midnight knew how he made Maia feel and resented him for it. As was the nature of dragons, he had reacted instinctively. He roared and took up his attack position, ready to defend the partner of his soul. The man was nothing to him, an annoyance he could swat out of Maia’s life in an instant, if that was what she wished.
Maia put a hand to his hide, feeling his hot blood pulse beneath her fingers. She opened her mind and let Midnight know exactly how she felt about this man.
Midnight’s growls intensified.
Let him go, she thought, but it was another minute or so before Midnight raised his head and broke eye contact with Aaron.
“Feynris, take them back to the city,” she ordered the Sentinel.
Feynris nodded, but Maia was already running up Midnight’s legs. He beat his wings and with one powerful thrust he was in the air. Maia watched as Aaron crumpled to his knees and Luke and Jasmin ran to him. Then they were out of sight and she was soaring over the green expanse of the forest towards Shadow Peak.




 
“Don’t worry about it,” Aaron said again. “No harm done.”
Maia watched him smile at her, but it did nothing to relieve the knot of guilt within her. Once returned with Midnight, she came here, to his house, to apologise. She felt awful for what had happened.
“No, Aaron, it was my fault. I should have known he would react like that. Luke and Jasmin are my hatchlings, my children, and he would never hurt them. But you are a rival male and rival males always fight. I am so sorry I put you in that position.”
Maia looked down at her hands. She spent most of the afternoon with Midnight, calming him. Maybe it had not been a good idea to show him all her feelings for Aaron. He had reacted defensively at first, trying to protect Maia from a simple threat, but then she sensed it change. Midnight saw him as a threat to her virtue and Midnight’s claim over her, and he would kill any male that came near her.
When Maia looked up at Aaron, she was surprised to see he was grinning, seemingly very pleased with himself. What had she said that he thought was funny? The more she came to know him, the stranger he seemed.
She pushed the thought away and was about to ask if she could make it up to him somehow, when she felt a sudden surge of adrenaline rush through her. Immediately, her heart started racing. Something was wrong! As she rose off the bench by the fireplace, a wave of nausea hit her. She doubled over and gagged, holding her sides.
Aaron stood and put his arm around her shoulders. “What’s wrong? Are you all right?”
“No,” she panted, “the hunting party is back, someone is hurt.”
She straightened and gritted her teeth. Leaving Aaron staring in bewilderment, she raced down the short steps that led to Lofty Run and on to Stony Lane. She didn’t know how she knew they would be coming from that direction, but she was sure of it.
She had just stepped off Lofty Run and was about to climb the few steps that connected it to Stony Lane, when the group of warriors broke from the trees. She immediately noticed Jaik and Jagaer walking at the head of the column and she almost stumbled with relief. Her eyes ranged over the men, looking for the injury she knew one of them had. She could feel it was serious, life threatening in fact, and as she came closer, her nausea worsened.
Then she saw it and her legs almost buckled.
Jaik caught her as she reached them. His hands steadied her and led her to the stretcher the men set down. “He saved my life. If it wasn’t for his bravery, I would not be here now.”
Maia briefly looked into Jaik’s face, saw the pain and guilt etched in it, then turned towards the stretcher and knelt beside it.
The hair on Wolf’s body was coated in blood. It stuck to his body, outlining every bone, making him look as if he had lost half of his weight. His breathing was shallow and his heart beat so faint, she almost failed to detect it.
“Wolf,” she whispered, and was dismayed to see that his ears did not twitch in recognition of her voice.
Maia heard Jaik give orders and was vaguely aware of the men forming a circle around her, their backs turned towards her, protecting her and giving her the privacy to deal with her wolf.
She put her hands on his body, gently feeling for his injuries.
“We did what we could for him, Maia,” Jaik said and put a hand on her shoulder.
“It is not too late, Jaik, I can fix this.”
“I will be right here if you need me.” Jaik gave her a look and she knew what he meant. “You don’t have to ask; I will be happy to give it.”
Maia nodded, and continued her probing. She closed her eyes and with her mind examined the multiple injuries he had sustained. She was surprised he was still alive. His right lung was punctured and was slowly filling with blood. Not long and he would drown. Several ribs were broken and one punctured his stomach, another poked into his intestine. His right foreleg was broken, his right ear nearly torn off, and the cut on his shoulder oozed yellow pus. He had a bite wound on his neck that would not stop bleeding and a piece of blade was still embedded in the bone of his pelvis. That would have to be removed before she healed him.
“Get me my medicine bag, quickly.”
Maia did not look up to see who ran to obey her request. She would have to stop the bleeding. First at the lung, so he wouldn’t drown, then at the neck, so he didn’t bleed out. She concentrated and let the energy flow out of her. Beads of sweat formed on her forehead almost immediately. She willed the fluid to leave the lungs, to follow the path the knife had taken as it had plunged into his body. She watched with horror as the liquid dribbled from the hole in his chest. It had an awful smell. Once she was sure there was no excess liquid, she began to mend the tear in the lung and in the tissue surrounding it.
Wolf twitched.
The skin mended, closing the entry wound, but the patch remained bare of fur, the skin pale. Maia concentrated on the bite wound. It was strange, like nothing Maia had seen before. The bite wound almost looked like it had been made by a person, but the four, regular depressions spoke of canines like a wolf or a large cat.
Fangs, she thought and shuddered, and laced with venom, otherwise it would not be bleeding like this. It must have a very powerful anti-coagulant in it to have this effect

Maia investigated the bite, found no trace of infection around the wound and started to close it, while at the same time neutralising the venom. It was a simple enough thing to do. Venom was made out of enzymes and, just as the Healers created anti-venom for snake bites, she now used the venom itself to create the anti-venom. Blood flow slowed and, once the wound was closed, she felt an almost imperceptible strengthening of the blood pressure.
I will have to deal with the internal injuries quickly, otherwise he might yet die, she thought.
She looked up to see if someone had returned with her medicine bag. Jaik was still standing next to her, watching in fascinated horror, holding her bag. Gratefully, she took it from him and rummaged for a little glass bottle containing a muddy brown liquid. Once she had it, she carefully removed the stopper and then lifted Wolf’s lip and poured a few drops onto his gums. She saw his tongue work as the liquid dripped through his teeth into his mouth. It was a good sign.
She counted to ten, giving the medicine time to work and herself time to prepare for the next step.
Now she concentrated on his ribs. Mending bones was simple, but required a lot of energy. After healing the stab wound and the bite, she was breathing heavier. Now, with the effort of healing not only the ribs, but also the broken leg, her breathing became laboured. But she persisted.
She wiped her sweaty brow with her sleeves, before turning her attention to his organs. To seal and heal the organs was no problem, it was easily done, but to rid the body cavity of the contents of the intestine that had spilled out was more difficult. If left unattended, they could poison him. She hated to add to his injuries, but she knew it was absolutely necessary. She withdrew a scalpel from her bag and, suppressing a wave of nausea, made a quick, precise incision along Wolf’s stomach, taking care not to damage any other organs or to sever any vital blood vessels.
Once she reached the point where she knew most of the reeking waste had accumulated, she focussed on extracting it. She was surprised by how much of it came out of the tiny opening she had made for it. 
Jaik gagged. Some of the men shifted.
Once all the foul material was out of his body, Maia sealed the incision. Next, she turned to the gash on his shoulder. It was not as deep as she suspected, but whatever had been on the blade that made the cut, had infected the wound. The amount of putrid pus seeping out would have been enough to fill a large cup.
She reached for her bag again and withdrew a cotton cloth. She ripped it in two and used the one half to wipe away the stinking, sticky fluid. She then wrapped the soiled cloth in the clean half and handed it to Jaik.
“Burn it. Do not just throw it away. Do it quickly.”
She was vaguely aware of Jaik repeating the instruction to someone and then resuming his vigil by her side.
Maia dug in her medicine bag once more and removed a little flask with a clear liquid. She uncorked it with her teeth and poured a small amount into the open gash before she healed it. She did the same with the ear. Where it had torn it was now clean and the wound mended, but he would always be missing the bit that had been ripped off.
She checked Wolf’s breathing. It was still shallow, but more even and his heartbeat was stronger. It had taken her years to perfect the right strength of her Datura drops. She now knew exactly how much she could use safely and how long it would last for. She swayed slightly as she stowed the precious vial with the brown liquid back in the bag. She would need the clear one again.
Her hands shook. She was so tired. She shifted her position slightly before she extracted the tools she would need to remove the blade tip from the pelvis. Using the rest of the clear liquid, she disinfected her scalpel, a small clamp, her tweezers and the cut itself. Then she set the clamp to hold the cut open, while she used the scalpel and the tweezers, as well as her fingers, to probe the wound for the piece of metal. Blood flowed over her fingers. Her vision dimmed for a moment and she swayed again. She paused. Her breath was rasping in and out of her chest and the sweat dripped off her face.
Wolf, she thought, I am so tired.
She gritted her teeth and probed the wound again. More blood flowed. She did not have the strength to stop it. Then, she felt Jaik move. He squatted behind her, put his arms around her middle and rested his head on her back.
“I am here,” he said. “Use me.”
Maia closed her eyes for a moment. Then she took a deep, shuddering breath and connected to her brother. The energy that immediately flowed from him was like sweet ecstasy, her mind suddenly clear and her hands steady.
Not wanting to waste even a little of it, she bent to her task. What had but a moment ago seemed impossible, she now managed with ease. She slowed the blood, felt her way into the wound, grabbed the knife point and wiggled it until it came free of the bone. Wolf twitched again, but she knew he would not wake, not with the Datura drops she had given him. She briefly examined the triangular piece of metal, found it to be free of poison and dropped it in disgust. She then concentrated on the bone, mending it, before sealing the wound.
Once more, she checked his breathing and his heart rate. It was slow, which was to be expected, but steady. She checked the rest of his body, looking for any small wounds she might have overlooked, but besides small scratches, which would heal by themselves, he had no other injuries. What he needed now, was sleep.
She released her brother from her contact. She immediately slumped forward, her heart beating out of rhythm and her breathing hard. She heard Jaik moan. Concern made her pull herself together and get up. Jaik was on all fours, breathing hard as well. After a moment, he too, stood and took his sister in his arms.
“How is he? Will he be all right now?”
“Yes, he just needs rest. Can you ask the men to take him to Silas’ cave?”
 

 
Maia spent the night with Wolf. Her parents, as well as Aaron and the children, came to see Wolf and kept some of the vigil with her. Silas spent the whole night in the cave as well. He had acquired some meaty bones from the Butchery and cooked them overnight, adding selected herbs such as Thyme, as well as garlic and onions, during the cooking process, all of which would speed his healing process. In the morning, the broth was cooled. A bowl would be ready for when Wolf woke up.
“You should get some sleep.”
Maia knew Silas was right. She had fought to keep her eyes open all night, but had refused to give in. Although his wounds were healed, the abuse his body had suffered had weakened him. He had no water or food for a whole day and a whole night. During the night, he developed a fever and, for a while, she thought he would not make it. She gave him what little energy she had regained since the healing, but it left her even more tired than before. But it had helped. Within an hour, the fever had broken and he finally slept. Now the Datura had worked its way out of his body and he was sleeping peacefully.
“Can I sleep here? I don’t want to leave him.”
“You can take the spare cot.” Silas gave her a reassuring smile. “Don’t you worry, I will look after him. I will give him the broth when he wakes.”
Maia crawled under the blankets of the bunk and was asleep even before Silas had shuttered the lanterns.
 

 
Aaron worried about her. She always seemed so strong, but he knew, deep down, she was as fragile as a bird.
He had been so elated. Meeting the dragon had been the most terrifying thing he ever had to endure. He watched at first, unwilling to admit his fear of the beast, but then Luke and Jasmin seemed relaxed with the dragon, and he thought he might give it a try. He had only taken a few steps towards him when the atmosphere changed. The dragon had crouched, staring him straight in the eyes and this strange sound came out of his throat that had chilled him to the bone. It was the most terrifying sound, and the only sound he could possibly compare it to, was that of the air brakes on their big mining vehicles on Earth.
Then, Maia had called him a rival male, and it made the terrifying experience worth it. Archer explained to him how Maia controlled the dragon, that it was their minds that were linked, and for the dragon to think he was a rival, meant that Maia thought of him as a suitor. It filled him with hope.
Thereafter Maia ran out of the house with such haste. At first, he thought it was because of him, but then heard the shouts as people ran past the house toward the north side of the city. He followed the crowd. At the steps to Stony Lane stood a circle of warriors, facing an ever growing number of onlookers. He had pushed his way to the front and what he saw there would stay with him for the rest of his life. It cemented the feelings he had for Maia even more. She was amazing.
When he went to see her in the old man’s cave, he realised the toll healing that wolf had taken on her. She appeared gaunt, her skin was ashy and her answers clipped. He was almost angry with the wolf for having done this to her. They stayed for a while, sharing her concern for the animal, but soon Silas made them leave and he sat on the veranda of his house, contemplating the mystery that was Maia until he got too cold.
There was a chill in there air that had not been there a month ago.
A Moon cycle ago, he corrected himself.
He gradually learned the ways of this planet. Their calendar year consisted of eighteen Moons, or Moon cycles, not twelve months like on Earth. Each Moon cycle had twenty-four days, each divided into twenty-four hours. Each successive six days was called a Quarter Moon. Every two weeks, or two Quarters, they called a fortnight, just like they did on Earth.
Silas told him only yesterday that Fire Moon was almost at an end, and Harvest Moon, the eleventh Moon of their calendar year, would begin in a couple of days. Then it was the Moon of Plenty, followed by Falls Moon and Still Moon, and on the first day of the Moon of Darkness, winter truly began.
He struggled to remember all eighteen, but he would always remember the Moon of the Dragon, for that was the Moon they arrived here. It was the seventh Moon of their year, the middle of the Elveronian summer.
Our summer, he corrected himself again, for he had decided to stay, forever, even if Maia found a way to send them back.
 

 
Slowly she drifted out of sleep, still tired, but Wolf’s persistent licking was driving her crazy. Wolf!
Suddenly wide awake, she jumped out of bed, startling the wolf so he yipped and jumped backwards. Then he came to her, tail wagging madly and licking her hands. She knelt beside him on the floor and rubbed his shaggy coat, buried her face in it, tears streaming down her face.
“Oh, Wolf, I am so happy to see you up.” She kissed him on his nose. “How are you feeling?”
Methodically, she checked every part of his body, which proved to be more difficult than she expected, as he kept trying to roll onto his back so she could rub his belly.
“Hold still, will you? I need to make sure you’re all right.”
“I think he is quite all right. It is you I am worried about.”
Silas handed her a steaming cup of tea. She took it gratefully and sat on the bed. Wolf sat by her feet, tongue lolling out of his mouth, watching her.
“I’m still a little tired, but I am fine. I am so happy Wolf is feeling better.”
“Healing him took a lot of your energy. And Jaik’s. Even he slept for a day.”
“A day? How long did I sleep for?”
“Three days.” Silas chuckled at the expression on Maia’s face. “You missed some interesting discussions, but do not worry, I will fill you in once you have eaten something. I made you broth too, although this one was made with fowl and vegetables.”
Silas took the empty cup from Maia and moved toward the fireplace.
“Your mother left you fresh clothes. Why don’t you get washed up and then we can talk?” he said over his shoulder as he walked away from her, giving her the privacy to do as he suggested.
 

 
Once she was washed and changed; and been to relieve herself; she settled by the fire next to Silas. Wolf lay at her feet, gnawing on a bone Silas had thrown him.
While Silas stirred the pot in which her broth heated, he told her of what had transpired the last three days.
“The men from Thala Yll left yesterday. You left quite an impression on them. They talked about nothing else that whole night. It was almost impossible for Jagaer to extract a complete account of their trip from them, as they kept telling everybody who would listen about how amazing you were.”
Maia blushed. She had never liked the attention her status got her.
“Did they catch the Vampyres?” she asked, seeking to distract Silas from his current topic.
“They did indeed. They were hiding out in a cave just below Mount Pluteas. Wolf caught their scent and led the men there. Once the Vampyres realised they had been discovered, they fled. They chased them for over ten miles before they managed to corner them. Jaik said they fought like men possessed. He has never seen anything like it. There were twenty-eight, twenty-nine including Wolf, of our men, but only five of them. It should have been over quickly, but somehow two managed to circle back during the fight and attacked Jaik’s group from behind. Archer said one of them was about to deliver Jaik a killing blow when Wolf jumped at the Vampyre, clamping his teeth over his throat. The Vampyre apparently let out a screech like nothing they had heard before and the rest stopped fighting with the men and turned to help their companion. You know the damage they inflicted.”
Silas briefly patted the wolf’s head. “But it gave the men the opportunity they were looking for. With the Vampyres distracted, they converged on them and the fight was soon ended. Three were killed, but two they bound and Commander Arkenbay set to getting the information they were after. Jaik said it was not a pretty thing to watch, so he took some of the men and they saw to Wolf as best they could. He was going to leave, to take Wolf home to you, while the others dealt with the Vampyres, but the interrogation did not last that long. Just a few minutes in, the Vampyres both bit into something they had hidden in their mouths and were dead almost instantly. With the Vampyres dead, there was no reason for them to delay. They quickly built the stretcher and hurried home. The rest you know.”
Maia took a moment to sift through the information. She was glad, on the one hand, that her premonition had nothing to do with Death. However, if Commander Arkenbay had only been tracking two of them, it meant three of them had been hiding within a day’s walk from their city all this time. It was a terrifying thought. She had been right. Had she not sent Wolf along on the mission, something terrible could have happened to Jaik. She shuddered.
“Why are they here, Silas? What have we done to them that they raid our planet and kill our people?”
“We don’t know, Maia, but Jagaer is determined to find out. He has decided to send Somas to Naylera.”
“What?” Maia asked, shocked.
“He is to go in undetected. His elemental power is Air, so he is able to refract the light in such a way as to make himself invisible. You know the theory.” He nodded, as if to confirm it to himself. “He is to find out what is driving these attacks, so that we might know what we can do to stop them.”
“But that is a suicide mission,” Maia whispered. How could her father do that?
“Somas is our best Tracker and he is exceptionally skilled in stealth, trapping, hand-to-hand combat and the Silent Knives. No one is better suited for this mission. He left for the Gate last night.”
Silas took the pot off the fire and placed it on the low table next to the pit. Maia took a bowl from the table and held it while Silas ladled the steaming soup into it. It smelled delicious and she realised how hungry she was.
They sat in silence for a while. Maia ate first one, then a second bowl of soup and then went to wash the bowl before she sat again next to Silas to continue their conversation.
“When is Somas expected back? How do we know he is all right?”
“Naylera time moves almost the same as ours. It is agreed, if Somas is not back at Greystone within two days, the mission has failed and he has been discovered. Three Guard, Munnar, Boron and Aari, are keeping watch at the Gate with some of the Regiment. They have Aari’s falcon with them to send a message when the time comes. Jagaer is yet undecided about what he will do if Somas does not return, but he is preparing for war.
“Commander Arkenbay has taken messages with him to dispatch to Alea Yll and the north. Birds have been sent to Braérn, Tarron Heights, Rathaés and Dragonfort. Braérn will relay message to Crook Island and Stoneloft and beyond. Jagaer has given the command to produce arms and war machines. Even now, our Smiths work on producing swords, arrowheads, spearheads, and various parts of armour. Our Carpenters, including Aaron, are constructing war machines. To my surprise, Aaron has been very helpful in this, even if our methods are different from his. He has a mind for tactics and I have never met a more talented Engineer.”
 

 
Another day went by before she completely regained her energy. Silas said that Wolf had been more dead than alive, when she set to work on him and, although healing was what she was born to do, fighting death could kill her.
It made her think. Silas talking about death awakened memories of the other wolf. Was he truly Death? If so, what did he want from her? And why did he make her feel the way she did? Since her return, he had featured prominently not only in her dreams, but also during her waking hours. She felt both fear and … she searched for the right word. Lust? He seemed to have a talent for appearing when she least needed him, causing alarm not only to her, but others as well.
Maybe, in light of what was happening in her world at this moment, she should take more note of Death and his behaviour. Maybe he had been trying to tell her something and in her fear and … lust … she had overlooked it.
She had been on her way to the stables, but now she sat on a rock beside the path, feeling as exhausted as after she had healed Wolf. She tried to calm her breathing, wiped her sweaty hands on her pants and closed her eyes for a moment. Why was she so weak?
“Darr!”
The dwarfish expletive rolled off her tongue before she could stop herself. Her father would not be happy if he knew Glark had taught her such foul words, but the word seemed to be the only one fit to describe what she thought of herself. She hated herself for being so weak. She had no self-control.
Shaking her head, she stood up and carried on walking towards the stables. If war was indeed coming, she would have to be stronger. It would not do to grow weak in the knees every time she thought of him. Nor could she afford to sleep for three days after healing just one patient, or throw up every time someone was in pain. She would have to be stronger.
 

 
“You want me to do what?”
She watched Jaik calmly as he paced in front of her. She met him and a handful of others at the stables and they spent the morning helping the Horsemasters drive in the herds. It had been mayhem. Never before had Maia seen all their horses together like this, but they would need all the mounts for the coming war. The mares would need some training. They spent most of their lives on the Grazing Grounds.
It was also the first time Maia had seen the filly Jaik talked about when she came back from Earth. She was now almost two years old and Maia could see why Jaik had mentioned her. Her coat gleamed as red as Fire’s, she had long, strong legs, a wide forehead and big, open eyes. The only difference in appearance was that she had a wide blaze down her face, where Fire had none. She had also inherited her father’s fiery temperament and gave them some trouble when it came to stabling her. Only after Maia had calmed her with her thoughts, was she willing to enter the confined space and it had been another while before she eventually settled and started on her hay net.
“I want you to teach me how to kill.”
I want to defeat Death, she thought, but left it unspoken.
“But why? You know what it does to you.”
“That’s exactly it, Jaik. I cannot afford to be weak. I must learn to deal with it. Otherwise I would be useless in a fight.”
“You are never useless, Maia, you know that. I have seen you do incredible things. You don’t need to be able to kill to be of help to us.” Jaik stopped his pacing and placed his hands on her shoulders. “You are, who you are. You cannot change that. What you have is not a weakness. Don’t you ever think that.”
“You cannot change my mind. If it does come to war, I will not let my people go without me. I need to be there for them. And Father will not let me go if I cannot control or defend myself. No,” she lifted her hand to stop Jaik’s interruption, “don’t say I can already defend myself. Sure, I can fight, but can I kill? What if I am face to face with a Vampyre and not just mine, but yours or someone else’s life depended on me killing him. Would I be able to do it? Would I be able to make that decision? I have to train harder, Jaik, not just the fighting, but also the killing.”
“You killed the bear.”
“Yes, I killed the bear. But had there been a second, would I have been able to carry on? Or would it have killed me in the moments I lay on the ground retching?
“Maia …” Jaik said, the anguish plain on his face.
“If you don’t want to do it, just tell me. I will find someone else,” Maia said stubbornly.
She did not want to think about what this was doing to Jaik. She was always so weak; not wanting to inflict pain; she would have to be stronger.
“No, I would rather it be me, than anyone else.”
He took her in his arms and held her for a while. Everyone else had returned to the city by then and they were alone, the Stable Guards outside keeping watch. The smell of hay and horses was strong here, a comforting smell. Maia felt safe in her brother’s arms and wished it could always be like this. But no, she needed to be strong. Reluctantly she freed herself from his embrace.
“I have already spoken to Egron. On average, he slaughters a score of chickens and a score of ducks per day and two cows every third day to feed the city. Deer and others animals are usually brought to him dead by the Hunters, but the domestic animals he slaughters himself. He has agreed to let me kill them. He said, as long as we bring the bodies of the animals back in one piece and it is done in accordance with our traditions, he does not mind who does it.”
Jaik stared at her for a moment, then burst out laughing. Maia watched him, eyes narrowed. She did not want him to make fun of this situation, this was serious.
“All right, you win. I will do whatever it takes to help you.” Jaik’s face grew serious again and Maia noticed the concern in his eyes. “But if I feel it is too much for you, I will end it. No arguing. That’s my offer.”




 
Maia wiped the last of the blood off her clothes as best she could and stood up. It had been a long night and she was tired. She cast one final glance at Ätta and her new baby son, then hurried out through the door. They were both sleeping now and rest was exactly what they needed. Burindor was with them; Maia had given him some herbs, so he could prepare a tea for when Ätta woke up.
Tiredly, she climbed the last few steps to the veranda, then stepped into the house and dropped her medicine bag by the door. Dragging her feet, she made her way to the washroom. She didn’t think she had the energy to run herself a bath.
As she opened the door, the soothing smell of lavender made her look up. Malyn was bent over the tub, stirring the steaming bathwater with her hands. Candles were lit on the shelves all around the room.
Her mother smiled at her. “Luke said you would be finished soon; he suggested you would like a bath. Come,” Malyn wiped her hands on a small towel and beckoned to Maia, “let me help you with that.”
Gratefully, Maia let her mother help her out of her clothes. The shirt was ruined. She would never get the bloodstains out of the suede, but she didn’t mind. With a sigh, she sank into the hot water.
The last three days had been torture. Every morning, Jaik took her to the pens on the outskirts of the city. Egron pointed out the animals chosen for slaughter and they took them, one by one, to The Killing Grounds.
Just being in that place made Maia feel sick on the first and the second day. On the third, it was marginally better. For centuries, the city had used this space to slaughter their animals and the stench of death was almost unbearable to her elemental senses. Once Maia overcame the first few moments, Jaik went to work with her, making her kill in so many different ways. She shuddered to think of it.
On the first day she killed three chickens and a duck and suffered each death as if it was her own. She retched and shivered the entire afternoon and then pleaded with Jaik to let her continue. On the second day, she killed four chickens and two ducks. She cried the entire night afterwards and felt like an empty shell when she met up with Jaik in the morning.
“You don’t need to do this, Maia,” Jaik had said.
“The animals will die anyway, whether it is me that kills them or not,” she had retorted.
So, they continued on to The Killing Grounds and Maia killed another four chickens and another three ducks. She had not thrown up that day, but the pain she felt on the inside had not been less.
They had just called it a day and were returning to the city, when Luke came looking for them. Maia had hurried home, washed, grabbed her medicine bag and then spent the rest of the afternoon, as well as the entire night, with Ätta. Silas and Luke assisted where they could, mostly keeping Burindor company.
It had been difficult. The baby was slow to come and Ätta had been in a lot of pain. Maia spent most of her energy easing the pain for Ätta, but for her it had been bliss. After taking life for three days, she revelled in the fact that she was assisting in a new life to be born. It was a balm to her soul and she did not mind the blood, the pain, the long night or her exhaustion.
When she finally lifted the bloody baby to the mothers waiting arms, she smiled with joy and tears ran down her face. This was what she was born to do.
 

 
Her skin was pink from the hot water as she dried herself. Her mother brought her some fresh clothes and then left to make her tea.
Maia wiped the condensation off the mirror and studied herself for a moment. Her green eyes were bright, her skin flushed and her wet hair dark and shiny. She had the same high cheekbones as her mother, the same nose and lips. She had her father’s arched eyebrows and his darker hair. She looked a lot better than she felt. She looked at herself a moment longer, searching for the sadness she knew was there, but then turned to blow out the candles.
Still buttoning up her blouse, she took the few steps into the common room and joined her mother by the fireplace.
“Jaik has told me what you are doing.”
There was no accusation in her mother’s voice, only concern. Maia looked down into her cup and watched the steam swirl over the hot liquid within. It was mint tea. Her favourite.
“I don’t know any other way.” Maia sighed and took a sip of her tea.
“Killing is not something you can get used to, Maia, no matter how much you practice it.” Malyn took her hand. “You know death and have accepted it as a natural element within our lives. Even killing animals for food is a natural thing; it is for survival. What you must accept, is that defending the things you love most is also natural. Every living being will defend its family. Have you never watched a mountain cat kill a wolf to defend its cub? Or seen a pair of sparrows drive away the hawk to protect their nest? It is their natural right to protect themselves, just as our warriors protect us if we are attacked. It is necessary for our survival.”
Malyn lifted her hand and tucked a stray strand of hair behind Maia’s ear. “So you see, it is not a matter of desensitising yourself to the killing, but accepting the necessity of it. Don’t make yourself numb, but realise that what you are doing has a place in the natural order of things. You are more than any mother could ever wish for. I am so proud of you and I know you can do this too. You have more strength within you than you know.”
“Mother, I …”
They both looked up as Jaik burst through the door.
“Maia, Mother, come quickly. Father is holding a meeting. The bird from Greystone just arrived.”
Maia gave Malyn a worried look at the urgency in Jaik’s voice.
“Go.” Malyn said, taking the cup from Maia. “I will follow.”
Maia jumped up and ran for the door. Jaik was already running down the steps. She hurried to catch up with him. Her heart raced and she knew it was not from running. Whatever message the bird brought was sure to change their lives in some way. She hoped it was for the better, but had a bad feeling.
They met more people hurrying to the Elder Hall. They ran into Silas by the Tall Steps, joined three Elders as they crossed Willow Walk and were met by four members of the Guard at the Whispering Pines. Together, they finally arrived at the Elder Hall and found it full already. Quickly, they ran down the steps.
Jagaer paced on the speaker’s platform, listening to Jadae read from a tiny scroll. Both were frowning.
“It does not look good,” Jaik whispered before he stepped onto the platform to hear the news from his father.
 

 
Maia stood on the bottom tier and watched the scowl on her brother’s face deepen. The burden of premonition lay heavy on her shoulders and she had a terrible urge to turn around and run away. She forced herself to stay, and watched the men on the platform discuss the writing on the tiny scroll until, finally, Jagaer lifted his hand and motioned everyone into silence. Someone coughed, but then everyone was still.
The silence seemed to have an oppressive presence and Maia noticed many a man shooting furtive glances around the assembly. Everyone expected bad news.
“Somas is on his way home. They should be back by this evening.”
The congregation released a collective breath.
“His news is not good.” Jagaer looked down at little paper and took a deep breath. “It reads ‘Prepare yourselves, war is coming, two Moons and two Quarters’.”
A murmur spread through the crowd, getting louder and louder, until Jagaer banged his staff on the floor and silence ruled once more.
“There is no point speculating about the details now. Somas will be here soon enough. We will meet again this evening. You can let your families know, but don’t spread panic.” Jagaer turned and motioned to Jaik. “I would like to meet with the Commanders of the Warrior Houses. Get everyone together and meet me in the Hall of the Guardians in an hour.”
Jaik bowed to his father and then walked up the stairs, the few Guard present following behind. Others also left, even some Elders. Uncertain, Maia stayed for a while, but when her father didn’t even acknowledge her presence, she ascended the steps and walked out.
Once outside, she ran along the high paths, jumping down ladders and leaping across bridges without realising where she was going. Although they had been talking about fighting the Vampyres for a while now, to have it confirmed came as a shock. Why was this happening? Tears stung her eyes and she did not see where she was going. Only when she heard the deep rumbling of Midnight’s warning growl, did she look up.
Sliding to stop, she stood gasping for breath. She stood right on the edge of one of the sheer drops that encircled the city. Only a small path led to this point. It was used as a look out, mostly by the Sentinels. From here, the city was hidden by the canopy, but the plains to the east were stretched out to the horizon, the Oakin River glittering in the morning sun.
Midnight hovered in the air slightly below her, fanning the trees below with the wind from his mighty wings. He rumbled again and Maia realised, because she had been so preoccupied with her own thoughts, she had not heard Midnight’s thoughts. She dropped the invisible barriers and Midnight’s concern immediately assaulted her. She staggered back a few steps, wind-milling her arms to keep her balance.
“Oh,” she gasped.
Midnight replied with a growl and hovered a bit closer. Images of her jumping flashed through her head and without thinking, she took three steps back, crouched and then sprinted forward. At the edge she jumped off at the same time Midnight swooped in and caught her as she started falling.
A nervous laugh escaped her as she grabbed the ridge above his neck and pulled herself into position. She only just avoided impaling herself on one of his spikes. She hooked her lower legs into the two crevasses on either side of Midnight’s neck, securing her position, and then Midnight suddenly dropped. She felt as if her stomach had moved up into her neck and had to hold on with all her might not to lose her leg hold. Then, just as it seemed they would crash into the canopy, Midnight spread his wings and she was pressed down onto his neck as gravity caught hold of her and they glided away over the green expanse.
They flew south for a while, staying over the forest, and Maia shared the news with Midnight. Discussing Somas, and his news, gave them an idea and they turned back to follow the Trade Route instead. The Guard would be on horseback, travelling along the road, instead of through the forest. Maia guessed they would be pushing their horses hard and would be almost half way by now
Maia urged Midnight on and it wasn’t long until he saw them in the distance. It was another few moments before Maia could see them too and not long after that they were flying above them, guiding them home. Maia asked Midnight to scan behind them, but he assured her there was no sign of pursuit.
 

 
“Here you go,” Maia whispered as she handed Somas the special tea she had prepared for him.
He looked like he had lost half his body weight in the last three days; his skin was pale and his hands shook. Nevertheless, he insisted of giving his account immediately and had been taken to the Elder Hall the moment they arrived. For an hour, they listened to everything Somas had to tell them and for another hour they debated on a plan of action. By the time they were done, Somas looked like he would collapse.
Maia left to make him his tea and had sent for Galina, his wife, so she could take him home. He would be fine, she knew, he simply needed rest.
Jagaer was still pacing, tracing the path along the lower tier of the hall. Jaik sat on the second tier, surrounded by his Guard, deep in discussion. The Elders, Silas and various others sat dispersed throughout the Elder Hall, going over the new information.
Galina finally came, gave Maia a thankful glance and took Somas home. Maia put the empty cup down and went to join Jaik and the Guard.
“I don’t think we really have any other choice,” Jaik said, his features grave.
Several of the men nodded.
“We should send birds at once. It will take the other clans some time to muster their forces.”
“I agree, Archer. I will bring it up as soon as everyone is here.” Jaik looked up and around the assembled people. “When are the rest getting here?”
“They should be here soon. They are already arriving as we speak.” Aari pointed to the door, just as Malyn, followed by several more people, walked through it. Her face was grim.
“Ah,” Jaik sighed, “now it begins.”
 

 
They all rose and took their positions around Jagaer’s seat. This was an official meeting and code would have to be obeyed. The Elders took their official seats along the lower tier, while Malyn, Maia and all high ranking members took their seats along the second tier. Jagaer was still pacing
More people filed in. Maia noticed Aaron take a seat on the third tier. As a member of the clan, he had a right to be here. More people arrived. It was getting crowded. Maia shifted uncomfortably on the bench, her nerves stretched tight.
When everyone had finally settled, Jagaer banged his staff on the floor and a hushed silence fell over the crowd.
“I am sure you have all heard the rumours by now.”
A murmur of acknowledgment went through the crowd.
“Somas has returned and has confirmed that all previous attacks have, indeed, been Vampyre. They have been scouting for a large-scale attack that is to take place at the beginning of Still Moon, just over two Moons hence. They are planning attacks here, at Greystone, in the east at The Wall, to the west at The Temple, the mid sector at The Pyramid and the far south at The Maze. Somas believes their planet is short on resources and they hope to supplement their shortfall from our population.”
Shouts of disbelief rose from the crowd.
“They want our blood,” Malyn whispered next to Maia, who took her hand and held it.
Whispered conversations forced Jagaer to bang his staff again. “Please, everyone, let me continue. “I believe the first thing we need to do, is to notify the other clans. And I mean not just here in Grildor, but all over the globe. We have a very short time to accomplish it, but it needs to be done. We will send birds to all our cities and they in turn can send birds to the outlying towns. We will initiate the Siren. I have already asked the Keepers to uncover the crystals. We hope that within a fortnight the global network of crystals will be linked and we will be able to communicate with the other Keepers.”
Another gasp went through the crowd. The Siren had not been initiated in centuries.
To Maia, the stories about the Siren were more myth than reality. The Siren was a network of crystals that linked all the gates all over the globe. In each case, the town closest to the gate was in charge of these crystals and the people protecting the crystals were called the Keepers. In times of need, Keepers would be able to communicate via the link the crystals established.
It was dangerous working with the crystals. Their energy was powerful. Looking at them for more than a fraction of a moment could blind. The crystals were known to alter the rhythm of the heart, cause shortness of breath, weaken the internal organs and cause people to bleed from the ears. Under normal circumstances, they were covered beneath a special woven cloth that let no light shine through, and locked away within a structure especially built for them.
“Birds will be sent to the other clan leaders tonight. I want them to assemble here as soon as possible for a war council. In the meantime, I want everyone who is willing and able to fight to sign up with the Legion. See Commander Willowbay to enlist. Leoro and his Smiths will continue with the production of shields and weapons and everyone who does not possess their own must make their requirements known, so that additional can be produced. We will hold training workshops every day as of tomorrow. Everyone will be required to attend. Silas will draw up a list of everyone who is unable to fight. Those we will send to Tarron Heights for safety.”
 

 
Maia was exhausted by the time the meeting was over. Malyn went home with Jagaer, Jaik had a meeting of the Guard to attend to and Silas wanted to be with Becci; That left her walking alone along the Garland and then up the Wisdom Steps. She did not want to go home. Her parents were sure to speak about the upcoming war. She did not want to go to Silas’ cave either; it would be depressing and lonely. She thought about Midnight and was about to make contact with him when someone touched her on the arm. She had been so deep in thought, the contact startled her.
Without thinking she whirled around, drew her knife and crouched into a defensive position. Something akin to a hiss escaped her lips.
“Whoa, it’s only me,” shouted Aaron, his hands held up defensively.
Maia quickly sheathed her knife. “I’m sorry,” she mumbled, “I didn’t hear you follow me.”
“It’s all right. It was my own fault. I should have known.” Aaron took a step forward and laid his hands on her shoulders.
Wearily she looked up at him.
“Are you all right? You looked upset by the developments tonight.”
Maia hesitated for a moment. She tried to avoid being alone with him, as he still sometimes made her feel uncomfortable with his innuendos and ill-disguised suggestions, but tonight she could really use someone to talk to and she saw only genuine concern in his eyes.
“No,” she said, her eyes already swimming with tears, “I don’t think I am all right.”
Aaron folded her into his arms and held her. She relaxed into him as the tears rolled down her face. His scent - the subtle combination of tarragon and sun-warmed rock - soothed to her raw nerves. He gently rocked her from side to side, all the while humming almost inaudibly. For the first time did she feel completely safe with him and she let him hold her until all her tears had dried up.
 

 
Aaron pulled the blanket a higher up over Maia’s shoulder and then rose to go through to the kitchen. He would make tea for when she woke up. As he busied himself with making a fire, he found it increasingly difficult to wipe the smile off his face. It had been a long time since he had been this happy.
In his mind, he replayed the events of last night. Willandor, his neighbour, alerted him to the meeting in the Elder Hall. The man briefly filled him in on why it was being held and, curious as to what was happening in his new home, Aaron decided to go to the meeting. Willandor said, as a member of the clan, he had a right to attend.
What he heard there had not shocked him. By now, he could almost believe anything, but it had worried him. He had accepted and settled into his new life and now it was threatened by yet another alien race. What really worried him, though, was the effect the news had on Maia.
Everyone appeared upset by the news, but there was an infinite sadness in Maia’s eyes that threatened to break his heart. When he noticed she walked away from the meeting alone, he worried even more. She shouldn’t be alone with this. There had been a heart-stopping moment when she turned on him with her knife, but what had come after was the reason for his permanent smile.
He had taken her home, to his house. By now he knew that being alone with Maia was considered inappropriate, but he did not care. He made her tea and they sat on the veranda, talking, until it got too chilly outside. They sat on his bear fur rug in front of the fire, where they talked late into the night. She told him what it meant to be a Life Elemental and how hard it was for her to deal with the fact that her people were threatened. She also told him how hard it was for her to deal with death and how violently she reacted to it. She bared her soul to him and he had never felt this close to her before.
Then he told her how her weakness, for that was what she called it, made her more human, or in her case, elven. He also explained that death was a natural part of life and nothing to fear. He just wanted to make her feel better, but she thought long and deep about what he said and seemed to have found profound meaning in it.
After that, they talked about other, less serious, matters and he believed she had enjoyed herself as much as he had. The kids came home, sat with them for a while, but then, sensing he wanted to be alone with Maia, they retired to their rooms.
It was long past midnight when she had eventually fallen asleep, curled up on his bear rug. He covered her with a blanket and lain down next to her, savouring her nearness, smelling her scent, but never touching her.
The kettle made a soft whistling sound and he took it off the fire. He dug through the box where Jasmin kept the tea and was happy to find some mint. He knew Maia liked it. He poured the steaming liquid over the leaves and then carried the cup through to the common room.
She was sitting up, putting a log onto the coals from last night and, when she made a quick motion with her hand over the log, it burst into flame immediately. He smiled to himself. She always did little things like this that amazed him. She was completely unaware of it. Just the other day, he watched her as she made her way across the Gathering Grounds. Someone had left a small pot of flowers on the stage and they had wilted. As Maia walked past them, she made a small motion with her hand and almost instantly the flowers came back to life. She had not stopped, nor faltered in her stride and he was sure she had not even noticed that she even did it.
“Good morning,” he said, his voice a little choked with emotion.
Aaron set the cup down in front of her and she smiled up at him. God, she is gorgeous, he thought, and smiled back at her.
“Good morning,” she replied, and picked up the cup to blow on the hot tea.
“I didn’t know if you wanted breakfast. We have a few things here if you are hungry.”
“Thank you, Aaron, but I should be going; there will be a lot to do today. I am sure my parents will also be wondering where I am.”
Aaron watched as she took a sip from the cup. She briefly closed her eyes, savouring the taste, and he thought his heart would burst with the feelings he had for her. The thought of anything happening to her, was torture. He did not want her to go. He didn’t want her to leave his house, didn’t want her to go into battle to defend her people. If she stayed with him, she would be safe. He knew nothing of fighting, or war, and he didn’t think he would stand a chance against a Vampyre with his human speed and reflexes.
“Are you going to join the groups that offer the training?”
“Jaik has been training with me already, but he said I should practice fighting with someone else, so yes, I think I will.”
Aaron smiled. Although he did not want her to go to war, he could think of nothing more beautiful than to watch her train. He was looking forward to it. Another thought occurred to him.
“Will you also train with Midnight?”
Maia looked at him for a moment, not saying anything. He could see her eyes narrow as she was thinking and he thought he said something wrong.
“Fight with Midnight?” she asked, more to herself, than him.
“Yes, isn’t that what you use dragons for?”
“Only the Plains Dragons have ever been used as Battle Dragons. Midnight is different. But …”
Maia put her now empty cup on a side table and stood up. She briefly straightened her tousled hair and when she turned to him, she had a gleam in her eyes that had not been there before.




 
“That was better. Let’s do it again,” Jaik shouted up at her.
Maia gave one of the signals she had been practicing, and Midnight turned, circled the clearing once and then swooped down once more. The wind stung her eyes and she could barely see. But her eyes were not important for this manoeuvre; only her intent. Midnight would do the rest. She concentrated on the wooden dummy that stood in the field and the lance strapped to one of its arms. The object of this lesson was to disarm the dummy, which proved a lot more difficult than they had anticipated. During the last three Quarters, they had practiced with Midnight whenever Jaik had free time. Archer, Riker and Aari also helped on occasion, each contributing from their own field of expertise.
At first, it had been difficult. When she first mentioned to her brother that she wanted to use Midnight in combat, he laughed. Using a Soul Dragon in battle was unheard of and the most unorthodox thought Maia ever had. But, she had convinced Jaik that, this way, she would be able to join them in battle and be completely safe. For who would be able to harm her, while she was riding Midnight. So, they started to train.
First, they devised a series of signals. Although they could communicate with their minds, dragons and Elves were fundamentally so different, that misunderstandings could occur in such tense situations. Also, the idea was for her to fly with the Battle Dragon Battalions, and she needed to practice the signals the Dragon Riders used. Each signal was for a different manoeuvre they had to learn. Swoop in, grab the opponent, then fly high, and drop him so he would fall to his death. Or swoop in and disarm the opponent to make it easier for her warriors. Or fly over the enemy army, dropping boulders on their heads. On and on the list went, and she had been practicing them all relentlessly.
She enjoyed training with Midnight, and spending so much time with her brother, but she tried not to think about what she was actually doing - devising methods to kill another living being. Sometimes she had nightmares. Visions of her stabbing and slashing, blood spraying everywhere. She would often wake in the middle of the night, drenched in a cold sweat and her blankets crumpled.
But she kept her concerns to herself. On more than one occasion was she confronted about wanting to have an active part of the fighting; her mother pleaded with her, Jasmin cried, Aaron begged, and she had recurring dreams of Death in his wolf form, always linked with visions of a field of the dead.
“That was much better,” Jaik shouted up at her, bringing her out of her reverie.
She patted Midnight on his shoulder. It was clear to her, whatever they did right, Midnight did it and not her. She conveyed her gratitude and admiration to him and felt him acknowledge it with pride.
“You can land now,” Jaik yelled as she circled overhead. “I think that was enough for today.”
 

 
Midnight completed one last circle, then slightly folded his wings and dived. They weren’t very high, so almost immediately he spread his wings again to slow them, as they approached the ground. Maia was jarred in her new saddle, but she laughed as he landed, buffeting Jaik and Silas with the wind from his wings.
She had used the saddle twice now. It was clear after their first few training sessions, that it was almost impossible to fight from the back of a dragon without a saddle. She approached Galassan, their Leathersmith, and he made one for her. There had been a few tense moments when Galassan had to get Midnight’s measurements, but in the end, and with lots of coaxing from Maia, it was accomplished.
Almost a fortnight later, at the Harvest Feast Celebration, Galassan presented her with the finished article. Because of the impending war, the Harvest Feast had been a muted affair and no one enjoyed it much. This, though, made it special for Maia.
She wanted something simple and practical, but Galassan outdid himself. Not only did it fit Midnight perfectly, but it was also extremely comfortable for Maia, had safety straps in numerous places and was engraved with little battle scenes of dragons fighting. Completely black, it matched Midnight’s colour so well that it was almost impossible to tell where leather ended and dragon skin began. Maia loved it.
The Leathersmith even made her leather armour to match. A leather vest with finely woven chain mail underneath, leather pants with greaves that featured the same design as the saddle, and bracers for her arms with a matching pair of gloves. The vest had straps at the back that held her Twin Blades. The greaves held her hunting knives and she had straps on her thighs that held two more knives. Because of the Twin Blades, there was no space for her bow and the quiver, so Galassan made loops on the saddle she could attach those to.
After undoing the buckles of her safety straps, she swung her right leg over and ran down Midnight’s left foreleg as he knelt to let her down. Once she was off, he raised himself back up onto all fours, flapped his wings once and with one push of his hind legs was airborne. He would meet them by The Crags later, where they had constructed a device that helped them take the saddle off his back.
Jaik and Silas walked towards her, having retreated while Midnight landed. Although they spent a lot of time with him lately, they remained wary of him and he was no friendlier than he was before. He only tolerated their presence, because of how Maia felt about them.
They met in the middle of the field and Jaik helped Maia take off her vest. He had insisted she use it every day for training to wear in the leather and to make it soft and subtle.
“You did well. I think we have made a lot of progress this Quarter.”
“Midnight does most of the work,” Maia said, a little out of breath, but pride in her voice. “I only tell him what to do and then hang on tight. I almost wish he was a bit smaller, so that I could do some real fighting from his back, but I am too high up to reach anyone on foot.”
“I think it is better this way,” Silas said. “If Midnight does the killing it might not affect you as much as if you were to do it yourself. Although I don’t doubt your abilities, I would feel better if you were not involved in the fighting on the ground at all.”
“I know you are worried, Silas, but I have made up my mind. I will ride on Fire along with the rest of the army. Once the fighting begins, I will be in the air with Midnight. Father has arranged that thirty Dragon Warriors from Commander Hollowdale’s command will be flying with me. We will be airborne most of the time and Midnight will keep me safe, but I will land and see to injured that need immediate help. Father knows this, which is why he insisted on allocating me the thirty warriors. They will stand watch while I see to the wounded, but I might still have to defend myself while on foot.”
“I will be there as well. I can see to the critically injured and stabilise them until the fighting it over. Then you can heal them.”
“It might not come to that much fighting,” Jaik cut in. “Our strategy is to surprise them as they come through the Gate. If everything goes as planned, the dragons will stop the Vampyres from leaving the stones before the actual fight can even begin.” He picked up the now broken lance the practice dummy had been holding and turned towards the city. “Come,” he called over his shoulder, “I am parched, let us enjoy some of Yanamere’s ale before we retire for the day.”
Silas smiled, somewhat appeased, and both followed Jaik as he strode through the long grass towards the forest.
Maia began unbuckling her gear. Even though the days were a little cooler now, she still got terribly hot in all her leathers. She had just taken off her gloves and stuck them into the back of her pants, when she felt her body tingle with excitement. She stopped and blinked a few times, trying to understand what was causing the sensation. Silas halted and looked at her; it took Jaik a few moments before he too, stopped and turned to look back.
“What’s wrong?” Silas asked with concern in his voice.
“I’m not sure. I feel like …” A small sigh escaped her lips and she swayed slightly.
“Are you all right?” Silas took a step forward and held her by the shoulders to steady her.
“I don’t know. I just need a moment.” Maia panted, leaning forward, hands on her knees.
“Silas,” Jaik said, speaking softly, but the urgency in his voice was unmistakable.
Silas and Maia looked up and into the direction Jaik pointed.
Maia gasped as she saw him and her knees buckled beneath her. Silas caught her before she could fall. He held her, watching as the black wolf prowled along the tree line, watching them. Jaik moved towards where Silas and Maia stood and took his bow off his shoulder and notched an arrow.
“No, do not shoot him,” Silas said quietly but urgently, placing a restraining hand on Jaik’s arm.
“That is the biggest wolf I have ever seen. Is he what I think he is?” Jaik said in awe.
“That is the Death Wolf. The Death Elemental.”
“I see,” Jaik said and stepped protectively in front of his sister. “I wondered when he would show up here. Everyone has been talking about him. Should we be worried?”
“I don’t think he is here to harm us,” Silas replied, and cast a worried glance at Maia.
Maia was deathly pale. Silas still held her. He could feel her tremble.
“The Death Elemental is the only one with the ability to transform,” Silas continued. He felt he needed to keep talking in order to keep Maia calm. She was obviously distraught. “There are three forms mentioned in the histories. The wolf, the raven and the razorback boar. But they are rare, like Maia, and the last known to exist was over a thousand years ago. I believe he assumed the form of the raven.”
“So why is he here?”
Jaik studied the wolf with narrowed eyes and took another step closer to Maia, completely blocking the wolf’s view of her. The wolf had fixed his eyes on his sister and he didn’t like it. He could feel the tension roll off her and it started to affect him too. He wished the black wolf would just go away.
“I don’t know. They don’t usually stay in one place for too long, but this one has been here since the Vampyres were spotted in our area. Maybe he came here for them,” Silas said, but didn’t think it was true. He had a suspicion it had to do with Maia, but did not want to frighten her further.
“Maybe we should just back away and go the long way round to the village.”
All three took a few steps back as the wolf suddenly boldly padded a few steps in their direction. His black coat shone as he emerged from the shadow of the trees into the sunlight. He stopped about fifty paces away from them. His size and fearsome demeanour was even more frightening up close.
Maia gasped as the wolf bared his teeth and let out a loud growl. He took another few steps in their direction, his fur bristling.
“NO!” Maia shouted and extricated herself from Silas’ arms.
She stepped away from him and took two steps towards the wolf.
They stared at each other, the tension between them thick in the air.
“You will go now,” she said with force and determination. “I do not want you here. Go. Leave us alone.”
Death narrowed his eyes and growled again, dropped his head slightly, turned around and ran back into the forest.
 

 
The three were silent, watching the tree line for movement. After a while, Maia let out a heavy sigh and their tense vigil was broken.
“That was intense. What was that all about?” Jaik slung his bow over his back.
With the tension leaving her body, she finally collapsed. If it had not been for Silas, she would have fallen. He helped her sit and then took her hands in his.
“You look like that wasn’t the first time you have seen him. Do you want to tell me about it?” Silas said in a gentle voice.
“No,” she said so softly Jaik could not hear. “Not here.”
“I see,” Silas replied. In a louder voice, he said, “Do you think you will be all right to walk home now? Jaik could fetch a horse if you wish.”
“I’ll be all right. I am feeling better already. He just took me off guard.”
 

 
Silas poured the boiling water over the mixture of leaves he had put together for Maia’s tea. He had taken great care in his selection of the herbs. Maia needed something calming, yet strong enough to get her through the shock she had experienced. He stirred in a little honey, then carried the cup over to her and sat down beside her on the bench by the fireplace.
“Here you go, this will help,” he said as he handed her the cup.
She graced him with a smile, but it did not reach her eyes.
“Would you like to tell me about it now?”
He hoped she would open up to him. He could see how strongly this affected her. He had sent Jaik away, although it had been difficult to persuade him that his sister would be fine without him. In the end Silas simply insisted that he listen. He was his elder and should be respected and obeyed at all times. Jaik grumbled, but had then left with a promise to return to fetch her when it got dark, so she would not walk home alone.
Maia took a sip of her tea before she answered.
“I have …” she hesitated. Should she tell him all of it? “I have had visions … dreams about him ever since I’ve come home. Strange dreams. Sometimes frightening and sometimes … different.”
Silas watched as Maia took a deep breath and closed her eyes for a moment. He could see she was struggling, so he was silent, waiting for her to continue in her own time. The moments ticked by as he waited, but it eventually became clear Maia was not quite ready to talk.
He put his hand on hers. “Death, besides Life, is the most powerful Elemental in the world. They go through training just like you, but their training also includes the shape shifting. It isn’t something that comes naturally to them, although they have the power within them. It takes much training and strength to remain in another form for any length of time. He looks like he has been fully trained for a while to be so comfortable in his wolf form, so he must be older than you. Most people see the Death Wolf as a bad omen and that death is coming. Even an ordinary raven is often seen as a death omen, which does not make the birds a favourite of our people.”
Silas took a sip of tea before he continued.
“It could be that he is here to warn us. We have reason enough to believe that there is death on its way. The Vampyre attacks have increased and we know that war will be upon us soon. There might be a simple explanation on why he appeared to us. Even your dreams of him might be a warning. It might help if you told me about it. You know I will not judge you for it. Dreams have their own way of manifesting, and we might learn something valuable.”
Maia looked up into Silas’s wise, grey eyes. His long, grey hair hung loose today, making his face seem long and narrow. She had known him all her life and she trusted him. Yet she was not sure if she was ready to share that part of her life with him. She didn’t even understand it herself. Maybe confiding in him would help. Maybe he had advice he could give her. She took a deep breath and began.
“I have had several dreams. They usually start out peaceful enough, until I become aware of a fear, a menace close by. I get scared and I try to run. Then he shows himself and I am unable to move. It is both terrifying and thrilling at the same time. They invoke feelings deep inside me I didn’t know I had.”
Maia looked down, blushing. She took another steadying breath and carried on.
“I have also met him in real life on several occasions. I was walking in the forest when I heard a terrible scream. When I followed the sound to a clearing, there he was, in wolf form, standing over a deer he had just killed. I was outraged, as you can imagine, and when the black wolf started towards us, I screamed. It was the only signal Wolf needed, because he immediately launched himself at Death. There was no contest. Death overpowered him within moments and if I had not stepped in, I think he would have killed Wolf.”
She took a sip of her tea. Silas nodded to her encouragingly.
“I met him again on the way to Braérn. I told Jaik it had been a normal wolf that frightened me and that Midnight tried to protect me from, but it wasn’t, it was Death. We were standing facing each other in the little forest, it was dark, but I could clearly see him … and smell him. All sense and reason left me then and I would have gone to him if it had not been for Midnight. I cannot explain it, it made no sense, but I wanted to go to him.”
Maia paused and gently Silas said, “Go on, it’s all right.”
“Then I saw him in Braérn, at the feast. It was only for a brief moment, but he was in man form and I … I cannot explain it, but I was inexplicably drawn to him, yet I know there is danger there. I just don’t know what he wants or what I am to do.”
She put her head in her hands and sobbed.
Silas put his arms around her. “It’s all right, don’t fret. He is a powerful creature and an Opposite. That kind of power can be confusing. Let me make you more tea. The chamomile will help calm you.”
He rose and poured her another cup. She took it gratefully and sipped while Silas went to one of his shelves and rummaged through his collection of scrolls. He had some kind of order amongst his many things only he was aware of. She could never find anything when he asked her to. After a short while, he came back to the fire with two tightly rolled scrolls. Both looked ancient, discoloured with age and frayed on the edges. Silas sat down next to her with a sigh and unrolled one of the scrolls.
“These are texts about Elementals by the Elder Amala. She did a special study about the relationships between Elementals, especially Primes, and she has some very interesting notes. All Elementals have an opposite; Fire and Water, Earth and Air. There is always some attraction between opposites, but in the Minor Elementals, the consequences are minimal, and most don’t even notice it. In Primes, this attraction is more pronounced and mostly leads to some form of confrontation.”
Silas pointed to tightly written text on the scroll he had opened.
“The relationship between Life and Death, however, has significant impact. You are much more powerful than any other Elemental and the difference between life and death is so vast that most cannot overcome it. Their meeting is always fraught with disaster. Life cannot abide death and Death strives to extinguish life. One has to dominate the other, and they will fight. One of them will die. That’s why Life and Death Elementals usually do not exist in the same lifetime. There have been incidents, not many, but the ones that are recorded, speak of terrible things.”
Maia’s eye widened in terror, but Silas held up a hand and continued.
“But Amala mentions here that once, over eight thousand years ago, there was a pair of Life and Death Elementals that came together when their peoples’ need was great. It speaks of them as heroes that protected their people from great evil.”
Maia sighed. Maybe there was hope after all.
“Unfortunately, there isn’t much detail, so I cannot tell you what to expect,” Silas continued. “I would advise you to be careful. Although I hope he has no malicious intent, we cannot know for sure what he wants. We should treat him with care and try to avoid him if at all possible. I will see if I can acquire more writings on this matter.”




 
“Why do we have to leave? I want to stay with you!”
Jasmin was pouting. She did not like the idea of having to leave Maia to go to another city, with strange people, just to be safe.
“Jasmin, it will be the safest place for you. Our city is the closest to the Gate and all the warriors from the other clans will be arriving here shortly. My grandparents will also be going, along with all those too young or too old to fight. Malyn will also follow, but only once we have departed for the Gate. You will enjoy the trip there. It is a four day march through the mountains, but is very beautiful. There are waterfalls and rivers that wind through ravines so deep, the bottom never gets to see sunlight.
“The most beautiful blooms grow there, glowing most bright during the night. The valleys have flowers of every colour and size and there are trees that carry a fruit that looks like a nut, but tastes like honey. The mountains are full of precious stones the people of Tarron Heights mine. You might be able to trade for some nice jewellery. And, if you pay close attention where you walk, you might just find a crystal by the waterfalls or along the river beds. You will like it, you’ll see.”
Maia smiled encouragingly at Jasmin, who was still moping. “Once the war is over, you can come back. My father says, with the strategy we have in place, it should be over quickly. I don’t want anything to happen to you, or Luke and Aaron.” She took Jasmin’s hand and held it.
Jasmin smiled at her sadly. “But what about you? I will worry the whole time. And Archer. I will miss him so much.”
“Archer is quite capable of looking after himself, and so am I. And I am not fighting alone, I will be fighting with Midnight, I could not be safer.”
Maia took Jasmin in her arms. Although they were of an age, and had become fast friends, Maia felt a strangely maternal urge to protect her. Going to Tarron Heights was the safest option for Jasmin. Soon, their city would be full of warriors, their War Horses and their Battle Dragons. Everyone would be training and preparing for the coming fight, and they would be in the way.
“Come, I will help you pack. I will give you some of my suede, which you can use for trade. I might even have some sheepvine. It is a rare and powerful painkiller. People will line up to trade for it. I’m sure you will find something beautiful there for yourself.”
 

 
“There, that should do it.”
Maia dropped the last bundle of clothes on to the bed. Jasmin stuffed them into her bag, still a little upset about having to leave. Luke and Aaron had also come home to pack. Maia had lent some of her brother’s rucksacks for Luke and Aaron to use. Jasmin was using one of hers.
“We’re done,” shouted Luke from the common room. “I am making tea. Will you have some with us?”
The question was obviously intended for Maia. She considered it for a moment. There was still so much to do, she didn’t want to waste more time, but it was their last night here. They would leave early in the morning.
“Yes, I would love some tea,” she shouted back.
She helped Jasmin tie the backpack closed and then they went through to the common room. Aaron sat at the fire, which crackled in the pit.
The evenings are getting colder, Maia thought. I should remind them to take their overcoats as well.
She found herself a place to sit near the flames. Aaron smiled at her. It did not make her as uncomfortable as it used to. Although she was aware of his feelings, during the last few Quarters he had been patient and not made any advances. She was glad for it.
Jasmin helped Luke finish the tea and they brought the tray through to the common room. Luke poured and Jasmin handed out the cups.
“I understand why we have to go,” Aaron said, “but I wish you would go with us. Are you sure we cannot change your mind?”
“No, Aaron, I cannot abandon my people. It is my duty to serve and protect them and I will help in any way I can. Don’t worry about me; I have Midnight to protect me.”
She smiled at him, which took him off guard and he momentarily forgot what they were talking about.
“Do you know how long we will have to be away for?” he asked when he regained his composure.
“The warriors will start to arrive from tomorrow. The date Somas has given us is only one Moon away. The fight should, hopefully, not take long, so if everything goes to plan, you could be back here within five or six Quarters.”
They were silent for a moment, each sipping their tea.
Luke spoke next. “We only know Vampyres from our stories on Earth. I believe these are different. Ours are mostly portrayed as beautiful, irresistible and deadly. Would you mind telling us about these Vampyres?”
Maia considered the question. She did not want to frighten them, but she did not want to lie either. She remembered the story Elder Livarion told at the last meeting. It was the truth, but left out the more gruesome aspects of the enemy they would be facing. She set her cup down and sat up straighter. The Humans leant forward in anticipation. They had learned that Elves loved stories and there were stories to be heard most evenings around the fires.
“The Vampyres’ planet is called Naylera. It is slightly bigger than Elveron or Earth, but by far not as pretty as either. It is riddled with Volcanoes and whole areas of it are often covered in noxious fumes. Vampyres need very little oxygen to live.
“No one can recall exactly when the Vampyres changed. Trade between Naylera and the other planets stopped a few thousand years ago, as they had plundered their planet of resources and had nothing to trade with. It wasn’t until about eight hundred years ago that the Elders realised the Vampyres underwent change. They used to be a tall, stately people, handsome and elegant, but they were also proud and greedy, which is assumed to have led to their demise.
“More recent research has discovered that their physical change was a direct consequence of their lifestyle and diet. Because of vegetation scarcity on their planet, they became complete carnivores and their bodies adapted. Vampyres have always had a taste for blood, but they ate a variety of foods before. With the change in diet, some of their features altered. Their faces became slightly elongated, enhancing the visibility of their already prominent canines. Due to the lack of vegetables and greens, their skin has taken on a greyish, unhealthy pallor and is stretched tightly over their angular bones.
“They also lack the natural materials to make cloth. They devised a means to make a strange material out of the oil they pump up from the depth of their planet, to supplement the furs and leathers they wear. It is hard and durable, but flexible enough to be shaped. It can be dyed any colour and they use it for many things, including items of clothing. Most of their shoes are made from it. However, it melts easily, unable to withstand high temperatures. We believe their army does not use the material in combat clothing; that consists mainly of Werewolf fur, Vampyre skins and bone armour.
“Their beasts, the Werewolves, are even more horrifying to look at. They have the general shape of a wolf, but much larger. Their humped shoulders are almost the same height as a horse. Inbreeding and selective breeding has also altered their appearance. They are bred for bulk, strength and viciousness, and are used as beasts for hunting and killing.
“It is believed the Vampyres have made forays to other planets to gather resources, but those visits have always been brief. This is the first time that they have come through in such numbers and the first time that they are actively planning a raid. We think, what little food supply remained on their planet, has now dried up and they are forced to look elsewhere in order to survive.”
Maia took her cup off the low table and drank the rest of it in one go. Her throat was parched. She was not used to speaking uninterrupted for that long. When she set the cup back down, she noticed the shocked faces of her family.
Luke recovered first. “They sound like horrible creatures. And to think that they have Werewolves as well …” He shuddered.
“So it is true then? They do drink blood?” Aaron asked.
“Yes,” Maia answered, “but they also eat meat, any meat. Silas thinks they are no better than the Werewolves they breed.”
“And do you know if they are good fighters? In our legends Vampyres are incredibly strong and faster than the eye can see.”
Maia heard Luke’s voice quiver, no doubt worried about her answer.
“Yes, we believe they are good fighters. Somas has confirmed they have a massive army. They are, indeed, strong and fast. But, among the races, Elves and Vampyres are the most similar. We are also stronger and faster than Humans are, so in strength and speed we equal them. The battle will be decided by the element of surprise, the strategies used and the skills of the individual warriors. We believe we have a good chance and, although Elves do not do battle often, we are good fighters and will do anything to protect our home.”
 

 
It was very late by the time Maia went home. The moons had already travelled half their circuit in the sky. She heard the Sentinels murmur a greeting as she walked by. Watch fires were lit all around the city; she could see the flames blinking through the foliage in some places. All lanterns on all paths were lit. Although she would have been able to find her way in the dark, she was glad for the extra security. It did make her feel safer.
She thought about the evening and wondered if it had been wise to tell them so much. But they were a part of their clan now and they had a right to know. She knew they worried for her safety, but she was probably more afraid for theirs She would feel better once the bird arrived with the message that they had reached Tarron Heights.
When she walked into the house it was dark. Everyone had gone to bed already. Wolf rose from his blanket by the dying fire and ran to her, tail wagging. She took a moment to greet him and to rub behind his ears.
“I am tired, Wolf, I am going to bed.”
Wolf cocked his head to the side, listening to her.
“You can sleep in my room if you want.”
Subconsciously, she made the motion with her hand as she spoke and Wolf ran up the stairs ahead of her. She smiled indulgently after him.
She washed quickly, changed into sleeping clothes and snuggled under her blankets. Her mother had put winter bedding on already. The blanket was stuffed with goose down and kept her warm even in the dead of winter.
“Come, Wolf,” she said, and Wolf jumped onto the bed and curled up by her feet. She scratched him behind his ears again. She would miss him, but she felt better for sending him along with Jasmin - they could keep each other safe.
She closed her eyes and was almost instantly asleep. It had been an emotionally draining day.
 

 
She was warm and comfortable, tucked into her furs on her bed. Candles cast a pleasant glow around the small, cosy room. She sighed. Surely, it was not time to get up yet. She snuggled deeper into her furs. She was just about to doze off, when she felt him move closer to her under the fur blanket. His warmth against her bare back felt good. She wriggled a bit to conform her body to his and felt him respond to her movement.
He stroked his warm hands along her thigh. She could feel his breath on the back of her neck, giving her goosebumps. His hand moved up, stroking along her stomach, then cupping her breast. She shivered when her nipple became hard under his touch. He kissed her neck and shoulders and pressed closer to her, hugging her to him. She felt his need for her and her body responded. She moaned softly. She wanted him too.
Slowly, she turned in the circle of his arms. Now facing him, he took his time to kiss her, first gently, then more urgently, until they were both breathing harder. She could feel his desire pressed close to her thigh. Firmly, he pushed her shoulders down, turning her onto her back, then bent over and kissed along her jawline, and found her mouth again. She shivered with delight at his touch. She was so ready for him. She shifted her body to allow him access. Anticipation made her tingle all over.
 

 
She woke with a start. A soft scream escaped her lips. Wolf jumped off the bed, startled. She still felt arousal surge though her body and she fought to control it. There was no doubt in her mind about who had been with in her dreams. But why was she dreaming of him like this? What was the meaning of it all? She shook her head, angry with herself, then got up and went to the washstand to splash her face with cold water.
The water cleared her head somewhat and she felt the effect of the dream wear off. She would have to pull herself together. She had to focus now, concentrate on her training. The warriors would start arriving from today.
They expected people from Thala Yll, plus their dragons. Alea Yll was sending their entire legion, Braérn and Crook Harbour had promised all foot soldiers as well as their cavalry, and Tarron Height would send every man and woman able to lift a weapon. It was the same with Shadow Hall. Everyone wanted to fight and everyone who was able to fight would remain here, while everyone unable to fight would leave this morning to go to Tarron Heights for safety.
Tarron Heights was deep in the mountains. It nestled in a large valley close to where the Oakin River sprang to life. From Shadow Hall, it was a four-day march through rough terrain, but the exceptional scenery made it worth it. If one were to travel from Greystone to Tarron Height, one had to go through a thick and dark forest that covered the uneven and constantly rising terrain. Bears and wolves abounded in that section of forest, as well as Riven, if the stories were to be believed, and Elves seldom ventured there. The way was hemmed in on both sides by tall mountain ridges, so the only way to get from the Gate to Tarron Heights was to go the long way around, which could take as long as seven days. Her family would be safe in Tarron Heights.
She was dressed now and made her way down the stairs into the common room. Her father and Jaik were already gone, but her mother and Biandala were busy in the kitchen. She smiled as she thought back on how amazed Luke and Jasmin had been that they had a Server in the house.
They had Servers, or Servants as the Humans called them, in England too, but to hire them cost a lot of what they called money or Credits, which was their currency. As Elveron did not deal in coin, they wondered how they paid Biandala for her services. Malyn had laughed when she explained it. Most families had a Server. It was a respected position in their society. Sometimes, whole families were employed as Servers and standard payment for employed was food and any other household essential. Good Servers would often be rewarded with other items; usually something of more value they could either keep or trade with. Biandala was one of the higher-ranking members of their city as she served the royal family. She was very proud of her job.
“Good morning,” Maia greeted them, and they replied in kind.
“Here,” Malyn said, and handed her a slice of bread with cheese, “you had better go if you want to say farewell. The caravan has gathered already and is almost ready to depart.”
Maia took the bread and thanked her mother. Why she had slept so long? If it had not been for her dream, she would probably still be sleeping. Maybe it was because of her dream she had slept so late. Thinking of the dream brought on memories she did not want to relive right now.
She raced down the Royal Steps and onto The Slope to the Gathering Ground, trying not to choke on her bread.
Once on the ground, bread finished, she trotted through the trees and then onto the Gathering Ground. As her mother had said, the people were already assembled. Some were on horseback, others on foot. Jagaer had selected ten warriors from the Legion to accompany the people and see them safely to Tarron Heights. They would remain there until the threat had passed.
Maia glanced around, trying to spot her brother or Luke and Jasmin. The crowd was dense, around four hundred people were going, and it took her a while to find them.
“There you are. I hope you weren’t going to leave without saying goodbye.” She smiled at them.
“We would never,” Jasmin said, grinning back at her.
“One last time … are you sure you don’t want to come with us?”
Maia heard the hope in Aaron’s words, but by his voice she could tell he knew the answer to that question. She just shook her head.
“Archer has given me a horse, so I don’t have to walk. But Papa and Luke prefer to walk. I am sure that if everyone would ride we could get there so much faster.”
“We cannot spare the horses, Jasmin. We will need them for the fight. It is a great measure of his affection for you that he has begged a horse for you. I am sure it was not an easy task.”
Jasmin blushed and looked down. She had not realised what it meant.
“You are very special. You don’t need to be ashamed. And she is a fine animal.” Maia patted the horse’s neck. “What is her name?”
Jasmin giggled. “She has a very strange name. Archer called her Fireweed.”
“Oh,” Maia said. “That is a fine horse indeed. It is a strong name; Fire is her sire if she has the word fire in her name and Fireweed is the only vegetation Soul Dragons eat. It is like a breath mint for them, but the burning sensation when Elves, or Humans, eat it, would be sure to kill you.”
Jasmin grinned and gave her horse a hug. Maia marvelled at how comfortable she was with the animal. Just a few Moons ago she had been under the impression that horses were extinct and had never even seen a live animal before.
Everyone looked up as a bugle sounded. Jagaer stood on the wooden stage that was a permanent fixture in the Gathering Grounds and waited until the crowed had settled enough to hear him.
A raven squawked as it flew over and Maia felt shivers run down her back. It felt like an ill omen that the raven spoke before her father. She tried to shake off the uneasy feeling, but as she listened to her father, the feeling became stronger. She could not concentrate on his words at all and she was startled when the bugle sounded again and the people picked up their bags from the ground to sling them over shoulders or across their horses.
“I will miss you so very much,” Jasmin said, and hugged her.
“And I you, Jasmin,” Maia managed to say, her voice choked with emotion that had nothing to do with them leaving.
“Bye, Maia,” Luke said simply and also hugged her before he, too, shouldered his pack.
“You know I will miss you too while I am gone.” Aaron took one of her hands in his. “I hope you remain safe and that we will reunite soon.”
Aaron leant in and lightly kissed her on the cheek. He let go of her hand, turned, shouldered his rucksack and strode off towards the front of the column of people without a backward glance.
“He loves you, you know,” Luke said before he grabbed the reins of Jasmin’s horse and led it away, Jasmin sitting happily in its saddle.
 

 
Maia stared after the caravan of people and horses for only a moment. Then she turned and ran. She had no destination in mind; she just wanted to get away. Away from her dream, away from the terrible premonition, away from Aaron’s expectations. She vaguely heard Midnight roar in the distance, aware of her emotions, and the corresponding shrieks of the horses behind her. She wondered briefly if Jasmin’s riding skills were already good enough to sit a spooked horse.
She ran out from under the trees and into the open ground to the southeast of the village. Wolf was suddenly by her side, keeping pace with her, and Midnight circled overhead, always watching. She ran until her lungs burned and her legs shook from fatigue. Finally, she sat on a small knoll dotted with spindly trees. Wolf sat beside her, his tongue hanging out, panting.
Wolf should be with the caravan, but she was glad he was here now. Midnight landed in the field below. His head was now level with hers. She looked into his eyes and saw concern. A tear escaped her left eye. Midnight made a deep rumbling noise in his chest and soothing images flooded her brain. She wondered how he knew to do that.
 

 
It was late afternoon when she returned to Shadow Hall. Worried that her absence had caused her parents concern, she went to the house first to let them know she was fine and that Wolf had stayed behind. Then she went to see Silas. He was not in his cave, so she went to his home. Becci answered the door and let her in, then busied herself with making tea.
“What ails you, Maia? You look like there is something weighing heavily on your mind.”
Silas led her through to his little study and she took a seat opposite his desk.
“I had another dream. Stranger than all the ones before.” She didn’t want to go into too much detail, but she was almost sure the dream and the omen were connected. “Death featured very prominently in it and I was distraught when I awoke.”
Becci brought in the tea, smiled at Maia and then left the study. Silas shared almost everything with Becci, but matters of Elemental powers were only discussed between Elementals.
“I went to the Gathering Grounds to wish Luke, Jasmin and Aaron a good journey. Then, just before my father held his speech, a raven flew over the assembled people and I can still hear the plaintive cry it uttered. It has haunted me all day.”
Silas nodded, but remained silent.
“It gave me a most horrible premonition. I feel as if we are not sending them to safety, but to their death. I cannot shake the feeling.”
“Omens are a serious matter. Although a squawking raven could be just that, I don’t think that that is what you saw and heard. I trust in your instincts and so should you. I will go home with you and speak to Jagaer. We should send extra people after the caravan, just in case. And I think we should be extra careful with the approach to the Gate. Come, finish your tea; let us not delay this any longer. The sooner Jagaer can dispatch more people, the better.”
 

 
It had been a long evening again. It was past midnight when she got to bed. Her father had been as concerned about the omen as Silas and had taken his advice seriously. Riders had been dispatched almost immediately. Jaik had doubled the Night Watch again and pulled the Sentinels in closer to the village.
Exhausted, she crawled under her blanket. Wolf had gone with Jaik, so she had the bed to herself. She closed the shutters on her crystal lantern, the single Lumina on her windowsill the only light in the room. Finally feeling safe, she soon fell asleep.
 

 
The sun had just risen when she angrily got out of bed. She had slept well enough through the night, but then she had another dream. It had woken her as it had yesterday. She did not bother with cold water from the little basin this morning, but took a cold shower. The mornings were fresh now with autumn approaching and she shivered as she pulled on her clothes. She was mostly angry with herself. She should have more self-control.
She snatched up her bow and quiver and went downstairs. The house was thankfully empty.
Maia walked briskly along The Axis, through the warren that was the Workers Lanes and finally up Warriors Walk. Noises came from the Sparring Grounds. Some of the warriors must have arrived yesterday, so she veered off towards the Archery Field. She hoped it would be empty, but when she got there, she noticed a few people already practicing. Some she did not recognise and assumed them to be warriors from another city.
She circled the large field and took up position in the last row. It was far enough away from the others; she did not feel like talking to anyone. The targets were set at a hundred and fifty paces, which suited her fine. One after another, she let her arrows fly until her quiver was empty. Then she stomped across the range and retrieved her arrows, before starting again. In her mind, she was shooting at the man with the deep blue eyes. She visualised him in the target, drawing her bow to full extension, making every shot count. Halfway through her third round, Jaik came up behind her and grabbed her arms. She gave a startled cry.
“Maia, stop, what are you doing?”
She looked into Jaik’s eyes and was astounded to see fear in them. She looked around. A crowd had gathered behind her. Everybody was staring at her, mumbling and pointing. Some were slowly retreating.
“What’s wrong?” she asked in a whisper.
Jaik took her by the shoulders and turned her around so she could look at the forest around her. Her eyes opened wide in astonishment. The trees and the entire area behind her was covered in vines. Fat, twisting ropes climbed up the trunks. Thousands of leaves sprouted from every shoot. Glowing, blue flowers were opening their petals even as she looked on.
“What is this?” she breathed, looking at Jaik.
“It’s you. It started when you shot your arrows. The more you shot, the faster they grew. You were scaring the people.”
Maia stumbled, and Jaik helped her sit on a log.
“It’s all right now, I’m here. Do you want to talk about it?” 
Maia couldn’t tell Jaik about her dreams. It was too embarrassing to admit even to herself.
“No,” she said and put her face in her hands.
Jaik asked everyone to give her some space and then asked Riker to bring Silas. He would know how to handle this. 
 

 
There were no further dreams during the nights, and days, that followed. Silas made her a very strong tea, which made her dizzy, after the incident at the Archery Field, but had refrained from scolding her about her blatant display of power. Someone could have gotten hurt.
She kept herself busy as the troops arrived. Midnight had his hands, or rather claws, full with trying to accommodate so many dragons on The Crags. However, Maia felt that he didn’t mind. He seemed to thrive on the admiration the other dragons bestowed on him; so she left him to sort it out. She still had so much to do before they would march towards the Gate.
She trained every day. She trained with her Twin Blades, which were her favourite, but also with the sword, for Jaik’s benefit, and she practiced hand-to-hand combat. She still practiced with Midnight every third day, but it was merely to familiarise themselves with fighting together. There was nothing about battle anyone could teach Midnight that he didn’t already know.
Still embarrassed, she stayed away from the Archery Field. She knew how to shoot well enough and she was too self-conscious to go back there while there were so many strangers around.
She also made extra arrows. Not just for herself, but for the Armoury too. She was quite particular about fletching them and spent hours selecting the right feathers. She wanted to make sure she had enough. To run out of arrows in the middle of a fight could prove fatal.
Silas took her into the forest every second day, away from people, to practice fighting with her powers. Her display on the Archery Field had given him the idea. He had discussed it with Jagaer and he had agreed.
Elves, in general, did not use their powers to cause damage or inflict pain. It went against their beliefs. However, their situation was dire and they would use any advantage they could find. Word spread that magic would be allowed during the battle. Most Elves had the power of Earth. It was the most common, and, unfortunately, the least useful in battle. It was the Fire and Water powers that could be the more dangerous, and practice sessions were held daily.
Maia, however, had too much power and Silas was afraid people could be injured. She had little training in fighting with her magic and there were a few situations where Silas was glad for his decision to separate her from the others.
They practiced creating, holding and then throwing a fireball. To create one and then hold it proved no problem for Maia, but the first few times she threw it, it disintegrated and the fire extinguished.
She was frustrated and then, in her frustration, she threw the ball with such power, it uncoiled from her hand like a leash and it lashed out at the forest around her, incinerating every shrub in the vicinity. Maia screamed and Silas scampered for his life, the edge of his robe trailing smoke.
Another time, they practiced with air. Somas was with them that time to show Maia how to distort the air in such a way as to make herself invisible. Again, she struggled, again and again they tried, but to no avail. Only when Maia became so angry with herself for being unable to do it, did it eventually work. Unfortunately, she then did it too well. The distortion in the air was so complete, she was completely invisible. The transition was so smooth, Silas and Somas could not tell where she was. What was worse, the distortion was so strong, sound was unable to penetrate. They could not hear her and she could not hear them either. Maia, trapped in her own invisibility, fought against her panic and struggled for almost half a day to free herself. They did not try it again.
What she enjoyed the most during that time of waiting, was the time she spent with her brother. He not only practiced with her the finer art of fighting, but also taught her strategies and manoeuvres, stealth and ambushes, trapping and camouflage. They did not have the luxury of time on their side, but Maia was a fast learner and she learned a lot by the time the last of the warriors arrived.
 

 
“I am amazed how many people have come,” Jaik whispered.
Maia nodded and glanced around at the assembled people in the Elder Hall. This meeting was for clan leaders, those able to join them, and the Commanders of the Guard, the Warrior Houses, the Dragon Battalions and the Cavalry from Braérn. The Elders and the Guard of Shadow Hall were also present, filling the hall to capacity.
“Did you see the warriors from Rathaés arrive this morning?”
Maia shook her head.
“I didn’t even know they had promised to send any. Although fifty is certainly not a large number, they do look impressive. They have strange and unusual armour, made from black steel and forged in the fires of Smoketop Mountain. They say it is indestructible. It was a chance discovery and they only recently learned how to shape the metal. They are hoping to produce more to trade with. It is certainly something I would like to acquire for my Guard.”
Maia nodded indulgently at her brother. Although she was glad to have the extra fifty warriors join forces with them, and that they apparently had indestructible armour, her main concern right now was the meeting. With the hall so full, the air was thick. She hoped it would start soon. She spotted a Server walk down the steps and watched him take a long pole from behind one of the recesses in the far wall, and sighed with relief as he used the pole to push the tall windows open. Refreshingly cool air flowed through the hall.
Suddenly, the murmuring crowd fell silent. Her father, dressed in full battle armour, stood in the doorway. He cut an impressive figure. His dark hair was combed back and his handsome face was stern and serious. His armour shone in the lantern light, highlighting his broad shoulders and height. He surveyed the people in the hall for a moment and then strode purposefully down the steps to take his place on the speaker’s platform.
“You all know why we are here today, so let’s come straight to the point.”
The crowd murmured agreement and Jagaer continued.
“We are faced with an assault by an enemy we know very little about. We know that the Vampyres are vicious and will eat their kills. There have been enough deaths lately to prove that. The Spy we sent to Naylera reports that they are planning a mass attack on our planet within the next Moon Cycle. Resources on Naylera are low and they are running out of food. We think they are here not just to kill as many as they can, but to bring back captives to feed their nation.”
A commotion ran through the crowd and it was a moment before Jagaer spoke again.
“It is an assumption. We do not know this for sure. But we cannot see any other reason why they would attack us. Our Spy reports, although they have a vast army, not many of them have mastered Travel. Somas estimates there to be approximately twenty thousand warriors that can achieve Travel, but he has warned that the information might be unreliable or incomplete. We should prepare for a force much larger than ours, but they will have to come through the Gate, which allows for only so many people to come through at a time. Silas, what is the exact number of simultaneous arrivals?”
Silas stood. “The most I have ever seen come through at a time is twenty-five, but the histories suggest that up to forty can come through together. Arrival can take place within minutes of each other, so within an hour some five hundred could make it through.”
Another murmur rocked the crown. Maia heard worried whispers all around her.
“Thank you, Silas,” her father said, and Silas took his seat once more. “Undisturbed, their entire force could make it through within five to six hours. If we let that happen, then not only would their army be able to scatter and attack multiple towns at once, but it would also render us completely outnumbered.
”Couldn’t we go through instead and prevent them from coming through in the first place?”
“It is a good suggestion, Elder Shallowaters, but we simply do not have a force large enough to fight them on their home ground. If Somas’ estimates are correct, then their main army is about one hundred thousand strong, which does not even include their outlying forces or their armies at the other Gates. We would be hopelessly outnumbered. Our only option is to prevent them from escaping the vicinity of Greystone and to contain the fighting to that area. If we concentrate our warriors around the Gate, we can get to them as they come through. Jaik, will you please go over the strategy and confirm the numbers we have on hand?”
Jaik rose from his seat beside her. He seemed nervous, but as he stepped onto the platform, his demeanour changed and she could see why he had been made Commander of the Guard. He cut a formidable form standing in his uniform, tall and handsome, broad shoulders squared and his head held high. His voice was strong when he spoke and Maia could see that everyone was ready to listen to what he had to say.
“Yes, indeed, we need to concentrate our efforts around the Gate. Our first line of defence will be just outside the outer ring of stones. We cannot fight within the Gate, as the disturbance from the arrivals will cause injuries. We will lie in wait for them as they emerge from the stones. The dragons will be stationed outside the first ring to prevent them escaping the Gate. Trapped in there, the arrival of their forces will injure, if not kill, them before they can even confront us. Behind the dragons will be our troops on foot, who will confront any who slip through the dragons’ claws. Lastly, we will have the mounted forces, which will be able to chase down any who escape. More Battle Dragons will be stationed behind the riders. They will also act as a back-up and for re-enforcements should they be needed.”
Jaik paused while the assembled Commanders and Elders discussed the strategy. Maia heard murmurs of agreement coming from around her. After a few moments, Jaik continued.
“After the arrival of the warriors from Rathaés today, we now have our final numbers. Lord Swiftfisher of Braérn has provided us with two thousand five hundred men, as well as eight hundred horses. Lord Plainspar of Alea Yll contributed two thousand men and five hundred horses. Lord Hazelwatch of Thala Yll has agreed to two thousand men as well, one hundred of which will be on battle dragons. Lord Tallson of Tarron Heights has brought one thousand five hundred soldiers and Lord Fyr of Rathaés has sent fifty of his most decorated warriors. Shadow Hall will be providing one thousand nine hundred men and women, as well as one thousand horses. And, as most of you know, we also have a Soul Dragon fighting on our side, which will be ridden by my sister, Princess Maia. She will be with us throughout the battle and also see to any of our injured.”
Maia blushed as the entire hall turned towards her, shouting approval, clapping, and someone even patted her on the back. She disliked the attention, but she realised how important it was for the morale of everyone that she was there. She smiled for their benefit, but was relieved when Jaik carried on speaking.
“Stoneloft and Dragonfort have not yet responded to our pleas for help, although we are not sure why this is so. We are still awaiting messengers to arrive with news, but we hold little hope that, even if they were to send their troops, they would arrive in time. We are not counting on it, so that leaves us with a tally of six thousand five hundred foot soldiers, two thousand three hundred mounted warriors and one hundred Battle Dragons, plus our Soul Dragon.”
The crowd grew louder again as they realised what that meant. They were outnumbered at least two to one. It made it clear how important that first line of defence really was. The Vampyres had to be stopped at the Gate, before too many came through and overpowered them. Maia shivered, although it was hot and stuffy in the hall. She angrily pushed down the despair trying to surface within her and concentrated on Jaik’s next words.
“Undeór and the Builders have been working on making additional weapons. So far, we have an added two hundred spears, one hundred swords and fifty shields, as well as over a hundred bows. Our stock of arrows now numbers close to fifteen thousand, but we could use anyone who has a talent for helping us make more. We will distribute these to anyone who needs them. Both Braérn and Tarron Heights have also brought additional weapons and armour.”
Maia nodded. She had spent many days fletching arrows, and still had the blisters to prove it, but she knew how important it was not to run out of ammunition. She had already devised additional saddlebags for Midnight’s saddle to carry more arrows, as well as her medicine bag, plus bandages, splints, transfusion lines and anything else she could think of that she would need.
“Thank you,” Jaik said, indicating he was finished with his report. “If anyone has any questions, please raise them now.”
When Jaik took his seat next to Maia and as Jagaer stepped onto the platform. Her father brushed his hand through his dark hair, the worry now clear to see on his face. Nevertheless, he stood tall and straight and Maia knew he would never give up, no matter the odds.
Jagaer nodded to the Elder Dictennia Hollowberg, who had raised her hand to speak.
“We could destroy the Gate completely. Then they would not be able to come through in the first place.”
A few people voiced consent, others concern.
“Yes, we thought of that. But that would cut us off from Karakrr and Earth as well. And Naylera can still connect to the other Gates around the globe. We think it is better to confront the enemy now, than to delay and run the risk of their numbers increasing.”
“Has the signal to other countries gone out? Have they acknowledged the threat?” Commander Arkenbay asked.
“Yes, indeed, the signal has been relayed and we’ve had confirmation that it has been received. We believe they are monitoring their Gates, but have not had any incidents so far.” Jagaer motioned for Riker, Jaik’s second in command, to speak, as he had raised his hand.
“We know the area around Greystone well, which will give us an advantage. The Vampyres are not expecting us to be there when they arrive, so will not be prepared for it. We have planned to be there three to four days before they come through, so that we are rested and prepared. If everything goes well, we should be able to stop the war before it even starts, which will, hopefully, dissuade them from trying to attack the other Gates.”
“Yes, that is the plan,” Jagaer confirmed. “But there are many unknown factors. We know very little about the types of weapons the Vampyres possess, nor do we know their fighting styles or capabilities. Somas has reported that they have Werewolf fur and bone armour, but we are unsure of their quality or durability. They do, however, match us in speed and agility and we assume they are good fighters, especially given their nature. We attempt to plan for any eventuality, but it is hard to guess with so little information. The best we can do is to prepare for everything. We have a rotation of guards stationed at the Gate at all times, in case they send more Scouts through.”
Jaik stood up again. “We have little time left before we march for the Gate. The training camps have worked well and I believe many have learned something new, but I should warn you not to overdo the training. We do not want our warriors spent before they even go into battle. Take your time honing your skills, but refrain from exhausting activities during the last Quarter before we leave. Make sure the horses, and dragons, are well rested and fed. We will have another few meetings during the next two Quarters to iron out any problems we can think of. Please, if anyone has any ideas that might help us, you are welcome to talk to me or my father at any time.”
There was a general murmur of agreement in the crowd and small conversations sprung up here and there. The main meeting was over and people started to leave.
Maia waited for the hall to clear. Her father, along with Jaik and some others of the Guard, were still on the bottom tier, discussing the arrangements for Night Watch tonight. The Guard soon left, leaving Maia alone with her father. He seemed surprised to see her as he climbed the stairs to exit the hall.
“I have been meaning to speak with you, Father,” Maia said as she stood and moved to meet him on the steps.
“That sounds serious. Is everything all right?” Jagaer asked with concern.
Maia fidgeted, knowing her father would not approve of what she wanted to do. She noticed a small knot in the wood on the floor in front of her; it reminded her of the amulet she wore around her neck and it gave her the courage to speak.
“I would like to fight alongside you and Jaik.”
Jagaer looked at her, confused. “But you will be. Jaik has allotted you your position amongst the Battle Dragons on the outer ring.”
“Yes, he has,” she acknowledged, “but you and Jaik, as well as the Commanders, will be at the forefront of the battle. I will not be able to sit in the rear, watching, unable to help when I need to. There are enough other dragons to chase down any Vampyres that might escape. I need to be with you and Jaik, where I can be of real help.”
“Maia, no, you …”
“No, Father, it is my duty to my people to protect them. I need to do more than just lend moral support from the back row. You know Jaik has been training with me and I am competent with my bow, with a sword and with the Twin Blades.”
“No one doubts your abilities, Maia. I just don’t want anything to happen to you. You know the people will be fighting as much for you as they are fighting for themselves. Your mere presence at the battle will give them strength.”
Maia’s eyes teared up. She was furious with herself for not being able to express what she wanted to say. She took a deep, steadying breath and started again.
“Father, I feel that I need to be with them. Right there. I can fight beside them, lend them strength and heal them at the same time. I can almost sense that something will go wrong and that I will be needed. I cannot define the feeling, and I am not sure it even has anything to do with the omen either, but I feel it with a certainty that I cannot shake and I owe it to the people. I cannot send them into battle, expect them to put their lives on the line, without any reassurance that they will be looked after if something should go wrong. That is why I am here, to heal my people, to give them life. It is my duty.”
Maia lifted her chin defiantly, but when Jagaer simply took her in his arms, she sagged against him thankfully.
“Are you sure you want to do this?” he whispered into her hair.
“Yes, Father, I have to.”
“Very well, I will be glad to have you by my side.” He kissed her on top of her head and, as he stepped away from her, he had a mischievous smile on his face. “But you have to be the one to tell your mother. She is not going to like it.”
 

 
The next morning Maia had a chance to tell her brother. He was equally as unhappy with her decision as her father had been, but somewhat more forceful in expressing his displeasure.
“I was teaching you only so you would know how to defend yourself in an emergency, not so you could storm into the middle of the fighting and get yourself killed!”
He paced to and fro in front of her, listing one hundred and one reasons why she should not be fighting. The more he talked, the more agitated he became. Maia understood her brother’s need to protect her, but his fussing began to irritate her. She felt her blood pressure rising with every reason he gave her, her fingers tingled and nervous energy filled her that she struggled to control. She closed her eyes and took a few deep breaths, but to no avail.
“Aarghh!” Jaik screamed as the ground around him exploded, showering him in dirt. He ducked as branches from the tree above rained down upon him, trailing tendrils of smoke. He beat furiously at his jerkin, which had started to smoulder.
“My decision has been made,” Maia hissed between her teeth, the feeling of her spent magic still tingling through her veins.
Jaik had only a moment to stare into eyes that seemed to glow a luminous green, before she fled back down the path toward the city.
 

 
Telling her mother went marginally better.
She had spent the rest of the day riding through the fields on Fire, Midnight keeping watch overhead and only returned to Shadow Hall as the sun touched the snow-covered tips of the mountains. She was calm by then and trusted herself with her mother’s safety. She had startled herself. She had never lost control quite like that before. It made her wonder if the Mother had chosen wisely when she had deemed her worthy to bestow the gift of Life on her. She had all this power to inflict damage and death within her, it frightened her.
“The Mother always knows what is right and you need to trust in that,” Malyn said. “And if you need to fight in order to preserve life, then that, too, is the Mother’s plan.”
Her mother then closed the subject and passed no further comment on her wanting to join the main fight. It was a little unsettling that the one person she had expected to veto her decision the most accepted it so easily.
She climbed into bed later that night feeling that things were not right with the world. That night she did not dream about Death, but of unsettling images of shadows lurking around corners and strange beasts standing in bright sunlight, challenging her right to exist.




 
“Maia, you are not concentrating,” Jaik chided her again.
They had been sparring all morning. Jaik wanted to teach her more about close-contact combat, now that he knew she wanted to fight on the front line.
“I’m sorry.” Maia sat on the ground. “I don’t think I can do this today, something is just not right.”
“What is it? Did you have another premonition?” Concerned, Jaik sat next to her. He had learned to heed Maia’s feeling.
“I don’t know. I feel something is out of place. Midnight is feeling the same. He has been on edge the last two days. Something bad is going to happen, I know it, but I don’t know how to stop it.”
She put her head in her hands and cried quietly. Jaik took her in his arms and rocked her until her sobs subsided.
“We are all on edge, Maia,” he said. “We will be marching into war in a fortnight and everyone is feeling the pressure. I can only imagine how much more intense this must be for you. Come, I believe Ma has made pecan nut pie, maybe it will cheer you up.”
Maia let Jaik lead her away from the Sparring Grounds. She appreciated his efforts to make her feel better, but she knew it was not just the anticipation of the coming war that made her feel out of sorts. Something sinister was afoot; she could feel it in the very air around them.
Her favourite pie tasted like dry sand. She could not concentrate on her grandmother’s words or Jaik’s conversation with her grandfather. She was all too happy to leave when the light started to fade and the Night Watch un-shuttered the lanterns.
As they walked along The Median, the city was quiet. Everyone had turned in early. Maia felt the hairs on her arms stand on edge as they made their way home. A mist had come in from the plains and slowly crept up the Gathering Grounds. Maia lengthened her stride, her brother hard-pressed to follow.
“Maia, wait, what is it.”
Wordlessly she pointed at the mist. Jaik looked at her, confused.
“I am scared, Jaik. It is the wrong time of the year for this ground mist; it can only be another omen. I have to tell Father.”
They sped down the last few steps to their home and had just arrived at the front door, when the signal horn started blaring.
 

 
For the next half an hour, there was pandemonium. Everyone came out of their houses, or their temporary quarters, some still in their nightclothes, and rushed to the Gathering Grounds. Maia and Jaik almost collided with Jagaer as he rushed out of the house. Together they made their way down The Slope and Jagaer took up position on the speaker’s platform, with Malyn, Maia and Jaik behind him.
The crowd before them was vast, spilling over into the trees and city around the grounds. Because of the mist, the sound coming from the crowd sounded like an angry beehive, and Maia shivered. 
Tallson Robynreed, one of Jaik’s Guard, ran up the steps and gave a brief account to Jagaer. Her father’s features changed, his cheeks coloured a deep red, his brow puckered into an angry scowl and his lips stretched into a tight line. Maia almost fainted with the strength of the premonition that crept over her. Malyn reached out a hand to steady her and Jaik stepped forward to stand next to his father.
Maia held her breath.
“Silence, everyone, hear me!” Jagaer yelled so loudly that Maia’s eardrums rang and she let out her breath in a harsh whoosh.
A hush fell, tension as present as the mist around them.
“The Vampyres are through.”
The noise from the crowd picked up again, making it impossible for Jagaer to continue. Jaik, Tallson and Jagaer conferred some more, then Jagaer banged his staff on the heavy, oaken planks of the stage and the crowd fell silent.
“The Vampyres started arriving the day before yesterday. Aari Fyrlane and two Scouts from Braérn were patrolling the Gate when they arrived. Aari managed to escape, but the others are dead. They also killed the horses, which is why Aari only got here now.”
Another murmur spread through the assembled warriors, discussing the implications. Jagaer gave them a short moment before he voiced what everyone was thinking.
“We must assume that they have had almost two days to bring their army through. We can only guess at their numbers. We need to leave immediately. If we march through the night, all day tomorrow and through the night again, we should reach them on the morning of the day after tomorrow. Pack your things. We are leaving within the hour.”
For a few moments, there was chaos. Then, as if some other force had taken over, everyone moved off purposefully. Maia exchanged a brief glance with her brother, before she moved off to gather her gear.
She took Annoll’s Path, then Lower Walk, before climbing Rosy Steps, up Sleepy Stairs, and finally along Stony Lane, racing towards The Crags.
The commotion coming from the odd-shaped rock formation was almost deafening. The dragons were clacking and shrieking, beating their wings furiously, wafting their strange smells over her as she approached. She was not the first one there. The place was already crawling with warriors dragging their saddles up the hill. Maia made her way to the contraption that lifted the saddle on to Midnight’s shoulders. He was already there, impatiently swishing his tail from left to right, knocking down trees in the process. Maia reached out to him to calm him, but it was a fruitless gesture, the turmoil within her too great even for her to overcome.
“It is time,” she said to him instead.
He looked down at her, his red eyes sparkling in the lantern light.
As fast as she could, she lowered the saddle onto his shoulders. Then she ran up his leg and fastened all the straps. Her hands were shaking and it took her longer than she would have liked.
“I will meet you on the plains. I have to get Fire and my gear.”
Midnight acknowledged and, with one great whoosh of his wings, disappeared into the darkness of the night.
Maia ran back down Stony Path. People were hurrying to and fro alongside her. She hastened along Sky Pass to the Armoury, picked up two spare quivers with arrows, then raced through the Silver Forest back to her home to collect her other gear. Once she had everything, she crossed The Ascent to get to the Stables. Her brother was already there, saddling his bay charger, Stormborn. They exchanged a brief look, each drawing strength from the other, and then carried on with their tasks.
Fire pranced nervously in his stable, his eyes rolling wildly in their sockets. Maia laid a calming hand on his neck and it settled him enough for her to saddle him. She strapped her sword, bow and quivers to the saddle, threw her pack with her armour and medicine bag over his back and was in the saddle by the time her father led Cloud out to the plains where the Battle Dragons waited.
It had taken over an hour for everyone to prepare. Although they hardly had the hour to spare, Maia was astounded by how quickly they had managed to get ready. Their final numbers stood at ten thousand and forty-three armed men and women, of which two thousand three hundred and two were on horseback and one hundred were on their Battle Dragons. Midnight hovered in the air above the assembled army and Maia suddenly felt a surge of hope as she beheld the vast numbers and determined faces before her.
She lifted her chin, took a deep breath and fell in next to her father and Jaik as they led their army towards Greystone.
 

 
They marched all through the night, keeping close to the edge to the forest on their right. They moved with purpose and determination, their heads held proud and their armour glinting in the moonlight. By morning, Jagaer made them stop to water and feed their horses and dragons. They did not rest for long. Soon, they were marching again, the sun now glaring down on them from a crystal clear sky.
By noon, they were all sweating and those further back were caked in dust from those marching before them. They trudged along in silence, never complaining, but the excitement of going into battle had worn off. Maia noticed Jagaer’s concern as he watched his troops. They had to get there fast, but he did not want to reach the enemy exhausted either.
He called for another halt by dusk. The animals were fed and watered and the warriors were allowed to lie down and rest for a while. They would march again through the night and, by morning, Jagaer planned on giving each a flask of Silva. Silas had spent the last few Quarters brewing it. It was expensive to make and only the most skilled could do it right. Silas was a master in the craft and Jagaer knew that one flask of Silva was enough to sustain even ten Elves through the harshest conditions.
“Father,” Maia approached him as he stood surveying his troops. The sadness in his eyes worried her. “Have you heard anything from the Scouts you sent ahead?”
“No.” His voice rasped on the single word and it put Maia’s nerves on edge.
“I have just sent two more Scouts,” Jaik spoke from behind her. “They are not to engage anyone and report back as soon as they sight anything.”
“I was thinking, maybe, I could fly ahead with Midnight. I can fly high, so I am not seen, but Midnight will be able to see them, no matter how high he flies.”
Jaik’s eyes brightened for a moment, but Jagaer immediately shook his head.
“No, you need your rest too. Ask Midnight if he can do it alone, I trust that you will be able to interpret the information he retrieves.”
 

 
“They are moving towards us,” Maia repeated to the assembled Commanders.
After they had rested, they had marched some more. It was cooler at night and they made good progress. They had reached the edge of Menandril Fields just before dawn. Midnight returned as the first rays of the sun broke over the horizon. His news was dire and Jagaer immediately called council with the Commanders.
“Midnight reports that there are a few of them left at the Gate, but the bulk of their army is on the march and will be upon us within the hour.”
Maia’s voice was shaking and she felt Jaik take her hand as he stood next to her. She drew strength from his presence as she carried on.
“I estimate their army to be around twenty-five thousand strong. And they did not come alone. About half of their force is riding their beasts, the Werewolves.”
A commotion ran through the assembled men. Most were not aware of the fact that the Werewolves were fully sentient and thus able to achieve Travel. Maia watched as, one by one, the Commanders realised how hopelessly outnumbered they were. It squeezed her heart and tears threatened to overflow as the despair rolled off her people. 
“Get your men ready,” Jagaer said in a quiet voice. “We will face them here. It will give us another hour to rest and prepare. Hand out the Silva. Set up defences and the war machines. Commander Hollowdale, station your Battle Dragons between us and the approaching Vampyres. Jaik, ask the rest of the Commanders to organise the different Legions into formation.”
Jagaer continued to give orders, but Maia could not listen anymore. They had talked in private before assembling the Commanders and she already had her orders. All their carefully laid out plans meant nothing in light of these new developments. No ring of dragons around the stones, no elven army to hold back the enemy, no riders to hunt any that escaped. Now they were hopelessly outnumbered and on the defensive. They were on open ground with nowhere to retreat to.
With a heavy heart, she took the saddle off Fire. She would not ride him into battle. She put her hand onto his forehead and let all her emotion flow into him, telling him to go home. He snorted his displeasure at her.
“I know, Fire, but I don’t want you to get hurt.”
A tear rolled down her cheek and she closed her eyes for a moment.
“Be safe,” she whispered as he turned and galloped back the way they had come.
She watched him only for a moment, before she turned and made her way to the edge of the army where the dragons rested. Midnight gave a soft bugle when he saw her and he immediately settled on the ground so she could lie next to him. He folded her into his wings as she curled up next to him and sobbed silently into her hands.
 

 
The silence was eerie. Their entire force was spread along the ridge in a long line, about ten people deep. Even the horses weren’t snorting their displeasure at having the dragons so close. Everyone held their breath.
Jagaer had gotten them into position only moments before. They were on a slight rise, overlooking a small beautiful valley. Grasses swayed in the morning breeze, birds darted to and fro, and a flock of geese flew overhead in a V-formation. But no one took notice of the beauty of their surroundings. Everyone had fixed their eyes on the ridge opposite. They knew the Vampyres would crest at any moment and then spill over into the valley towards them.
Maia sat on Midnight’s back, stationed about a hundred paces behind their army. Even at this distance, she could feel the tension roll off the warriors and she wondered how many of them were as afraid as she was.
Midnight shook his great head, knocking her into one of the spikes on his neck. She rubbed her ribs where the spike had struck, but she could not scold Midnight. She could sense his tension as well.
Just when she thought she could not bear it any more, the wind carried a strange noise to their ears. To her, it sounded like a deep thundering, interspersed with wild shrieks. Through Midnight, she learned that the thundering was the padding of thousands of Werewolf paws trampling the ground as they ran, and the shrieks was their yelping as they whipped to greater speed.
The Vampyres did not make a sound.
 

 
Midnight crouched, ready to spring. A horse snorted. A man coughed near her and she saw sweat drip off his chin. She looked towards the front of the army, but was unable to see her father or her brother. Her heart beat heavy in her chest and she gripped the handholds on her saddle tighter.
Then, suddenly, the Vampyres broke over the ridge like a dark tidal wave, rolling towards them relentlessly. For a moment, the Elves were silent, watching in awe as the vast horde of monsters came on. Then she heard her father shout a command and their army moved forward with determination, wariness and fear forgotten.
Maia did not have to tell Midnight what to do. As the army moved off, he rose into the air. Once he was high enough not to frighten the steeds of their own warriors, he overshot the elven army and flew toward the horde racing down the hill toward them.
As they approached, Maia felt the disgust Midnight had for the creatures he was about to extinguish. Through his eyes she saw not only their physical form and facial expressions, but also their attitudes and intent.
The Werewolves were hideous creatures. They had narrow hips and odd-shaped back legs. Their shoulders were massive, their forearms long and muscled and their heads seemed to sit at an odd angle on necks that were too long. Coat colour ranged from light tan to dark brown, with only few of them so dark brown they were almost black. They all looked shaggy and some mangy. Long strings of matted fur hung off their underbellies. They ran along at an ungainly but fast pace, with the Vampyres sitting on strange saddles perched high on the beasts’ shoulders.
The Vampyres, some running, some riding, all looked the same. Snarling faces with their lips pulled back to bare sharp incisors. Their eyes were black. Soulless. Maia noticed how silent the Vampyres were compared to the Werewolves. If not for Midnight’s enhanced hearing, she would not have heard the sound that came from their running feet or when they drew their swords.
Then, the time for watching was over. The two armies were almost upon each other. Maia signalled Midnight for their first manoeuvre and he dived immediately. They had not practiced this, only the principle of it, because it could be dangerous for Maia, but Jaik was confidant it could be done and he hoped it would distract from the initial onslaught long enough for the Elves to gain the upper hand.
Maia closed her eyes and leaned closer to Midnight’s neck as he let her know he was ready. She had taken precautions. She had tied her hair and hid it under a leather helmet. She was dressed in leather from head to toe. Still, nothing could have prepared her for the heat that suddenly engulfed her, as Midnight sprayed the first row of Vampyres with fire. She felt her lungs burn as she breathed in the hot air. It lasted so long she thought she might pass out, but just when she could not take it any longer, Midnight rose high and circled, getting ready for another pass.
Maia sucked in the cool air as Midnight circled and then dared a look below. The two armies had reached each other. She watched as the first battle dragons rammed into their front line, the warriors slicing through the Werewolves with their long swords and the dragons ripping at the Werewolves with their long talons.
Some of the Werewolves trailed tendrils of smoke, but otherwise they seemed unaffected by Midnight’s fire. Warriors on foot and on horseback surged forward into the mass of creatures and, just for a moment, Maia saw the hacking and slicing and stabbing and smashing that ensued, before Midnight turned for another dive, but it had been long enough. The sight of all that blood and hurt and violence made Maia’s stomach heave. Only just in time did she close her eyes and bury her nose in her elbow before Midnight unleashed yet another stream of fire on a group of Vampyres further back.
This time, Midnight concentrated his fire in a more condensed stream and, when Maia glanced back, she saw two Werewolves down, burning, writhing on the ground. The grass all around them was on fire and so was the armour of four Vampyres, but they were still standing, shrugging out of their smouldering clothing even as she watched.
Fireproof? she thought. How is that possible?
She circled Midnight around to swoop in again. Briefly, she caught a glimpse of the rest of the army. There were pockets of fighting. She saw a group of Vampyres swarm a battle dragon and rider that had been brought to ground. She saw two Werewolves rip into a terrified horse. She saw bloody warriors locked in battle with sword swinging Vampyres. Then she was past and diving on another group.
She tried not to look again and concentrated on flying with Midnight to distract the Vampyres as much as she could. But time and time again she caught glimpses of the fighting below and her stomach ached from its convulsions. Bile kept rising into her mouth. She tried to ignore it and, instead, focused on yet another group of Vampyres Midnight headed for. She had learned by now how to deal with the heat of the fire and knew when to hold her breath before Midnight engulfed the Vampyres in flame.
This time one of the Vampyres went down alongside his Werewolf.
Ha, so not fire proof, she thought, just really tough.
She conveyed to Midnight to concentrate his fire even more. Instead of spreading it to encompass a whole lot of them, which would weaken the intensity of the flame, he would have to concentrate on individuals. If the fire was hot enough, they, too, could burn. The thought sickened her. As it was, Midnight was unable to unleash the full might of his dragon fire, as then even Maia would burn.
It was past noon when the fighting abated. The fighting had strewn the armies over a vast area and Maia had to fly for a while before she spotted her father. She asked Midnight to land close by. Before she could even speak to her father and find out details, her body gave in. She retched until there was nothing left in her stomach. Her entire body ached, her head hurt and her mind reeled with all the destruction around her. She closed her eyes and leaned against Midnight’s shoulder. His warmth was comforting.
After a short while she felt a little stronger and stepped away from Midnight to survey her surroundings. A beautiful blue sky, with the sun high and bright, belied the devastation before her. Most of the Werewolves and Vampyres lay dead, in their own blood. The people were bloody and exhausted, but most of those she saw were not seriously injured. Some were lying still, their bodies contorted, and she knew there was no hope for those. Death had claimed them already.
They had also lost most of their horses. The men spread out across the field, looking for their wounded to be taken to Silas and her for healing, and dispatched anything else that still lived. Mercy for the horses, punishment for the Vampyres.
Silas joined her then and together they saw to the people that were brought to them. Some had horrifying wounds, but after all the killing, healing her people made her feel better. She gave the warriors her thanks and graced them with her smile and she saw in them new hope.
The people sat, resting, with heads bowed over their knees, when two Scouts came running across the field. They were dirty and sweaty and clearly out of breath. They relayed their news to Jagaer in stops and starts. More Vampyres had come through, and more Werewolves. There was a group of about fifty mounted Vampyres heading for the mountain, while another group of more than five hundred was marching towards their location. They would be here within half an hour.
Jagaer sent messengers to gather his Commanders. They arrived, most of them bloodied and bruised, within minutes. He saw the despair in their eyes, their tiredness and fear, but he also saw determination and knew they would not give up.
“You have all done well. We have managed to dispatch the bulk of their army. But I have to ask you for more. Their rear guard will be upon us soon. Most of them are on foot, about five hundred of them. We will advance to the ridge and meet them there. Fighting among the dead will only hinder us. Drink your Silva while we march, there is no time to rest now.”
Maia watched as the Commanders moved off, giving orders to march.
Even the dragons look tired, their heads are dropping, Maia thought as five of them were led past where she sat.
They had lost almost all of their horses and most were now on foot. She tried to estimate how many people they had lost, but it was difficult to say. Two hundred, maybe three hundred? She shuddered, but then wondered how they had managed to sustain so little losses in the face of such overwhelming odds.
“Maia,” Jagaer said, sounding tired, “I need you to take Midnight and your thirty Dragon Warriors and see if you can head off the group marching toward the mountains. Stop them at all costs. Once they get into the mountains, it will be difficult to track them. We have no way of knowing where they are going, but our families are in those mountains and I will not leave their fate to chance. Do not let any escape.”
He turned then and climbed onto Cloud’s back. The stallion snorted, the smell of blood thick in his nose.
Jaik came to her then, his face smeared with blood and a cut on his right thigh. He briefly took her in his arms and then held her by her shoulders.
“Be careful.” He kissed her on her sweaty forehead. “The Vampyres are clever, they are good with the sword and their Werewolves are as intelligent as dragons, so watch your back. I cannot lose you.”
He hugged her fiercely again and then led her over to Midnight to help her mount.
“Wait.” Maia stopped him before he lifted her onto Midnight’s leg. “Let me heal your cut at least.”
He protested, but she bent over his thigh and let the energy flow through her. It wasn’t a deep cut and it stopped bleeding immediately. It hardly required any energy at all, and she felt better for healing it. She kissed her brother and then ran up Midnight’s leg. She was in the saddle before Jaik could say anything further.
Midnight’s wings stirred up the dust and Jaik raised an arm to shield his eyes. Irritated he wiped a tear from his eyes, knowing the tear had nothing to do with the dust.
She will be fine, there is nothing to worry about, he thought, but couldn’t shake off the feeling that something was going to go horribly wrong.




 
Commander Evandeor Hollowdale was Commander of the Regiment from Thala Yll and she had met him for the first time when they chased the Vampyres into their territory. She had worked with him over the last few Quarters and had discovered he had a sharp mind and an inner strength that made people follow and respect him. He was a good man to have at her back.
They were now flying side by side in silence. His warriors and their dragons spread out behind them. One of the Scouts had pointed them in the direction the Vampyres had gone, but so far, there was no sign of them. Maia was getting worried. Midnight felt the same. The forest loomed large only a few miles ahead of them. She did not want to insult the Commander by insinuating that his dragons were slow, but she was considering flying ahead to scout for the Vampyres. Then Midnight made her aware of movement ahead. It was still too far away for even her eyes to see, but Midnight rumbled deep in his chest, alerting the other dragons to the disturbance and she felt their acknowledgment.
“Commander, Midnight says they are about five miles ahead of us. Two miles from the edge of the forest. How fast can your dragons fly?”
The Commander made some quick calculations in his head, but Maia saw the defeat in his eyes even before he said it. “I am sorry, My Princess, even if they fly as fast as they can, they would not make it. The Werewolves are quick and they have a big lead. I think it might be best if you fly ahead and delay them until we manage to catch up. It will be dangerous, but I don’t see another way. Do you think you can do it?”
He looked at her with hope and regret in his eyes.
“Midnight will catch up with them before they reach the forest, of that I am sure. I will delay them with fire for as long as I can, even if I have to burn the forest.”
Commander Hollowdale looked into her determined eyes and gave her a wry smile. “Be careful, My Lady. Stay out of reach of their arrows. Stall them.”
“Please, call me Maia, I consider you my friend. And I will be careful. You can count on me.”
“Then call me Evan and I consider it an honour to be your friend. May the Mother fly with you.”
 

 
Midnight surged forward, his great black wings propelling him at incredible speed. Maia ducked low over his neck, squinting at the wind rushing into her face. Before she was too far away, she still felt the dragons behind her muster their reserves and put on a new burst of speed. Evan would be true to his word and catch up with her as soon as they could.
“Midnight,” she whispered into his hide, “I am scared.”
She didn’t have to tell him, he already knew how she felt, but it made her feel better telling him and it bolstered her confidence to know that he was aware of her fear. He sent her his strength in his thoughts and his assurance that The Vile would not escape. It had taken Maia all morning to figure out a name for what Midnight called the Werewolves. The Vile was the closest she got to the feelings he had for them. To Midnight, they were nothing more than mutated, mutilated and tortured creatures, with minds so twisted that there was no hope for them ever to lead a normal life. The Vampyres had seen to that.
Maia looked up and squinted into the wind. She was not surprised to see how close the forest was. Nothing could rival Midnight’s speed in flight. Down below, just another half a mile ahead, she could now make out the horde racing toward the forest. As they got closer, Maia noticed something strange.
“These are larger,” she said more to herself than Midnight, but he responded by letting her see through his eyes and she could now clearly see the differences between these Werewolves and Vampyres to those they fought this morning. The animals were taller, well-muscled all round and had a groomed and cared for appearance. The Vampyres were taller, with more noble features, and their dress bespoke of someone of higher rank.
These must be Generals, or Commanders, Maia thought, and she didn’t like the implications.
There was no time to think about it. They had now caught up and Midnight flew high to overtake them. Maia heard the shouts from below, but a sudden urge to protect what was dear to her brought on a battle rage that made her shout back at them.
Screaming, she made Midnight swoop down low and spray a long line of fire along the dry grass in front of them. Tall flames licked up into the sky, momentarily blocking the way to the forest. The early autumn grass was burned up quickly and, with shouting and whipping, the Vampyres urged their mounts through the dying flames.
Maia cursed and made another pass. This time, she asked Midnight to concentrate his fire on the Werewolves. He stayed just out of range of the arrows and unleashed a torrent of flame which engulfed the group below for a moment, unnerving the Werewolves. But they were too high, the fire had little effect, and although she noticed some Vampyres patting out some smouldering fur, they carried on toward the forest undeterred.
Again and again they flew overhead, each time showering the Vampyres and their mounts in flame, but each time they carried on as if it meant nothing to them. Frustrated, she asked Midnight to fly lower. He rumbled his agreement, as frustrated. The Vampyres had almost reached the forest and it was her last chance to stop them.
They dived dangerously low, approaching the Vampyres from their right. Until now, their arrows had sailed safely underneath Midnight’s belly at every pass, but this time, Maia could hear the slap of each one as it hit Midnight’s leathery skin. An arrow whistled past her ear and she ducked just in time as another flew past. One ripped through the outer, softer, skin of Midnight’s flight membranes and with his roar of pain came a spray of fire so large it engulfed all fifty of the riders below.
Maia held her breath and closed her eyes. When it was safe to open her eyes again, she watched in horror and sick fascination as one of the Werewolves lit up like a fireball and ran, howling, in the opposite direction, unseating its rider in the process. Another Werewolf was also on fire, but his rider managed to put out the flames before the animal succumbed to the pain. Thirteen of the Vampyres had taken damage, throwing down their burned bows, armour and clothes, before remounting and doubling their efforts to reach the forest.
The Vampyre who had lost his mount was hard pressed to keep up with the Werewolves, but Maia was nonetheless astounded by his speed. His efforts came to naught, as Commander Hollowdale swooped in with his dragon and beheaded the fleeing Vampyre with one swift stroke.
Maia turned away from the sight and concentrated on the others, who were now at the tree line. Braving the arrows once again, Midnight flew down to them and picked up one of the Werewolves with his rider, all the while spraying fire all around him. While the forest burned and the Werewolves panicked, Midnight rose high into the air before he released his hold on his load and, with a howl and a scream, the enemy plummeted to the ground, smashing into it with a sickening crunch. Both lay still and never moved again.
Maia watched as the Battle Dragons and their warriors fought with the Vampyres at the forest’s edge. Most had already taken refuge within the shelter of the trees and the others were retreating fast. Commander Hollowdale pressed after them, driving the dragons hard, but eventually he had to admit defeat. The forest was simply too dense for the dragons to enter.
They all landed, staring into the dark forest. Maia was surprised to find that it was evening and the sun had already sunken behind the mountain.
“It cannot be helped,” Eyvin, Evan’s second in command, pointed out. “We cannot go in there with the dragons and we dare not go after them on foot, especially not at night.”
“Where do you think they are going?” Maia asked.
“They might just have picked this direction at random, but I don’t think so. This entire attack has been so well planned, I believe they know exactly where they are going and how to get there.”
“Aye, I agree with Eyvin,” Evan said. “There is nothing in this forest for them, but they must know what lies beyond it. They must also know that we cannot or will not follow them into it. They have come here for one thing only and what would be easier to capture than the ones who are too young or old to fight? Tarron Heights is nestled between the cliffs on the other side of the gorge. All that stands between the Vampyres and the city is this forest … and us, if I have anything to do with it.”
Evan remounted his dragon. Everyone followed his example.
“It will take the Vampyres a couple of hours to get through the forest, even if they do not stop and rest. They will have to cross the gorge before they reach the mountain proper and the path to the city. If we fly over the forest, we might be able to reach the clearing ahead of them. It will be full night by then and there is a chance we might miss them, but I cannot see another option right now. If we fly without stopping, we should make it. If we are lucky, they will rest their mounts whilst in the safety of the forest, giving us extra time.”
“But what if they decided to head into a different direction. How can we be sure they are actually heading to Tarron Heights?” Ryndall asked, the other members of the Regiment nodding beside him.
Maia answered, “This section of forest is situated in The Lonely Valley. It is hemmed in to the north by Shadow Peak and its outlying ranges. It is nigh impossible to cross. Even the best Trackers go around it. The Odal Heights form a long barrier to the south, dividing the Grildor-Bron Mountain Range from the Ruby Forest. It takes days to cross. The only possible way is straight through the forest towards the gorge and the valley beyond it. All the women and children are at Tarron Heights, and so are the others from Shadow Hall. Even if their plan is to mislead us and turn back to rejoin the fight, we cannot take the chance of letting them get through to the city. Our only hope is to overtake them and stop them before they cross the gorge.”
“Then let us be away,” Evan said, and patted his dragon on his neck. It rolled its eyes at him and crouched to take flight.
“Wait,” Maia called out before he could lift off.
“What is it, Maia?”
“Did you notice anything strange about these Werewolves and Vampyres? Did they seem larger, different, to you?”
Evan gave it some thought. “Yes, indeed, you are right. But what does it mean?”
“I think that maybe the army we battled this morning was merely their advance guard, their foot soldiers. Although they outnumbered us more than two to one, we managed to beat them within hours of their arrival. They were not as big, strong or well trained as these we fought now. Could it be that they were sent to delay us and that the real charge is still to come? What if, like these fifty we are chasing now, others have been sent to divide our forces so that their main army can come through while we are busy fighting or chasing small regiments? We need to warn my father. Is there someone you can send back with the message?”
Evan did not hesitate. “Aye, My Lady. Gillear, please leave at once and inform our Lord of these developments. Make haste, we do not have a moment to spare.”
Gillear immediately urged his dragon into the air and was soon out of sight.
“We have killed seven of them before they reached the forest. Forty-three are left. Let us be off as well, we have hours to fly before we can land again.”
Midnight rose into the air without hesitation. The Battle Dragons took a little longer to rise high enough to clear the top of the forest.
Evan looked at Maia apologetically. “They are not used to flying at such speeds or altitudes. But they are hardy creatures and they would rather die than give up.”
Maia graced him with one of her smiles. She had no doubt the dragons were a match for the job at hand; Midnight had already conveyed to her the feelings of the other dragons towards what they were chasing. None of them would relent until the very last of them were dead.
 

 
They flew east, over the dark forest below. At first, Maia tried to see movement down below, but the canopy of the trees was too thick. Midnight reassured her that the Vampyres were below and she trusted his senses. She kept updating Evan from time to time about anything Midnight reported, but after a time her eyelids grew heavy and she rested her head on Midnight’s neck. His warmth and reassuring rumble eventually eased her into a fitful sleep.
When she opened her eyes again, she was momentarily disorientated. Blackness was all around her and she was reminded of the dream she had after she returned from Earth. She started to panic, but then felt the rhythmic beating of Midnight’s wings. She relaxed and, after a while, her eyes adjusted to the scarce light. She could see Evan flying to her left, with the rest of the warriors spread out behind them.
Evan nodded to her to acknowledge that she was awake. She could feel the wariness of not just the dragons, but the men as well. They had been fighting and flying for hours without much rest. She briefly spoke to Midnight, who confirmed the state of the other dragons to her.
“The dragons need to rest. How far are we from the clearing?” she shouted to Evan over the wind.
Evan pointed ahead and she could just make out a lighter patch of ground. They had made it to the gorge.
The clearing was a flat valley, high within the mountains. It was cut through the middle by a deep gorge, a river at its bottom. For miles in either direction there was no way to cross. To get to the other side, one had to either fly, or cross the long rope bridge that spanned between the two sides of the gorge within this valley.
The dragons landed, Midnight with a grace only known to the great dragons, the Battle Dragons with wings beating tiredly and legs stumbling as they touched the ground. Maia felt sorry for them, but there was nothing she could do for them now. They just needed some rest.
Maia ran down Midnight’s leg and onto the yellow grass that covered the entire valley. She felt a little unsteady after so many hours in the saddle, but soon regained her balance.
The moons had travelled far across the sky since they had taken off on the other side of the forest. They now cast an eerie glow over the valley and Maia could make out clearly the dark circles under Evan’s eyes as she approached him.
“Spread out, look for spoor to see if they have come this way,” Evan ordered his men before he spoke to Maia. “Let us hope we are not too late. The dragons need to rest. We dare not push them any further.”
“I agree, Evan, but Midnight assures me that the Vampyres have not come this way yet. Bring your men in and let them see to their dragons. Allow them some sleep while Midnight surveys the surrounding forest. He will alert us should the Vampyres be near.”
“Thank you, My Princess.” He gave a crooked smile. “Maia.”
Maia smiled back at him and left him to speak to his men. She briefly conferred with Midnight, before he took flight and soared over the dark forest. They had landed about two hundred paces from the edge of the forest. They had a clear view of the ground between them and the tree line. Nothing would be able to sneak up on them undetected.
She found herself a small rock to lean against, from which she could see the forest, as well as the dragons, and watched as the men unsaddled their dragons and rubbed them down with their blankets. Their dark, sweaty bodies were steaming in the cool air and their smell was almost overpowering.
Anybody would be able to tell they were here. There was no hiding. The Werewolves, at least, would be able to smell them from miles away.
 

 
The wait felt like hours. The men, and dragons, rested somewhat, but no one was able to sleep. Midnight came back after a while, confirming that the Vampyres were still in the forest, some four miles to the east. She relayed the message to Evan and they re-saddled their dragons. They spread out in a line facing the tree line. No one moved. Nothing happened. Nerves strung tight.
“!!!” Midnight’s thought hit Maia so hard, it made her double over.
“They are here!” she croaked, out of breath.
Evan was immediately alert. “Where?”
“They are approaching the tree line, still about half a mile away, but closing. Midnight is sensing ninety life forms, of which forty-three are Werewolves. They must have picked up someone else along the way.”
Evan relayed the message down the line of command. After a short while, even their dragons picked up that they were no longer alone. They lifted their tired heads, nostrils flaring, wings half raised. Another half hour passed without incident before Maia was able to pick up the Eläm of those approaching.
The forty-three Werewolves felt very similar to the Battle Dragons, not quite person, but not animal either. The Vampyres, of which there were also forty-three, had only a faint Life-Force and Maia struggled to see them clearly. The other four, however, were undoubtedly Elves. Her skin crawled as she wondered why the Elves would be with the Vampyres. Were they helping them? She shuddered at the thought.
The Vampyres halted their march about fifty paces from the tree line. The forest was so thick, even this close to the edge, that they were completely hidden from sight.
“What are they doing?” Evan enquired quietly.
“They are waiting, watching us,” Maia answered.
The dragons shifted nervously. A small gust of wind brought the smell of rain from the north.
“Everyone, mount your dragons,” Evan ordered.
Within moments, everyone was seated in their saddles. Some of the dragons were growling. Smoke curled out of Midnight’s nostrils.
“Three of them are moving towards us,” Maia relayed Midnight’s message.
“Hold your positions. Arms at the ready,” Evan quietly ordered his men.
There was a clink of armour and the scrape of swords being drawn as they waited for the Vampyres to approach.
“Dywar, what is the range of their arrows?” Evan enquired with one of his men.
“They have sturdy weapons that shoot a heavy bolt. But they do not always fly true and I believe their maximum range to be under a hundred paces.”
“Let us move closer then. The moons are about to set behind us and it won’t be long before we are in complete darkness.”
Evan moved his dragon forward, the others followed. About one hundred paces from the tree line he stopped again, just as a lone figure stepped out from under the trees. Maia noticed immediately that it was an Elf, a young man, and he was in bad shape. He stopped a few paces into the clearing. He called something, but his voice was hoarse and they could not make out what he said.
“I don’t like it. What are they playing at?” Evan protested.
Then, a second figure stepped out of the trees and joined the Elf, who was barely able to stand. The Vampyre grabbed the Elf by the elbow with one hand and put a knife to his throat with the other. There was an exchange of words.
“Retreat,” the man croaked again, now loud enough for them to hear.
A commotion ran through the warriors, but Evan silenced them quickly.
“They want to pass,” the man shouted, “or they will kill all of us.” The man was silent for a moment, then yelled, “Please, help us!”
The Vampyre slit his throat in one quick movement and the young Elf slid silently to the ground.
Maia gasped.
“Do as told, or zee others will encounter same fate as ‘im.”
The Vampyre’s voice had a strange quality to it. Quiet, yet strong, and it carried well. It sent shivers down Maia’s back. She watched him retreat back into the forest.
“We have to help them, Evan,” Maia pleaded. “They still have three hostages, we have to do something.”
“We cannot go in there with our dragons. And we are outnumbered. Going on foot could be suicide.”
Maia felt Midnight tremble as her outrage started to affect him too. Thick smoke poured from his nostrils and she knew he was ready for a fight. Even the Battle Dragons were becoming restless, itching for a fight with the smell of Werewolf in their nostrils.
They waited. Nothing happened for another hour. The moons disappeared behind the mountains and to the east there was now a faint glow of the coming sun.
Evan frowned. “We need to move closer. Otherwise the sun will blind us once it rises above the forest.”
He gave the signal and they moved as one toward the tree line. Someone screamed. They stopped.
Two Vampyres stepped out of the trees dragging another Elf between them. They stopped short of where the dead Elf lay.
“Please,” the man said, “they have already killed one son. My wife and younger son are still in there with them. They want to go across the bridge. You need to let them pass, or they will kill them.”
Maia could see the man had been beaten, badly. His face was already swollen and starting to discolour. Blood was flowing from a wound on his temple and the way he held his body, Maia surmised he had at least two or three broken ribs.
“We have to go in there,” Evan’s voice was thick with emotion, but so low, it did not carry to the forest’s edge. “It is the only way to get to them.”
Dywar shook his head. “We’d be walking into a trap.”
“I am aware of that, Dywar. But we cannot let them cross and we cannot let them kill these people. We have to risk it. We know this territory, are used to the woods. Their Werewolves are too big to manoeuvre freely amongst the trees. We will storm the tree line with the dragons on my signal. Once at the forest, we will dismount and charge. Stay together. Watch each other’s back. Are you ready?”
Maia heard the soft acknowledgments from the men and then, at Evan’s shout, they were running for the forest. The sound of thirty dragons galloping over open ground was terrifying. Maia briefly noticed the look of surprise on the Vampyre’s faces, before they fled, dragging the Elf with them.
The Dragon Battalion came to a sliding stop as they reached the trees. Midnight let out a small stream of fire as he stopped, briefly lighting up the scene, casting eerie shadows all around them. Maia ran down his leg and jumped down. The others were already on the ground. As one, they all stepped forward into the forest, shields raised, swords at the ready. The dragons clacked and roared their displeasure behind them. Midnight shot another stream of fire high into the sky.
It could not be helped. The dragons could not go into the forest. The underbrush was thick and the trees hung low.
Carefully, they advanced. Maia’s nerves were strung tight, all her senses alert to any noise or movement. Midnight took to the sky. She felt him circling overhead, every now and again roaring his displeasure.
As the sun rose slowly in the east, the light within the forest strengthened marginally. It was just enough for them to see by, but still, the shadows prevailed under every bush, every shrub. They were walking in twos and threes, their backs to each other. The forest was thick and they had to spread out. Evan gave quiet orders as they moved on.
The Vampyres had gone, but their spoor was easy to follow. The Werewolves left deep gouges in the soft earth with their claws. For another hour they followed the retreating enemy. The tension was tangible and the worry that they were walking into a trap weighed heavily on their minds. Maia tried to keep her mind open to their enemy’s Eläm. Although the Vampyres’ Eläm were faint, she should be able to pick up those of the Werewolves, but she was so tense she struggled to concentrate. They continued unchallenged.
The sun finally broke over the horizon and sunlight filtered through the canopy. Immediately, the forest looked a little friendlier and they stepped forward with a bit more confidence. As they went deeper and deeper into the woods, they noticed that the underbrush was thinning. Small, open clearings allowed them to regroup every twenty paces or so. It made them wary, expecting an ambush at every turn.
“Halt,” Daran whispered.
He had taken the lead from Evan only moments before and now held up his fist for them to stop. Everyone held their breaths while they listened to what had alerted Daran. A stifled sob, then a moan. Maia picked up a faint Eläm and her immediate instinct was to run to aid the person in pain. She felt it as her own. The sharp bite of the broken wrist and ribs, the dull throb of the head wound, the burn of the abrasions on his face, arms and thigh and, finally, the pain in his heart from losing his son.
Evan laid a restraining hand on her, cautioning her with his eyes.
Carefully, she looked around. They were almost at the edge of a small clearing. The trees were still thick overhead and no sky was visible, but below, the clearing was about twenty or thirty paces across, with a small, mossy boulder in the centre. It looked as if it could have been an altar during another time. If she looked carefully, she thought she saw runes etched into the stone. The moan came again and Maia noted that it came from behind the altar. Every fibre of her body told her to go to the aid of the man she knew was there, but she stood rooted to her spot, studying the forest around them. There was no movement in the trees opposite, at least nothing she could see, and she was unable to pick up any Life-Forces close by.
Even the insects have retreated, she thought.
Evan motioned for his men to spread out left and right. Daran and Eyvin stayed with her and Evan. All their senses were alert as they cautiously moved forward. Nothing happened. They moved another few paces until they reached the edge of the clearing. They waited. After a few long moments, the man moaned again.
“I have to go to him, Evan,” Maia said quietly. “Will you cover me?”
Evan did a quick check on his men. They had moved around in a semi-circle to their left and right. He gave them a small signal and then nodded to Maia.
She slung her bow over her shoulder and drew her Twin Blades. Slowly, she stepped onto the grass into the open. Somewhere in the forest, a twig snapped. She froze. Then a bird started to sing and she moved slowly forward again. She reached the boulder without incident. The man huddled behind it looked up at her with pleading eyes. He was gagged and bound, unable to speak, but he shook his head and his eyes filled with sadness. She knelt by his side to undo his binds.
“Look out!” Evan yelled behind her.
She whirled around, swinging her blades and came face to face with the snarling teeth of a Werewolf. Until now, she had only seen them from dragon-back and had not realised how big they were. She breathed in its foul breath as it looked down on her, drool dripping onto her chin as she looked up at it. There was no time to wonder as to how long its teeth were or whether its claws were as sharp. Without thinking, she sliced through the beast’s throat with her blades and then ducked, rolled and came up next to the fallen animal to drive the blades into the chest of the Vampyre still on its back.
Vaguely, she noticed fights going on all around her. Evan clashed swords with a Vampyre, Daran fought off two Werewolves at the same time. Then the next Werewolf was upon her and she had to defend herself again. Sharp teeth grazed her shoulder, opening a burning gash. She lost her bow. The heavy impact of the Vampyre’s long swords jarred her arms as she parried each stroke with her Twin Blades.
Again and again, they came for her. Again and again, she killed to save her life. Each time she felt herself take a Life-Force, she felt herself weaken. Although she felt it more with the Werewolves, she was now also aware of the Eläm of the Vampyres. Her arms trembled, her knees were weak and tears ran down her face.
She looked around desperately at the men she had led into this slaughter. Many were down, lying on the ground, bodies torn open, blood seeping into the soil. Evan was still standing, but she could see he was faltering too.
Then there was another Vampyre before her and she lifted her tired arms to deflect the blow aimed at her head. The heavy sword came down on her, hit the blades and knocked them out of her hands. Her arms went numb from the shock of the impact. She scrambled across the ground, looking for a weapon as the Vampyre lifted his sword again. Her hands found a sword lying on the ground. She grabbed it, but it was too heavy for her to lift.
She looked up at the Vampyre standing above her, sword raised. In her mind’s eye she saw Death standing at the edge of the field where they had trained with Midnight and she knew that this was her end; he had been telling her all along that he was there to take her. She had been right. She closed her eyes. The end would come now.
 

 
She flinched as the sound of sword striking flesh and bone reached her ears. She felt no pain. Startled she looked up. The Vampyre still stood, staring down at her, but as she watched, his sword dropped out of his hands and fell to the side. Then, slowly, his head slid off his shoulders and made a dull thud as it hit the ground. His body followed a moment later. She just managed to avoid it landing on top of her. A small cry of pain escaped her as she scrambled to her feet. Her body ached and she was so incredibly tired.
Frantically, she looked for her blades. There! If she could just reach them. She stumbled towards them, the sound of fighting loud in her ears and the smell of blood heavy in her nose. She gagged. She bent to pick up the knives as another Werewolf knocked into her. She fell, winded.
The beast stood over her, growling. She held her arms in front of her face as it bent down to bite. But the bite never came. Instead, a terrifying yelp came from its throat as suddenly a long, slender blade sliced through its shoulder, knocking it off her. Maia stared as Death followed the beast and ended its life with another swing of his blade. More Werewolves converged on him and he twirled and swung his blade with such speed that Maia was unsure about how many blades he actually wielded. Death dealt death with such precision, it was beautiful.
Something knocked into her then and she became aware of the fighting that still carried on around her. The men that were left, had formed into a tight knot around the altar, close to where she was lying. They were holding off what seemed to be at least another twelve Vampyres. She got bumped again and turned to her other side. A Werewolf was mortally wounded and barely able to move, yet it still struggled with its last breath to kill her. Pity welled in her and she finally managed to grab her Twin Blades off the ground and stabbed them into the heart of the beast that wanted her dead. It used up the energy she had left and, as it took its last breath and its heart pumped a final beat, she finally lost consciousness and lay still.




 
She felt warm and safe. The reassuring motion of Midnight’s flight kept her in a semi-sleep for a long while and it was only when she felt Midnight descend that she fully woke up and wondered what was going on.
She was being held. Tight. Yet she did not feel restrained, only safe. She could feel the sensation of soft leather rubbing against her cheek where she leaned her head against his chest. She blinked. His chest? That’s when she noticed his smell. It was the most intoxicating scent, masculine and dangerous, with underlying notes of leather, forest, earth and fresh water. Not even the smell of sweat and blood of battle could hide his true smell from her and she knew immediately who it was that held her.
Immediately, her body reacted. Mostly in unexpected ways that she cared not to think about. Her heart pounded and blood rushed to her ears. She felt her panic rising. Then, the soothing thoughts of Midnight gentled hers and she calmed down long enough to wonder why Midnight would allow him to fly with him.
Visions from Midnight of the slaughter at the altar flooded her mind and she saw how Death had come into the melee just when it looked like the Vampyres would overpower them all. Midnight showed her how Death had saved her not once, but many times during the fight and how he had finally lifted her and taken her out of the forest to be with Midnight. She knew her dragon felt gratitude for what Death did, which was why he was allowing him to ride with him, but there were other thoughts too. Thoughts that Midnight quickly hid from her and she wondered about it.
Death shifted slightly, aware that she was awake. Her heart beat faster again and she became acutely aware of where their bodies touched and how warm his felt against hers.
“Good morning, Maia.”
His voice had a deep timbre. Warm, yet strangely threatening. It caused her heart to skip a beat. Then she looked up at him and stared into his incredibly blue eyes.
No, she thought, not blue, but violet.
“Who are you?” she managed to say through her bewilderment.
“I’m Blaid,” he said simply, but it caused her heart to flutter once more.
 

 
Jaik watched Maia take flight on her dragon and stared after her for a moment. He did not want to let her go, but he knew it needed to be done. If those Vampyres were, indeed, heading into the mountains, then they had to be stopped. He sighed, then took command of his Guard and marched forward with the rest of the army. They had already battled and overcome a host of twenty-five thousand; what was another five hundred compared to that? It made him wonder why they would send such a small force as a rear guard and it made him weary. Something was going to happen, he could feel it.
They marched for another two miles or so before they came upon the next wave of Vampyres. What he saw as they crested the ridge, surprised him. The Vampyres stood facing them in a long line, each next to what looked like a catapult. Jaik heard his father call for a halt and he repeated the order down the line. They had lost most of their horses and, a brief count confirmed it, almost six hundred warriors. Nonetheless, their number still stood at just over nine thousand, so a force of five hundred should not prove difficult. However, as he watched, the Vampyres busied themselves with their machines.
“Shields up!” he yelled.
“Shields up!” came the repeat.
He turned Stormborn and cantered down the line to his father. He nodded to him as he reined his horse to a stop.
“This does not feel right, Father. I have a bad feeling about this.”
“As do I, Son. They must have brought the machines while we were engaged with the first battle. It makes me wonder what else they are bringing through. They have us at a disadvantage. While they delay us here, their reinforcements can come through unhindered. We need to break through this barricade with haste.”
Jaik nodded, then watched as a Scout came running down the line and stopped before his father.
“Lord Longshadow.” He bowed. “As requested, I have looked at their weapons. Some of them are catapults; the others are large, mounted crossbows. The crossbows are fitted with long, barbed spears. I believe those to be for the dragons. Unfortunately, I was unable to establish the ammunition for the catapults. They have caches of ball-shaped objects hidden beneath heavy tarpaulins, but I could not see what they contain.”
“Thank you, Vandamar,” Jagaer nodded.
“My Lord,” Vandamar replied, “there is more.”
“More?”
“Indeed, Sire. It seems that these Vampyres are different from the ones we fought this morning. They are taller, stronger and faster. I watched them for a while and I believe that these are either Commanders or maybe Generals. Their beasts, as well, are bigger and stronger.”
“Very well,” Jagaer sighed, “run down the line and spread the word to our Commanders. I will give the signal to advance in a moment.”
Vandamar took off at a run. Jaik could hear the commotion through the ranks as the news spread. He conferred briefly with his father, then rejoined his Guard. His heart beat loudly in his chest while he waited for the command to march. Then they were moving. The horses snorted, armour clanged against armour and the dragons flapped their wings as they took to the air.
Immediately, the Vampyres sprang into action. Jaik watched with fascinated horror as the first few spears flew overhead with a peculiar whistling sound and then screamed for the men to get out of the way, as the first dragon plummeted to the ground.
More spears followed and more dragons fell. Still their army marched forward. As they came closer, Jaik noticed that the catapults were being loaded with the round objects Vandamar had seen. He sent a caution down the line and then the first ball was in the air. As it neared, he noticed a small tendril of smoke coming off it. It hit the front line and the ball exploded, spraying red-hot lava in all directions.
Screams, and the smell of burning flesh, filled the air. Ball after ball followed the first one, almost slowing them to a standstill. Some of the Dragon Riders managed to get their Battle Dragons behind the enemy line and tried to destroy the catapults, but they were attacked relentlessly by this new breed of Werewolf and were soon unable to continue. They retreated into the sky and their riders shot arrows down upon the Werewolves, all the while trying to avoid more spears.
 

 
It was evening by the time they finally managed to overrun the catapults and full night by the time they had killed the last of the Vampyres and Werewolves. Their losses to get to this point had been heavy. Stormborn had been hit by a spear and had fallen dead instantly. Twenty-three dragons had lost their lives, as well as fifteen of their riders. Jagaer estimated their total losses at over a thousand dead. Their army was exhausted, injured and demoralised.
Jagaer knew he should be pushing on through to Greystone. They were so close now, but his people needed to rest. Silas did what he could for those that were injured, but Jagaer now wished he had not sent Maia away.
During the night, Jagaer got word from the Dragon Rider Maia had sent. He was worried that his daughter was also chasing this stronger, more skilled, type of Vampyre.
Scouts kept coming back with new information as well. The Vampyres had set up a defensive ring around the Gate, about a mile in circumference, but the Scouts had not been able to break through it. From a distance, they had watched the activity around Greystone and estimated there to be another large force gathering. It pained Jagaer not to be able to stop them. The longer he waited, the more would be able to come through, but without rest, his people would not be able to fight for much longer and then all would be lost.
Jagaer rested little and Jaik conferred with him many times during the night. A group of fifty or so men were sent back to Shadow Hall, their injuries too grave to carry on. With them went ten horses and men to guide the stretchers. Jagaer was concerned about their diminished numbers, but at least the men had gotten some rest.
An hour before dawn, he roused his men. They had waited long enough. If what the Scouts had reported was correct, then a force almost as large as the first had made it through the Gate during the night. Most of these were the Generals, as they had come to call these stronger, more experienced Vampyre warriors.
As the first rays of sunlight broke over the horizon, Jagaer urged his charger, Cloud, forward and his men followed. It was a good day to go into battle. The air smelled fresh, with a bit of rain on the breeze. Birds were singing and darting in and out of the long grass as they made their way through it.
 

 
Midnight descended and they now flew just above the tree tops. Alongside was Evan, as well as seventeen others who had survived the confrontation in the forest. The other dragons were flying riderless, often voicing their sorrow in a plaintive bugle.
“We are almost there,” Evan shouted across to them. “Do you know what is happening ahead?”
“Many are fallen, and the rest are faltering even as we speak,” Blaid said before Maia could reply.
She shivered in his warm embrace.
“How do you know?” she asked.
He looked down at her with his violet eyes and she almost forgot what she had asked. “I can feel it. We must hurry if we are to help them in time.”
Adrenaline surged through her body then and her tiredness was instantly forgotten. She struggled into a more upright position on the saddle in front of Blade. The position presented itself with another problem that made her blush, but, although she was aware of it at the back of her mind, she now thought of the battle ahead.
“Evan, follow us as fast as you can.”
He nodded his understanding and then Midnight was away. Maia did not need to tell him to hurry. He flew as fast as he could and only moments later, they were over the battle field. Tears filled Maia’s eyes as she beheld the carnage. Horses and Werewolves, Vampyres and Elves, all lying together. Bleeding, torn open, beheaded and stabbed.
Every now and then, she saw a downed dragon. Some had broken wings, but most had long spears sticking out of their bodies like they were some grotesque pin cushion. In places, Vampyres were feeding on the fallen.
She shook with fury at the senseless killing and felt something deep inside of her ignite. Blaid gasped at the same time that she caught her breath. Energy surged through both of them in such quantities, the sheer force of it brought Midnight to the ground. He landed heavily and stumbled, grunting as he landed on his knees.
As one, Blaid and Maia jumped to the ground and drew their weapons even as they ran. Up ahead, she could see her father. A little to her left, was her brother. Within moments, she had memorised the locations of all her people and counted the number of Vampyres and Werewolves on the battle field. Her brain briefly registered that they were hopelessly outnumbered and that it was a miracle her father’s army had lasted this long.
Then she was upon them and, without thinking, she laid into the enemy force, killing without mercy, swinging and twirling her blades faster than should be possible. Next to her, Blaid laid waste to everything that opposed him. This time, Maia could see that he too fought with two blades, but his movements were still almost too fast for her to follow.
Together, they whirled through the enemy force like a tornado, hacking and slicing. Quick, clean kills. The men rallied around them and rejoined the fight with newfound purpose. Evan and his Regiment joined them and the Battle Dragons that had lost their riders sought vengeance for their losses.
At one point, Blaid got attacked by a horde of Werewolves and Maia lost sight of him. She faltered for a moment, panic rising within her, but then he emerged from amongst the shaggy beast in his wolf form. She was surprised to see that he was taller than the Werewolves and he now laid into them, ripping out their throats and slicing open their bellies.
Maia felt another surge of energy course through her at the sight of him, and she attacked fearlessly, relentlessly and killed without remorse, until no Vampyre and no Werewolf still stood.
 



“Maia,” the voice called again, but she did not hear it. “Maia.” This time louder. Someone shook her shoulders.
“Huh?”
“It is over,” Silas said and laid his hands on her arms still holding the Twin Blades, dripping with blood.
She dropped them.
Horrified, she looked at the battlefield around her. What had she done? Panic began to rise within her and she trembled. Silas put his arm around her shoulders and led her away.
“It is done now. You have done well. The enemy is defeated.”
She nodded.
“But I am afraid your work is not done yet.”
Maia looked up at Silas questioningly.
“We need to see to the wounded. I cannot help them all. I need your help.”
This was something she could do. This would make her feel better.
She poured herself into the gruesome work of extracting the injured from the dead. Everyone still able to stand, helped.
The dead were burned on the field. The Guard erected a makeshift hospital with spears, robes and blankets. Jaik brought her medicine bag and she worked tirelessly for the rest of that day. She set bones, mended cuts, sealed wounds of lost limbs, reduced swellings, bumps and bruises. She went through her stock of Datura at an alarming rate, but some of the injuries were so severe, she did not dare to operate without it. More often than not, especially for internal injuries, she had to solely rely on her magic. By the time the sun set behind the mountains to the west, she was simply too shattered to carry on.
Warily, she dragged herself to her tent. Someone brought her a bucket of warm water and she took off her blood-stained clothes and then washed the blood and gore from her body. She felt sad for the people that had lost their lives during the last two days, but felt better for the many she had been able to save today. Most of the ones she had seen to would carry on leading normal lives.
The threat was gone. The enemy was defeated against all odds. She wondered at how they had managed it in the end. They had been so outnumbered. Then, as she gratefully climbed beneath her blankets, she remembered Blaid and what he had done for them. Smiling, she felt into an exhausted sleep.




 
She woke slowly. It was dark in her tent, but she could hear the soft sounds of the camp around her. Quiet conversations, someone putting another log on the fire. She was not sure how long she had slept. It was either late at night, or very early morning. She felt safe and warm and had no reason to be up. Silas said he would call her, should he need her help with any of the injured.
Maia closed her eyes and reached out with her mind, searching for the soft glow of the Eläm of the men and women around her, to see if they were in any pain or needed her assistance.
Her eyes snapped open instantly. She was not alone in her tent.
The glow of this particular Life-Force was strange, so dark as to be almost imperceptible, and yet utterly familiar. Her body reacted as it always did. Her heart fluttered, an electric tingling ran through her limbs and her breathing sped up.
She sat up and, as the blanket slid down, she realised she was still naked. Hurriedly, she pulled the blanket back up and she heard him chuckle. She turned towards the sound at the same time that he leaned towards her. With their faces only inches apart, she could clearly see the deep violet of his eyes through the gloom. Her heart stopped for a moment.
“Where are your clothes?” she whispered huskily.
“Torn off,” he said, his voice ringing like a bell in her head.
An image of him emerging in his wolf form during the fight sprang into her head.
“You have no others?” she whispered, even softer.
“I don’t need any tonight.”
“Oh,” was all she managed to say.
“Maia.”
His voice was thick with emotion when he said her name. It touched something deep inside of her and she felt herself inexplicably drawn to him. Without realising it, she leaned closer. She could feel his breath on her face. Heat radiated from his body and she was acutely aware of that intoxicating masculine smell that set him apart from any other man she had ever known.
Gently, he pushed her unresisting body down onto the bed. He watched her for a moment, then leant down and lightly kissed along her collarbone, then up along her neck. Shivers ran down Maia’s body and she closed her eyes.
“I thought I would lose you today,” he whispered.
She felt him tremble.
“I can never, never lose you!” he said, before he kissed her on her lips.
She tensed only for a moment, unsure of what to do, but his warm lips on hers triggered something like a memory and she felt herself respond to his kiss, slightly parting her lips, tasting his breath. She reached for him, touched his cheek and then wound her fingers through his thick, dark hair. He moaned and kissed her more urgently.
Suddenly, she wanted him more than she had ever wanted anything before. When he slid onto the bed beside her and removed the blanket from her body, she felt a moment of hesitation. Then he looked at her again, his eyes so full of emotion, and there was nothing she wanted to do to stop him.
Gently, he kissed her again. She closed her eyes and felt the shivers down her body as his hands touched her. Softly he stroked along her arm, then on to her flat stomach and then higher until he cupped one of her firm breast in his hand. She felt her nipple harden under his touch and a moan escaped her lips.
“You are so beautiful,” he whispered close to her ear, before he took her earlobe in his mouth and gently bit down on it.
He then kissed along her neck, down to her collarbone, on to her breast and she gasped when he took one of her nipples in his mouth. He sucked softly, all the while caressing her body with his hands.
Her body reacted in ways she had not thought possible. She felt as if she could not contain the feelings within her. She arched her back as he moved over to her other breast and he slid his arm underneath her to pull her close to him.
She was almost disappointed when he let go of her nipple and kissed along her neck, before he found her mouth again. Then he moved down once more, down her neck, along her collarbone, briefly kissed her breast and then all along her stomach. She held her breath as he kissed along the inside of her thigh, gently spreading her legs to allow him access. One hand still cupped her breast, but with the other, he was touching her in places no one had ever touched. She moaned at the pleasure of his touch and, as his mouth traced kisses up along her stomach again, the hand still touching her evoked feelings she had never experienced. Her breath came in short, little gasps, until he covered her mouth with his, kissing her, gently exploring with his tongue.
Just when she thought her feelings could not get any more intense, he shifted his body, aligning it with hers and, still kissing her, eased slowly into her warm fold. He rested there for a moment, giving her time to get used to the feeling of him inside of her. Then, slowly, he started to move. The sensation of him sliding in and out unhurriedly was almost too much for her. She wrapped her arms around him, pulling him closer to her, urging him on. She gave herself to him completely, moving in rhythm with his movements, which became more urgent with every stroke. Their breath came fast and hot and they moaned together as, with one final stroke, came the exquisite release.
He kissed her again, on the mouth and then along her neck. Then he moved and turned her so she lay within his arms. The last thing she remembered before she fell asleep was him whispering in her ear, “We are one.”
 

 
She woke with a start and realised it was morning. It took her a moment before she remembered where she was. Once she did, the events of the last three days came crashing down on her. They had won the war, but at what cost? So many dead, so many injured. She shuddered and realised how sore she was. Every muscle ached. When she looked down, she saw bruising all along her ribs, her arms and on her right thigh.
She got up, splashed water on her face and then dug in her bag for something clean to wear. She had just buckled on her knife belt, when her hands froze in mid-motion and she started to shake. Another memory had drifted to the surface and she had to take a few steadying breaths, before she could continue dressing herself.
What have I done? she thought.
It was not only a complete violation of their law to be with someone out of wedlock, but he was also an Opposite and it was written in the ancient texts that Prime Opposites should never become familiar. It was seen as morally incorrect and was despised by the people.
Still shaking, she packed her few belongings into her bag, and then made her way out of the tent and into brilliant sunshine. There was a cool breeze blowing and she drew her jacket a little tighter around her body.
Bright-Shining-Silver-Star! Midnight’s thought immediately touched her as she stepped away from the tent.
She looked up and was surprised to find him resting on the ground only a few paces away. The area around him was cleared in all directions for about a hundred paces - they had moved the camp to make space for him. She dropped her bag and went to him, leaning her forehead against his muzzle. She did not have to explain her feelings to him and did not need to ask him why he was here, but based on his feelings of disapproval, she was surprised he had let Blaid get away.
Blaid! She wondered where he was now, but she knew he could not stay.
Wearily, she made her way to the makeshift hospital and checked on the injured. Most were doing better this morning and all were looking forward to going home.
Silas eventually joined her and brought her a cup of tea.
“Your father would like to see you,” he said to her, then gave her a strange look before he turned to his patient.
 

 
She rapped the canvas of her father’s tent and stepped through the opening. Jaik was immediately beside her and took her in his arms.
“I didn’t get a chance to do this last night. You were so busy with the injured. I am just glad you’re all right. I was so worried about you,” he said.
He held her fast for a moment longer and she leant into his embrace, drawing strength from his presence.
“Father,” she said as she stepped away from Jaik.
He rose and embraced her too for a moment. Then, he indicated for her to sit. Her father’s tent was much larger than hers. Besides his cot, it also contained a large, foldable table, which they used to plan their strategies; as well as chairs for his Commanders to sit.
“Birds have been sent to the cities to spread the news of our victory, but I am afraid we cannot celebrate yet. Our Scouts have reported that many of the Vampyres have managed to escape. We have sent riders and hope to run them down before they can cause more deaths. We are unsure of their numbers, or even if they are armed. Some of the Werewolves got away too. I am leaving a contingent of warriors here at Greystone, not only to prevent more from coming through, but also to prevent those that have escaped from going home. The rest of our army needs to return to their homes. Everyone is exhausted and most are injured. Are they well enough to travel?”
“Yes, Father. Some might need stretchers, but most should be able to walk or ride.”
“Good. We will be leaving within the hour then.” He paused and looked up at her.
There was a strange look on his face and she felt the blood rising to her ears. Guilt made her nervous and her hands started to shake again.
“Maia, I …” He cleared his throat. He was clearly fighting some kind of emotion. Maia suspected it was disgust, but she was not sure. “I wanted to thank you for what you have done. I have spoken to Silas and he has told me what it must have meant for you and … him … to work together.”
 

 
It took them longer to get home than expected. They stopped and rested often, making sure the injured were comfortable. Maia used much of her strength to heal all minor injuries completely, but she simply did not have enough energy for the hundreds that were hurt.
Midnight stayed close, travelling on foot, only a few hundred paces to the east. At first, it made the people nervous, but after the first day, they became used to him.
“Is something bothering you, Maia?” Silas asked one evening.
“What makes you say that?” she asked in return.
He glanced in the direction of Midnight, then back to her. “You forget that I have known you since your birth. I know something is troubling you. But even if that was not the case, that,” he pointed towards her dragon, “would be reason enough for me to be asking.”
Maia blushed. She had not been able to convince Midnight that there was nothing to worry about. Somehow, he felt it was his duty to make sure that she was not caught in a moment of weakness again and nothing she could say would change his mind.
“He is worried about me,” she finally said.
“Yes, so am I,” Silas replied. “The question, though, is why.”
“Silas,” she smiled bravely at him, “you have always been there for me and you probably know more about me than I know myself, but …” she faltered for a moment, “I don’t think I am ready to talk about it.”
They walked on in silence for a while and Maia started to believe that Silas had dropped the subject.
“Did he hurt you?” Silas then asked quietly.
Maia stopped dead in her tracks. The people around her carried on walking and after a while it was just the two of them standing on a field half a day’s march from home. The buzz of the insects was overly loud to her ears. Midnight looked on from a distance.
“No,” she said softly.
How did he know? By now, she wasn’t even sure herself that it had been real. If it wasn’t for Midnight’s behaviour, she could easily believe it had only been a dream.
Silas touched her arm. “Maia, look at me.”
She looked up, fearing reproach, but found only concern in his eyes.
“I can only speculate on why such things occur, but the fact that a Life Prime and a Death Prime have come together has saved our people yet again. Whatever happened, I am sure it was all part of the magic that the two of you wrought to defeat the Vampyre army. Remember, I am always here if you feel the need to talk about it.”
 

 
The stone was dug deep into the fissure between his toes and he was growing angry. He was not used to spending this much time on the ground. If Bright-Shining-Silver-Star would just consent to flying with him, then he could have her home before the sun touched the mountains. He had asked her time and time again, but she insisted of walking with her injured. He understood her worry for her people, even if they were all insignificant to him, but he knew it was not the reason she did not want to fly with him. He worried about her. She was in such deep turmoil, he was afraid she would not be able to find her own way out of it.
He growled and a puff of smoke rose from his nostrils, making the nearest horse whinny in fear.
Dark-Silver-Moon was the reason she was feeling like this and he had a good mind to tear him to pieces should he ever catch him. However, Dark-Silver-Moon had eluded him twice already. He was cunning and dangerous. He would have to keep a close watch on Bright-Shining-Silver-Star, so Dark-Silver-Moon could not take advantage of her again.
Another puff of smoke curled from his nostrils at the thought. Even Red-Angry-Flesh would be preferable. Although, he had to admit, the Human’s colours had faded somewhat since he had arrived. His red that had looked like blood when he had first seen him had gentled to the soft red of a sunset in the time that he had been here. Maybe Red-Dusky-Sunset was a name more appropriate for him now. He had never felt anything but disdain for the man that had such strong feelings for his Bright-Shining-Silver-Star, but in light of these new developments, he might be preferable to the alternative.
He would think on it some more. If Bright-Shining-Silver-Star was to mate, then she should do so with the right male. Suddenly, the affairs of the Shining-People were of more concern to him than they had ever been before.
 

 
They reached home without further incident. The warriors from the other clans returned to their cities and life in Shadow Hall took on some semblance of normalcy once more.
Shadow Hall had lost many. Three hundred and twenty-three, of which one, Lenoro, was Guard, and many were of the Warrior Houses. Once the people that had been sent to Tarron Heights returned, they held a great ceremony, mourning their dead. In total, including the people from the other cities, there had been over three thousand dead. It was a dark time for Maia.
Watch rotation was arranged between the cities of Grildor, and Greystone was now under guard night and day. Scouts, Trackers and Hunters were out in the mountains and forests every day, searching for the escaped Vampyres and their beasts. They still kept double Night Watch and no one was really at peace. The threat remained and everyone was on edge.
For Maia, every day was torture. Was Silas right? Had what happened between her and Blaid just been a result of the magic they created? It did not feel like that to her. She pined for him every day. She felt her life was somehow emptier without him. Knowing that being with him was not only against their laws, but would also alienate her from her people, made her infinitely sad. One did not associate with Death.
She kept herself busy throughout the days that followed the War of Greystone and cried herself to sleep every night. She spent much time with Aaron and his children, but could find no solace in their company either.
By the time the first frosts came over the land, she resigned herself to the fact that she meant nothing to Blaid and that what had happened was only the result of their magic.
She had taken to sleeping in Silas’ cave, craving the solitude it provided. Silas would often sit with her in the evenings, but then left before the moons were high, so she could be alone. It was how she wanted it.
Maia now climbed into her furs, for it was cold in the cave, and dimmed the shutter on the lantern. She was tired, always so tired. She would toss and turn all night. Nightmare after nightmare would wake her and she would sit up, screaming. She was so tired. She put her head on her pillow and closed her eyes.
!!! Midnight’s thought came crushing down on her. Adrenaline rushed through her veins and she was instantly alert.
She sat up and in the half-light of the shuttered lantern, she found herself looking into Blaid’s deep blue eyes.




 
Things had changed. Aaron could not quite put his finger on it, but something was fundamentally different. It wasn’t just that the whole city was on edge with those Vampyres still at large. It wasn’t even the fact that most people were still in mourning and the general atmosphere within the community was subdued.
No. The change had more to do with him, and he now also believed, with Luke and Jasmin. He felt different. More part of the whole. He felt a kinship with the people that had not been there before. He felt their loss and their suffering as his own; he shared their concerns and worries.
Most of all, he felt it within his body. There were changes. Subtle at first, but he noticed them more and more. His eyesight became keener, of that he was sure. He had built muscle and, in a certain light, it looked like he had a ribbed stomach. His skin was smoother and the wrinkles on his face were barely visible. He even sometimes fancied that his ears now had a slight tip to them.
Since the war, his confidence had soared. He felt bold and brave and would now often do things that would have been out of his comfort zone before. He had fired Jasmin’s crossbow on more than one occasion. He had picked up a sword and hewn at a straw dummy until it was lying destroyed on the floor. He had cooked and, with Jasmin’s help, served some tasty dishes.
He also finally understood why he often had difficulties expressing himself, even though the thoughts were clear in his head - he spoke a different language here. Elvish, he presumed. Therefore, when he wanted to talk about an item that did not exist on Elveron, for example, a car, then he would have to use the English term. Sometimes, it was hard to remember, but Luke and Jasmin made a game out of it and they now had a repertoire of about fifty words.
The best part of all of this was how he felt about Maia. The war had changed her as well. She was quiet and restrained. Often deep in thought and unapproachable. She had changed her attire from the soft suede pants and loose cotton tops she used to wear, to black leather pants and a black leather jacket, over a fitted cloth shirt. She now always wore her weapons. It made her look strong and in control, and incredibly sexy, but he knew she felt vulnerable and scared. It enhanced his feelings for to such a degree, he could almost not contain it.
However, he bided his time. He knew it was not yet. Slowly, with much care, he spent more and more time with her. He came to realise that something had happened out there by the Gate, which had shaken her to the core. He worked every day to gain her trust and, he was sure, one day, she would know that it was him that had stood by her through this difficult time. Then, and only then, he would make his move. He was hers and, one day, she would be his.
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He pondered the icy wind he had been battling for days as he stomped through the snow, his black cloak swirling around him. The spell to warm the air surrounding him tired him and he knew he would not be able to sustain it much longer.
He left home about a Moon ago, on horseback, but had to abandon the mare at the edge of the Icelands, and commenced his journey on foot, always maintaining the magic to keep him warm. Now, close to his destination, he was running low on food and energy.
His eyes snapped open in fright as he stumbled over yet another snowdrift and his black hood slipped off his head. He needed to be more careful now; he was so close.
In the evening, he set up his tent; there was no shelter to be found on the vast, white expanse and the icy wind fought with him as he unfolded the leather flaps of his tent. For a moment, it seemed it would snatch it out of his hands. Finally, he managed to drive the last peg into the frozen ground he climbed through the opening, savouring the stillness within. His ears prickled as they started to warm up.
Shrugging off his thick cloak, he settled into the tent, put down his sleeping bag and then set up his little cooking pot. He filled it with snow from outside and, once it was hot, added dried, powdered meat and vegetables to make a broth. It took much of his energy to sustain the flame to heat the soup - there was no wood out here, or anything else to burn - but he had to nourish his body, or else the magic would fail him completely.
He felt more rested in the morning and when he climbed out of his tent he was pleasantly surprised to find that the wind had dropped somewhat. The sky was grey and overcast, but it was marginally warmer than yesterday. Once he had packed his gear, he shouldered his pack and set out once more, eating travel bread as he walked. He kept a wary eye out for the signs he knew he would find.
By noon, the clouds dispersed, leaving a bright, blue sky and the sun’s rays reflected harshly off the ice, blinding him. He squinted into the sky, cursing the bright light, and drew his black hood deeper over his eyes. 
Suddenly a chill travelled down his spine that had nothing to do with the cold and he heard a most terrible sound. He cringed as the harsh screeching vibrated through his body. Quickly he dropped his pack to the icy ground and scanned the vast, white wilderness around him.
He readied himself as best he could; he knew his energy was low, but he had skill. He would have to draw on every bit of knowledge he possessed to survive this encounter; but the rewards would be more than he could ever have hoped for.
His body flinched as yet another screech ripped through the still air, then, as if out of thin air, the great bulk of the Ice Dragon rose from behind a snow dune, his body almost as white as the snow. His scales, which looked like crystal shards, sparkled blindingly in the sunlight. He was an awesome, fear-inspiring sight.
The dragon screamed again, exposing his red maw and a profusion of dagger-like teeth, and eyed the lone figure on the ice before him with disgust. Overcome by a feral rage, the dragon folded his wings and dived for the creature that had dared to invade his territory.




 
Maia stared out the open window of her room. It was cold, but the day was bright; the sun hanging in a cloudless sky. The trees were still bare, but the hint of spring was unmistakably in the air. The Spring Feast celebrations were only a few days away. Maia sighed; she did not feel like celebrating.
The winter Moons had been tough for her. Not only were they bitterly cold, but also terribly lonely. The last time she saw Blaid was during Frost Moon, the fifteenth Moon of their calendar year, about a Moon after the War of Greystone. 
Blaid; with his dark hair and intense, violet eyes; was all she thought about during the harsh Moons of winter. He had not returned after that one time and she was now convinced that whatever it had been between them was only because of the magic they wrought together during the war. Silas knew what had happened, he was there for her afterwards, but had not been pleased, and she had not told him of the second time.
What happened between her and Blaid was not only frowned upon in their culture, but also forbidden by their laws. Intimacy before marriage was strictly forbidden. And then there was the fact that they were Primes; Elves with the most powerful Elemental magic. Opposite Prime Elementals - she was Life and he was Death - were not supposed to be together. Ever. The fact that they had been intimate with each other was an unspeakable act of defiance.
She sighed again; she had no motivation to get up and dressed; there was nothing in particular she cared to do. Two birds flew by, already initiating their spring mating ritual, and Maia watched them enviously for a while. Eventually she rose from her bed and put on clothes. She briefly looked at herself in the mirror, but the sad woman dressed all in black leather was a stranger to her. Her long, dark hair hung limply over her shoulders and her emerald green eyes had lost their sparkle.
Maia made her way into the common room of their large, royal tree house, but found it empty. She had always loved her home. As the house of their Lord Regent, it was one of the most well designed houses in the city, yet it was cosy and comfortable. Now, in her loneliness and everyone having already gone to their daily tasks, she could not wait to get out of it.
She walked briskly past the kitchen; she did not feel like eating; and headed straight for the door. Habit made her grab her bow and quiver, which always hung from a hook in the hall. Maybe she would go for a ride with Fire; she had not paid the red stallion much attention during the winter Moons and felt a little guilty. She thought of Midnight and felt his presence at the edge of her mind. He was distant and she knew the dragon was upset with her; she would find no solace with him.
As she descended the Regal Steps, she made up her mind to spend the day on the Grazing Grounds among the horse herds; there she would not have to deal with anyone constantly trying to cheer her up or make her feel guilty. She knew she had been rebuffing the efforts of her family to engage her in the day-to-day activities of the city, but it held no interest for her.
Maia turned away from the Gathering Grounds and walked along The Axis before ascending the various steps and bridges to get to the path that led across the ridge to the stables. On this side of the city, the terrain was steeper and she looked ahead at the winding staircases, most of them covered with ivy and other creepers. It was a pretty sight.
“Good morning, Maia.”
She flinched at the voice behind her and scolded herself for not paying attention to her surroundings. She had effectively shut down her Elemental senses, shying away from the happy glow of the Life Forces, the Eläm, around her. Even so, she should at least have heard him coming.
“I was just on my way to the cave. Would you like to join me today?” Silas asked, arching his bushy, grey eyebrows enquiringly.
“Good morning, Silas.” She tilted her head respectfully towards the old Elf who had been her mentor all her life. “I was hoping to spend time with Fire today; I have been neglecting him lately.”
“That is not the only thing you have been neglecting, but I am sure you are aware of that.”
Maia blushed.
Silas’ steel grey eyes narrowed for just a moment and he then continued mercilessly. “I think your time would be better spent with me today. Fire can wait another day for your attentions. Come, join me, please.”
Reluctantly she followed the old Elf down towards his cave, back down the steps she had just climbed. She watched his grey pony tail sway ahead of her as she followed with heavy steps. He had been her teacher since she was born and she would not dare to oppose him, but she dreaded what was to come.
His cave tunnelled deep into the cliff face their city rested on. Like their storage caves, it was always cold within, but Silas had filled the space with his desks, counters, and shelves, sleeping couches and all sorts of equipment and paraphernalia. The benches and stools were bedecked with pillows and blankets and the stone floor was covered in rugs and furs. A central fire heated the space, which was about thirty paces wide and forty paces long, and it always felt cosy enough. Flickering crystal lanterns lit the passage that led to the cavern.
They walked the hundred or so paces in silence, making Maia feel strangely uncomfortably in the old man’s presence.
“The fire is ready. Will you make us some tea, please?”
When Maia nodded her assent, Silas moved over to one of his many desks and ruffled through the paperwork piled up there. Maia briefly wondered about the many papers that looked like messenger notes. Silas always had order and never left a thing undone; for this many notes to have accumulated, the workload must be great.
She went to the fire and hung the kettle from the hook over the flames. While the water heated, she took out two crystal mugs with carved, bone handles and put together an assortment of herbs for the tea. Silas always kept a variety of herbs in his tea box; some simply for their taste, others for their medicinal properties. She used only mint for herself; it was her favourite; but used chamomile, fennel, and honey for Silas, all for their calming properties. Maia cast him a quick glance, but he was not watching her. She did not want him to notice that she was trying to influence his mood. She was worried that the request to come to his cave could only mean another scolding for her lack of interest in anything since the war.
Once the water was boiling, she took the kettle off the hook with the special mitten she made for Silas when she was still a child and then poured the steaming water over the leaves in the cups. She smiled a little at the thought that Silas had kept the mitten all these years.
He now came over to sit by the fire and she handed him his cup before he took his seat.
“Mmm, it is nice,” Silas said as he took a careful sip of the hot liquid. “Thank you, my child.”
Silas had not called her my child since she turned one hundred; twenty-three years ago. Maia barely remembered her birthday this year. It had been a low-key affair during the Moon of Storms. Had not been for her twin brother Jaik, who she obviously shared a birthday with, she would not even have attended the celebrations held in their home.
Narrowing her eyes, she carefully took a sip of the hot tea, fearing the lecture she knew was to come.
Silas did not disappoint; he came straight to the point. “I have been meaning to talk to you for a while now, but have delayed it in the hope that you would find your own way back. However, it seems this is not the case and things within the city are moving apace. I think it is time for you to stop your childish behaviour and act like the Prime you are. We all understand what happened last year has taken its toll on you, but that is now many Moons past and you need to move on. In addition, you should repent for what you have allowed to happen. You know my feelings about this.
“There are duties that await you now that the weather is warmer and you should see them as your opportunity to put the world back in order. Jagaer wishes that you take a journey to the cities that lost warriors during the war. The people need you to inspire hope within them. You are their Prime. Reports about Vampyre sightings are becoming more frequent; we have not reached the end of the fight with the Vampyres just yet. The people are scared.”
Silas took a few small sips from his tea before he continued.
“There will be a meeting in the Elder Hall at sundown. All the Commanders of the Warrior Houses, as well as the Elders and some of the Nobility, will attend. It is expected of you to be there. Can I count on you to attend?”
“Yes, Silas,” Maia replied quietly.
She was, of course, aware of most of what had happened in the last six Moons. After the war of Greystone, the warriors from the cities of Grildor returned to their homes to mourn and bury their dead. Shadow Hall mourned their dead as well; in an elaborate ceremony that should have been led by her; and it had taken many Moons for life in the city to normalise. The threat of the Vampyres remained; many had escaped during the war and had scattered over the land. Hunting parties had been sent out, but the hunt stopped during the cold Moons of winter due to heavy snowfalls and blizzards. Now, with the spring melts almost over and warmer weather on the horizon, the hunt was most likely to continue.
Greystone, their Gate to the other Life Planets, was now under guard night and day. They were sure no more Vampyres had come through since the war, but the ones already in Grildor were being handled as a serious threat; they all knew too well what they were capable of. The fact that her father wanted her to go on an ambassador mission did not surprise her; she was her peoples’ Life Elemental and the people drew strength and hope from her.
She only wished that there was someone she could draw strength and hope from. Blaid had abandoned her; the thought broke her heart anew. She told herself she did not care that they had broken the law by being together; all she wanted was to be with him. Yet she did care and her conflicting emotions made matters much more difficult. Blaid was the one person she was not allowed to be with, yet he was the very one she needed the most.
Aaron; ever hopeful that she might still change her mind and be with him; had lavished his attentions on her through the winter. He was her Human husband that she brought with her after her trial on Earth, but here on Elveron their marriage was null and void.
She vaguely remembered evenings during the winter when they sat around the fire, often joined by their children Luke and Jasmin, or even Jaik and Archer, but for her it had just been something to pass the time. Nothing over the past few Moons had captured her interest and she knew she had become reclusive and unresponsive.
The Life Elemental in her had been aware of the vibrant city around her, but in her own misery, she shut it out and became numb to all the life around her. Maybe Silas was right and it was time for her to look at who she had become. Maybe going away was not such a bad idea.
 

 
“I am glad you decided to join us, Princess,” Jaik whispered next to her.
She gave him a scathing glance; her twin knew how she hated it when he called her that. He smiled at her disarmingly and kissed her on the cheek. She could not stay angry with him; she loved her brother.
Jaik looked very much like her, but his hair was a little lighter and there was a grey tinge to his green eyes. Like her, he had almond shaped eyes and a sensual mouth; but, on him, it looked manly; on her it looked very feminine. Today he was so handsome in his Commander’s uniform; brass buttons, black leather, the elemental medallion engraved on the blue breastplate and his weapons strapped to his back; but she also noticed how he had aged.
No, she thought, he has matured.
Elves did not age like other people did; hair seldom went grey and lines and wrinkles would usually only appear after one’s three-thousandth birthday. Therefore, it was not age, but maturity she now saw in her brother’s eyes and she had to remind herself that not just she had a hard time of it after the war. As twins, they were close, and she now realised how her state of mind must have made his winter Moons a misery for him.
She felt instant regret and reached over to take his hand in hers. He smiled at her.
Someone kicked a bench close behind her and it brought her back to the present. They were on the lowest tier of the Elder Hall, closest to the speaker’s platform. The grand, eleven-sided hall was starting to fill up. The eleven Elders were seated to their left, also on the lowest tier. The Guard sat to their right, next to their Commander. The Commanders of the other Warrior Houses were finding their seats even as Maia glanced around the room and many of the Nobility were still filing in, finding their seats on the upper tiers of the hall.
Her father, Lord Regent of Grildor, stood beside Silas on the speaker’s platform, quietly discussing something. Her father would look up from time to time to scan the crowd gathering in the hall. Inadvertently his look would always find her and every time her heart broke a little more with the amount of worry she saw in his eyes.
Jagaer was a stately man; tall, as most Elves were, but also well-muscled. His hair was the same colour as Jaik’s, but his eyes were more grey; than green. He was handsome, with a strong jaw and straight nose, but the worry in his eyes made him look tired. She wished she could take some of the worry from him, but also knew she was part of the problem. She fought the lump forming in her throat; she seemed to be the cause of everyone’s worry. Angrily, she sat up a little straighter; she would do whatever it was her father wished her to do, even if that meant spending Moons away from home to travel to the cities throughout Grildor. She had much to atone for.
Soon everyone had arrived and the meeting began. Silas, as her father’s advisor, read the agenda for today before her father started the meeting. Maia was surprised by all the items that needed to be discussed; she had been so involved with her own problems and feelings, she had neglected to pay attention to the internal mechanisms that made their beautiful city work.
The Workers Lanes needed to be re-cobbled; they were some of the few paths in the city on the ground and not in the air. An additional thirty-five foaling stables were to be built, as foaling season was upon them soon. The Smithy needed a new bellows; the Armoury was looking for workers; four bridges needed to be reinforced within their tree city and final arrangements for the Spring Feast Celebration needed approval.
Maia paid close attention during the discussions of these fairly trivial matters; the affairs of her people should concern her and she felt guilty now that she was made aware of her lapse of interest.
Then the discussions turned to the more serious matters - Vampyres.
Again, Silas read out the agenda.
“The hunt for the Vampyres has already resumed, but we are still looking for more volunteers.”
Silas briefly looked up from his paper and glanced over the people assembled before him. Maia heard the shuffle of feet and murmured conversations. Many had died during the war and their ranks needed to be replenished; it was an unpleasant task to replace those who had died. Silas continued.
“Royander Dragonthorn has taken the place of Lenero Woods in the Guard, so no one is needed there. There are still seven openings within the Regiment and we will take anyone willing to join the Legion. The Scouts and the Night Watch have also lost men. The Commanders of these Warrior Houses are to start enlisting with immediate effect and are to report to me with any developments.”
“My Lord,” Commander Ridgewell, Commander General of the Regiment, spoke up,” I have a list of candidates ready if you would like to review it.”
Commander Ridgewell was one of their most respected Commanders, commanding not only the first division of the Regiment, but overseeing all eleven regiments. He was older; probably in his eighteenth century; and had a wealth of experience. Maia enjoyed his company, as he was intelligent and shrewd, yet kind and respectful. His dark brown eyes contrasted starkly with his fair hair and it gave him an almost brooding look; if one did not know him, he could come across as somewhat intimidating.
“Yes, Rowlean, please come and see me at the House of the Guardians after the meeting,” Silas replied.
He made a note on the current paper he was reading and then put it aside. Picking up a new sheet, he continued with the agenda.
“Rathaés has reported two attacks during the last Moon. Both were within the forest surrounding their mountain, not close to the city, but five people died. The incidents have sparked renewed fear that the Vampyres are spreading further. They have been quiet during the winter Moons, but now that the weather is warmer attacks are becoming more frequent. The attacks on Rathaés are not the only ones and because of this we need to concentrate on renewing our stocks of weapons. The manufacturing of spearheads and arrowheads is behind schedule due to a shortage of steel. Caravans from the Crystal Mountains have been raided and Stoneloft is now wary of sending their goods across the lake. We are also training replacement horses for those killed during the war. There are plenty of young horses to replenish the ranks, but they are not ready for war. The Horse Guard is looking for anyone able to assist in training.”
Silas shuffled his paper and then continued.
“Communications with the Gates outside of Grildor are still active, but all Sirens have now been covered up again.”
Maia was glad the Sirens were no longer active; she had seen to the Keepers after the war. Many of them had displayed signs of exposure; bleeding from the nose and ears, dizziness, fatigue, nausea, and headaches.
Activating the Sirens had most likely stopped the Vampyres coming through the other Gates; only Greystone was attacked, although the information Somas gathered back then was that the attacks were to happen at all Gates around the globe simultaneously. There were five Gates on Elveron; spread over the globe; and one could only communicate with the Keepers of the other Gates via the Sirens; large crystals mined from deep beneath the earth emitting a certain frequency interpreted by the Keepers. However, the frequency could be damaging to the body and long exposure was not advisable. During inactivity, the Sirens were housed in specially constructed structures that prevented the frequency from being heard.
“And lastly, we need to address the matter of Good Will.” Silas finished and handed the papers to her father.
Lord Longshadow cleared his throat and looked at the congregation around him; worry distorted his handsome features. He then launched the discussion of the first item on the agenda. Maia again paid close attention and the more she listened, the more miserable she felt. The worries of the city and her people in general suddenly seemed so much bigger than her own problems. How had she been so self-absorbed right through the winter and not seen how much her people had needed her? She could have helped in so many ways. When her father finally began the discussion of Good Will, she sat up and leant forward, listening closely to what was expected of her. Even if she had a lapse of sense over the past few Moons, she now had a chance to redeem herself.
“Many warriors lost their lives during the war and many families lost their loved ones,” her father began. “The winter Moons have thus far prevented us from sending delegations to the cities, but now that the warmer weather has finally arrived, it is time that we show the people our Good Will.”
A murmur of agreement went through the hall. Shadow Hall was the capital city of Grildor as the seat of their Lord Regent, and the other cities looked toward Shadow Hall for not only trade, but also assistance, reinforcements and every aspect concerning the state.
“My daughter, Maia, will be sent as ambassador to the following cities: Thala Yll, Alea Yll, Braérn and Crook Harbour. My son, Jaik, will be sent to Tarron Heights and Rathaés.”
Again, people voiced their approval, but Maia’s heart sank; she hoped to travel with Jaik. She exchanged a brief look with her brother, but he did not seem surprised; as Commander of the Guard, he had been aware of the arrangements already.
“The delegations will leave within a fortnight, shortly after the Spring Feast celebrations, and if anyone wishes to accompany either one, please put the request in with Silas so that arrangements can be made. Notices will be put up in the morning; in the meantime, Commanders please spread the news to your respective commands. Each delegation will have members of the Guard, Scouts and Regiment travelling with them, so they will be well protected. A list of the warriors accompanying the delegations has already been set up and is available on request.”
As her father droned on about the finer details of the ambassador missions, Jaik took her hand in his and gave it a light squeeze.
“It will be all right,” he whispered. “I have overseen the detail for your guard myself and you will be pleased with your companions.” He kissed her on the forehead. “We will not be apart for long.”
 

 
“Oh, you have to take the white dress, it is so beautiful,” Jasmin chirped, and danced back towards Maia’s wardrobe to fetch the said dress. 
A few days remained before her departure; only after Spring Feast; but Jasmin insisted on helping Maia pack. Wolf lay on the sheepskin rug in front of the bed, watching the two girls and excitedly wagged his tail every time Jasmin had another idea.
Maia smiled at her Human daughter; she was always so cheerful. Blue eyes, blond hair and a mouth that looked as if she was permanently smiling made her seem always happy. Although bringing Jasmin, and her brother, as well as their father here, had been an accident, she was now glad it had happened. Jasmin was a joy to be around, her brother Luke was intelligent and funny, and she had even learned to accept Aaron, even if it was only as a friend. They had been husband and wife back on Earth, but the love they shared there had not come back with them to Elveron - at least not for Maia.
It had taken the Humans some time to get used to their new surroundings and the strange people and creatures they knew only from their myths and legends, but in the end, they came to feel at home here and Maia knew they were happy now.
“Do you know for how long you will be gone?” Jasmin asked.
“I am not sure. It all depends on our travelling conditions and on the people. Some might want us to stay longer. But if all goes well, we should be back before the end of Watchers Moon.”
Jasmin stuck the tip of her right index finger between her lips while she thought. “So, you will be gone for almost two Moons then?”
“That’s right. I am glad you have finally learned your Moons.” Maia smiled at her.
“Do you know that we have been here fourteen Moons already and in another four Moons it will be a year? That means we will have been away from Earth for ten years. It is incredible how time moves differently here on Elveron. I sometimes wonder what folk there think happened to us.” She smiled mischievously.
Maia smiled back at her, but when her Human family spoke of Earth, she still felt a twinge of guilt. Time moved differently between the planets and for every one year here on Elveron, ten Earth years passed.
Also, what she had done; bringing them here; was called Soul Reaping and was said to have terrible side effects. They monitored the Humans for any signs of these side effects, but none had displayed in the entire time they had been here. Maia was hopeful, but Silas cautioned that it might yet happen. However, he also said, when Maia brought them here, she wrought some changes within the Humans that should not have been possible. They immediately spoke the elven language, were healed of all their ailments, and were slowly adopting the physical traits of the Elves. Even Aaron’s dark grey hair was turning back to its original dark brown colour. Silas reasoned this was because of Maia’s extraordinary power, which came with being a Life Elemental, and, whether she meant to or not, she had instinctively achieved the Crossing correctly. Maia heeded Silas’ advice and kept an eye out for changes in the Humans’ behaviour, but deep down she felt everything was all right.
“Do you still miss it?” Maia asked.
“You know I don’t, Maia. I love it here and so do Papa and Luke. I would not go back, even if it was possible.” Jasmin folded another item of clothing she thought Maia had to take on her journey and added it to her bag. “But I must say that your winters are far worse than anything we have ever experienced on Earth. I have never seen snow like that; it truly is beautiful. The blizzards and the hail were frightening sometimes, but I love the thunder echoing off the mountains during a storm. Besides, your long summers make up for the cold winters. Your world is truly beautiful.”
Maia gave her a rueful smile. Winter had been tough for her with her self-imposed isolation, so she had not given much thought as to how her human family was faring with the harsh Grildor winter. She was glad that Jasmin could accept everything so easily.
“And I could never leave you; you are my mother, no matter what.” Jasmin smiled. “Or Wolf,” she added as an afterthought, and scratched the large, shaggy Forest Wolf behind his ear, making his hind leg twitch.
Maia blushed. Technically, it was true; she had given birth to Luke and Jasmin during her stay on Earth. Spending twenty Earth years there had been her final test before becoming an Elemental; but here they were of an almost equal age and it seemed strange that they should still think of her as their mother.
Maia took the few steps that separated her from her daughter and took her into her arms. The feelings she had for Jasmin were hard to describe; there was an almost maternal love there, but also the love of true friendship and that of siblings. She could not imagine her life without Jasmin. Wolf; whom Maia had rescued as a pup and who had grown up in the city; seemed to feel the same and he gave a short howl as the girls embraced.
“Come, let us finish packing. It is a beautiful day and we should spend it outside.”
Wolf wagged his tail in agreement.
 

 
Later that evening, Maia and Jaik were summoned to the Hall of the Guardians, the command centre for everything relating to their armed forces. Wolf trotted ahead of them as they made their way to see their father. It felt good to be walking with her brother, holding his hand, and she wondered how she could have gone so long without it. Sure, they had spent time together over the past few Moons, but although she had been present in body, her mind had been elsewhere. She realised now that her brother had attempted to bring her out of her depression, but knew his sister too well and had not pushed the matter. He knew the damage she could cause when she was angry.
She felt guilty that she had neglected him so. She realised that guilt was probably her most prominent emotion at the moment. She seemed to feel guilty about everything and wondered how a Life Elemental could do so much wrong. She bit her lip as they entered her father’s large chamber.
Her brother felt her tension and gently squeezed her hand before guiding her to one of the chairs in front of the large, oaken table her father used as his desk. A large map of Grildor was spread upon it, weighed down on the corners with miniature horses made of stone.
“Thank you for coming,” Jagaer said to the twins and brushed his right hand through his thick, dark hair. “You are scheduled to leave just after the Spring Feast celebrations. I assume you are ready?”
Maia looked at her brother and Jaik nodded. They were ready to leave at any time. Maia still smarted over the fact that she would not travel with Jaik, but had been given the manifest of her caravan and was pleased with the people that would accompany her. In addition, she now saw the necessary separation from her brother as one of the many punishments she decided to inflict upon herself; she felt she had a lot to make up for.
Travelling arrangements had already been confirmed. For obvious reasons, she would not be able to take her dragon, Midnight, but would ride on her stallion, Fire. Midnight; a Soul Dragon; was one of the largest species of dragons on their planet and although she thought he was beautiful, he was a truly fearsome creature. He was pitch black, with spikes all over his body, large, leathery wings, and a long tail with a razor-sharp caudal blade at its tip. The people of the other cities would feel uneasy with him around.
The rest of her caravan would also be mounted, with two teams of horses pulling their supply wagons, which were suspended by materium; a crystal that reversed the effects of gravity and was such able to elevate heavy objects off the ground.
One Elder and four Nobles were assigned as her aides to attend the meetings with her. Seven other people had requested to come along, to visit family in other cities. Riker Moonswain of the Guard had been assigned as her personal escort. Commander Rowlean Ridgewell and ten of his warriors of the first Regiment and two Scouts of Commander Mellowood’s command were to accompany them as their security detail. Four Horse Masters from Commander Kastenbrink’s command were assigned to look after their animals’ wellbeing during their travels. She had met most of them at one time or another and, as far as she knew, they were all good men and women. It also pleased her that Riker would be her escort. He was one of her brother’s finest Guard and good company. He would make it his personal mission to ensure that nothing happened to the sister of his Commander.
“Yes, Father, all arrangements have been made,” Jaik answered.
Jagaer nodded; he had expected nothing less. He shifted towards Maia.
“I expect you to be away longer than your brother, as you are visiting more cities,” Jagaer continued, addressing her. “We have assigned you two materium floats to carry your provisions and gifts for the cities, plus the horses to pull them. Food will be replenished in every city you visit and food for the animals will also be provided.”
Jagaer paused for a moment and shuffled papers on his desk. Maia and Jaik watched; they knew all of this already. The simple fact that their father had reiterated something they were fully aware of meant there was something else he actually wanted to say, but had difficulty expressing. Maia saw mixed emotions play across his face. She sensed turmoil from his Eläm, his Life Force, and she wondered what it could mean.
“You both know what is expected of you and I don’t need to lecture you about what needs to be done and what I hope to accomplish with these Good Will missions.” He cleared his throat. “Just be safe out there. More reports of Vampyre sightings have come in and I could not bear it should anything happen to you while you are away.”
He dropped the papers he still held in his hands and then, in three long strides, he walked around the table and took Maia into his arms. Over her shoulder, Jagaer gave Jaik a meaningful glance. Jaik nodded.
 

 
Spring Feast; it was one of the most anticipated celebrations of the year. It celebrated the end of winter and the beginning of new life. Normally it was one of Maia’s favourite celebrations, but this year she could not find it within herself to be happy; too much had happened in the last few Moons. Nonetheless, she was expected to participate and she was determined to be there for her people. It was important to give the people hope and Spring Feast would give them something other to concentrate on besides the threats they faced.
A whole host of sporting and cultural events were held each year at Spring Feast and her duty, as princess of her people, was to present the winners’ trophies as well as a kiss for the victors. Celebrations would last three days, during which more than fifty events would be held. People had been preparing and practicing for this during the long Moons of winter. Now it was time.
Maia rose on the morning of the first day and selected one of the dresses her mother had commissioned for her for this occasion. It was still cool during the day and nights were sometimes cold enough for a light frost to form. The garment was made from a thick, yet soft and light material woven from fibres of the downy coat of the Angora rabbit. It had not been dyed and its natural ivory colour contrasted nicely with Maia’s dark mahogany hair. The dress fitted her perfectly, its body-hugging top accented her shapely bust and narrow waist, while the flowing arms and skirt made it seem she was dancing with every movement she made. Although it was a plain dress, adorned along the hems with tiny embroidered leaves, it made her look more like the princess she was, than those dark clothes she had been wearing all winter.
Saddened, she turned away from the mirror. He was not here to see her like this; what was the point of her looking this beautiful? She wiped the tear from her eye and tried to erase the thought of Blaid from her mind. He was the Death Elemental; clad in superstition and feared by her people; and they would never be allowed to be together.
The celebrations were for her people and she had to pull herself together. It did no good to dwell on what she could not have.
First up were the events for the children, followed later that day with horse trials and musical events. Shadow Hall had a total of thirty-two children, a high number given the nature of Elves. In general, an Elven couple would have one child during their entire lifetime. Twins, like Maia and Jaik, were extremely rare.
Maia loved the children and put on a brave face as she sat on the throne built for the games. The children paraded on the grounds in front of her, each doing their very best in their chosen event and each trying to win her approval. The younger ones fought with staves, swords and knives made from wood. They wrestled, shot arrows and navigated obstacle courses. They performed songs, recited poems and created artful masterpieces out of flowers, clay, or wood. The older ones demonstrated their skills with bow and arrow, knife-throwing, fencing and sword fighting and some even showed off their barely developed elemental powers. Most common was the magic of Earth, but three of the children had abilities with Water and Fire.
By the end of day one, Maia felt her spirits rising. She had kissed so many children and seen hope and admiration in their eyes, which awoke something within her that had been dormant for many Moons. She was smiling when she laid her head on her pillow and fell into a peaceful sleep; Wolf curled on the bed at her feet.
When she woke the next morning, she looked forward to the day; excitement coursed through her veins. She selected the second gown her mother ordered for her. This one was made from the wool of a strange animal that lived far to the south; a llama. Maia had never seen one, but it was often described as a pony-sized animal with a long neck and fluffy coat like that of a sheep. She had been told that they spat when they felt threatened. Their wool came in a range of different colours and was thick and warm, yet soft and comfortable. Her dress for today was of a light tan colour. Small, dark brown wooden beads; carved to look like acorns; were sown onto her bodice in the shape of a tree; the branches curling seductively; and in a straight line on the hem of her skirt. Although Maia could not quite explain why, this dress made her feel more woman than the dress from yesterday.
She stepped out of her house with her head held high and a smile on her face.
 

 
He caught his breath as he saw her ascend the steps to her throne. She was even more beautiful today than she had been yesterday. Every day he marvelled at her beauty and it took his breath away every time.
He stood on the Parade Ground with a group of other young men and women registered for the novice sword fighting class. He had been training right through the winter and although he was far from accomplished with the weapon, he wanted to prove himself against the others and to show Maia that he was capable of learning and, most important, able to protect her. He felt a little silly all dressed up as if going to war, but if he had to be honest, it did make him look good. He was tall and lanky and the sparring uniform made him look like he had more muscle than he actually did. It gave him confidence.
The class he had signed up for was for beginners only and the others were as inexperienced as he was. They had the advantage of their natural elven speed and strength, but he reckoned it would come down to the determination of the winner in the end and therein lay his strength. Besides, the changes within his body were becoming more noticeable with every Moon that passed and he was now stronger, faster, and fitter than he had ever been on Earth.
Maia had taken her seat and a speaker announced the class. She nodded to each contestant in turn and he noticed her hesitate as her eyes met his. He held her gaze for just a moment and his heart beat frantically within his chest.
“Aaron Nightingale, short sword,” the speaker announced.
Aaron smiled at her and she blushed, making him smile even more. He had not told her about his training or about his desire to compete in the games. The fact that he had been able to surprise her pleased him greatly.
Now it was time. The competitors were divided into four pairs. The winner of each would go on to the next round and so on until there were only two left to compete in the final. Aaron concentrated on his first opponent and, feeling Maia’s eyes on him, went to it with determination. The fight was over surprisingly quickly. He incapacitated his opponent with a heavy blow to his shield, which jarred his opponent’s arm to such an extent that he was unable to continue. At the end of round one, the four victors stood in front of the throne and they bowed to their princess. Maia graced them all with a smile, but Aaron fancied that she smiled brighter when she looked at him.
After a short break of drinks and songs, the fighters assembled for round two. This time Aaron was paired against a girl. She was maybe the same age as his daughter, of slender build and looked too fragile to hold a sword. However, his eyes deceived him.
Once the gong sounded, she surprised him with a fast technique and flighty movements. More than once did her sword connect with the padding on his arms and legs and, although the training swords were blunted, he knew he would go home with a few bruises tonight. He had to think quickly to keep up with her, panting with the effort it cost him, but in the end, it was sheer luck that he came out of the round victorious. She stumbled slightly during her attack and he ducked just in time to avoid the sword aimed at his chest. As he ran under her outstretched arm, he swung his sword to keep his balance and accidentally connected with her Achilles tendon, sending her sprawling on the ground. He was standing over her, sword to her throat, when the gong sounded.
Again, the victors bowed to Maia and this time he was sure he saw admiration in her eyes as she nodded to him. It bolstered his confidence.
The final round began. He stood opposite a tall Elf, who looked pretty sure of himself and held the sword with what seemed like practiced ease. Aaron worried for a moment, but after the initial bout, he realised, although his opponent could strike with much force, he was slow in the turn due to his inexperience. Aaron took advantage of this and danced around the Elf until an opening presented itself and then dealt a hard blow to the thick padding that protected the kidneys. Almost immediately, the gong sounded. Had they been fighting with sharpened swords and without the sporting padding, the blow would have been fatal.
The crowd erupted into cheers. Aaron’s ears glowed red. The tall Elf bowed to Aaron in congratulation and walked off the grounds. Aaron was then led to the front of the stage, where he was presented with a small scroll that pronounced him winner of the novice class. He held his breath as Maia rose from her throne. Gracefully she walked up to him and presented him with a tiny silver statue of a warrior holding a sword. He took it with shaking hands. Maia leaned in and kissed him on both cheeks; he could smell her breath, of mint and honey; and he shivered as she whispered in his ear.
“May the victorious be blessed with the joy of life.”




 
The soothing rhythm of Fire’s smooth stride lulled her into a semi-sleep. They had been riding all morning, travelling north along the Trade Route that followed the edge of Grildor-Bron Forest. The weather was mild; the sun rising in the east in a milky-blue sky and a hint of warmth on the breeze that promised warmer weather. It was easy to forget the reason for this mission - the brutal attack by the Vampyres and the senseless killing of over one thousand Elves - and she kept her eyes half closed, trying to hold the peaceful mood that had sprouted tentative roots in her mind.
“An acorn for your thoughts, My Lady,” Riker interrupted her trance-like state with the old adage.
Reluctantly she opened her eyes and fought the disappointment of being brought back to reality. She knew Riker was not trying to be rude, but was simply making polite conversation; it was, after all, his responsibility to make sure she had everything she needed on this trip.
“I was just thinking of the reason we are doing this. It saddens me that so many had to die and, no matter how hard I try, I cannot shake the feeling that I could have prevented it.”
She suppressed the urge to clap her hand over her mouth after she said it. He had caught her unawares and she told him more than she would have liked. Not even Silas knew her true feelings, her shortcomings.
“I don’t understand, My Lady,” Riker said politely, but with worry in his eyes.
Fire snorted and suddenly pranced beneath her as he felt her mood change. She laid a hand on his neck to calm him, but her hand was shaking. How could she explain to Riker, had she heeded the visions and dreams of Death before the war, the war might have been prevented? What would he think of his princess and Life Elemental if she was not even capable of interpreting the signs the Mother had given her and thus let so many people die? She knew, in her heart, had she listened to the warnings, she could have saved her people.
The Spring Feast celebrations temporarily brought her out of her depressed mood and she had actually enjoyed herself. Aaron surprised her by participating, and winning, in the games and the general mood of the people had lifted her own. On the third, and last, day of the celebrations, Fire won stallion of the year and four of his foals had been nominated as best young horses of the year.
Now depression hit her again with full force. Would she ever be able to forgive herself? She took a deep, steadying breath. Her hands were still shaking and Fire snorted, shaking his head.
“I am sorry, Riker, I did not mean to burden you with my worries. As a Life Elemental, I seem to feel the loss of the people more deeply and it still troubles me. I will be all right now.”
She smiled at him to put him at ease. His ears turned pink and he turned away from her to hide his embarrassment, putting his handsome features into sharp relief against the bright sky. She wondered about his embarrassment, but did not feel anything obvious from his Eläm. He was Guard; one of the best warriors Shadow Hall had to offer; and talking to his princess should not put him ill at ease. Maybe it was the topic of discussion.
“How far have we come? Do you know where we will be making camp?” she asked to change the subject.
His face brightened almost immediately and he explained in detail their route and campsites for their trip, no doubt relieved that the subject concerning the worries of a Life Elemental was closed.
“We left at sunrise this morning and have been travelling along the Trade Route at a steady pace for almost four hours now, covering close to sixteen miles. Because the materium platforms can only move over this rough terrain at the speed of a walking horse, it will take a little longer. Once we reach the plains closer to Thala Yll, our travelling speed should pick up. We will make camp at sundown at the Featherstone Inn.” He smiled crookedly at her, which was surprisingly charming. “We sent a pigeon ahead and My Lady’s dinner tonight will be mushroom ragout.”
Riker positively beamed with the good news he brought her. Maia rewarded him with her brightest smile and she watched in amusement as his ears turned pink again. Mushroom ragout was her favourite and she wondered where Riker had acquired this information.
“That is very thoughtful of you, Riker Moonswain. Thank you.”
They rode in silence for a moment. The new topic of discussion had eased not only Riker, but Maia as well, and Fire was now walking calmly again, striding out smoothly with his strong legs.
“The journey to Thala Yll will take us five days at this pace. It is possible, of course, to cover the two hundred and twenty-five miles in a time shorter than that, but we are heavily burdened with the gifts for the people, as well as our own accommodations. I believe they have provided every luxury and convenience for you for this trip.”
He smiled at his princess, happy to be the bearer of good news again. Maia graced him with another smile, but on the inside, she fumed. She did not like to be treated differently. She was sure her travelling companions would have the standard travelling tents and provisions. This would have sufficed for her as well. She was sure it was her father who had insisted on the extra luxuries and conveniences Riker was talking about. She would see tomorrow night what these entailed, as tonight they would stay at the Featherstone Inn, but she was sure she would not like them.
The Trade Route followed the shape of the forest that clung to the Grildor-Bron mountain range like a blanket. During morning and midday, sunlight bathed the road and the day was pleasantly warm. However, as the sun moved further west, the road was plunged into the shadow of the mountains and the temperature dropped considerably. Although summer was on its way, it would still be a few Moons before the days would be so warm that one could walk without a coat even within the mountains.
Maia shrugged into her black leather jacket and immediately felt warmer. The inside was lined with mink
fur and was wonderfully soft. They stopped at a small stream to let the horses drink and to allow the travellers a chance to relieve themselves and stretch their legs. Maia marvelled at how busy such a small group of people could be and how much they disturbed the perfect peace of their surroundings.
Overall, they were a group of thirty-four and, within moments of their arrival at this spot, the wildlife in this area had retreated far into the forest, and Maia was only faintly aware of their Eläm. The animals would return once they carried on with their travels, but it displeased her that she did not have the time to speak to the animals beforehand, so that they would know they meant no harm.
In the city, the animals of the forest lived in harmony with the Elves. So many generations had charmed the city that it was often seen as a safe haven for animals. As it was strictly forbidden to hunt within a ten-mile radius of the city, it was not uncommon for a family of deer to graze on the Gathering Grounds, and polecats, squirrels and hares had permanent homes within the city. In the beginning, her Human family marvelled at the multitude of animals, but had also been worried about rodents and insects within their home. Maia laid their fears to rest; although the animals were allowed within the city, the Elves’ combined elemental magic had evolved over time, so that no animals, whether mammal or insect, intruded into any home unless invited in.
A noise brought her back to the present. She glanced around and discovered folk remounting their horses. She stepped up to Fire, patted his neck and put her foot into the stirrup to mount. Normally she would ride him bareback, but this was a long trip and not only was the saddle more comfortable for such a long journey, but it also held some of her provisions, as well as her weapons. She had brought them all; the Vampyre threat was far from over and no one wanted to be caught unawares.
Her favourite weapon was her compound bow. It was small enough for her to carry comfortably, but, because of its design, it could propel an arrow with enough strength and speed to kill a bear. She shuddered at the thought; not long ago she had to kill a bear to protect Wolf. Then she had her Twin Blades. It was a set of blades; each about the length of her forearm, with carved black walnut handles that fitted into her hands perfectly. She was outstanding with them and they had saved her life on more than one occasion. She also carried her sword. This was not her favourite and, although she could wield it with proficiency, she would only use it if she had no other choice.
“Are you ready, My Lady?”
She turned in the saddle and looked at Riker. He was a handsome Elf; tall and well-built, with strong and masculine, yet refined features, dark brown eyes and long, dark hair held together at the back with a leather thong. She had known him all her life and she knew he was not only one of the best Guard and fighters of their clan, but was also a talented musician, as well as of noble birth. His father, Ramaer Moonswain, was one of their Elders.
She wondered why it had never occurred to her that he would have been a fine match for her. Her father would surely have approved. She suppressed a sigh; nothing and nobody could ever compare to Blaid and he was the one person she was not allowed to have. She forced a small smile for the handsome Elf that was her companion and protector for this journey; it was not his fault she was miserable.
“I am ready,” she said.
Their journey led them ever further north. The terrain was mountainous this close to Shadow Hall and the constant difficulties of the road were tiring. Nevertheless, it was beautiful. They travelled mostly within the outer edges of the forest and the deciduous trees were sprouting their new greenery. Maia felt the new life of spring with an intensity that was new to her. She seemed to be getting more sensitive with her elemental powers with each passing year. Sometimes it frightened her how much more she was aware of than any other person.
It was dusk by the time they reached the tavern. It nestled right on the edge of the forest and its lantern lights bathed it in a friendly, yellow light. As they approached, Maia could make out the carved wooden sign that proclaimed the building to be the Featherstone Inn. Moments later, the large, oaken front doors opened. Warm light spilled out into the dusk of evening, soon followed by an Elf carrying a lantern. He was swathed in a thick robe to ward off the chill of evening.
“Welcome,” he called to them in a sonorous voice.
Three more Elves came through the doors and soon they were helping to stable their horses, store their luggage for the evening and bring in the items they needed for the night. Maia saw to Fire herself, as he was not used to anyone else handling him, but he snorted nonetheless at being put into a stable; he preferred to sleep under the stars.
“I know, Fire,” she said. “This journey will be as difficult for you as it will be for me, but it has to be done.”
After brushing him down, she doubled checked his hay net and then locked the stable door behind her. He would be fine and mushroom ragout awaited her inside. The thought cheered her up.
She crossed the few steps to the barn door and noticed she was the only one still within; the others must have finished before her. She stepped out into the yard. It was fully dark by now, but the lanterns lit the way to the inn. She closed the barn door behind her and stepped out along the path, which wound between fruit trees before turning a corner around the barn. Just before she took the turn, however, her senses were assaulted by someone’s equally worried and angry Eläm.
She stopped in her tracks just as Riker came running around the corner of the barn and almost collided with her. For a moment, they stood so close that she could feel the heat of his skin, feel his breath on her face, take in his masculine smell and sense his absolute devotion. Taken off guard, she swayed, unsure of how to deal with the assault on her elemental senses.
“Lady Maia!” Riker said breathlessly and reached out to steady her.
Even through her leather jacket, his touch felt hot on her skin. Her vision swam and then her heart pounded wildly in her chest as she looked up into Blaid’s face.
“Lady Maia!” Riker said again, this time louder.
Maia blinked. The vision of Blaid was gone and she saw only Riker in front of her. She took a deep, steadying breath through her nose, and mentally cursed herself as she became aware of Riker’s smell. There was something there that reminded her of the way Blaid had smelled the last time she had seen him. She forced herself to be calm; he had taken her off guard and her senses completely unprotected. She was startled to learn the depth of Riker’s feelings, yet more frightened at her reaction to them.
For what seemed like a long time, but was only moments, they stood like that; Riker’s hands on her arms and she staring up into his face. Even in the darkness with only the lanterns casting their golden light she noticed his ears turning pink again. She giggled nervously. The corner of Riker’s mouth twitched. Then he dropped his hands from her arms as if he had burned them. He cleared his throat.
“My Lady, you should not be out here by yourself. Commander Ridgewell thought you went to the rooms with the Servers, but then someone mentioned you were seeing to your horse and then …”
“Riker, I am all right,” she assured him. “Lead the way, I am famished.”
Together they covered the short distance to the inn. She felt him relax as they walked, but her own feelings were more difficult to control. They reached the inn and he pushed the doors open for her. For a moment, she stared into the warm interior; a fire burning in a big hearth in the centre; lanterns hung from thick, oaken beams all around the tall ceiling; people sitting at tables throughout the room, conversing comfortably. It looked inviting.
Someone noticed them standing in the doorway and the mood changed. There were calls of My Princess and My Lady as one by one the people stood and bowed to her. Maia had hoped the inn would be fairly empty and would cater almost exclusively for her party tonight, but it seemed there were many travellers on the road tonight seeking the shelter of the tavern. It was one of the largest and most prestigious on the Trade Route and it should not have come as a surprise to her. As it was, she was glad for the distraction.
She smiled bravely as they made their way through the throng to the long table reserved for them. Most of their party had already taken their seats and enjoyed hot broth from steaming mugs. As she suspected, she was given the seat at the head of the table and immediately two Servers were by her side, proclaiming that they were hers to command for the evening. She resisted the urge to tell them she did not need anything besides food; she understood, although she did not like the attention, it was a great honour for them to be serving their princess.
Riker helped her to her chair and then took his seat to her right; the place that should have been reserved for the most senior member of their party, which was Elder Owen; but he had taken his seat further down the table, with the Nobles. Maia was acutely aware of Riker’s presence beside her.
“I am sorry, My Lady, I know you would have preferred a quieter evening, but the Innkeeper insisted on making the evening special for you. I believe there will be singers and poets.”
Riker gave her a crooked grin and gently laid his hand on hers. “I will be right here if you need me, even if it is to lie for you; you might just be overcome by sudden fatigue or nausea.”
Maia almost laughed aloud; how did he know her so well? 
“Thank you, Riker, I appreciate your valour.” She gently extricated her hand from his without making it obvious that she wanted to break the contact. His hand was disconcertingly warm on hers. “But I think I will manage for one night. Besides, there is mushroom ragout. I would not miss it for anything.”
 

 
He felt the burning steam rise to his flaring nostrils. She had briefly made mind contact with him and what he had seen in her mind was making him angry. Bright-Shining-Silver-Star was the centre of his life, yet at this moment he wanted to take her by the scruff of her neck and shake her like a misbehaving hatchling. Could she not see that she was destroying the light inside of her? He worried for her.
Ever since she had mated with Dark-Silver-Moon, she had been different. To him it felt as if a piece of her had gone missing, but every time he had tried to engage her about it, she shut him out. All through the long, cold nights of winter he sat watch on The Crags, waiting for her to surface from her isolation. After a while, he had stopped initiating contact. The hurt within her started to affect him too; such was their bond. He doubted his own assessment of Dark-Silver-Moon and some part of him was starting to miss him too.
Acrid smoke curled from his nostrils then and he let out a deep, throaty roar that scared away the birds in all directions.
Why did this affect him so? This should be a problem for people, not for a dragon. He should be stronger than the worries of Elves!
He shuffled his wings and walked to the edge of The Crags. His long talons gripped the edge of the granite top and when he pushed himself off the rim, he left deep furrows in the rock. He dropped for a moment, then spread his black, leathery wings and soared off over the forest.
He had not intended to go with her on this journey. He had not been invited. Clearly, she did not need him. Yet, as hard as he tried, he could not shake the feeling that something might happen to her. She was his partner of the soul; they were Soul-Forged; and he could not, would not, let anything happen to her.
He-Of-Unshakable-Courage, brother to Bright-Shining-Silver-Star, had come to him and pleaded for her safety. It had been unnecessary; he had already made up his mind. He would follow at a distance; far away enough so that they would not notice, but close enough for him to be with her, should she need him. No matter the state of her mind; he loved her and that would never change!
 

 
Maia struggled to calm Fire, who danced nervously on the spot. She managed to saddle him, but was unable to mount. She had a terrible night; dreams of war, Vampyres and the ever-nagging guilt that it was her fault it had all happened in the first place. When Neth, her personal Server for this journey, came to wake her, Maia sprang out of bed and put a knife to her throat. The young girl ran screaming from the room.
Riker suggested to Commander Ridgewell that he send one of his female Regiment, Rothea Goodheart, into her room to see what the problem was. Rothea, a tall, fiery-haired Elf, had been tactful and kind, yet firm, and managed to calm and dress Maia within a short time. Maia was embarrassed that she could have lost control like that and, when she walked into the stable to get Fire, he immediately picked up on her mood.
“Here, let me.” Riker’s voice was deep and soft and his hand was warm when he laid it on top of hers.
Maia flinched, but then felt Riker’s Eläm, which was calm and strong, and closed her eyes for a moment, absorbing it. Within moments, she felt her own heartbeat slow and her tremors stopped. Fire stopped prancing and finally stood still. Maia opened her eyes and turned her head to look at Riker. He was so close; she could smell him again. His dark brown eyes were soft and kind and he smiled at her. For a moment longer she stood with her back to him, his hand on hers, feeling his calm and warmth. Then she put her left foot into the stirrup, pushed off and swung her right leg over the saddle.
“There, that’s better,” Riker said, putting his hand on her thigh for just a moment. 
Maia watched him as he went to mount his own horse. His calm confidence impressed her, but she knew he was trying hard to hide the other feelings within him. And he was succeeding; with her senses shielded as they were now, she was hardly able to feel what she had felt from him last night. Except for his touch, the hand on her thigh, even for such a short moment, had told her more about his inner feelings than she had wanted to know.
The thought gave her a strange tingling sensation and Fire snorted beneath her. Riker turned his horse and looked at her. He held her gaze for just a moment, then nodded to Maia and to Rothea, assigned to ride beside her, and gave the order to move out.
There were shouts of farewell from the small group of people assembled in front of the inn. Maia waved to them as she rode by. Then they were past and turned onto the Trade Route to follow its way north, keeping the towering mountains to their left.
They rode mostly in silence; Riker beside her and Rothea close behind. At noon, they stopped at a stream to water the horses. The Servers set out a small luncheon of fruit and bread and everyone gathered to eat. Maia sat a little away from the group, sharing a blanket with Riker. Rothea ate her lunch while she stood guard and Arahael attended to Maia and Riker’s needs. Arahael; an older Server with more experience; had taken over from Neth as her Server and Maia felt bad about how she had frightened the girl. However, it seemed the incident had not been mentioned, as no one else was aware of it. Maia was glad for it.
“Would you like some more water, Lady Maia?” Arahael asked.
“No, thank you, just an apple, please,” Maia answered.
When Arahael brought her the apple, she rose and went to stand with Fire. She held the apple out for him and let him bite it in half. She stood with him like that for a while, waiting for him to finish the apple. She felt bad about how her moods affected him, but her bond with him was almost as strong as the bond she had with Midnight.
She gasped and then blinked a few times as if she could erase what she had just seen in her mind. Her thought regarding Midnight must have opened her mind to his, and she was suddenly intensely aware that Midnight was watching her. She turned, scanning the flat country to the east and then the tall mountains to the west, but not even with her sharp eyes was she able to see him. Dragons had incredible eyesight and, for all she knew, he could be at least ten miles away or more and he would still be able to see her. She smiled at the thought that he must have been following them at a distance the whole time.
Somehow, she suddenly felt a lot calmer.
Fire nudged her, hoping for another apple, and she noticed that the Servers had already packed away the blankets and the food, and people were remounting. This time, she had no trouble to mount and was in position to move off before Riker had the opportunity to ask if she needed assistance. He nodded to her, trying to hide the smile that played around his lips and then mounted his own grey gelding.
Without a word, he fell in beside her and together they led their party northward toward Thala Yll.
 

 
That night and the following one, they made camp at the edge of the forest. As Maia had feared, her sleeping arrangements consisted of many unnecessary items; a commode with a small mirror, a light room divider for her to change behind, carpets to cover the floor and her own dishes for dining in her tent.
They had also provided blankets woven out of various materials, as well as furs for her cot. The nights were still chilly and, although Maia was glad for the furs provided, she was cold in her tent every night. She thought of Midnight and his warmth and, for the first time in a long time, she mind-linked with him and they shared their thoughts and feelings.
She learned from Midnight how she had behaved over the last six Moons and how it hurt others around her. Midnight learned from her the depth of the feelings she had for Blaid and what he meant to her. Maia apologised for her behaviour and accepted Midnight’s scolding. Midnight, on the other hand, conceded that Blaid might, indeed, be the darkness to her light and that maybe, just maybe, there was something within Blaid he had overlooked. Yet he still warned her to be careful of him and pointed out that there were other, safer, options open to her. He did not go into detail, trying to hide most of what he thought, but besides the rusty-red glow she knew to be Aaron, she also sensed someone Midnight thought of as a calm, blue sea.
She did not pry; she was just too happy that they were at peace again; but she would try to find out later who this mystery man might be.
By the time they reached the Horseman’s Inn on the fourth day, she felt more herself. As they were leading the horses into the stables, she approached Neth to make amends for the scare she had given her.
“Neth, I am sorry if I frightened you, it was never my intent. Please will you forgive me?”
Neth cast down her eyes and hid a shy smile. “My Lady, it is not my place to know what troubles a Prime. What you had to do to save all those warriors must have been terrible for you. I would surely have nightmares as well.”
Neth curtsied and returned to her task of unloading the luggage off the floating materium platforms.
Maia stood for a moment, reflecting on what Neth had said. What you had to do! It was no secret that what had saved them in the end was the fact that she, a Life Elemental, had teamed up with a Death Elemental, and together they defeated the army of Vampyres at Greystone. To her, at that moment, it had been the most natural thing to do and it had saved all their lives. However, in their culture, Life and Death did not usually come together. A meeting between the two most powerful Elementals in existence usually caused more damage than it did good. Their histories often spoke of terrible destruction should Life and Death ever come together. Although necessary, the Death Elemental was often seen as a pariah and usually lived a solitary life, wandering through the world, doing what he or she did best.
Most people did not even realise what that meant; they simply assumed he walked the land to take lives here and there, as he felt like. Sightings of black ravens, black wolves, or Razorback boars, were often seen as omens that someone would die. It was a superstition so ingrained within their culture that Maia could almost understand the fear the people had of Death. If she had to be honest about it, what did she really know about him? He had saved her life, on more than one occasion, during that war. He told her he could never lose her and then he had made love to her.
After that, she had only seen him once, in Silas’ cave. She would never be able to forget that night, it had been magical, but they had not talked or made any plans. He left and had not returned. Was his love for her just in her imagination? Was that last night they shared together just the final vestiges of the magic they wrought on the battlefield? Or was what she was feeling simply the hormones of a young Elf, who had experienced physical attraction for the first time?
She sighed. It was no use; she felt more confused the longer she thought about it. She glanced up to find that the horses had been led away and most of their possessions brought into the lodge. Rothea stood quietly off to the side, waiting for Maia to finish with Fire. Riker, who had not let her out of his sight since the incident at the Featherstone Inn, was also still in the barn. She felt guilty for having been caught daydreaming, hurried to take the saddle off Fire and checked his hay net.
“I am ready.” She finally said to Rothea, who nodded. 
Riker offered Maia his arm and, followed by Rothea at a respectful distance, they made their way towards the inn.
 

 
“I promise I will be safe,” she pleaded with him.
Riker looked at her sternly, and glanced at Rothea holding their horses.
The inn had been crowded and noisy. Everyone wanted to meet her and speak with her and by the time she finally managed to eat her dinner, she was exhausted. Rothea had accompanied her to her room, but once inside, Maia could find no rest. She paced in front of the window, looking at the dark mountains beyond. Eventually she made a decision and went to Rothea’s room to wake her. Maia had been surprised to find that Rothea was easy to talk to and more understanding of her needs than she had hoped. The woman had startling eyes; a mixture of green and grey, with an almost orange ring around the pupils. Even in the dull light of the night lantern, her hair shone bright red. Maia thought she was pretty.
Silently they had crept downstairs, out the door and to the stables. Riker caught them just as they were leading the horses out.
“I am coming with you,” he said firmly, and turned to Rothea. “Stay here while I get my horse ready.”
Moments later, they were all in the saddle and trotting through the forest towards the mountains. It was cold and even their thick coats could not prevent the icy wind from finding its way to their bodies. Maia shivered, but she knew she would be warm soon. Riker and Rothea, however, would have to spend the night huddled around a fire in the middle of the frosty forest. She had, of course, explained to Rothea what she intended to do and all she wanted was for Rothea to give Riker the message. However, Rothea had insisted she come along, and then Riker caught them and now both of them would not get to sleep in a warm bed tonight. Both insisted they would not return to the lodge, but stay within easy distance of her throughout the night.
Feeling guilty, she was about to suggest that they turn around, when she felt his touch on her mind. At the same time, the horses became aware of his smell and whinnied in fear. Quickly Maia reached out to their minds and calmed them. She jumped off Fire, threw the reins to Riker and darted off into the darkness. She felt Riker’s eyes on her until she eventually rounded a corner.
She did not have far to go. After about two hundred paces, the forest opened into a large, rocky clearing. Midnight’s massive black body perched on top of the tallest outcropping, waiting for her to emerge from the trees. Barely breathing harder, she ran through the clearing, jumping from rock to rock until she reached him. His unique smell, a mix of reptile and mammal, smoke, and fire, enveloped her as she ran to him, pressed herself against his large chest and he protectively lifted his right wing to shield her from the cold wind.
They stood like that for what seemed like eternity, both content with the nearness of the other. Eventually, Midnight released her from his embrace and they walked together to more even footing where Midnight settled on the ground for Maia to lie down on his leg. Nestled close to his shoulder, with his wing raised above her, she was as warm as she could be, even though the grass around them was grey with frost.
Finally feeling safe and, for the first time in many Moons, happy, she fell into an easy sleep with her Soul Dragon watching over her.
 

 
It was just past noon the next day when they reached the outskirts of Thala Yll. Unlike Braérn, which was a compact city with narrow, cobblestone streets, trading squares and timber-frame houses built two or three storeys high, Thala Yll was a sprawling development, with wide streets, single-storey houses with large gardens and animals wherever one looked. The wealth of the city was based on their livestock, and the city was surrounded in every direction by grazing land, interspersed by woodlands and freestanding trees. They had reached the grazing lands early that morning and rode through herds of grazing cattle, sheep, and pigs to get to the town.
The people of Thala Yll bred a variety of cattle, from Low-Land Longhorns and Albersand Greys to the smaller midland breeds. Maia even noticed at least three different breeds of sheep and goats, plus breeds of pigs she had never seen before. Some even looked like the fearsome Razorback boars, but on closer inspection it was clear these animals were smaller and lacked the distinctive razor-like spikes along their spines.
Maia loved how content these animals were, which spoke well of how they were treated. She had been to Thala Yll before, when she was younger, but then her senses had not been as finely developed and she had not noticed it as much.
They rode for another two hours before they reached the city centre and there a congregation of people already awaited their arrival. Children danced in front of their horses, chanting songs of welcome. Flags waved out of windows and women dressed in white strewed petals before them.
Led to a grand plaza where a band of musicians played Life Conquers All, they dismounted and Horse Masters came to lead their horses away. Fire threw his head in the air and danced in a circle around the stressed Horse Master trying to settle him. Maia laid a hand on his neck and spoke a few words. The stallion snorted and shook his head, but then allowed the man to lead him away.
“He will be all right,” Riker said softly into her right ear before he took her arm and led her up the steps of Thala Yll’s Grand Hall.
She could not help but smile at her companion; he was brave, being this forward with her. She was also amazed that he knew her so well, at the same time afraid of his feelings for her and how she was reacting to them. She wondered how she had never noticed it before. Was it only a recent development, or had Riker always felt like this about her? Could it be, because she had isolated herself from the feelings of others through the winter, that she was more sensitive to them now? Or was it the fact that she had experienced love and now knew how to recognise it?
The thought stabbed through her heart; was it really love she felt with Blaid? Was it love she sensed in Riker now, or simple infatuation? The questions were making her head reel.
Determined not to think about this further, she looked up as the massive doors of the Grand Hall opened and Lord Hazelwatch stepped through them. The black-haired lord of the city bowed before his princess, kissed her hand, and formally welcomed her to Thala Yll. He was followed by an entourage of flower-bearing children, who then swarmed around her, effectively separating her from Riker. He gave her a crooked grin and shrugged his shoulders.
Maia was ushered into the hall amidst the horde of children. She loved children; they were beautiful, wide-eyed, and innocent, and their Eläm was still so pure. Their exuberance was infectious and, by the time she had taken her seat, she was laughing with them. She did not even mind that they had set up a throne for her to sit on, or that they decorated the entire hall with candles and flowers in her honour. For the next half hour, while Servers brought cool fruit juices and iced water as refreshments, the children sang and danced for her.
“How was your trip, My Lady?” Skylor Hazelwatch asked, seated on one of the chairs arranged to her right.
“It was pleasant, thank you, although the nights are still rather cold,” Maia answered.
“You shall not suffer from the cold tonight, Lady Maia. Your accommodations are within Thala House, our finest guest house, I can assure you.”
“You honour me, Lord Hazelwatch.” She smiled at him.
“This here,” he indicated the hall, her travelling companions, the children and the Nobles that had joined them, “is just to welcome you. You are probably tired from your journey and we do not want to take up too much of your time this evening, so we will accompany you and your delegations to Thala House as soon as you are ready. We will have an official welcome feast planned for two days hence, to give you some time to settle in. Commander Hollowdale suggested that you might want to see the dragons. If it is all right with you, you can see the roosts tomorrow.”
“I would like that very much,” she replied.
She did, indeed, want to see the dragons. Not simply because they were dragons, but because she had fought side by side with Evandeor Hollowdale, Commander of the first Regiment of Thala Yll, during the war of Greystone. They lost good men and dragons that day and she had never really had the chance to thank him, nor the warriors under his command. She also wanted to see the families of those who had lost their lives during the battle in the forest in person, as she felt they had died protecting her.
“We will then commemorate our fallen from the war on the fourth day, for which we have planned to travel to the edge of the forest, where they were laid to rest in the Burial Grounds. It will be there that you will be able to address the people of the city. It has been hard for those who have lost their loved ones. We thank you that you honour us with your presence; it will bring closure for many.”
 

 
They sat in a quiet corner of the dining hall of Thala House. The guesthouse was closed to all other business for the duration of their stay, so there were no other guests. Most of Maia’s retinue had either retired to their rooms or were visiting friends and family within the city. The Servers had been given the evening off and Commander Ridgewell and his men and women were stationed around the guesthouse; out of sight, but within calling distance.
She stared at the little candle flame on the table. It danced yellow and orange in the soft wind of her breath. The Servers of Thala House had already cleared the table of their supper, but left them with two glasses and a decanter of wine. She had only one glass, during dinner, but she could feel the alcohol working its way to her head. She was sleepy and uncommonly relaxed.
Riker lifted the decanter and looked at her enquiringly.
“I really should not,” she said, but then did not protest when Riker poured her half a glass.
“There is only a little left,” he said. “Enough for half a glass each. Then, if you still want to, we can take a walk to the stables and you can check on Fire.”
“Yes,” she said, taking a sip of her wine, “I’d like that.”
Riker smiled at her and she noticed again how handsome he was. His brown eyes were liquid in the sparse light of the candle and the way he looked at her awoke something that had been dormant for the last six Moons. Her heart beat faster. For a moment, she saw Blaid sitting opposite her.
Embarrassed by her own feelings, she quickly looked away and finished the rest of her wine.
Riker chuckled quietly. “Let us go, My Princess, the stables are a distance away and the moons have already risen.”
He finished his own wine, stood and came around the table to move the chair for her. She was a little unsteady on her feet for a moment and he reached for her, taking her arm to steady her. Again, the contact was brief, but Maia was acutely aware of it.
Riker briefly spoke with Commander Ridgewell to let him know where they were going. Rothea Goodheart was assigned to shadow them at a distance; a safety precaution Riker had put into place after they left Featherstone Inn.
They walked down the wide streets of Thala Yll side by side. Crystal lanterns lit their way, as well as the lights from the houses they passed. Thala Yll’s houses were built in a style similar to the houses in Braérn; exposed timber frame with whitewashed brick. However, unlike Braérn, Thala Yll’s streets were lined with tall trees and every house seemed to have its own garden, most with fruit trees, berry bushes and other greenery. This time of the year, however, the trees were only now beginning to sprout their new leaves. Tiny glass baubles with glittering crystals of different colours hung from some of the trees they passed. Maia also noticed Lumina in almost every window and the flowers glowed a bright blue this time of evening.
They reached the stables and Riker spoke to the Horse Master on duty. He quickly opened the barn doors to admit them and then shut them behind them for privacy. Maia’s pulse quickened when she realised that Rothea had been left outside and she was now completely alone with Riker. Under any other circumstances, this would have been deemed inappropriate.
Fire whinnied, snorted as he got her scent, and she hurried to him, glad for the distraction. She threw her arms around his neck and buried her face in his red mane. He snorted again, aware of her fluttering heart, but stood still until Maia was ready to let him go. She entered the stable, checked his water and hay net, before finding her bag with the brushes. She spent some time brushing him, picking out his hooves, wiping his face, but it was not enough to distract her from the figure of Riker casually leaning against the doorpost of the stable, watching her. Eventually she decided that the best course of action would be to retreat to the safety of her own room.
“Thank you, Riker, I am done now. I am sorry you had to accompany me. I am sure you are as tired as I am and looking forward to your bed.”
“Not at all, My Lady, it is always a pleasure to be in your company. Come,” he said, offering her his arm. “Let me escort you to your quarters.”
Hesitantly she hooked herself into his arm and he led the way out. She tried to make sense of her feelings. Riker was polite, tactful, and always acted with decorum when it came to dealing with her, although he could be a little forward on occasion. He did not confirm his feelings for her, nor did he make any obvious suggestions or advances. Yet he had awoken something within her and she did not know how to deal with it. She looked up at him and could see a smile play around his lips. It made her wonder if it would be such a bad thing.
Maybe it would be better to forget about Blaid, which was clearly what he had done, and get on with her life. Riker would be a good match for her and, if he could make her feel this way, then maybe she did have feelings for him too. No other man, besides Blaid, had ever made her feel anything. However, the thought of forgetting about Blaid hurt in ways she could not describe. The thought of never seeing him again was enough to bring tears to her eyes. Could she ever be happy without him?
The Horse Master opened the door for them and Rothea was beside them immediately.
“Lady Maia, let us make haste, it seems there are wolves around this evening.”
Riker took the lead, but never let go of Maia’s hand. Rothea brought up the rear and they quickly walked back to the guesthouse. They reached it without incident; it seemed the wolves were only on the outskirts of the city. Maia attempted to sense their Eläm, but did not find them.
At the door to her room, Riker bowed to her and kissed her hand.
“Good night, My Lady. Rothea will be in the room opposite; she will be at your service should you need anything.”
He walked down the passage to his own room. Feeling sad and lonely, she retired to her bed, but she was plagued by dreams of wolves in the city and did not sleep well.
 

 
He stalked through the thick underbrush close to the stream he had been following. The scent was strong here, but already two days old. He briefly paused to drink from the stream, turned into the direction his prey went and picked up the pace. He was worried; they were getting closer and closer to the city and he feared for the safety of the people. The urge to kill was strong within him and he was looking forward to sinking his fangs into their rancid flesh.
Blaid shook his head. He had been in wolf form too long; it started to affect his thinking. Tracking was easier with the black wolf’s sharp senses and he could not afford to lose the trail. He had been tracking these three for over a Moon. They were cunning and fast and they knew he was following them. Since he first spotted them, they had killed only animals; always drinking their blood first, then cutting up the meat and eating it either raw, or dried the following day when they could not hunt. Their habits disgusted him, although he would himself eat meat raw if in wolf form.
So far, they had stayed away from any settlements. This was the first time they had gotten so close to a city. Thala Yll was large, spread over a wide area with outlying homesteads all around the city. To hunt there would be easy for the Vampyres. He growled and picked up the pace. He wished he could use his shadow travel, but he was afraid he would lose their scent, or they would change direction.
As it darkened, he emerged from the forest into the more open plain to the west of Grildor-Bron Forest. The area was home to small woodlands and freestanding trees, but most of it was prime grazing land for the animals bred here. This made it easier for him to follow the trail of the three Vampyres that had so far managed to outrun him. He increased his speed, savouring the freedom to run unchecked and only paused once, briefly, to sniff at a dead heifer. Its blood had been drained in a hurry, but no meat had been taken. They were hungry; he knew they had not fed for five days. The blood would keep them going until they found something more substantial to eat.
He followed their trail all night. They were weaving across the grazing land, killing as they ran, always just drinking the blood. They were closing in on Thala Yll carefully, not taking any chances, but Blaid assumed their ultimate goal was to attack there.
He had spent the last six Moons tracking Vampyres. No one knew for sure how many of them had escaped the war, but from what he had learned, at least a thousand left the battle before it finished and had joined up with smaller forces stationed all over Grildor. He had thus far exterminated three such groups; a total number of fifty-seven Vampyres. They were clever and hard to kill and he had hardly any rest since the war.
These three he followed now, were his biggest challenge yet; they were of the other kind of Vampyre. If he remembered correctly, Lord Longshadow had called them Generals. The common Vampyres were about as tall as an Elf, thin and wiry, with skin stretched tight over their angular bones. Their mouths seemed to protrude somewhat, making their fangs more noticeable. The Generals on the other hand were taller, more muscular, and less grotesque. He assumed, on Naylera, these would probably be described as handsome. They were also a lot more intelligent.
He faltered in his stride for just a moment at the thought of Maia’s father. Anger surged through his veins and he then lengthened his stride even more. The Vampyres needed to be killed; that was his job, which was what he needed to concentrate on. They were the threat and it needed to be eliminated.
By morning, the city came into view. During the night, he had lost the spoor for a while; they went into a river and it had taken him over an hour of running up and down the banks before he picked up their spoor again. By the time he caught up with them, they had entered the waters of a lake on the outskirts of the city. He now sat at the place where they had entered the water.
Vampyres could breathe, but they did not need to very often. The air on their volcanic planet was such; it could be toxic in large quantities. Their bodies were designed to live without breathing for a long time. He believed this to be at least two or three days, before they actually had to take a breath. Here on Elveron, with the air quality as it was, he had learned they could go five or six days without breathing, if they had to.
The lake was not large - he could see the opposite shore - but it was wedged between hills and surrounded by trees. It was possible that the Vampyres could exit the lake unseen. He sat watching the lake for another short while, and then decided it might be wiser to circle the lake and wait on the opposite shore, closer to the city.
By noon, he found himself a shady oak to lie beneath. The cattle that grazed on the fields here had gotten used to him by now and were contently grazing on the new spring grass. He was using the cattle, as much as his own senses, to look out for the Vampyres. Should he miss them, the cattle would sound the alarm when the Vampyres got too near. Moreover, he desperately needed the rest; they had been on the run for days, never sleeping. Sleeping seemed to be another thing Vampyres seldom did. He loathed them more and more each day.
Suddenly he looked up, his heart pounding wildly in his chest. The herd carried on grazing; nothing had disturbed them. Nevertheless, something had alerted him and he scanned the surrounding countryside. After a while, he rose and paced along the water’s edge. The feeling that something was wrong grew stronger, but he could find no physical evidence of the Vampyres having left the lake.
Agitated, anger building within his chest, he suddenly stopped dead in his tracks; something was making him tense with anticipation. He smelled the air, but could barely pick up the scent. He looked towards the city, but could not see anything. His body started to tremble.
She was here!
He could sense it deep within his being. Excitement and panic warred within him. He so desperately wanted to see her, feel her, smell her. But if he let those Vampyres slip through his clutches that could endanger not just the people of Thala Yll, but Maia as well. He growled his indecision at the lake. The thick, black fur around his neck bristled and the cattle around him startled, running away from him. Frustrated, he let out a short howl and then turned towards the city. He remained in his wolf form, staying away from the roads and the Herd Keepers, and always scanning the ground and surroundings for signs of the Vampyres.
It was dusk when he reached the city. Now that he was so close, he could pick up her scent along the road. It was faint, but it made his blood turn to lava in his veins. He slunk around the houses, keeping to the shadows; he could not afford to be seen.
He had traced her scent down the main road of the city to their Grand Hall. From there she had been taken to a guesthouse. There had been comings and goings during the early evening, but Blaid did not know any of them. At one point, a man of the Guard he recognised from the battlefield emerged from the house and had a brief word with a man dressed in the colours of the Regiment. For reasons he could not fathom, the Guard made him feel like he wanted to rip his throat out. He shook his head in frustration; the wolf was taking over, he would really have to spend more time in his own body.
As the evening progressed, the lights within Thala House were dimmed and the streets emptied. He noticed a small light through one of the windows on the ground floor of the guesthouse and, making sure that no one was in sight, made the change to his own body. He stood there for a moment, shivering in his nakedness, until he was accustomed to standing on two legs. Then he went over to the window to peer inside.
His heart nearly stopped. She sat at a small table, the light from the candle playing with the colours of her hair. She was dressed all in black; travelling clothes, he presumed; the leather hugging her figure to perfection, showing off her perfect form. She was beautiful.
He gritted his teeth as he watched the Guard he had seen earlier pour her another glass of wine. Maia! he thought, trying to push the mental call to her. He watched her blush at the Guard’s words.
Suddenly his senses picked up a strange sound. He narrowed his eyes and listened. Then his Elemental senses took over and, within moments, he was back in wolf form, tracking the scent of the Vampyres as they stalked through the city. The information he gathered from their scent was that they had just arrived and had not killed yet. 
He hurried to catch up with them, but they had now realised he was after them. He was darting between houses when they split up; two went left and one went right. He hesitated only for a moment and followed the two that had gone left, down a narrow passage between two inter-connected houses. Their scent was strong in his nose and his blood was boiling. Snarling, saliva drooling from his canines, he eventually cornered them in an enclosed yard.
The Vampyres turned on him, hissing, exposing their fangs, and drawing their weapons. The blades glinted dully in the light of the moons, but Blaid knew they were sharp and the Generals wielded them with deadly proficiency.
He stood before them, blocking their way out, his fur bristling along his back and neck. For a moment, they stood like that, facing each other, then they attacked. Blades whistled past his ears as he ducked the initial onslaught; then it was his turn. With violent savagery, he bit into the neck of the Vampyre closest to him. He tore his entire throat out before he had the chance to scream. Another bite and the head flew off, spraying blood in all directions. He felt the air move close to his back as the sword of the other Vampyre passed close to his fur. Furiously he turned, took one leap, and severed the Vampyres head with one bite. He was Death.
Panting, he stood for a moment, the rancid taste of their blood in his mouth. Seeing Maia with the Guard had upset him. The Vampyres had paid the price for it. He would have to get rid of these bodies before they were found, but he still had one more to kill.
He left the courtyard and retraced his steps. Soon he came upon the place where they had separated. He followed the other trail. It wound between houses, over fences and finally through a small fountain; probably to diffuse the trail. He was careful now, expecting an ambush. Padding softly over the cobblestones, he moved off into a section of the city that did not have as many houses. There were shops, warehouses, and barns. The smell of wares, such as tea, fruit, vegetables, cured meat, as well as small livestock and horses was strong here. The Vampyre probably hoped to throw him off his scent. He narrowed his eyes and blocked out all other smells, concentrating on his prey. He was so close now; he could feel it.
“Princess Maia likes to see to her own horse. Did you see him? He is a magnificent animal.”
Blaid turned at the sound of the woman’s voice. She stood in front of doors of what looked like stables. She had startling red hair and was speaking to an Elf dressed in Horse Master uniform.
“Yes, he sure is,” the man answered. “How long do you think her Ladyship will be?”
Blaid did not wait for the answer. If Maia was indeed inside the stables, then the Vampyre had to die now. He could not risk her leaving the stable with the Vampyre alive. He put his nose to the ground and resumed the hunt. He was not treading softly anymore or trying not to be seen. It did not matter anymore.
Maia! he thought frantically and raced past yet another barn.
With a screech that set his nerves on edge, the Vampyre jumped off the roof and landed on his back. He let out a howl and then snarled and growled while trying to dislodge the vile being. The creature hung on; one hand holding on to the hairs on his left shoulder, its fangs sunk deep into the thick fur by his neck, but unable to penetrate to the skin, and its right hand reaching for its blade. Blaid turned wildly, rolling, slamming into the walls of the buildings, all to no avail; the Vampyre hung on. Then he heard the rasp of the blade coming out of its sheath. He felt the Vampyre raise his arm to deal the blow. Out of options, Blaid quickly transformed, effectively dislodging the Vampyre from his back. He turned and in one swift motion reached for the Vampyre’s sword and used it to slice his throat. He was Death.
Changing back into his wolf form, he traced his steps to the stables. As he trotted around the last corner, he saw the woman and the Horse Master walking towards him, no doubt having heard the commotion. Quickly he turned, but it was too late.
“There! Did you see? I told you I heard a wolf. Do they often come into the city?”
“We get them sometimes. They raid the chicken coops.”
Blaid heard no more. He was out of sight within moments and left to finish his night’s work.
 

 
“That one is Jaggertooth,” Evan said, his sky-blue eyes sparkling with pride. “He was born ten summers ago and will start his training this year. He is one of Silverwing’s hatchlings.”
Silverwing, Maia knew, was Evandeor’s personal dragon, the one he had ridden during the war. Silverwing had received an injury when he was a hatchling, severely damaging his left wing. Evan nursed him back to health, even though most had given up on the little dragon. However, none of the flight muscles had been injured and, with love and patience, Evan made him whole again. The wound had healed and had left a silver scar that contrasted starkly with the mud-brown colour of the dragon’s hide.
The dragons of Thala Yll were Plains Dragons, or Dragono Captivaris in the old language. They were stocky and hardy creatures, built for strength and stamina, rather than speed. They were intelligent, brave, and loyal to the death. Though they were hardly anything to look at compared to the beauty of Midnight, she thought they were beautiful. There was just something about dragons that excited her and she could spend hours in their company.
The roosts were kept a few miles from the city, on a section of mountain that poked out of the edge of Grildor-Bron Forest. It was a strange rock formation; tall, spiky turrets, gullies, ledges, and holes. Evan said that once a river must have run through there to create the formation, but it was so long ago that it was not even mentioned in their histories. The dragons perched all over these formations; sleeping, preening, eating. They were not tethered and were free to come and go as they pleased, but they were fed every day as they were forbidden to hunt in the fields.
Maia had been introduced to a few of the Dragon Handlers when they arrived that morning and taken to see the roosts. The dragons clamoured to get closer; hopping from one perch to another, shoving each other, biting; sensing her nearness and knowing who she was. The cacophony of clacking and screeching was almost overwhelming. The Handlers tried to restore order, but Maia had to step in at the end.
Knowing that Midnight was close, she had sent him a mental plea and almost immediately, the dragons settled down. She was unsure exactly how Midnight communicated with the other dragons, but they were calmer and quiet. They still shoved each other from time to time, clamouring for her attention, and she made sure that she went to touch every one of them.
“You really do have a touch for dragons,” Evan said, brushing his light brown hair back from his face.
After they had seen the roosts, Evan took her to where they were now; the hatchling paddocks. They were further into the forest, away from the adults. Strange structures had been erected between trees and rocks and hatchlings were climbing all over them, honing their skills and strength and testing their wing muscles.
“We still fly patrols every night, watching over the herds,” Evan said.
Riker stood close to Maia, leaning on a railing, watching the hatchlings. Rothea, two other members of the Regiment and a Scout had also accompanied them, but only Rothea and Lagoras, the Scout, were with them at the hatchling paddocks. The others were about half a mile down the road, holding the horses.
“Vampyre activity in the area has been minimal until fairly recently. Two Moons ago one of the Herders was found dead. The ravens had been at him, so it was difficult to tell how he died. Since then we had three other attacks, all with casualties.”
Evan was silent for a moment. Maia sensed his grief and she laid a hand on his.
“Last night, and the night before, some of our livestock were killed. They were classic Vampyre kills, bite marks and no blood. They did not take the meat. No one knows where the Vampyres went. They might still be in the vicinity. Also, the Herders say that a wolf came to investigate the kills, but did not touch the meat. He probably ran off when he saw the Vampyres.”
“We saw a wolf in the city last night,” Rothea added to the conversation.
“In the city?” Evan asked.
“Yes. Lady Maia wanted to see to her stallion, so we went to the stables. While her Ladyship was inside, we heard a howl, growling and what sounded like a scuffle. When we went to investigate, we almost ran into the beast. When he saw us, he fled. We looked around for him, but he was gone. Elgar, the Horse Master on duty last night, reported it to the Guard this morning.”
“These are strange happenings indeed. Night Watch has been doubled since you arrived, Lady Maia, and yet these things occur right under our noses. Some of my best men were flying patrols these past few nights and they reported no sightings. These are dangerous times we live in.”
Maia bit her lip. She had to hold on to the railing in front of her to stop her hands from shaking. Just when she thought things might be going better, the guilt hit her with renewed force. Why had she not been able to read her dreams, teamed up with Blaid sooner, stopped the war before it began? She could not shake the feeling that it could have been prevented, but for her ineptitude. And now she also felt that her presence here had brought more danger to these people. 
“My Lady,” Riker whispered in her ear, and laid his arm across her shoulder.
She briefly looked up at him, his dark eyes full of concern, and then, without thinking, she turned within his arms and clung to his chest, seeking the safety of his embrace.
Evan and Rothea stopped talking and after a moment slowly walking away.
Somewhere deep in the forest Midnight felt her emotions and reached out with his mind. Quickly he assessed the situation and then sent her images of calm, blue waters, as well as his strong approval. Maia wondered at first why Midnight would have chosen such images to calm her, or why he would approve. As she relaxed into Riker’s strong embrace, calm settled over her and she realised what the images meant. Calm-Blue-Waters is Riker, she sent the thought to Midnight. She felt his mental nod.
She stood with Riker for a moment longer, unwilling to let go of the feeling of safety. What Midnight had shown her was all too possible and too easy to accomplish. The thought frightened her. Could she just walk away from her experiences with Blaid and into the arms of another? Was she even sure she would never see him again? She trusted her dragon and if Midnight thought that highly of Riker, then maybe it was time Maia took a closer look at him. She took one last, deep breath, savouring his smell, before she let go of him. He released her reluctantly and held onto her hand for a moment longer. The depth of feeling she saw in his eyes startled her. She did not have to open herself to his Eläm to know what he was feeling.
“We should get back to the city, it will be safer there,” he said.
Riker took off his coat and hung it over her shoulders. She had not realised she was shivering. He laid his arm across her shoulder again and led her down the path towards the horses. Evan and Rothea followed quietly. They mounted their horses and rode back to the city.
 

 
The day of the feast dawned bright and warm. Lord Skylor Hazelwatch had warned that the festivities would begin during the morning hours; the whole city would partake and various acts of entertainment had been planned. She selected the white dress, the one Jasmin told her to take, and was surprised to find that she was excited as she stepped out of her room. Arahael had done up her hair for her. It looked pretty. 
Rothea greeted her at the door and accompanied her down to the dining room. All but those on duty were already gathered for their morning tea. She looked around the room, nodded to Baltor Owen, the Elder she would be sitting with today, greeted the nobles and Commander Ridgewell, and then her eyes fell on Riker. He was looking at her from across the room, standing tall and straight next to the table laid out for them. He was resplendent in his full Guard uniform; his buckles polished to a shine, the bits of overlapping metal on his body armour glinting in the light coming through the window, and his full array of weapons hung about him.
Rothea quietly cleared her throat behind her and Maia realised she was staring. She blushed and hoped no one but Rothea had noticed. Quickly she crossed the floor and let Riker pull the chair out for her. Rothea settled at the next table, seated to see any request from Maia without turning.
“You look beautiful this morning,” Riker said softly as he took his own chair.
Maia smiled shyly at the compliment, and nodded to the Server who brought them their tea.
Once the Server left, she looked at Riker with a mischievous smile on her face.
He looked back at her questioningly.
“You are also very handsome this morning, My Lord,” she said, putting special emphasis on the word Lord.
Riker blinked a few times, trying to understand what she was saying. Maia smiled. She had never liked it when she was singled out as better than other people, and she was quite happy for everyone to call her by her name. Strangely, she had become accustomed to Riker calling her My Lady,
and now that he had omitted it, she realised she liked him calling her that.
“My Lady,” he said hastily. “I am sorry, please forgive me my negligence.”
He reached across the table and took her hand in his. She considered pulling her hand away, but then let him hold it. She looked up into his eyes and, although his words were spoken as an earnest plea, she could see the playfulness in his eyes. He had picked up on her mood perfectly.
“I have begged Lord Hazelwatch for a seat by your side for the festivities today,” he said without letting go of her hand. “Elder Owen will be seated to your right, as befits his rank. I am given the seat to your left, if it pleases My Lady.”
He was now absentmindedly stroking his thumb across the back of her hand. His touch felt good, but she cast some inconspicuous glances around the room. No one seemed to be paying them any attention. Tradition demanded that if a man wanted to court a young woman, he would have to ask permission first of the parents. This was especially true for those noble born, or in her case, of royalty.
She decided not to let it bother her today; they had not done anything to break decorum and today was a day for the people of Thala Yll. She would be their princess and she would enjoy the day with them.
After their morning tea, the delegation was led to the large plaza in front of the Grand Hall. Grandstands had been set up surrounding the square and a special stand had been erected on the steps of the Grand Hall. The upper tier of this stand was strictly reserved for Maia and her two attendants. The second tier from the top was for Lord Hazelwatch and his family and the bottom three tiers were allocated to the few Nobles of Shadow Hall, as well as the Nobility of Thala Yll.
And so, the festivities began. They were served small portions of a variety of foods and drinks through the day. Only during the evening hours did they bring out the wine; this time Maia abstained, afraid it might leave her unable to think clearly.
The people of Thala Yll had chosen a vast variety of performances; stage plays, songs, poems and dances, various forms of art, from painting to weaving, games of chance and games of skill, jousting, archery, pigeon racing, horse racing and one event even featured a dragon.
On numerous occasions did Maia rise to wave to a winner, and sometimes she even descended the steps to present a kiss or a kind word or to pat the winning animal. The people loved her engagement in the festivities and every time she rose from her chair or simply waved, the crowd erupted into cheers. She was having so much fun, enjoying the glowing Life-Forces of happiness around her, that she hardly noticed that, more often than not, Riker held her hand.
 

 
He could not stay, he knew that. Yet he could not leave without seeing her before he left. He had entered the city during the early hours of the morning. Some people were already up, making final arrangements for the feast. Sneaking into someone’s home unseen, he borrowed some clothes. He had left his clothes in a small cave close to the border of Bron, where he had changed into his wolf form to begin the pursuit of the three Vampyres he had killed here in this city.
He now mingled with the crowd, being pushed along with the flow towards the grandstands. He kept the hood of his jacket pulled deep over his head; he could not afford to be recognised. When the crowd eventually calmed and everyone found their seats, he settled himself on a tier slightly higher than Maia’s and about a hundred strides away. He had a clear view of her and spent most of the day simply watching her. The festivities around him were of no interest to him. Maia, on the other hand, commanded all his attention.
She wore a plain white dress, adorned with tiny blue gems that sparkled in the sunlight. It must have been of an extraordinarily soft fabric, because he noticed it slid over her skin with every movement she made. Her hair, which usually hung loose down her back, was piled in a mess of soft curls on her head, fastened with silver clips fashioned in the shape of flowers and adorned with the same tiny blue gems as those of her dress. Watching her took his breath away. He wished he could let her know he was there, but revealing his Eläm so she would feel him, would alert the people around him to who he was. It would frighten them and might even cause a panic. He was who he was and there was no changing that. He had accepted his fate a long time ago and made peace with it.
As the day wore on and he watched, he began to notice her behaviour towards the Guard who seemed to be her companion for the journey. There was an easy laughter between them now and the Guard initiated physical contact with her throughout the day; small touches on the arm, helping her to her feet or guiding her down the stairs, holding her hand during tense moments of a game or race. The more he watched, the harder it was for him. Had she given up on him? They belonged together, surely she could see that. He knew, of course, what the histories said and what the law dictated, but he felt incomplete without her. Had she maybe been told to find a more suitable life partner? Was this journey they were on supposed to bring them together?
He felt his mind cloud over with anger and disappointment. He struggled to control his Eläm and more than once people around him looked about, searching for the one casting such dark thoughts. He struggled through the crowd; pushing his way down the tiers and onto the plaza. Running through the empty streets, he ripped off his clothes and dropped them carelessly to the floor.
Once he had struggled out of his borrowed boots and pants, he changed and ran over the fields as fast as his four legs could carry him. He did not know where he was going; all he knew was that he had to get away. 
 

 
She sat at a desk in front of the window of her room. She had been staring at the blank piece of paper for the better part of the day, but the words were eluding her. The memorial service for the fallen warriors was tomorrow and she still had not written, nor memorized, her speech. She loved the people, she felt their loss as her own, and she had no problem consoling someone if she was with them and in physical contact with them. To speak to and console an entire city seemed a daunting task to her. She had never done this before. Back in Shadow Hall, she had asked Silas to accompany her, but he said tat she was old enough now for these responsibilities and that, as princess of Grildor, it was her duty to serve her people.
She understood this, but it did not make it any easier. She had called Rothea to sit with her in her room. They had talked for a while, discussing the matter, but in the end her page remained blank.
As the sun set that evening, Riker knocked on her door and Rothea got up to admit him. She poured him tea, and then tactfully retreated to her own quarters.
“Will you not join me for supper, My Lady?” he asked as he settled on the bench beside her, sipping his tea.
“I have no appetite for food, Riker. And obviously, no talent for words,” she sighed.
Riker put his cup on the desk and took the paper she had been staring at all day and crumpled it up.
“What are you doing?” she gasped.
“You do not need this, Maia,” he said seriously, using her name. “What you have to say to these people does not come from your head, it comes from your heart, and such cannot be committed to parchment.
The march to the Burial Grounds in the forest took them almost four hours to complete. One hundred and ninety-eight families lost loved ones during the war, but it was the entire city of Thala Yll that took part in the march and the sight of thousands of people, walking with their colourful lanterns of mourning, was breathtaking.
Their voices, combined in their sorrow, made music of their mourning hymns, such as Maia had never heard before. It squeezed her heart and brought tears to her eyes long before they reached the forest. She had her arm hooked through Riker’s, for which she was glad, as she could not see for the tears clouding her vision.
Her Elemental senses tingled intensely, picking up on the sadness of the people and something changed within her that would define her for the rest of her life. She suddenly realised, the attacks had not been her fault, but had been the malicious plans of evil folk. She could not have prevented it, even if she had heeded her initial dreams. Her part in this was simple; defeat the enemy when the time came, and console and comfort her people when they needed her. By the time they reached the grave markers, she felt calm and strong, knowing wherein lay her strengths and what she needed to do.
“People of Thala Yll.”
She stood on a raised dais, overlooking the crowd. Lord Hazelwatch had led the people in a prayer to the Mother and now it was Maia’s turn to speak. She looked down at the expectant faces of the men, women, and children before her; saw their hope and admiration in their eyes; and she knew what she needed to say.
“A challenge of unimaginable proportions has been set before us; a blight on our wonderful world that seeks to destroy us. Each one of us will be faced with difficulties that at times may seem too much to bear, but I say no, we will not be cowed and we will not be defeated. We will avenge our fallen so we can forever remember them with pride in our hearts. We will stand together; because together we are strong; and as I stand before you today, so will I stand beside you when we go into battle with the enemy. They shall tremble in fear as they behold the power of the Mother and remember forever the devastation Life can bestow on them. Today, we sing songs of farewell to our fallen, but tomorrow we will sing songs of victory!”
Her voice had risen to an almost fever pitch at the end, and when she had spoken the last word there was a moment of absolute stillness and then the crowd erupted in cheers. Some yelled “May thee be blessed” and one by one, the people repeated the phrase until almost three thousand voices were chanting it over and over.
Maia stood on the dais; tears running down her cheeks, her body tense with emotion; and a sense of fulfilment overcame her that overshadowed all the Moons of self-doubt. She suddenly knew what her purpose was and she was determined to fulfil her destiny.




 
They made camp on the slopes of Mt. Argon, the last peak that made up the ridge that divided the Grildor-Bron Mountains from the plains beyond. They left Tarron Heights five days ago, and by riding from sunup to sundown every day, they made good time through the mountainous terrain. The weather had been fair; ideal travelling conditions; and once past the last peak, travelling conditions would improve. Yet this afternoon a wind swept down from the peak, sweeping icy temperatures off the snowfields.
His men did not complain, but Jaik ordered them to make camp two hours before sundown. They hobbled their horses in the lee of a large boulder and covered them in blankets. Then the men gathered firewood and built two fires; one close to the horses to ward off predators, the other within the circle of their tents to keep them warm and to cook their food.
Jaik’s party was made up of two Elders; Livarion Summerlot and Lamar Oakencrest; three of his own Guard, Commander Tylar Lavendar with five warriors of his Regiment, plus three Servers and four others, one of them a noble who wanted to visit family in Rathaés. Two more had decided to stay behind in Tarron Heights.
Their group was all male; something that had not been planned; but Jaik noticed that it seemed to make the men more relaxed around the fire in the evenings. This evening, however, no one seemed able to relax. The wind gusted about them in icy blasts. A few stray snowflakes twirled around them and Jaik worried the dark clouds above would bring snowfall during the night. It was too late in the year for snowfall, but they were high up in the mountains and it was all too possible for a freak snowstorm to occur.
Tomorrow they would begin their descent to the plains and he knew that the lower and further south they went, the warmer the weather would get. But first, they had to survive the night.
The anxious nickering of the horses woke him around midnight. He sat, fully dressed and wrapped in a blanket, against a small boulder close to the fire. It was not his watch, but he had refused to seek his own tent, knowing that conditions could turn for the worse at any time. He looked up, and Munnar, whose watch it was, looked back at him with worried eyes. Another horse neighed. Both rose, drawing their coats tightly about their bodies to shield them from the cold. The wind had gotten colder and fiercer; it was blasting down the mountain, bringing with it tiny shards of ice that stung the men on their faces.
Jaik and Munnar stomped through the wind to the horses. One mare had lost a blanket and they quickly re-fastened it around her body. Jaik laid a hand on her neck, feeling her warmth and rapid heartbeat. He wished he knew exactly what the mare was feeling, but he was not blessed with his sister’s talents. He relied instead on his vast knowledge of horses and their body language, and what he read in them frightened him.
“The storm will be upon us soon,” he said to Munnar.
The Guard nodded. “We should wake the others.”
Quickly they hurried over to the tents and roused their companions. Jaik hurriedly issued his orders.
“Pack your bags and tie them to the trees.” He indicated the sturdy pines along the slope. “There is one tent for every three of us. Sort yourselves into groups of three, get your horses to lie down and then lie down with them. Cover yourselves with your tent; tie the strings to you if you have to. Your horses are trained for this, but you must ensure that your tent is not blown away by the wind. If you are exposed, the storm will not just kill you, but also your horses. Hurry now, the storm will be upon us shortly.”
His orders were executed with alacrity and not a moment too soon. The storm came crashing down on them like a tidal wave; gale-force winds ripped at their tent coverings, the temperature dropped to below freezing and the sound the sleet made as it hit their tents was like hail on an iron roof. They huddled, holding on fiercely to their ropes, waiting for the worst to pass.
As the night turned towards the morning, the storm increased in intensity and it took all of their willpower to hold on to their coverings and convince their horses to remain on the ground. They were cold, weak, and tired. Jaik worried that fatigue would get to his companions, but there was no way to check on them. Jaik, Munnar and Aari, weary beyond compare, had tied the ropes of the tent around their bodies; their hands already chafed raw; and as the storm wore on, one after the other slipped away into darkness.
 

 
“Fare thee well, Lady Maia,” Skylor said, and bent over her hand to kiss it.
Maia felt Riker shift beside her. “And you, My Lord. May the Mother smile on you,” Maia replied.
They had spent seven days in Thala Yll and, although pleasant, it had not been what Maia had expected. If she was honest with herself, she did not really know what she had expected. She had worried that the people might have come to the conclusion, as their Life Elemental, she should have done more to prevent the war or prevent more people from dying. Yet the people of Thala Yll had welcomed her, idolised her and showered her in blessings. She did not think she deserved their admiration, but she was now determined to do everything in her power to earn this admiration. Her people needed her and this time she would be there for them from the start.
Many things had been discussed while in Thala Yll. As her delegation followed the Trade Route east during the course of that day, she discussed the various points with Riker. He was still an excellent Guard and, she discovered, a reliable advisor.
“Lord Hazelwatch said they will investigate the bloody marks they found near the stables. I still cannot believe we were right there and I did not feel anything. Surely if someone was hurt, I would have known about it,” she sighed. “What do you think it could have been?”
“My Lady, I would have to speculate, but …” he paused, a small frown on his handsome features. “…if you did not feel the pain of the one the blood is from, then I am sure none of the citizens of Thala Yll were hurt that night.”
“I hope you are right, Riker.”
“And Lord Skylor did say that no one had been reported missing. It might simply have been a wolf, raiding a chicken coop.”
“Yes, that seems plausible.” She nodded, but the mention of a wolf caused strange stirrings within her.
She shook her head; thinking about him did not help her. She should just forget about Blaid. He had obviously abandoned her and did not care about the time they spent together. She should concentrate on what she could have and on what she needed to do. It was time to grow up, just as Silas said.
Determined, she gazed ahead at the path they were following. The two Scouts were out in front, leading the way. Maia and Riker rode behind them, closely followed by Rothea and their Elder. The nobles and fellow travellers rode in the middle and behind them were the Servers and Horse Masters with the supply wagons. The men from the Regiment brought up the rear. These people, and all in Grildor, were her responsibility now. They needed to stand united against the enemy they faced and she was an elemental part of bringing their nation together.
“My Lady?” Riker reached over and touched her hand.
She startled and Fire pranced, shaking his head.
“Are you all right, My Lady?” Riker asked again.
“Yes, I am sorry, my mind wondered. What were you saying?”
Riker smiled and shook his head. “I think we should concentrate on the more pleasant aspects of our journey for a while. There will be more talk of politics and such once we reach Alea Yll. My Lady could use a rest from such discussions.”
Maia looked towards him, thinking he might be patronizing her, but his face was serious and she saw only concern in his eyes and felt only warmth from his Eläm.
“The Honeybadger lies only another two hours ahead of us. We will reach it just before sundown. I am told that Lord Hazelwatch dispatched a Messenger yesterday to forewarn them of our arrival this evening. I believe pecan nut pie to be on the menu tonight.”
Riker was right. After a light evening meal, Alvenar Eaglestone, owner of The Honeybadger, served them pecan nut pie. It was delicious and lifted Maia’s spirits. There was a bit of a chill in the air this evening, so after their meal they sat around the central fireplace of the lodge and listened to stories the locals had to tell. Maia was sleepy, but she was enjoying the company and the relaxed mood of the people. She leant against one of the thick wooden beams that were part of the support structure of the lodge and simply listened. Riker was next to her, not so close that they touched, but close enough that she felt his body heat against her arm.
“And I tell you, it was a Werewolf we saw. The beast was far too large to have been a normal wolf. Not even the Mountain Wolves get that big.”
“Aye, what Sarand says is true. The black beast was large, and it was clever. We had set traps around the farm, for just such a case, but it managed to get through all of them. Strangely though, the beast never took any of our livestock. We think it might have only been passing through, maybe in search for his master. I have heard that there have been more Vampyre sightings recently.”
“Haedirn, if you say it was a Werewolf, then we believe you,” yet another man said. “But now is not the time to be discussing this. I am sure her Ladyship does not want to hear such stories. Why don’t you rather play us one of your merry tunes on your flute?”
Many of the others around the fire took up the call for Haedirn to play a tune on his flute, but Maia had suddenly gone cold. Somehow, she knew for certain that the beast in question was not a Werewolf. She could only assume where he had been spotted, or when, but if he was free to roam the countryside, then surely, he was free to come to her. To have her suspicions confirmed that Blaid did not, in fact, love her, was more than she could deal with this evening.
Feeling cold and dead inside, she excused herself. Both Riker and Rothea rose to walk her to her room, but she refused them both. She needed to be alone with this. She needed to deal with it. By the time she got to her room, her tears flowed freely and her breath came in ragged gasps. Her heart felt like it would break and she lay on her bed, curled up around herself as if to hold onto her heart, for else it would surely desert her.
 

 
It was the silence that woke him. And the darkness. He strained his ears to pick up a sound, but all he heard was the soft breathing of his men and the heartbeat of the horses. He was hot and the oxygen levels were getting dangerously low. His pulse quickened. He knew it was claustrophobia setting in, so he forced himself to remain calm.
“Aari,” he croaked, his voice still gruff from the shouting of the night before.
“Hmm?” came the confused answer.
“The storm has passed. Help me push these covers off. I think we might be covered in snow.”
They woke Munnar and together they got the horses up. The snow-covered tent had proved too heavy for them to lift, but the horses made quick work of it, surely happy to finally be standing again.
Jaik squinted in the brilliant light of morning. The entire mountain was covered in snow and the snow crystal glittered brightly in the sun. Before him, he saw another five mounds, which were his companions. One by one, the three Guard roused them. The horses snorted and stomped their feet. The men shook off the night and laughed at having escaped sure death.
Jaik checked if anyone was injured. Everyone was well enough, so he asked them to pack their horses. “Let us move off this mountain. By noon we should reach the lower slopes; we can camp there to break our fast. I think I have had enough snow for a while.”
The men agreed and soon they were on their way.
By midmorning, they halted beside a small creek on the lower slopes of Mt. Argon to water their horses. There was still a bit of a chill in the wind as they ate their breakfast, but the tempest of the night before had moved off and the sky above was clear. Jaik wondered about the unseasonably late storm and thanked the Mother that all had survived; he had lost five good men a few years back in a similar storm.
“We should reach The Forester by this evening if we make haste,” Jaik said to Aari, who nodded his agreement. “Tell the men we will not stop for lunch today. They must eat their fill now, so we can push on to the lodge. I think the men would all appreciate a night in a warm lodge and the horses could do with a proper rest as well before we attempt the crossing of The Divide. It is one hundred and forty miles to the next lodge, most of it through near-desert terrain. We can ill afford to lose one of our horses to exhaustion.”
“Aye, Commander,” Aari replied, and moved off to let the men know.
“Maybe we should stay an extra night at The Forester before crossing The Divide? The Elders look tired and even Lord Riversong looks weary.”
Jaik turned to look at Munnar. Although the decision of how fast they should travel and when and where they should stop fell solely on him, he liked to get the opinions of his men. He had served with Munnar in the Legion before they had become Guard and he valued his advice.
“Yes, My Lord, I think that would be prudent. One of the Servers complained of an ill stomach, and if we keep pushing so hard, Silver Star will become lame. She is a good horse, but she is not as fit as she should be.”
Jaik nodded. He was aware of Cúben’s complaint, as well as the state of the silver mare. It pleased him that his Guard had noticed these things too.
Jaik gave the order to march as soon as everyone had eaten and the horses had been watered. They pushed on through the forested terrain, navigating the gentler, lower slopes of Mt. Argon until they finally reached level ground. Here the area was still heavily wooded with small streams running off the mountains. But Jaik knew that within a day’s ride from here, the trees would end to give way to a vast plain. Hemmed in by tall mountains to the north and south, it was an area that seldom received rain and was the only place in Grildor classified as desert; over one hundred miles of arid and rocky terrain, with no watering holes along the way. The horses would have to carry their water, which would impede the speed at which they would travel across this accursed wasteland. He wished there was another way.
By the time the sun dipped behind the horizon in the east, they were still about an hour’s ride from The Forester and the warm meal they were all anticipating. Jaik did not like to travel in the dark, especially not with such a large group, but he decided to push through. Finally, they reached the inn, stabled their weary horses, and then joined Thanben Wallnut, owner of the lodge, and his other guests around the fire.
By the end of the next day, Jaik was restless. He knew his men and his horses needed the break and he did not regret the decision to stay the extra night before crossing The Divide, but he felt out of sorts and could not find a peaceful thought in his mind. He retired early that night, leaving his men to their conversations, instead seeking the solitude of his own quarters.
When the moons touched the mountains to set before the dawn, he was woken by a scream. He sat up in his bed, sweating, his heart pounding, and realised that it was he that had screamed. Shakily he got out of his bed, threw his coat over his shoulders and stepped up to the window to look out at the dark forest.
“Where are you my sister? What is wrong?” he whispered, steaming up the glass in front of him.
 

 
The ear-shattering roar split the night and lights came on in the windows of The Oxbow Lodge. Horses whinnied in fright within their stables, The Guard Wolves of Alea Yll howled angrily and men shouted, while hastily grabbing their weapons.
Maia woke up just moments before Midnight’s roar disturbed the slumbers of the lodge’s guests. Even in her sleep, she felt the disturbance; not so much of an Eläm, but of something else and it frightened her. As she opened her eyes, she saw the Vampyre lean over her; a knife in his hand and his fangs exposed. Her eyes widened in shock and he would have killed her right there and then had it not been for Midnight’s warning. The Vampyre flinched and hesitated just long enough for Maia to get her wits about her.
Quickly she reached for her Twin Blades beneath her pillow and then rolled off the other side of the bed. She felt terribly exposed in her light nightgown and the floor beneath her bare feet was cold. She crouched, backing up slowly. She turned her head slightly, looking for the position of the door. It was on the opposite side and the Vampyre had now recovered from his shock and was moving towards her, snarling and muttering something incomprehensible.
His eyes were black in the gloom of the room, but they shone with a ferocity that terrified her. He was tall and seemed strong; with the more refined face of a General. She felt for his Eläm, trying to read him, but it was so faint and so different from what she knew that she was not able to reach him with her own thoughts.
The Vampyre lunged. Maia jumped back, slashing as she went. The Vampyre hissed and then attacked again. She stumbled over her boots as she retreated and felt the wind of his blade as it passed close to her face. She recovered her footing, hastily thought about everything Jaik had taught her about hand-to-hand combat and then made another pass at him with her Twin Blades. However, the Vampyre was swift and eluded her easily.
He was pushing her deeper and deeper into the corner of the room, the door now further away than it was before. She felt her heart racing and heard the blood rushing through her veins. Almost as if the Vampyre had read her thoughts, he licked his thin lips, a small line of saliva hanging from his bottom lip. His grey skin looked ashy in the dark room and she thought that he must not have any blood of his own within his body. She shuddered.
The Vampyre lunged again, this time grazing the outer edge of Maia’s right arm as she lifted it to shield her face. A thin stream of blood ran down her arm, clung to her elbow for a fraction of a moment and then the first drop fell to the floor. Maia saw the Vampyres eyes widen as he smelled her and, in the moment he followed the droplet’s descent to the floor with his eyes, she took her chance. With a wild shriek escaping her lips, she used the edge of a small stool to launch herself into the air, turned as she jumped and, as she came down, she slashed both blades across the Vampyre’s surprised face, slicing down to his neck. She landed lightly just behind him and for a moment they stood, him turned looking back at her, she staring at the two diagonal wounds on his cheek and neck that were slowly starting to seep foul smelling yellow liquid.
The door banged open behind her and, within moments, Riker and Rothea were at her side, with the rest of her retinue and the lodge owner crowding in the doorway. For just a moment longer, the Vampyre stood, staring at them in disbelief, then he crumpled to the floor and did not move.
 
“Are you all right, My Lady?” Riker asked as he took her arm to guide her to a chair.
Rothea took a blanket from the bed and draped it over Maia’s shoulders, then proceeded to clear the room of anyone who did not need to be there.
Commander Ridgewell and his men came in to remove the body of the Vampyre. Maia knew they would burn it; it was how they had disposed of the Vampyre bodies after the war.
“A little shaken,” she admitted, but smiled bravely for his benefit.
“From now on I want Rothea to share a room with you at night,” Riker said firmly.
Maia noticed Rothea nod behind him, obviously agreeing it was necessary.
“I don’t understand how he managed to get in here or why he singled you out. Do you think they know what you are to us? Could it be possible that he was sent to assassinate you?”
Maia watched Riker’s face. She did not think he was actually asking her, but more posing the questions to himself. It was his duty to make sure she was safe during the duration of their journey and he surely felt he had failed in his duty tonight. The questions did worry her. Why had the Vampyre chosen to attack her? Was he aware of what she meant to her people? Did the rest of the Vampyres know? How many of them were still on Elveron? What was it they were after? She shook her head. She did not know the answers.
During the long Moons winter, the threat of the Vampyres had not seemed as urgent. With little news filtering through to Shadow Hall during that time, they had been unaware of the exact number of attacks within their country. Now, during their fifteen days of travel, they had met many people not just from the cities, but also those that preferred to live by themselves or those that formed small communities or villages outside of the cities. They had heard stories of Vampyre sightings, Vampyre attacks, Werewolves slinking about the night, livestock missing or slaughtered, people either killed or seriously wounded. Everywhere they went, someone had a tale to tell. It worried Maia that the threat seemed to be so widespread.
“Rothea, please pass me my paper and ink. Riker, ask Laeg to bring one of his pigeons. I want to write to my father. He needs to be made aware of the severity of the situation.”
Both nodded and hastened to do her bidding. Rothea was back within moments, putting the paper in front of her. Maia dipped the pen into the small inkwell, and then paused as she thought about what to write. She did not want her father so worried that he would call off her Good-Will tour, but she wanted to make it clear to him that more needed to be done to protect her people. If a single Vampyre had managed to sneak into her room and almost kill her, even with all the protection she had, then how vulnerable was everyone else?
A short while later she put down her pen, satisfied that she had penned the right words. She kept it as brief as possible, writing in tiny letters on the small scrap of paper that would fit into the small delivery tube the pigeon would carry. Laeg took the paper from her once she had sealed it and inserted it in the tube, before fastening it to the bird. He went to the window, pushed the panes open and then threw the bird into the air. For a moment, they listened to the flapping of its wings, before it was too far away to hear anymore.
Satisfied, Maia rose from her chair. As she stood, the blanket Rothea had given her slipped to the floor and Maia noticed Riker avert his eyes. For the first time since the fight with the Vampyre did she remember she was clad only in her light nightgown. She blushed and hastened to pick up her blanket.
“Let me, My Lady,” Rothea said, taking the blanket from her and covering her with it. “Maybe My Lord has some other matters to attend to?” Rothea said, looking pointedly at Riker.
“Yes, of course,” he replied, clearing his throat before hastening out the door.
 

 
“Your safety means a lot to me and if keeping you safe means making a few compromises, then I will gladly make them.”
Riker had already finished his morning meal, but Maia barely touched hers. She was not hungry and only sipped her tea; her third cup. Riker suggested that she allow Midnight to travel with them. It was no secret now that the great dragon was at least within earshot of the lodge, even if no one had seen him yet. His roar had awoken every man and woman when Maia was attacked and questions had been asked.
“We have passed the herds of Thala Yll. The people of Alea Yll are mainly farmers and hold little livestock. Once we explain the situation to them, they will understand the need for your dragon to be by your side.”
Maia looked at him. His dark brown eyes swam with concern and she felt the depth of his feelings for her in his Eläm. It was disconcerting to know how he felt about her and it made her wonder again why she was so aware of it now, where before, with Aaron, she had been almost completely ignorant of it.
“I know you wish to keep me safe, but I do not want to frighten the people with my dragon, nor do I want to give them the impression that our own Guard and Regiment are not capable of protecting their …” She hesitated; she hated to say it aloud. “… princess.”
Riker flinched at her words. She knew he felt it was his negligence that allowed the Vampyre to slip into the guest house undetected.
“Riker,” she reached across the table and laid her hand on his. “I will be perfectly safe with you and Rothea by my side. Midnight can follow at a distance, unseen, as he has done since we left Shadow Hall. And Rothea will be sharing my chamber from now on, so I will not be alone at night. Let us be strong for our people. We are here to bring hope, not fear.”
Riker looked down at their hands for a moment, then lifted his head and looked straight into her eyes. Her heart skipped a beat and she held her breath for only a moment. He did not try to hide his feelings any longer, his Eläm glowing brightly with his love for her.
“As you wish, My Lady,” he said, his deep voice full of emotion, and, she thought, respect.
They rode mostly in silence that day. Commander Ridgewell ordered the Scouts and most of his Regiment to ride ahead, or behind, to prevent any attacks from those directions. The rest of them rode in such a formation that Maia was always in the middle. Fire snorted his displeasure at being hemmed in and it took a lot of Maia’s concentration to keep him walking at a normal pace.
She was tired by the time they rode into Alea Yll; she had been up since when the Moons had set. She had not gone back to bed after the attack, too wrought up, but decided to get dressed and get the day going early. So she was glad when Lord Plainspar greeted them with just a small retinue of nobles and Elders and then led them straight to their accommodations.
The Wheaten Fields was the grandest of the guest houses in Alea Yll and, to Maia’s surprise, the most luxurious so far. Alea Yll was a farming community, taking advantage of the fertile soil of the Yllitar Delta. The area that made up Alea Yll was as widespread as that of Thala Yll, with some of their fields as far as a three-day ride from their city. Alea Yll lay on one of the busiest Trade Routes in Grildor. People travelling from Bron and Galaban travelled there for their grain as well as all the traffic that came through Braérn from the eastern and southern regions. Although not as populous, Alea Yll was as influential within the trading community as Braérn.
Maia had been here only once before, almost forty years ago; she never had the opportunity to go back before. It came as no surprise when Lord Plainspar gave her the itinerary of their stay. It seemed that every segment of the city wanted to hold an event with her and every noble wanted to invite her for tea. Besides these more private functions, there was also the Elder meeting, the memorial, the war council and finally the feast for the city.
“I am sorry, Lady Maia,” Durinn Plainspar said as he walked Maia into the grand hall of the guesthouse. “I know you must be tired from your journey and the news about what happened during the night arrived with a bird this morning. We have cancelled the function for tonight so that you might rest. Yet it would honour me greatly if you would sup with me and my family tonight. I promise not to make it too late.”
“I would be delighted, My Lord,” Maia replied, duty-bound to entertain the Lord of this beautiful city.
She was relieved when they were taken to their rooms to freshen up first. She was even more relieved to find, instead of individual dining tables, one single banquet table had been set up for her and her retinue and she was able to sit with Lord Plainspar and his family to her right and Elder Owen and Riker to her left. The food was excellent and the different juices on offer were more pleasing to Maia than all the wine that had been offered at Thala Yll.
As promised, Lord Plainspar let them retire to their rooms shortly after their meal. Tomorrow they would meet with the war council first, in light of the attack the night before, and then the Elder meeting shortly thereafter. In a way, Maia was glad that the official meetings would be held first; she wanted to gather more information, as well as discuss ways of ensuring the safety of her people. Right now, all she wanted was a hot bath and her bed.
She had already seen to Fire and found that he had been spoilt with good quality Lucerne and a variety of grains; she had seldom seen him this happy in a stable. Now she sat on her bed, untying the laces of her riding boots. Although she wore the various dresses she brought along for the different festivities and meetings she was expected to attend, she still donned her black leather gear while they were travelling. It was more comfortable and it reminded her of … she paused.
Did she really want to be reminded? Had he not made it clear that he was not interested? She sighed and pulled her boot off. She should just forget about him altogether; she had enough problems to deal with already and the pain she felt when she thought about Blaid was unhealthy.
“Your bath is ready, My Lady,” Rothea said as she came back into the room.
Maia smelled lavender and citrus in the air that Rothea stirred up with her passage.
“Thank you, Rothea, you are too kind to me.”
Rothea helped her into the steaming bath. The hot water felt good on her tired limbs and she sank down into the water with a long sigh.
“Rothea, I want you to know how much I appreciate what you are doing for me. I know you are a Warrior and not a Server, yet you go out of your way to do everything and more a Server would do.”
“My Lady’s words are too kind,” Rothea answered shyly, but then carried on in a stronger voice. “Serving and protecting you is not only a privilege, but I see it as my duty to our people. Sinister plots are underway and I will do everything in my power to assist those who fight against them.”
Maia studied Rothea for a moment. She was tall, with broad shoulders and strong legs. Beautifully arched eyebrows accentuated her narrow face and highlighted her startling eyes. She kept her red hair shorter than most women did, but it suited her well. She emitted an aura of quiet strength and Maia felt safe in her presence.
“What do you think it is that the Vampyres are after?” Maia finally asked her, eager to hear her opinion.
“Our planet,” Rothea replied simply.
Splashing water over herself, Maia contemplated the simple answer for a while. From the beginning, they assumed the Vampyres had been forced to come to Elveron due to a shortage of food on their planet. They defeated the Vampyre army at Greystone and their main worry now was tracking down the few that remained within their borders. But what if Rothea was right? What if the situation on Naylera was indeed so bad that the Vampyres were not just looking for another food source, but another planet to colonise? The thought made her shiver.
“Do you think that last night’s attack was not merely an opportunity seized by a lone Vampyre, but rather that it was a planned attack with a deeper agenda?” she finally asked.
“I do, My Lady. Vampyre activity has been reported all over Grildor over the last few Moons, but ever since we left Shadow Hall, the number of attacks has increased in the areas we have travelled through and visited. I believe our presence is directly related to the number of attacks and that we are not only being followed, but directly targeted. Lord Moonswain is right to increase the security around you, as I also believe that you are one of the main targets. I believe they understand your standing within our society and they have seen the power you wield. They know that eliminating you will make it easier for them to reach their goals. A second war is sure to happen. Maybe not now, but the time will come.”
“You seem to have rare insight. May I ask the reasons for your thinking?”
“I have fought them at Greystone and their determination was unmistakable. If you had not done what you did at the end, we would all have died. I have also spent the winter Moons studying the reports, even those that came in before the war. Commander Ridgewell and the entire first Regiment have been in discussions with the Guard and your father for a while, trying to guess at the ultimate intent of the Vampyres. I do not agree with everything they have concluded so far, but it is not always my place to speak up.”
“I think what you are saying makes sense. I will see to it that your assumptions are heard when we are back at Shadow Hall. It is unsettling to think that we may not have seen the worst of them yet. I will bring it up at the war council and Elder meeting tomorrow. Can I call on you to speak at both meetings?”
“As you wish, My Lady.”
Rothea looked down, her cheeks colouring, but Maia knew the pride Rothea felt at having been taken seriously as an advisor and at being asked to speak before the lords and Elders.
 

 
Although the early morning had been chilly, the day was now uncomfortably warm; not even the slight breeze coming off the great fresh-water lake on which shore Alea Yll was built brought any relief. Maia pulled at the collar of her dress, longing for her loose cotton shirts. They had been in meetings all day and Rothea’s ideas had sparked intense discussions.
“But these are just assumptions,” Kayverii Thornbird, Commander of Alea Yll’s Regiment, said with outrage. “To make this public would just spark panic amongst the people.”
“I agree,” Lord Plainspar had cut in. “Until we have some kind of confirmation as to what the Vampyres are actually planning, we should keep these thoughts to ourselves. There may yet be truth in it, but until such time it is proven, there is no need to spread fear. And, if the Vampyres are indeed planning another war, then we do not want them to find out that we are aware of their intentions.”
Maia was relieved when Riker escorted her back to the guesthouse. The discussions today had given her much to think about. If it were to come to another war, would she be ready? She was physically fit and as accomplished with her weapons as the best of them. Would it be enough?
The only reason they managed to overcome such overwhelming odds the last time was because of the magic that had taken hold when she had fought alongside Blaid. Then he had abandoned her and she did not know if he would ever come back to her. She did not think she was strong enough to weave that same magic by herself; death was not in her nature; she would surely fail.
She went to bed that night feeling lonely and inadequate. Strange dreams plagued her of Vampyres sneaking through forests and lurking around dark corners. Sometimes the creatures that slunk about in the dark were not always Vampyres; she saw Elves, as well as wolves, hunting, hurting, killing. She woke up screaming with every death she witnessed in her dreams and every time Rothea was by her side. Only when the moons finally began their descent did she finally fall into a dreamless sleep.
 

 
Wearily he adjusted his black travelling cloak around his shoulders. He had swapped the heavy winter coat for this lighter one, once he reached the milder climate. Now he was tired. Tired of the travelling, tired of sneaking around in the dark, tired of waiting and simply tired of it all. He wished matters would move quicker. He had gone out of his way to ensure safe passage for them, yet they still complained. He had acquired the beast, mapped the routes, given descriptions, and provided safe-houses all over the country. Yet they still complained. As far as he was concerned, they were not performing as promised. He would have to be more firm with them if he wanted to see results any time soon. It was frustrating to watch them be foiled at every attempt. They promised so much and yet failed to deliver so far.
Wearily he climbed onto Shard, adjusted his travelling bag across his broad back, and then headed east. The dragon made travelling so much easier; he was glad he had risked going to the Icelands for him.
Now, he would have to take matters into his own hands. He knew their plans and if he got there in time, he might get the chance to sort the problem out himself. Smiling at the thought of the recognition this would earn him, he urged Shard into flight. His time was coming. He would make sure of it.
 

 
The memorial held in Alea Yll was not as elaborate as the one in Thala Yll, yet it was so full of emotion that Maia found it difficult to speak to the people. After the attack on her and the discussions during the war council and Elder meeting, she found it difficult to concentrate. Memories of her vivid dreams kept resurfacing and it took all her willpower not to let the people see how scared she was.
She was now constantly surrounded by Riker and Rothea, as well as Commander Ridgewell and at least one other member of his Regiment. But she was glad for the company; even though she did not have much privacy; as it kept her from moping about the situation and feeling sorry for herself. At night, however, all she did not want to think about kept crowding her mind. Was she strong enough to save her people? Was there anything she could do this time to prevent a war? Should she find Blaid and make him help her? Would he help her if she asked him, or would he reject her? She was sure by now that he did not want to be with her; during their stay in Alea Yll, more news of the alleged Werewolf surfaced and, from the descriptions, she was sure it was Blaid. And he was pointedly avoiding her.
Riker, on the other hand, lavished his attention on her and she began to worry that people might notice. She was sure her father would approve of such a suitor, but permission always had to be asked first. Elven marriages usually lasted millennia and it was necessary for all involved parties to be agreeable to the union in order to avoid friction between the families at a later date. The more time she spent with Riker, the more relaxed she became in his company and she often caught herself being a trifle too familiar with him. She would have to be stronger; Blaid’s rejection and Riker’s advances were messing with her emotions almost as much as the threat to her people. This entire trip was turning into a nightmare and she now wished she were already back at home.
“Maia,” Riker said gently.
She opened her eyes and lifted her head off his shoulder. Before her, people were dancing and celebrating in the plaza. Musicians were playing an upbeat tune; one Maia did not recognise. She knuckled her eyes, trying to focus on what was going on.
“I am sorry to wake you,” Riker said with a crooked smile on his face, “but they are almost ready for the final speech.”
Maia thought he was altogether a bit too smug about the situation. She had not intended to fall asleep during the celebrations, but because she slept so badly at night, the days seemed awfully long to her now.
Riker seemed to read her mind. “Do not be troubled, no one noticed. And it is our last night in Alea Yll. Tomorrow morning, we will be travelling again. It will do you good to get away from the city for a while. And I dare say Fire could do with the exercise too, he has been enjoying the hospitality of Alea Yll to the fullest.”
He laughed. He had a beautiful laugh, full of rich notes and abandon. Maia liked it and she laughed with him.
 

 
Today there was a steady wind from the east, blowing across the lake to their left. The morning had been chilly, but as they travelled, it started to warm up and Maia was almost glad for the wind. They had left Alea Yll just after sunrise, with most of the citizens streaming out of their houses to wave them farewell. Fire had pranced and snorted, eager to be on the way. Maia had felt the same.
Now they were almost at the lodge they would stay at for the night, Traveller’s Rest. It was one of the oldest guest houses in Grildor, situated well along the Trade Route, and she suspected it would be full of people tonight. Although she loved her people, she longed for quiet time. She had been surrounded by people, all seeking her attention, since they left Shadow Hall.
“Riker,” she said to the handsome Elf riding alongside her, “would it be possible for me to be with Midnight tonight? The lodge is sure to be full of people and I could do with a rest.”
After the Vampyre attack at Oxbow Lodge, Riker had not let her out of his sight. Security had been so tight, she had not even been able to do her ablutions without Rothea by her side. She understood his need to keep her safe, but she also felt she was quite capable of looking after herself. With Midnight, she knew, she could not be safer, so she hoped Riker would agree to her request. She studied his thoughtful face, waiting while he considered the options. She allowed a smile to brighten her face, hoping it would soften him towards her.
“Lady Maia, you know how I feel about leaving you unprotected, but …” He hesitated and rubbed a hand over his worried face. “… I think you deserve some time with your dragon and it might take your mind off the troubles of the past few days. May I make a request though?”
“Anything,” she agreed readily. “If it is within my power, it is yours.”
“May I accompany you? Midnight knows me from the times we helped you train with him. And I promise not to disturb your time together; I just do not want you to be …” He cleared his throat, almost as if he was embarrassed. “… away from me. So I can make sure you are safe.”
Maia considered his request. Although she did not doubt his desire to keep her safe, she believed that his main desire was to be with her. She smiled ruefully. This was becoming complicated indeed. Although she was not in love with Riker; at least not yet as far as she could tell; there was a certain attraction there she could not deny. Yet the pain about Blaid’s rejection became more difficult to bear every day. Maybe she should let this strong, capable, and undeniably handsome Elf get a little closer; who knew what might develop, if she gave it a chance. The prospect frightened her, but not as much as thinking about her life without Blaid. Maybe she could learn to forget. Maybe she could learn to love Riker, wed him, make a life with him. She sighed; it might not be fair on Riker, choosing him as a second option, but, besides Silas, no one knew about her indiscretion with Blaid. Silas was convinced that what happened was only because of their magic; it was over now and would not happen again.
She reached out with her mind. She had no trouble finding Midnight; he seemed to be about twenty miles to their west, well within their communication range. She conferred with him for only a moment; the speed of thought so much quicker than the speed of words.
“Midnight has given his consent and I would be delighted to have you by my side.”
The delegation arrived at Traveller’s Rest shortly after the sun set behind the mountains. It was not yet fully dark, but Riker was eager to go to the place where they were to meet Midnight before the light weakened further. Commander Ridgewell had been given orders and everyone was to pretend that Maia was not feeling well and would prefer to dine in her room and not attend the common room this evening.
Excited at the cloak and dagger ruse, they stole away from the guesthouse as soon as the opportunity presented itself. By the time they were out of earshot of the surrounding buildings, they were running and laughing. Strangely, Maia felt Midnight’s delight at their antics in her mind. He was strangely enthusiastic about meeting with Riker.
They came to a narrow brook that gurgled through a small, wooded area five miles east of the lodge. The ruins of a tiny, stone house still stood along its bank and that was where they found Midnight, kneeling by the stream, drinking.
“I did not know dragons drank like that,” Riker whispered.
Maia giggled. “Yes, they drink like horses, with their lips pursed, and not like dogs, which lap up the water with their tongue. And there is no need to whisper; even if you were a mile away, Midnight would still be able to hear you. It is not your words he understands, it is your thoughts and feelings. So be wary.” She smiled mischievously. 
As if on cue, Midnight raised his enormous head, water dripping down his dagger-like teeth, and growled deeply. Riker staggered and reached out for the nearest tree to steady himself.
His eyes were wide when he turned to Maia. “He spoke to me,” he said in awe.
“He likes you,” Maia laughed. “And yes, that is how we communicate. It takes a bit of practice to understand the thoughts of a dragon, but Midnight has been communicating with me for so long that he has learned not to be too cryptic with his statements.” She reached over and took Riker’s hand. “Come, let us make a fire within the ruins. The walls will shelter the fire’s light and you will have a warm place to sleep tonight.”
They cleared the centre of the ruins of fallen leaves and dirt and then Maia went to gather firewood, while Riker went to fetch stones from the river. Midnight, tucking his wings in tightly, squeezed between the widely-spread trees to find a good place to lie down from where he could look in to the ruins.
Riker then arranged the river stones in a circle within the space they had cleared and Maia deposited her load of wood.
“I think I saw some fairly dry moss down by the river,” Riker said. “Let me fetch it so we can start the fire.”
“There is no need,” Maia said with a smile. “I’ll light the fire tonight.”
Deftly she set up the pieces of wood to form somewhat of a pyramid, before kneeling before it. Almost inaudibly, she mumbled a few words and then moved her hand in a circular motion over the wood twice. After the second pass, a green glow briefly emanated from the wood, before it burst into flame. Soon all the pieces were engulfed in bright yellow flames.
Midnight made a small sound deep in his throat and Riker laughed aloud.
“Yes, yes,” Maia said to Midnight. “I know you could have made a fire quicker than that.” She smiled fondly at her dragon, and turned to Riker. “And you should mind your manners, or have you forgotten that I am your princess?”
“Forgive me, My Lady,” Riker said, desperately trying to suppress the smile that would simply not leave his face.
He did not feel contrite in the least and he knew she was playing with him. Listening to the dragon though, was the strangest thing he had ever done. The complicated manner of his thoughts was so strange, yet made so much sense at the same time. He was enjoying communicating with Midnight; never before had the dragon deemed it necessary to address him directly. Riker knew that Jaik had spoken to the dragon before, but he had always assumed it took a special kind of person to understand a dragon. Now he realised it was the dragon that chose who it would allow to hear its thoughts.
Together, they gathered more wood to last the night. Then Riker opened his travelling pack and removed his blanket for them to sit on. They had also brought provisions; bread, cheese, fruit, and a small flagon of wine.
“So, let me see if I understand him correctly. His name is actually he who has skin darker than the blackest of night?”
“Yes, almost,” she smiled. “His full name is He-Who-Has-Skin-So-Dark-As-To-Rival-The-Blackest-Night-Of-All-Nights. That is why I call him Midnight. It is easier and he likes it.”
“It certainly is, Bright-Shining-Silver-Star,” Riker said, using Midnight’s name for her.
Maia blushed; she had never heard that name spoken aloud before and, besides Jaik, Midnight had never told anyone else. It made her feel a little uncomfortable that Midnight had shared this information, but on the other hand, she was also glad; Midnight obviously approved of Riker.
“But I am not sure where he gets Calm-Blue-Waters from. I can see the connection between dark nights and Midnight and bright stars and you. But what do I have to do with blue waters?”
“It is a compliment. You should feel proud Midnight has named you such. Soul Dragons attach a lot of meaning to every word they speak. For our benefit, Midnight keeps our names short, but the meaning behind each word is deeper than you can imagine. But it is not my place to explain your name to you. Either you will come to understand it yourself one day, or Midnight will enlighten you. In the meantime, rest easily in the knowledge that I am impressed by the name he has chosen for you. It speaks very highly of you.”
They sat by the fire, Midnight watching over them, until the moons were high in the sky. Their conversation was easy, with Midnight often adding his point of view, and Maia was astounded by how comfortable she felt in Riker’s presence. Strictly speaking, she should not be alone with him like this. Commander Ridgewell had only allowed it on account of Midnight, assuming Maia would be with her dragon and Riker would be by himself somewhere close by. She felt a little guilty now, sitting so close to Riker on his sleeping furs. It was a mild night; the fire was crackling merrily within its stone circle and the stars were clearly visible above them. Midnight was in a charitable mood and did not interfere with, nor reprimand Riker, if he made a comment, or move, most chaperons would have thought too daring. He called her Maia more often than not, often leant forward to touch her hand or arm to emphasize something he had said, or he would reach out to wipe a crumb from her cheek, his fingers warm against her face.
As the evening progressed, Maia felt they entered into dangerous territory. She was altogether too comfortable in Riker’s company and she did not want to get herself into a compromising position. She rose from her seat beside him.
“The evening has turned into night and we should retire, else we will not be able to rise in the morning.”
Riker also stood and took her hands in his. “Thank you, Lady Maia, I have enjoyed myself tonight. And you, Midnight, I thank you for the privilege of your company.”
Midnight thrummed contentedly.
“I wish you a good night, My Lady, may the Mother smile on your dreams.”
Riker looked deep into her eyes and she felt herself drawn to him. He leant forward and she was sure he was going to kiss her. She felt herself stiffen, but unable to pull away. Then something caught her attention; a movement she caught out of the corner of her eye.
“Look,” she gasped. “Aqualian Butterflies.”
Glad for the distraction she turned from him and took a few steps towards the swarm that was starting to surround the little ruin. In the stillness of the night, the sound of their four wings flapping in alternate rhythm made an eerie sound. Soon hundreds had settled on top of the broken walls and the night was lit in blue light of their brightly glowing wings. Maia could clearly see the silver veins running through the thin membranes of their wings and in her mind their combined Eläm glowed as brightly as the swarm itself.
“They are beautiful,” Riker whispered as he came up behind her.
He stood so close that she could feel his body heat. The sight and the moment was so beautiful, she feared, should he make a move on her now, she would not deny him. Desperate, she reached out to Midnight. He was at first reluctant, which annoyed her, but then he uttered a deep rumble.
Instantly Riker took a step back. “My Lord,” he said, and bowed to her dragon. Turning to her, he said, “My Lady is right, the night is getting long and we should sleep. Is there anything else you require of me?”
Maia had not been included in the words Midnight had spoken to Riker and she hoped he had not been too stern with him.
“Thank you, Riker, I had a wonderful evening. Are you sure you will be all right out here?”
“I will be fine, My Lady.”
Riker watched her as she walked over to her dragon. The beast was impressive by anyone’s standards. His back, even though he was lying down, reached almost to the top of the sparse trees surrounding them. His head alone was bigger than the small ruin they made their fire in. As he watched the slim form of his princess climb onto the dragon’s right foreleg, walk along it to his shoulder to then hug his neck, he realised for the first time just how big the animal was. He was worried for a moment that in his sleep the dragon might crush her tiny body, but then he watched as the dragon adjusted his position in such a fashion that his leg formed a cosy bed for her and he then gently covered her with his big, leathery wing, always ensuring that none of his many spikes pointed at the small person he called Bright-Shining-Silver-Star.
Riker sat by the fire for a while longer, watching the black mound of dragon before him. After a while of no movement from the dragon, the swarm of butterflies rose from the surrounding walls and, one by one, settled on the sleeping dragon. In awe, Riker watched as the beast slowly opened one eye, glowing bright red in the firelight, and then closed it again. Soon all the butterflies had settled, covering the entire dragon, enjoying the heat from his body, and as the night wore on, so their light slowly faded to a dull blue.
Riker fell asleep with the vision of a bright blue dragon behind his eyelids.




 
They arrived in Braérn on the eve of the Dancing Lanterns Celebrations held on the seventeenth day of the Moon of Songs. It was one of Maia’s favourite days. The Dancing Lanterns Celebrations were held in commemoration of the time of darkness in the year 21356, almost seven thousand years ago, when Smoketop Mountain erupted, covering the land in a cloud of ash so large that they did not see the sun for eight Moons. It was a dark time for the people of Grildor, Bron and Eiken, who had all been affected by the eruption and the importance of light and sun was made clear by the destruction the darkness had brought with it.
Thousands of people and animals lost their lives and they were not able to grow food during that time. Then the sky finally cleared. Winter came and covered the ashen landscape in a drape of white. By spring, the rivers were a sickly grey colour with the amount of ash that they washed down the mountain. But as the weather got warmer, the positive effect of the eruption was apparent everywhere; the ash had fertilized the land, bringing forth a profusion of life. The deposits that had washed down from the rivers had enriched the deltas and there was such an abundance of food that all the animals were fat and healthy. All in all, the eight Moons of darkness could not outweigh the positive effects the volcano’s eruption had on the land. Light and life won out in the end.
So Maia was excited as they were first led to the stables and then to The Deep, the same guest lodge she had stayed in during her last visit to Braérn. Burindor Falconfall, owner of The Deep, greeted her with reverence and proudly showed off his now almost one-year-old baby daughter Selena, who Maia had helped bring into the world. She also met Selest, Burindor’s wife for the first time; when she had delivered the baby, Selest had been close to death. 
“My Lady, the march will start within the hour. We have prepared a light meal for your company in the courtyard. My Servers have spent two days making lanterns for each of you. Yours, however, was made by my wife. We hope you like it.”
The lantern was beautiful. The Servers had placed all the lanterns against the walls of the courtyard, where they had their dinner. Maia’s lantern was carved out of a single piece of balsa wood; it was a six-sided cylinder, the inside hollow containing a bracket for a single candle. The six sides were each carved with a different design and then covered, from the inside, with a thin sheet of stained glass. The top was carved in such a way that one could easily reach in and light the candle. In the dark, with the candle burning inside, each beautifully carved design was clearly visible. Maia wondered at the fine workmanship of the dragon on the one side, the tree of life on another, followed by a herd of galloping horses, a shoal of leaping dolphins, a sailing ship with three masts riding the waves and finally the design of the Elemental Medallion.
She touched the small medallion around her neck given during the ceremony that had officially made her the Life Elemental of her people. She always wore it underneath her clothes and most people had never seen it. Although the design for the Elemental Medallion was standard, hers was special. It was not made from wood, as were most of them, but out of a selection of the finest metals found on Elveron, decorated with Emeralds, and carved with the symbols of Life and Death and the four other elements. It was very special to her and the fact that Selest had chosen to add it to the design of her lantern touched her.
“It is beautiful indeed, Selest. It must have taken you a long time to carve this.”
“It was an honour to make it for you, My Lady.”
“Thank you, Selest,” Maia said, taking the woman’s hands to convey her gratitude.
As their hands touched, Maia felt shooting pains run through her hands and she almost pulled away from the woman who had made the exquisite lantern for her.
“Selest,” she said, turning the woman’s hands over to take a closer look, “you are in pain.”
“It is nothing, My Lady.”
“The joints of your fingers are inflamed,” Maia mused. “And I see that you have this problem not only in your hands. How long have you had this problem?”
“Not long after the birth of Selena. Our Healer says that the pregnancy took too much from my body. He has given me special herbs to drink every day. They help.”
Maia knew the woman was speaking the truth, but she could feel, although the herbs helped, they could not relieve Selest of all her pain. How this woman had managed to carve such an intricate lantern with her hands in such agony, was beyond Maia. It must have taken incredible strength of mind. Maia thought that Selest probably felt in her debt because she had saved not only her life, but that of her daughter too. As a Life Elemental, Maia required no payment, nor gratitude, from the people she helped; it was what she did and who she was.
Still holding Selest’s hands, she closed her eyes and concentrated. It was as the Healer said, Selest’s body was weak from having carried the baby and had not recovered since then. Her immune system, usually so strong in all Elves, was weak, allowing the inflammation to spread to all her joints. Letting her energy flow into the hands she held and willing it to flow through the rest of the body, Maia slowly stilled the inflammation, built up the deteriorated joints and then worked on restoring the right levels of vitamins and minerals within Selest. Maia heard her gasp as her magic took effect, but Selest stood still, now strongly returning Maia’s firm grip on her hands. They stood like this, Maia knew not for how long, until Maia felt that Selest’s body was strong enough to ward off further inflammation.
Maia opened her eyes and swayed. Riker, standing close behind her, placed his hands on her upper arms to steady her and she leant back into him. Burindor took his own wife in his arms, looking at Maia with wonder in his eyes.
As the sun set behind the mountains to the east and darkness crept over the bustling city of Braérn, the long procession of people lit their lanterns and, led by Lord Swiftfisher, moved off along the narrow streets of the city. Besides Lord Swiftfisher at the head of the procession, there was no formal order to the march; the darkness of those days had affected all people equally, and so it was that Maia found herself walking among Servers, Seamstresses, Fishermen, Traders, and all other manner of folks. Proper rank and order were not observed that day and Maia felt wonderfully free. Not even Riker or Rothea dared call her My Lady this evening.
Amid songs that praised the sun, light that made things grow and life that prevailed against all odds, the lanterns painted a wondrous sight across the city, casting multi-coloured patterns on the whitewashed walls of the houses and reflecting in sparkling lights off the windows.
They marched and sang, sometimes stopping at a plaza for refreshments, until the first rays of the morning sun rose in the east. Exhausted, but feeling that everything was right with the world for a change, Maia extinguished her lantern and, followed by Riker and Rothea, made her way back to The Deep.
It was almost mid-day when she descended the steps into the dining hall of the lodge, followed closely by a yawning Rothea. A few members of her delegation were already present, but most were still in their rooms, including Riker.
“Your breakfast, My Lady,” a Server said as he stepped up to their table and set down two plates with fruit, bread, and cheese. “And this letter from Lord Swiftfisher for your attention.”
The Server gave a short bow before he left them to their breakfast.
“What does it say, My Lady?” Rothea asked as Maia opened the seal.
“There is to be a meeting at the Elder Hall. It says By Invitation Only. It does not bode well. I fear there is bad news we will hear today,” Maia replied with a frown on her face.
Closed meetings were only held for news so disturbing that the general population had to be shielded from it; at least for a while. She wished Jaik was with her now; she did not have much experience in politics and she did not know what she could possibly contribute to the meeting. As their Elder, Baltor Owen would most likely be invited as well. She looked around the dining hall, but he was not present. She wished Riker was here now, so she could ask his advice.
“They will not permit you inside,” she said to Rothea. “But you will be allowed to stand guard outside the doors. I hope it will not take too long.”
Maia poked at her fruit, but she had no appetite; she had a terrible feeling about this meeting.
“Good morning, Lady Maia. And to you, Rothea.”
Maia turned at the sound of Riker’s deep voice. She had been so absorbed in her thoughts about the meeting, she had not noticed him approach. He was freshly bathed; his wet hair bound at the back with a leather thong; and smelled of soap and manliness. It distracted her for a moment from the troubles of the letter, but as he pulled up a chair to join them at their table, she noticed he too held a paper in his hand.
“I am not so sure the morning is all that good,” Maia replied. “I see you have received an invitation as well.”
“Yes, it was brought to my room this morning. It can only mean ill tidings.” He studied Maia’s face for a moment, and amended his comment. “But we should not jump to conclusions. Let us hear what they have to say before we label it bad news.”
Maia appreciated his efforts to make her feel better, but she knew that feeling deep inside of her and she knew she could trust it. Something had gone wrong and whatever it was, she was not going to like it.
 
They took some time after their meal to check on the horses. Fire had settled nicely into the routine of being stabled and he nibbled contentedly at his hay net. Maia was glad; their journey was not yet at an end and he would have to spend a few more nights indoors.
After the stables, they briefly visited the main market plaza, but not even the sheer amount of smells and colours and sounds of the trading stalls could lighten Maia’s mood.
Eventually it was time and they made their way to the Elder Hall. Besides Maia, only Elder Owen, Riker, and Commander Ridgewell had received invitations; none of the Nobles had been invited to the meeting.
“Keep your eyes and ears open,” Riker quietly instructed Rothea. “I see there are other guards waiting outside; maybe you will be able to pick up some information that might be useful later.”
Rothea nodded before taking her position outside the doors. Maia and her companions entered Braérn’s large Elder Hall, which seemed to echo dully with their footsteps. Only nine other people were present so far, all seated on the lowest rung of benches. Lord Kyreon Swiftfisher was already waiting for them on the speaker’s platform. Quickly they also found their seats, but it took a while longer before the last people arrived. Maia noticed that only four Elders of Braérn were present, including Dorien, who ran the library of Braérn and whom she had met on her last visit. He was the one who had told her about Soul Reaping and had warned her that her actions of bringing the Humans to Elveron might have terrible repercussions.
Besides the Elders, there were also three members of the Guard of Braérn and the Commanders of the Regiment and Legion, as well as a number of Scouts. Maia wondered why Scouts would attend such a meeting, but she did not have to wonder long. Once everyone had been seated, Lord Swiftfisher immediately opened the meeting.
“I am sorry to bring you all here on such short notice. We have been keeping an eye on occurrences within the region for a while and they have recently escalated alarmingly. We are all aware of the threat the remaining Vampyres pose to our people, but what most people are unaware of is that the number of Vampyres within Grildor seems to be increasing.”
A murmur went through the small group seated in the hall. Every city had been actively searching and hunting Vampyres ever since the war and their numbers should be decreasing. Although Maia had taken Rothea’s assumptions seriously, she had harboured the hope that Rothea might be wrong. With the number of Vampyres increasing, it could indeed be possible that the Vampyres were gathering for another war. She shivered, suddenly feeling cold.
“Our Scouts have travelled the country ever since the war and the reports they bring back are alarming. Attacks are on the increase, as are sightings of not only Vampyres, but Werewolves too. Attacks have plagued even Crook Island, begging the question as to how the Vampyres are crossing the sea. Vampyres have been spotted in the strangest of places, often very close to populated areas and some reports speculate that they may be receiving assistance from within our own community.”
Now there were shouts of outrage from the assembled crowd, but Kyreon quickly restored order.
“Other reports tell of a Death Wolf stalking the land, often seen together with the Vampyres. At first, we thought that it might be a Werewolf, but as the numbers of sightings increased, any doubt was erased. We believe that Death is, indeed, working with the Vampyres and that he is aiding them to achieve their ultimate goal. How else could they have managed to infiltrate our country to the extent that they have? The gates are guarded night and day; only a Prime Elemental would have the ability to cloak the arrival of groups of Vampyres and we believe that is how they have managed to come through.”
Maia stopped shivering; feeling cold no longer. She was numb; her head swimming with what she had just heard. Could it be true? Was that why he had been avoiding her? He fought on their side during the war and had it not been for him, they would have surely lost. But he was Death and what did Maia truly know about death? Did he hunger for death as she hungered for life? A single tear rolled down her cheek as Lord Kyreon continued.
“Rumours are already spreading and the people are restless. They fear to travel and we have noticed a decline in trade. Certain commodities are already in short supply, including steel for our weapons, which comes from the Crystal Mountains over the sea. Messenger birds have been sent to your father,” Lord Kyreon said, looking towards Maia, “as well as the Lords of all the other cities in Grildor. So far, we have kept this information from the smaller settlements and the folk that dwell in the countryside, but soon they will have to be warned of this too. It is imperative that we retain calm and order among our people, which is why the presence of Princess Maia is so important to us right now.”
There was a murmur of agreement, but Maia did not acknowledge it.
“The people need to know they are being protected and we, as the Lords, are doing everything in our power to prevent more harm coming to them. My Lady,” he said, turning towards her yet again, “I know that Braérn was to be your final stop of your journey, but in light of these dark tidings, I was hoping you would consent to travelling to Crook Harbour and Arrow as well. They wanted to be present during your visit to Braérn, but are too fearful to make the trip. There is a clipper leaving for Crook Harbour in the morning. If you consent, we would postpone the memorial we had planned here until your return. What say you, My Lady?”
Every pair of eyes turned towards her. A trip to Crook Harbour and then Arrow would add at least ten to twelve days to their journey. The time meant little to her, but she knew Riker and Rowlean would worry about the security arrangements of an unplanned trip. She would go, if it would help her people, but she could not make the decision without her companions’ approval.
“Lord Kyreon, of course I would be willing to do as you suggest, but I must confer with Commander Ridgewell and Guard Riker. They are my security detail and the decision will ultimately rest with them.”
“That is wise, My Lady,” Lord Kyreon said. “Commander, what are your thoughts on the matter?”
“If Lady Maia wishes to visit the cities, then I am confident in our ability to get her there safely.” He briefly looked towards Riker, who nodded. “However, we are travelling with other citizens from Shadow Hall and I recommend they stay within your city until our return. There is no need for them to accompany us there. That will cut our number to about twenty and will make travelling easier. Will we be able to take our horses aboard the ship?”
“There will be space enough, but if your horses have never been aboard a ship, they might find it disturbing.”
“The horses will not be a problem, My Lord,” Maia cut in. She was confident in her ability to keep them calm during their sea voyage. “For how long will we be on the water?”
“Depending on the wind, it usually takes the clipper about three hours to reach Crook Harbour. It is a fast vessel and we have favourable winds and calm waters.”
“Then it is decided,” Maia said, nodding to Lord Swiftfisher. “You may make the arrangements for our passage upon the ship in the morning.”
 

 
The morning dawned bright on the day they readied the horses to head for home. The visit to Rathaés had been short, only three days and four nights, but it had been a success. It was a wondrous city, built on the slopes of Smoketop Mountain, and Jaik marvelled at the resilience of the people. The volcano did not erupt often, but during the long history of Grildor, Rathaés had been rebuilt four times. They had arrived just before the Dancing Lanterns Celebration. The crossing of The Divide had taken them five days, plus one extra day to reach the next lodge, Pilgrim’s Rest. It had been hard on them and he was relieved that on their way home they would take the Trade Route that passed the south-eastern tip of Nithril Deep, which was lush with vegetation due to the proximity of the lake. It was an easy road to travel and he estimated they would reach home within ten to eleven days.
He was eager to get home; he missed his sister and although he could feel she was safe now, he knew her trip had been perilous at some point. He hoped she would arrive home not long after him. The other factor that worried him was the information he had gathered while in Rathaés. The people there had told tales of increasing Vampyre sightings and almost half the population of Renden, a small village to the south of Rathaés, had been killed in an attack.
A bird arrived the day after the celebrations, sent from Braérn with dire tidings. He knew a great many of the Scouts of Braérn and knew they were some of the finest Elves Grildor had to offer. Their information would be correct and could be trusted. The assumption that Death could indeed be involved with the Vampyres sent shivers down his back. His sister had been so close to him, Blaid he called himself, during the war, and he now wondered if Blaid had ulterior motives then already. His sister could have been killed.
Eager to be on his way, he mounted his horse. It was a sturdy gelding from their general stock of riding horses. He was strong and willing, but he missed the spirit of Stormborn; he had been a magnificent Stallion.
Turning to his men, he gave the order to move out. The people of Rathaés were lining the streets, waving small flags of farewell, and shouting well wishes as they rode past.
Once they reached the outskirts of the city, Jaik urged the gelding to a trot. At this speed, their horses could go for hours and he knew they would cover at least sixty miles by nightfall. Getting home was now his most important mission.
 

 
“Steady there,” she whispered softly into the horse’s ear.
Most of the horses had settled easily within the simple box stalls upon the deck of the clipper, but their Bird Master’s young mare was terrified of the constant dipping and rising of the ship. Maia stood by her, her hand firmly pressed against the mare’s neck, letting her energy flow into the frightened horse. Fire stood in the stall next to her, calm in the knowledge that Maia was close.
“I wish I could do that.” Rothea spoke behind her, gently stroking her own black gelding, which contentedly nibbled on the hay net provided.
“By the look of Black Rain,” Maia said, tilting her head towards Rothea’s gelding, “I would say you already can.”
“He is always this calm, it takes no great talent. But I am glad to have him. He has been with me for over twenty years and has never failed me.”
Maia smiled at Rothea. They had become great friends in the time they spent together, even if their initial encounter had been a little strange. Maia still felt embarrassed about the incident. But Rothea had proven to be strong, loyal and level headed, as well as good company and intelligent in conversation. Maia was not surprised that she served in the First Regiment, which only took the finest soldiers.
“Lady Maia, may I ask you a personal question?”
“Of course,” Maia said without hesitation.
“I was wondering about the request for you to travel to Crook Island. If the people deem it to be too dangerous to travel to Braérn, what would make them think it would be safe enough for you to come to them? To be honest, I think it rude and thoughtless of them to put you in danger like this and I am amazed that Sir Riker and Commander Ridgewell agreed to it. Do you not fear for your safety?”
“It is a good question, Rothea, and one we discussed in length, I assure you. The Commander is confident in his ability to protect me should we be attacked, besides the fact that Midnight will be with us the entire time. The people do not know this, of course, so the question as to why they would put me in danger remains. There is a simple answer and one you might not approve of. Only the people that know me personally see me as a real person; to everyone else I am something more, something other, and they believe, because of what I am, I am untouchable. By now, everyone has heard the stories about the war and what I did. No one believes that anything could happen to me.” Maia paused for a moment, stroking the mare’s soft nose. “It is sometimes difficult to live with; I do not like to be treated differently. But they are my people and I love them and I hope that one day, they will all get to know the real me. Until then, all I can do is be there for them and protect them if I can.”
Rothea was silent for a long while after that and when she finally looked up, Maia saw a tear running down her cheek.
“I am sorry, My Lady. I have never considered how hard this must be for you. Everyone expects so much of you. How do you do it?”
“It is in my nature to care for my people, I cannot help it. Healing, whether it be wound, or nation, is what I was born to do. There is no need to feel sorry for me, Rothea. I have friends like you that keep me strong in times of my own need and that is what always gets me through. But let us not dwell on this subject. I think we might be close to Crook Harbour by now and even this little lady,” Maia said, patting the horse on the neck, “has settled down. Let us join the others by the prow to see if the harbour is in sight yet.”
 

 
Blaid had run all night, not caring where he went. His paws were sore. Now the sun was rising, casting light over the little hollow where he had finally lain down to rest. As he sat up and looked around, he noticed that he was in a small stand of trees not far from the twin peaks that were some of the most northern outreaches of the Grildor-Bron Mountains. The Trade Route skirted them on their southern side, but he was further north, so in little danger of encountering many people.
He was thirsty. And still so tired. It all seemed useless now; his hunting the Vampyres and trying to assist the people of Grildor; all in the vain hope the people might accept him. The thought that he might reunite with Maia after all the danger had passed was what had kept him going all these Moons. Now though, with her attentions on another man, he had nothing further to hope for. He might as well give up, return to his wandering, maybe even travel south, cross the equator. He had never been there. It would be warm there, all year round, and the thought was tempting. He might even run into more Vampyres while he was on his way; he would be able to let his frustrations out on them, rip them to shreds and kill as many as he could before leaving Grildor for ever.
But then another thought struck him. Maybe that was not his only option. Quickly he changed into his own body; being the wolf sometimes interfered with his thinking. It was still early and the morning cold. He shivered. If he were to be himself, then he would have to find clothes. For now, though, he stepped out onto the plain naked, grateful for the weak morning rays that warmed his body.
He was a Prime and he had the power to change the world. Maybe he had been going about this all wrong. Maybe his role in this was not to hunt the Vampyres; there could be other ways. Of one thing, though, he was certain; Maia belonged with him. He would not give up on her that easily. Yet he would have to hurry; if he waited too long, he might lose her forever.
Determined, he strode out across the plain, heading towards the river that would ultimately lead him to Nithril Deep.
 

 
Bringing the clipper into the harbour was exciting. Although fairly sheltered from the larger swells of the lake, the waters within the harbour were choppy and there was a crosswind, playing havoc with their navigation. But their skipper was competent and it was not long before they moored the ship against the pier. The gangplank lowered and Maia led the frightened horses across the unsteady contraption. Once offloaded, though, the horses settled down quickly. Much to Maia’s, and Fire’s, delight, Crook Harbour’s chief Horse Master, Evert Bluecrow, greeted them in person and took them to a large, grassy paddock, where the horses were free to graze. No stable for them tonight.
Lord Silverman and a few Elders then greeted them formally and their possessions were taken to their accommodations. Maia had never been to Crook Harbour and she looked around with interest. She expected the houses to be built in a similar style as those of Braérn, but to her surprise homes here were built out of wood. Although not quite as elaborate as the tree houses of Shadow Hall, the log homes nonetheless appeared inviting. Most of them had steeply angled roofs, sprouting a carved design along the front fasciae. The area around the harbour and the city itself was fairly flat, but behind the terrain rose to a small mountain range that shone a deep orange in the midday sun. Maia was told it was a type of heather that grew on those slopes that gave it that colour.
During the afternoon, they were shown around the quaint little city and the evening was spent in the company of Lord Silverman and his family, as well the Elders that greeted them when they arrived. The meeting in the Elder Hall was scheduled for tomorrow, the feast and the memorial on the following days. Maia was by now comfortable with the attention she received from everyone during the feast and did not mind speaking at the memorial; she knew her role in this was to strengthen her people, for the strength of the nation rested with them.
The meetings concerned her; it seemed that the more meetings she attended, the more terrible the news became. She had not wanted to frighten Rothea during their conversation on the sailing vessel, but she was afraid. They had won the war and their main worry had been the remaining Vampyres within Grildor. Although uncertain of their exact number, they assumed there to be a few hundred at most. More and more reports of attacks were coming in and it seemed their number was not only larger, and getting larger, if Lord Swiftfisher was right, but they were also more widespread than assumed.
It did, indeed, seem to Maia these were not random attacks by stranded Vampyres needing to eat, but rather a planned strategy, working towards a goal Maia did not like to contemplate. She thought about what Rothea said about the Vampyre’s wanting their planet. It was plausible and, with everything that had developed over the past few Quarters, a distinct possibility. Maia did not know the situation on Naylera; trade with that planet had stopped almost a millennium ago. If it were indeed so bad that the Vampyres could not live there anymore, then the Elven race of Elveron would soon be fighting for their lives.
She now longed to go home; she wanted to discuss these matters with her father and Jaik, as well as with Silas. Her father, although no longer part of the Regiment or Guard, was nonetheless the best Commander Grildor had ever seen. Before he took over as Lord Regent from his father, Jagaer had been first Commander of the first Regiment and then, later, Commander of the Guard. Her father had seen two wars already; one in Grildor, centuries ago, and one in another country far to the south. She knew, once her father had all the information, he would know what to do.
Lord Swiftfisher had said that he had already sent a bird to Shadow Hall, so the information Braérn had gathered was already with her father. The letter she wrote to him after the attack on her should also be with him and she hoped he had acted on it.
Feeling as if she should do more, she rose from her chair by the fire and retrieved the box that contained her writing material. She needed to tell her father about what Rothea thought the Vampyres were planning. She also wanted to let her father know exactly how she felt about the situation; to let him know, the more she was involved, the stronger her feeling of unease became. Something terrible was going to happen.
It was already late and Rothea was asleep on the other bed in the room. One of the Regiment was posted outside her door, so once she finished writing the letter to her father, she asked the man to make sure it was delivered. Feeling somewhat calmer now that she had penned her thoughts, she finally crawled beneath her own blankets. Sleep eluded her for a long time and it was Midnight’s gentle thoughts that eventually lulled her into rest.
 

 
“It is the same wherever we go,” Maia complained as they rode across the gently rolling hills on the eastern side of the twin peaks that sheltered Crook Harbour. “Every meeting tells of more attacks, Vampyre sightings and,” she hesitated, “the black wolf. More people die every day and there is nothing I can do about it. I feel I should be doing something else besides travelling the countryside to attend memorials.”
She was frustrated. The past few days, and nights, had been tiring. The people looked up to her as their saviour, but at the same time trembled in fear of what might become of them. She was supposed to reassure them but, as time went by, she found it increasingly difficult. The Lords of the cities had only bad news for her and, to make matters worse, she was now having dreams again.
Dreams of him. Always lonely, always hunting, always angry and always in danger.
She did not know how to interpret these dreams either and agonised over it through the nights. The last time she ignored her dreams of Death, over a thousand had died in a war she was convinced she could have prevented.
“The people need you, Maia,” Riker said, and then corrected himself. “My Lady.”
Rothea, riding beside them, briefly looked at Riker before averting her eyes again.
“They draw their strength from you and it is what keeps them going. It might not seem like you are doing anything to help them, but you are. Your mere presence is healing their hurt and losses from the war and at the same time giving them the strength to carry on fighting.”
He was right; she felt it in the people’s Eläm every time she stood in front of a crowd; but it did not make her feel better. This passive assistance was not what she was meant to do; she simply did not know what the alternative was.
Feeling desperate, she reached out to Midnight.
Do you know where he is? she thought to him.
When Midnight’s answer came back negative, she was not surprised. She knew Blaid had been close on numerous occasions during their trip, yet she had been completely unaware of him. It was almost as if he hid from her; she had never met anybody who could hide his or her Eläm as well as Blaid seemed able to do.
Maybe he does not have one, she thought. He is Death, after all.
“We will be reaching the swamplands before nightfall.” Riker broke into her thoughts. “Commander Ridgewell has sent the Scouts to secure a location for us to camp. We will spend the night on this side of the swamps and cross them during daylight.”
“That seems wise,” Maia replied, not really interested in where they would sleep tonight.
She did not sleep at night anyway, so it did not matter. She knew there was a guesthouse on the other side of the swamps, Midway Lodge, and that they would stop there tomorrow eve, before arriving at Arrow on the third day.
“Do not fret, Maia,” Riker said. “Everything is being done to keep the people safe. The best we can do now is to gather as much information as we can. Soon we will be home again. Maybe talking with your father and brother will bring some peace to your heart.”
Maia shifted slightly in her saddle to look at him. How did he know her so well? They had been travelling together for a Moon and a half, but it seemed much longer than that. He had been her escort from the beginning and as events developed and became more dangerous for her, he had not left her side. Only at night did he let Rothea take over the watch.
“… like to speak with your father as well. There are matters that need to be attended to before matters can progress.”
Maia blinked; caught only the end of what he was saying. The sentence could mean a hundred things, but somehow, she knew it had to do with her. He was going to ask for the right to court her. Her heart fluttered briefly. Did she want him to speak to her father? Did she feel the same about him? Unbidden, the memory of her night with Blaid was vividly clear in her mind. Fire snorted and pranced beneath her as he felt her shiver.
Riker noticed the change in Fire’s behaviour and, surely thinking it was his statement that made Maia lose her calm, smiled at her and reached over to lay his hand on hers. She tried to control her feelings, but the thought of Blaid and the touch of Riker’s hand stirred strange feelings deep within her.
She had already broken their laws on intimacy, courtship, and the relationship between Primes when she had been with Blaid; she should be ashamed. If Riker knew, he would surely despise her. The only reason Silas had not told her father about Blaid was that he thought it had been an after effect of their magic. But she could not help the feelings within her. She wanted him so badly. She missed him so much. But she had responsibilities. Maybe it was time for her to put aside her own wants and needs and submit to their custom. Riker was a good match and she genuinely liked him.
Maybe, with time, she could be happy with him and she would forget about Blaid. Reluctantly she made the decision to try. Vaguely she felt Midnight’s approval in her head. Heartbroken, she bravely looked over into Riker’s face and smiled at him encouragingly.
 

 
They crossed the swamps without incident the next day. One could, of course, travel around them, but that journey would take an extra two to three days. The route through the swamps was well mapped and, in places, reinforced with gravel. The beauty of their surroundings was lost on Maia; she was too unmotivated to care. Riker tried many times during the day to draw her out of her sullen mood, but eventually contented himself with silently riding by her side.
Midway Lodge was a small, unassuming inn, and although the owner welcomed them personally, they were left alone for most of the evening. Maia retired early; hiding beneath her blankets even before Rothea had changed for the night.
They reached Arrow on the evening of the third day and, as Maia had expected, the people of the small city lined the streets as they rode through to the stables. There were shouts of My Lady and My Princess, but overall the crowd was eerily quiet. They were greeted by Arrow’s Commander of the Guard and taken to their Grand Hall; which was the smallest Maia had ever seen; to be met by Lord Leatherman and a host of Elders, Nobles and other folk. First, there were the formalities and general discussions. Maia endured them, but struggled to contain her yawns; somehow, the people of Arrow had managed to host the most boring meeting yet.
Then it was Lord Leatherman’s turn to speak and the tone of his voice brought Maia back to full alertness.
“Yes, Lord Leatherman, we have been made aware of the situation,” Commander Ridgewell replied. “I am sorry to hear about your losses. It is frightening that the Vampyres have managed to spread this far across our land.”
“The people are concerned as to what is being done to protect them. Crook Island does not have a fighting force such as the bigger cities. We would feel a lot safer if Lord Longshadow were to send some of his forces to protect us. I believe the Legions of Shadow Hall and Braérn to be the largest in Grildor. Surely they would be able to spare warriors.”
Lord Leatherman was not in a good mood and Maia did not like his tone of voice. She felt animosity from his Eläm; something she had not felt with any leaders. She wondered why the people of Arrow were so ill-disposed towards her father. Maia almost flinched, as Lord Leatherman turned towards her.
“My Princess,” he said, a sneer in his voice, “can I count on you to bring our urgent need to the attention of your father? Although we are pleased with your visit,” Maia doubted that very much, “it does not help our immediate need. We would appreciate it if you would attend the planned memorial with the people tomorrow, and then be on your way the next day. We do not want to delay you here, as the people of Crook Island need more than just your spiritual assistance. Please forgive me for being so direct, but we have suffered hardship of which My Lady surely knows very little about.”
Maia noticed both Rowlean and Riker shift beside her; not ever had any Lord spoken to her in such a fashion and she felt their temper rising at the man’s rudeness. She made a small sign with her hand, forestalling her escorts’ need to protect her.
“My Lord Leatherman, I understand your situation better than you may think. I am aware of your own personal loss,” she saw him flinch, “and I am sorry for the loss of your son. I am not offended by your directness; it is something we could all do more of; but I am, however, offended by your tone of voice. I suggest that you moderate your temper, treat us with the courtesy and hospitality that is due to us and then I will see what I can do for you and the safety of your city.”
She rose, gave a short bow towards the centre of the Elder Hall and, without another word, walked out of the meeting before it was finished. Commander Ridgewell and Riker hurried after her, both with smug smiles on their faces.
 

 
He had hoped he would make it to Braérn in time; he was, after all, travelling with Shard. Yet when he arrived in Braérn, they were already gone. After changing out of his black travelling cloak and into more common clothes, he went to make inquiries and learned that she went to Crook Islands to visit the cities there. It did not matter; he could wait. They would be back in Braérn in a few days; he could use the rest. Making arrangements for his stay in Braérn, however, proved a little more challenging. Although he had a place to stay within the city, his companion did not. He was also expecting some of the others and he agonized for a while as to where to accommodate them. He eventually managed to find them a small homestead located about thirty miles from the city. The owners were reluctant to let them use it, but he dealt with that; they would not complain ever again.
Being in Braérn was difficult for him; he had to pretend to be something he was not, and the delegation was taking longer on their trip to Crook Harbour and Arrow than expected, which made him impatient. He prowled the streets at night, unable to sleep, and often stared across the sea, hoping that in the morning he would see the sails that brought them to him.
His entire body thrummed with the excitement of seeing her. He had such plans. Everything he had done over the past few Quarters and Moons had led to this point. Now that his mind was made up, he knew exactly what he wanted to do. He knew it was not going to be easy, but he knew he had the power; the magic was strong within him. Now she just needed to return to him.
 

 
“I am glad we are leaving this place,” Rothea said as they rode out of the city. “Not even our children are as insolent as the lord of this city.”
“The people of Arrow did not deal with their losses well; it is not their fault. But I agree that Lord Leatherman could do with a lesson in manners.”
“I would be more than happy to teach him,” Riker grumbled next to her.
Maia smiled at him; he had taken more offence at Lord Leatherman’s treatment of her than she had herself. His Eläm, which he no longer shielded from her, had glowed with the anger at the man who had dared to insult his princess. She found it irresistibly charming and it was distracting her a little from her decision to forget about Blaid.
 
That night they spent at Midway Lodge, but left early the next day to cross the swamps. Maia noticed that the days were getting ever warmer and by the time they reached the wetlands, swarms of insects plagued them and their horses. It took a lot of Maia’s concentration to connect with that many living organisms, trying to keep them at bay. Much to her surprise, she felt herself suddenly joined by another mind, assisting her in her effort. When she reached out to the mind, she was even more surprised to find that it was Riker assisting her; she had not known he had an affinity with animals, it was relatively rare.
“You are an Earth Elemental?” she asked him, although she already knew the answer; only Earth Elementals sometimes had this additional power. These usually became Horse Masters, Bee Keepers, and such.
“I am,” he confirmed, “but I am not very good at it. Plants have never really responded to me. Animals, however, I seem to have a connection with. And I am glad for it now, these insects are a pest.”
It suddenly dawned on Maia how Riker had always been such a calming influence on her and how just a simple touch from him could put her at ease. Now, sharing this magic with him connected them in a way that made Maia a little uncomfortable. Their mind-touch was almost of an intimate nature and Maia made sure that she shielded her other thoughts from him.
After a while though, she almost seemed to forget all else around her. The people she was travelling with, the horses, the swamp around her, everything disappeared into the distance and all she was aware of was Riker within her mind. Together their magic was strong enough to ward off the insects and, without their annoyance to plague them, they were both lost in the intimacy of each other’s thoughts.
Maia began to feel strange, her body responding to Riker’s mind in ways she had only known once before. The thought made their connection teeter for a moment and she noticed a frown flicker over Riker’s face. She quickly shielded all her senses, hoping he had not seen her deepest feelings.
A scream sounded behind them that startled them out of their trance. Maia was immediately aware of someone in distress and, flinging Fire around, galloped back down the line to where the screams were coming from. Within moments, everyone milled in confusion. More people shouted. Maia saw horses go down, flailing their legs, and screeching in fear.
It took her only a moment longer to discover what was causing the mayhem - bogferns! They were large, carnivorous plants; usually more active at night, devouring any small creature that dared come within reach of the plant’s long tendrils. Although stationary, they were very mobile; their tendrils sometimes up to ten paces long. The tendrils were covered in sharp hooks that could hold on to prey. These hooks were also coated in a liquid that could temporarily paralyse small creatures.
Unconcerned about her own safety, she jumped off Fire and quickly told him to run away. She heard him squeal as a tendril touched his legs, but then he ran and she knew he would be safe. She flung herself at the nearest bogfern, which by now had Bronwe, one of the Horse Masters, firmly in its grip. Bronwe screamed as she struggled against the tendrils that held her, the hooks sinking deeper into her flesh, bringing forth a rush of bright red blood.
Out of the corner of her eye, Maia noticed Riker slash at another plant, which had gotten hold of one of the horses pulling the materium platform. Then her attention focused on Bronwe and the grotesque plant that held her. Taking her Twin Blades, she hacked at the tendrils, chopping them off one by one. Much to her horror, the plant emitted a terrible hissing noise and Maia felt its pain as a dull ache within her own arms. With tears streaming, she proceeded to mutilate the plant until she was eventually able to free Bronwe from her bounds.
Around her was mayhem; the other Horse Masters had taken as many horses as they could and out of reach. Anyone not ensnared by the tendrils actively tried to free their companions. Servers and Nobles alike assisted the injured to safety.
After ensuring that Bronwe was able to stand and walk away, Maia went to free a horse that was frantically kicking and biting at the things wrapped around its midriff. Then she moved over to another man, trapped, and struggling, already bleeding from his arms and face. The agony around her was making her weak; not only did she feel the pain of every injured Elf and animal, but the plants also suffered a surprising amount of hurt. Crying and shouting, she continued attacking until eventually Riker took her in his arms and led her away.
“They can handle the rest,” he said and sat her down on a low rock about fifty paces away from the carnage.
There she sat, shaking, tears running down her face. She blamed only herself. Had she been aware of her surroundings, she would have been able to pick up on the danger. instead she had indulged in the feelings the mind-link elicited within her and now her people paid for her lack of control. 
With Riker’s hands around her shoulder, she calmed down. She took a few deep breaths.
“How many are injured?” she asked, looking around at the people sitting or standing around her. Most of them looked terrified and a few cradled bleeding limbs. She saw a horse stumble, then go down. A Horse master was by its side immediately. She stood up; she would have to see to the people first.
“Maia, take a moment. I don’t think anyone is critically injured.” Riker said, but she brushed him off.
As it turned out, some were in worse shape than originally expected. Although the poison was not strong enough to completely paralyse a person, it nevertheless weakened the affected limb to such an extent that it could not be used for some time. Each hook was about the length of Maia’s little finger and the wounds they had inflicted were quite severe, especially the facial wounds.
They made camp well away from the carnivorous plants and it took Maia all night to see to the seven people and four horses. She cleaned the wounds, then sutured them. Both Rothea and Riker lent her their strength; a connection she had only ever enacted with her brother when she had to use her magic on wounds too severe to simply stitch up. Also, drawing the poison out proved to be difficult. There was simply too much for her to cope with; just the amount of poison the horses had absorbed would have killed her had she tried to neutralise it by herself. She resorted to her medicine bag, which she always carried with her. She made poultices and creams, as well as teas, and spent the entire next day administering her medicine.
Sometime during the night Riker pointed out the injuries Maia herself had sustained, but she paid little attention to them. Only by the evening of the next day, once she ensured everyone was seen to, did she look at herself. She had sustained mostly shallow scratches on her arms, which had not been deep enough to cause any kind of paralyses to her arms, but which were now inflamed, swollen and itchy. She applied the ointment she had made to her own wounds and then used what little energy she had left to heal the scratches from the inside.
Exhausted, she eventually sank down beside the fire. Midnight circled high above them; high enough not to spook the horses. She really wanted to be with him now, but neither Riker, nor Commander Ridgewell would allow her out of their sight.
“You need to rest, My Lady,” Riker said, handing her a mug of steaming tea. “Why don’t you lie down for a while? Everyone is taken care of for now. There has not been any time to set up your tent, but you and Rothea can share mine. I will keep watch.”
She looked at him, his eyes were soft, but the expression on his face was firm. She wanted to protest, but she did not have the energy for it. She looked towards Rothea, who sat on the opposite side of the fire, dozing with her head on her chest. Maybe taking him up on his offer was not such a bad idea.
Riker quickly set up his simple tent and laid out his sleeping furs. Wearily the two women got in and then tied the entrance flaps behind them. Taking off their soiled clothing, they climbed beneath the blankets. The last thing Maia noticed before she fell asleep was the smell of Riker upon her pillow.
 

 
“When last have you heard from her?” Jaik asked his father as they sat down together at the hearth in their common room.
“I received a messenger pigeon few days ago. Although what she had to say was not good, she seemed well enough. Why are you worried like this?”
“The night she got attacked by the Vampyre, I was acutely aware of her distress. Since then there have been several days where I have felt a similar sensation. I know she is either in constant danger, or she is mentally struggling with something. Today, however, the feeling is stronger. I know she is hurt and there is nothing I can do to help her.”
“You are sure of this?” Jagaer asked. He knew he could trust his son’s instincts, especially if it concerned his twin, but he had to ask.
“Yes, Father. Please allow me to take some men and make for Braérn. I can leave first thing in the morning. I cannot shake the feeling that she will need my help.”
“You can go, of course. It would give me some peace of mind as well. But I should think that she is well cared for, Commander Ridgewell’s warriors are competent men and women and I know Riker will protect her with his life. And she has Midnight to protect her.” Jagaer paused for a moment, thinking. “Take as many men as you think you need. Send me a message as soon as you have made contact with her.”
 
He walked across the Gathering Grounds before the sun was up. The equipment had been brought over to the stables the night before, but he was meeting his men at the Hall of the Guardians for a briefing before they moved out. Glark and Somas were to stay behind, but all other Guard he had asked to accompany him, as well as two Scouts. A group of ten was small enough to travel with haste, but large enough to make a difference in a fight. He was in a hurry to get going; with every passing moment, his worry became greater.
“Jaik,” Aaron called from across the way.
Jaik stopped and turned towards the Human. He had noticed a change within the man over the past few Moons; he was stronger, in body and mind; but there was still something he did not like. Maybe it was just the simple fact that the man still thought he should be with Maia.
“Yes, Aaron, what can I do for you?” Jaik said, a little impatiently.
“I am sorry to detain you, but I heard where you are going. Is everything all right with Maia?”
“I don’t know, Aaron, which is why I am going. It could be nothing, but I will feel better once I see for myself.”
“For how long will you be gone?”
“I do not know. Pray that everything is fine and I will return swiftly with my sister. Now, I must bid you farewell. My men are expecting me and we want to be on the road by sunrise.”
The Human gave a short nod and Jaik moved passed him without another word. His sister needed him and he could not afford more delays.
 

 
They left camp the next morning. They had decided to stay the extra night for the people to rest; at least that is what Riker told her. She knew it was for her benefit that they stayed; she was still tired from the effort it had taken to heal everyone. she was glad they were on their way now; she did not want to stay on this island any longer.
They rode well into the evening before they reached Crook Harbour. Maia had hoped to get there in time to catch one of the clippers across to Braérn, but they did not sail in darkness. Reluctantly they stayed the night, but were on the first ship out of the harbour the next day.
A few hours later they reached Braérn. Once their horses were stable they went straight to The Deep. Lord Swiftfisher was notified that they had returned, but that they were not to be disturbed for the day. Lord Swiftfisher replied, saying he wanted one more meeting with them and that he would like to plan the memorial for the day after tomorrow. Reluctantly Maia agreed. She knew she had to do the memorial, but she would have liked to do it tomorrow, and then be on their way home the day after.
Maia slept for most of that day, only waking when her dreams were too disturbing. By evening, she was convinced something was not right in Braérn. It was not something she could explain; more of a sense that something was amiss. She told Riker about it during the evening meal and he said he would send out the Scouts to see if they could gather information.
“Maybe it is time this journey came to an end,” he said, sitting opposite her at the table. “You have been through a lot and maybe this is why you are having these dreams.”
“Sir Riker is right, My Lady,” Rothea agreed, sharing their table with them. “I think we will all be happy to be home again. There has been too much bad news and far too many incidents.”
“Maybe you are right.” Maia said, but knew there was something else.
During that night, she tossed and turned; mostly plagued by dreams of Vampyres, beasts in the dark, a strange grey shadow that stalked her, and finally a hooded figure intent on stabbing her in the back. But the dreams that bothered her the most were the dreams of Blaid. She always saw him alone, looking worn out and often injured. She saw him cry, she saw him scream, but most often he was fighting. She never saw his opponents, but she saw enough to know that whoever he was fighting was skilled enough to match him in speed and stamina. Once, she saw a blade being plunged deep into his heart and she woke up screaming, knowing for sure that he was dead.
 
The meeting the next day was the same as all the others; more news of attacks, sightings and increasing numbers of Elves dead. Kanarel was in attendance too and, as always, spent much of his time trying to talk to her. She exchanged a few pleasantries with him, but because Riker never left her side, Kanarel eventually backed off. There was just something about Kanarel that annoyed Maia. She was glad her father had never made an official arrangement with Lord Swiftfisher for Kanarel to court her.
The memorial, although larger than any of the others, was nothing special. Maia gave her speech, but her heart was not in it. She felt exposed and in danger on the dais that overlooked the grounds where the memorial was held, and she was glad when she was finished.
It was early afternoon by the time they returned to The Deep. It was too late to leave for home, but knowing they were leaving at first light was a relief. She bathed and changed before she went downstairs with Rothea to meet the others for dinner.
“Maia!”
Her heart beat wildly in her chest as she stepped into the dining hall and heard her brother’s voice call her name. Fighting her tears, she ran to him and he held her for a long time before they spoke.
“Jaik, what are you doing here?” she finally managed, tears still running down her face, but smiling now.
“You have been calling to me ever since the attack on you at Oxbow Lodge. I have been worried sick and, from what Riker tells me, I had good reason to be. Are you all right, My Princess?” Jaik kissed her on her forehead.
She leant against him for a moment longer, drawing strength from the one person that knew her best. “I am all right now. Thank you for coming. Come, let us sit and I will tell you everything.”
Maia led her twin to the table set for them. Rothea offered to sit with her Regiment for the evening, but Maia would not hear of it.
“Rothea has been by my side every step of the way,” she explained to her brother, “and she has earned the right to sit at my table.”
“It was not just me, My Lord,” Rothea cut in. “Lord Riker is the one that should get the credit. He never let Princess Maia out of his sight for even a moment.”
Maia blushed. Riker scraped his chair against the floor as he pulled it out to sit. Jaik looked from one to the other and a knowing smile started to play around his lips.
“Well then,” he said, still smiling, “as we cannot leave until the morning, why not tell me all about your adventures?”




 
Cursing under his breath, he folded his black cloak and stashed it within his haversack. He had been so close. Everything had been set up and ready, but then everything went wrong. First young Lord Longshadow arrived in Braérn and then the beast turned up to foil his plans. He was frustrated, but knew how to wait. He would get another chance. For the moment, the most important thing was to get away. He could ill afford to be discovered and he was not quite ready yet to meet such a formidable foe. He was not scared, he told himself, only cautious. There was no point in putting himself in harm’s way now; there was still too much he wanted to accomplish.
He turned the ring on his right hand, twirling it between his fingers while he thought. So far, no one had discovered who he really was or what his intentions were, but with that black beast roaming the city, the risk of exposure was too great. He could not simply run away; people would notice and then the beast would discover him. He had to think of those still at the homestead. They were unaware of how the situation had changed.
Eventually he came up with a solution that was so genius he could hardly believe himself. He immediately set to making the necessary arrangements. He had one ally within the city that he trusted, and sent him to the homestead to let the others know. Feeling pretty smug about his own cleverness, he sat in front of his fire and allowed himself a glass of wine. He could almost taste the victory with every sip he took. It would not be long now.
 

 
The materium platforms had been loaded and the horses were saddled, ready to go. Maia was excited; not only was she going home, but her brother would be with her. During last night’s dinner, he had been shocked to hear about her treatment in Arrow and then the attack in the swamp. But, much to Maia’s chagrin, Jaik had been too astute not to notice how the relationship between her and Riker had developed. And with Rothea adding strategic comments, Jaik was eventually fully aware of what was happening between them. She sensed his approval, which should have made her happy, but made it more difficult for her.
They were ready to go and were mounting their horses when Lord Kyreon, Kanarel and Elders met them at the stables. They said their farewells the night before and, in light of the difficulties of their journey, had declined a large farewell parade. So Maia was surprised to see them.
“Lord Kyreon,” Jaik said. “Is there something we forgot?”
“No, My Lord,” Kyreon replied, “but under the current circumstances and the danger we all face, we have decided it might be in the best interest of us all if we sent an ambassador with you to Shadow Hall. He can then attend your meetings and negotiate on behalf of the people of Braérn. I have already dispatched a letter to inform your father.”
Jaik narrowed his eyes, but his voice was calm when he replied. “And who did you have in mind for this? Is it going to be one of your Elders?”
“We have decided that Kanarel will accompany you, if it pleases My Lord. There is no one I trust more and he has been schooled in etiquette and war. A fine combination, even if I do say so myself.”
“Kanarel,” Jaik said, inclining his head towards the son of Lord Swiftfisher, “we would be honoured to have you accompany us. Is your horse ready? We are eager to be on our way.”
“It is indeed, Sir,” Kanarel replied, before turning to say his farewell to his father.
Maia and Jaik exchanged a brief glance and Riker guided his horse closer to Maia. He knew she had no great fondness for the man.
A short moment later a Horse Master led Kanarel’s bay mare, as well as another horse packed with his belongings, out of their stables. Although Maia was not completely happy with these new developments, she realised it did not really matter. He was nothing more than an annoyance and with Riker and her brother around, she need not fear Kanarel’s attentions. She was looking forward to going home and eager to get going.
 
It was a beautiful day to travel; the sky was clear and the sun warmed Maia’s face as she looked up, trying to spot Midnight flying high above them. Every now and then she thought she saw a black spec, but then she lost sight of it again. She knew he was there, but he was flying so high, not even she was able to see him. She had briefly told him about Kanarel, but because it had been of so little interest to her, Midnight had not even deemed to comment on it. He was, however, delighted that He-Of-Unshakable-Courage was now by her side and he ranged further than he had since they left on the journey and for the first time in two Moons went on the hunt. Maia was happy that he could take this time for himself, but knowing what he was about to do, she broke contact with him; she could not be in his mind when he hunted, it terrified her.
In the evening, they made camp. With Jaik’s men, they now numbered forty-four and it was a busy evening of setting up tents, cooking dinner, sitting around the fire. With such a large group, and with Midnight now back from hunting and nearby, she felt completely safe.
Nevertheless, when they retired, Jaik joined her in her tent. Maia briefly noticed Riker’s envious looks as they said good night and for the first time in her life she felt a little embarrassed that she lay with her brother at night like they used to when they were children. No one had ever commented on it; in fact, it was completely acceptable. Twins were so rare that the relationship between twins was treated as something magical and allowances were made that under normal circumstances might have been frowned upon.
That night, comfortable in the arms of her brother, she finally slept dreamless.
 

 
Blaid sat on his haunches and looked at the bloody mess before him. He had not intended to kill this man; he only wanted to question him; but the man had attacked, ferociously, and in the end Blaid had been forced to end it. He now looked at the grotesquely broken body and wondered who he was.
Almost two Moons had passed since he left Thala Yll. He had roamed far during that time, but his aim had been the same. His new mission was all he could think about and he tackled it with the single-mindedness typical of a Prime. The spoor eventually led him to Braérn, but he lost the scent within the vast city. He prowled the countryside around it, following some other scent, when he became aware of her.
Racing back to the city, he realised Maia was indeed in Braérn, and so was the other one. He snarled now at the thought of how close Maia came to death without her realising it. It was in his nature to feel when someone was close to death and the intensity with which he felt Maia’s frightened him more than anything else in his life. But, as suddenly as the threat had come, thus it had disappeared. He could not explain it; it was as if his quarry simply vanished.
The day before, he crept back into Braérn to reassure himself that Maia was, indeed, all right and when he found that her brother was now by her side, he decided to continue to pursue the other scent that had led him into the countryside in the first place. He tracked all night, following the spoor of a horse, moving at speed.
At first, he was uncertain. The trail belonged to an Elf on his horse; but after a while the spoor of the horse overlapped some older spoor of Vampyres. To his surprise, the Elf on his horse was heading in the same direction the Vampyres had travelled and, as the night turned into morning, he came to a place where he knew they had met.
It was a small homestead, uninhabited from the look of it, and the signs that Vampyres had been here recently were evident everywhere. He searched the place and not only did he find the horse dead and half eaten behind the barn, but he also found the man hiding within the empty house. The situation was so strange that he changed and, for the man’s benefit, found some clothes to don, and then sat down with him to talk.
Although scared at first, the man stubbornly refused to tell him anything. Blaid was nice to him, threatened him when he did not get the desired result, but in the end the man shouted at him that they would kill him anyway, dived behind a table to retrieve his sword and then attacked. Although the man was not very skilled, he fought with a ferocity that astounded Blaid. He tried to simply evade the man’s advances, but as the man’s rage took over in his mind, Blaid felt from his Eläm everything he needed to know.
He was in league with the Vampyres, aiding them. They had been waiting for something and the man had come to tell them that the time had arrived. Images of Maia flashed through his mind as he beheld the man’s Eläm and then Death took over. He changed, tearing the clothes, and scattering them around him. Within moments Blaid not only killed, but completely mutilated the man; the taste of his Elven blood sickeningly sweet in his mouth. He felt sorry now that it had come to that; he had never killed another Elf before. Sure, he had assisted in many deaths, but his Prime powers worked differently. This; he looked down at the bloody remains one more time; was murder.
Feeling revolted with himself, he moved away from the homestead. His main target was still out there somewhere and he would find him. As he moved across the fields away from the house, he picked up yet another scent. This one was completely foreign to him; yet strangely familiar. It was a big beast, dangerous, and even here the smell of Vampyre and Elf lingered. Something more sinister than he had originally imagined was afoot, and it was now more urgent than ever that he find what he was looking for.
 

 
“Why did we not stay at this inn when we came to Braérn last year?” Maia asked as she got dressed.
They had reached Juniper Inn during the late afternoon on their second day of travel. They stabled the horses and then sat around the hearth of the inn until late in the evening, telling stories. She enjoyed herself, but she had been all too aware of how Jaik watched her interact with Riker. They had become so familiar with each other, she had not noticed how often Riker touched her. They were little gestures, completely innocent, but under the watchful eyes of her brother, they now seemed incredibly intimate and inappropriate. She sensed no disapproval from her brother, but his eyes spoke the warning that his mouth would not. Decorum dictated that Riker ask permission first and even then they would have to be discrete until the time came that it would be officially announced.
“The people were away at the time,” Jaik replied, pulling on his mail hauberk over his shirt. “Come, my little sister,” he finally said, “let me take you for breakfast.”
Rothea and Riker joined them in the common room where they took their breakfast, but they did not linger. The day promised to be hot and they wanted to be on their way as soon as possible.
With Commander Ridgewell and his Regiment in the lead and Jaik’s Guard bringing up the rear, they moved out. The landscape past the lodge was dominated by gently rolling hills criss-crossed by streams and small forests of deciduous trees starting to come into bloom. It was easy travelling and they made good time. By noon they stopped to water the horses at a stream that dissected a stand of maples and oaks. They had just taken out their own lunch, when Maia noticed the horses were restless. She stepped up to Fire and laid a hand on his neck. He shook his head and she felt his body tremble.
“Something is not right,” she said to Jaik. “The horses are agitated.”
Quickly Jaik and Commander Ridgewell got their men to spread out to search the area around them. Riker stood protectively next to Maia.
“I do not sense anyone,” she said to him, “only the animals.”
“I can feel their agitation as well. I don’t think the threat is coming from the outside. There is something about this place …” He didn’t finish the sentence, scanning instead the surrounding trees.
Maia closed her eyes and opened her senses further, picking up the individual Eläm of the people and animals around her. The horses were frightened, most of the people were weary and nervous, but the other animals; tree squirrels, birds, bugs, and ants; were in a neutral state. Then she noticed something else. She first felt it, an annoyance creeping over her that slowly built to a defensive rage; and then she heard it. She opened her eyes in alarm.
“Syphons,” she screamed, just as the swarm descended on them.
Horses whinnied and then, bucking and kicking, ran off into the distance. The warriors that had spread out to look for danger raced back towards them, but there was nothing they could do.
It was spring and mating season for the syphons; wasp-like insects, each the length of a man’s palm. They had large stingers on their rears, with which they stabbed and immobilised their prey. Long, tube-like mouths sucked out the insides of their prey through the hole they made with their stingers. The venom in the stingers acted in such a way as to soften the tissue of their prey, so it could easily be siphoned up the drinking tubes.
For an Elf, being stung by a syphon was not only painful, but could be fatal.
The syphons were probably building their nests in the trees around them and, disturbed by the Elves’ presence, became defensive. The swarm, at least a hundred strong, buzzed around them, stinging everything they came into contact with.
People screamed as they were stung, desperately trying to get the insects off them. Maia, still open to the Eläm around her, felt not only the stings inflicted on her, but also those of the others. She could not focus her energy to calm the creatures as the pain was simply too much to bear. She struggled, now crawling, trying to reach the shallow stream. As she crawled, she was being stung on her bare arms, her neck, her face, and hands, and soon her vision dimmed and she collapsed, finally lying still.
 

 
Aaron was on the archery field with Jasmin. She had been taking him there for a few Quarters now and he was getting better. The Day of the Hunt celebration was only another fortnight hence and he was determined to impress Maia again. He did well during the Spring Feast celebrations and he would prove himself to her again.
“No, Papa, keep your elbow straight,” his daughter said to him, and adjusted the angle of his arm minutely. “Now focus; I know you can do this.”
At twenty paces, he had proven himself to be a pretty good shot. At thirty paces, he struggled for a while, but eventually his aim became true. Now Jasmin had put the target at fifty paces and he had as yet to hit the large straw dummy. He was getting a little frustrated with himself, but he persisted; it would all be worth it in the end.
Although the initial Moons on Elveron had been difficult for him, over time he came to realise what a wondrous place it was. His body was changing; becoming more Elf-like; and his senses were now able to perceive things he would never before have been able to notice. His eyesight was keener, his sense of smell stronger and his hearing incredible.
He had never noticed that a forest did not simply smell like forest, but rather of the millions of living organisms that inhabited it. Hundreds of different species of trees made up the forest. He gradually learned all their names and properties. Plants, flowers, mushrooms, and other green matter; the earth and the insects living within it; the mammals and birds that dwelt within the forest; everything had its own distinct smell and together it smelled like forest.
He often sat on his veranda, looking out into the trees and tried to first identify a smell and then search for the plant or animal emitting it. Luke and Jasmin sometimes joined him and they made a game of who could identify the most. What impressed him about the forest the most was the sheer size of the trees. He had learned about forests during history class on Earth and there the trees had grown to a maximum of about a hundred feet. Here, some trees stood at least four hundred feet high and their base could be as thick as an entire house. They were magical and he could not imagine why the Humans on Earth had cut all their forests down.
Now, having lived here and seen what nature was like, he could not imagine ever going back there. Earth was a dismal place compared to the paradise that was Elveron.
He was also stronger and faster, and working with the Elves on a daily basis gave him that extra push to try even harder. Working with the Builders, and from time to time the Carpenters, was the most satisfying job he ever had. Their ingenuity had no limits and he was amazed every day at what they managed to accomplish without technology or electricity. Most of it was simple mechanics, but incredible in its simplicity.
Then there were also the crystals and the materium; he struggled with their concept in the beginning, but he was learning. There were different types of crystals, exhibiting diverse properties. The simple ones, available in a range of colours, were used for illumination. Others, the dark blue ones were the strongest, were surrounded by some kind of force field, and when they were arranged in a certain order within a structure, they could be used like electricity. These crystals were rare and expensive and therefore not often used.
Materium, however, was a material that seemed to be readily available. Also mined in the mountains like the crystals, it looked somewhat like a mix between granite and crystal. It only exuded a faint glow and during the day it was almost imperceptible. The Elves had explained that the materium worked with the magnetic core of the planet; pushing away from it, like reverse gravity; and thus could be used to lift things. He had been sceptical at first as to how such a small piece of rock could carry such heavy weights and, although he still had no real scientific explanation for it, he had seen it work many times.
The day they arrived on Elveron, the Elves that found them aat Greystone had put Maia on a floating stretcher. He had been too overwhelmed by everything happening at the time to pay much attention to it, but as time went by he became increasingly aware of how frequently it was used. Wagons, to haul vegetables from the fields, were pulled by horses, but floated behind them on just two cylinders of materium. The cylinders, used to channel the power of the materium in the right direction, were made from glass. The size of the materium depended on the power required. One only had to fasten the cylinder underneath whatever one wished to lift, centre the load so it would not shift and the materium would do the rest.
Silas had explained there were very precise calculations one had to apply in order to get the ratio right. If one were to attach a large piece of materium to a small item, it would float too high; too small a piece and it would not be strong enough to lift a heavy item. Working on repairing a neighbour’s veranda for a Quarter, he had finally been able to acquire a piece of materium for himself. He experimented with it for long evenings and, although it had been exceedingly interesting, he still had no idea how it worked.
And then there was thrill, a compound found in a whole range of plants, as well as a vast variety of wild life. It was what made them glow at night. Bio-luminescence was the word that came to his mind, but he would not have been able to put it into the Elven language. There were still a lot of words he could not translate from English and, the longer they were here, the less it mattered. Thryll fascinated him; it was all around them and he was cataloguing everything that contained it. Luke said Silas had a large volume about these animals and plants within his cave, but Aaron enjoyed discovering and learning by himself.
Besides the Lumina flowers; of which they now had at least ten in their house; there were tiny red tree frogs, green mushrooms with yellow stripes, caterpillars in either blue or orange with long white hairs, ivy-like climbing plants of a vivid shade of red, and purple-crested lizards. All were spectacular to watch at night and the more he learned, the more he wanted to know.
Luke and Jasmin were thrilled with his progress and how well he had adjusted. For them it had been easy from the beginning; their minds still young enough to adjust quickly. Luke’s training as a Healer with Silas was going well and he was now capable enough that he did minor house calls without his teacher. Jasmin; working as a Hunter; brought in most of their food. She always got a share of meat from the day’s hunt, as well as vegetables for her effort. It still amazed him how efficiently the trading system worked; there was no greed and nobody ever went without.
One of the issues he struggled with in the beginning was Archer. From the moment they arrived, the young Elf had an eye for his daughter. Being of Earth, he had been wary of the man, assuming the worst, but as he came to understand the traditions of the Elves he understood that his daughter was quite safe. Once Aaron had settled down enough, Archer had approached him; as was their custom; and had asked him to court his daughter. Aaron made inquiries as to what this courting entailed and had been pleasantly surprised that Elves did not have sex before marriage. He had given his blessing, but retained the right to determine the appropriate time for them to marry. For the moment, this seemed to be enough for Jasmin and Archer, and he had never seen his daughter this happy.
It made him a little envious that she had found such happiness; he still missed Lisa, even though he now knew for certain that Maia had been Lisa while she was on Earth. Once he realised that, he had promised himself that he would win her back. This had proven to be more difficult than anything else he had attempted before.
Not only was she the princess of these people, but she was also this magical being with powers he still not fully understood. The burdens she had to bear, he now knew, weighed heavily on her, and saving her people during the war had taken its toll. He had been by her side through the tough winter Moons, often just sitting with her in silence. She seemed so lonely and it had broken his heart to see her that way. Still, the more time he spent with her, the more responsive she became to him. He knew it would take a long while before she could see him as someone she could spend her life with, but he was working on it. It was the driving force behind his eagerness to learn everything he could and to become that someone she would eventually choose to be her mate.
Relaxing into his stance, he narrowed his eyes and zeroed in on the target; as Jasmin said, he could do this. He took a breath and then, as he let it out, released the bolt from his crossbow. The whoop of joy from Jasmin told him his aim had been true, but he had known already; nothing and no one would stand in the way of achieving his goal. Maia would be his.
 

 
“Kanarel, to your left.” Jaik pointed to a bag lying next to a maple tree. “Thank you,” he said when Kanarel finally brought it.
The swarm of syphons had caused absolute chaos; half the people were down with injuries, the horses had all fled, their possessions were strewn about and, worst of all, Maia was unconscious. Those who had not been stung or were still able to move about began to assist the injured, moving them to the edge of the stream, so they would have easy access to water.
Everyone did what they could, but Kanarel acted as if it did not matter much to him. Jaik was not only worried about his people, but also in a panic about Maia and he could ill afford someone so indifferent and incompetent when they really needed every able hand to help.
“No, I don’t need you here.” He dismissed Kanarel, trying to control the agitation in his voice. “See if you can bring the horses back. Take Medlin the Horse Master with you; he is well enough to walk.”
Kneeling beside Maia, he opened her medicine bag. He had spent many Moons in Silas’ cavern while the old man taught his sister. Also, the basics of healing were taught to all warriors so that they might help each other if one should get injured. He knew nothing about syphon venom or how to treat it, but he scratched through her bag, looking for anything that would revive her, relieve her pain or work against the venom. He hoped to revive her first. If he could lend her his strength, she would be able to heal herself.
“Let me help,” Riker croaked; barely able to sit up, but refusing to leave Maia’s side. “There is a small, green bag with grey crystals. Open it and hold it under her nose.”
Jaik did not stop to think why Riker had this information. Quickly he found the bag and then fumbled to undo the fine string that bound the top. The moment it was undone, an unpleasantly sharp odour filled the air and he quickly held it under Maia’s nose. For a couple of heartbeats nothing happened, and then she coughed. Gently he put his hand behind her head and lifted her to assist her breathing. Her breath rasped out of her lungs and he could feel her heart race, fighting the venom within her body. Her face was terribly distorted; the right side swollen from two stings, effectively closing her right eye. She had lumps with puncture marks all down her neck and arms and they were turning an angry red.
“Maia, can you hear me,” he said gently, but firmly.
She groaned.
“Maia, I don’t know how to help you. Can you tell me what to do?”
She made some more incomprehensible noises.
“I am here,” he said soothingly, positioning himself so that she was now lying on his lap. “Shh, it will be all right.”
Desperately he looked at Riker, but he was in a state barely better than Maia and Jaik was sure only his love for her kept him conscious. The Guard had almost as many stings as she did; Riker had followed Maia as she fled to the river and tried to shield her with his own body. It was his Guard uniform that had saved him from worse injuries. If it had not been for Riker, Maia might be dead. He shuddered at the thought.
Suddenly he felt himself grow heavy and terribly tired. A moan escaped his lips, but he was smiling.
“That’s it,” Jaik whispered to her as she sapped his strength to renew her own.
He was strong and fit and he had not been stung, but even so, by the time she was strong enough to let go of him, he felt a thousand years older. He was breathing hard, but still cradled his sister in his arms.
“Jaik.” She spoke quietly, still weak.
“I’m here.”
“How many are injured?”
“No, you need to see to yourself first. Take more energy from me if you need it.”
She struggled into a sitting position. “I will be fine now. Midnight is on his way; I will need his strength. How many are injured?” she asked again, her voice already stronger.
“More than twenty, but …”
She did not let him finish, as at that moment she noticed Riker, who had collapsed beside them.
“Where is my bag?” she asked and Jaik quickly handed it to her.
With practiced familiarity, she reached in and immediately retrieved a small jar containing white ointment. She unscrewed the lid and then proceeded to dab the ointment on Riker’s stings. His eyes fluttered at her touch, but he did not wake up.
Once she had applied the ointment to Riker, she did the same for herself.
“It helps with the pain,” she explained to Jaik, “but it does not stop the decay of the flesh.” She handed him the jar. “Apply it to everyone who needs it. It will keep their agony at bay until I can neutralise the venom. Let everyone know that Midnight will be here shortly. I don’t want them to be frightened.”
Jaik rose to do her bidding. He knew his sister; the Healer in her had taken over and she expected her orders to be followed. Her peoples’ lives depended on it.
“Riker, can you hear me?” She laid her hand on his cheek.
He nodded, and then moaned at the pain it caused him.
“I am not strong enough yet,” she said, wiping the hair from his brow, “but I will make you better soon.” She kissed him on his swollen forehead.
Moments later she felt the downdraft of Midnight’s wings as he landed. Awkwardly he picked his way towards her, trying not to step on any of the debris strewn about. He settled onto the ground as close to her as he could and she crawled to him, still too weak to stand.
“Midnight,” she sighed, and leant her weary head against his chest.
Immediately Midnight’s great strength flooded through her and, closing her eyes, she concentrated on her injuries. One by one she neutralised the venom in each sting, before repairing the damaged tissue around the puncture wound. She was shocked to find how quickly her flesh had been decaying and she now worried about the state of the others. She would have to work quickly.
Once she had seen to herself, she went over to Riker and dragged him the few paces over to Midnight. In order for her to use Midnight’s strength, she would have to be in physical contact with him. She laid Riker against Midnight’s massive foreleg and then began the same process as she had used on herself. She worked as quickly as she could, trying not to overlook anything in her haste. Midnight remained calm, sensing her need of him and for once not minding being in contact with others.
“Maia,” Riker said as his eyes finally fluttered open.
She briefly hugged him. “Are you strong enough to stand?”
“Yes, I think so.”
“Go to Jaik. Tell him to bring the people one by one. We must work quickly as the venom is destroying tissue extremely fast. If we delay, the injuries might become permanent.”
Riker nodded and immediately moved off. His body was still weak and she saw him struggle. She knew how terribly tired he felt. If it were not for Midnight, she would barely have the energy to stay conscious.
Rowlean, Caeben and Fela, all from the Regiment, carried the people to her. Her brother and others that were not injured set up camp around them. Maia noticed Rothea, although stung at least twice, making a fire, and putting a pot of water to the boil.
One by one, she healed the stings, never breaking contact with Midnight, and as she finished with one and he or she was taken to a tent, another was brought to her. Soon, even with Midnight’s energy flowing through her, she felt weary beyond anything she had ever felt before. Midnight rumbled deep in his chest and a small plume of smoke escaped his nostrils. Some of the people moved away in fright, but Jaik and Riker brought them back in line, helping the injured.
Maia knew that Midnight’s frustration was not with having to help the others, but with having to watch Maia suffer. 
Just a few more, she told him, and leant over Neth, the Server, who she had frightened so at the beginning of their journey.
Gently she peeled back the girl’s clothes. She was wearing a skirt and the syphons had stung her multiple times on her legs. The stings were terribly swollen and her skin turning a purple-black. Her arms did not look much better, but what worried Maia the most was Neth’s face; it was completely unrecognizable. Both eyes were swollen shut, her nose was almost invisible amid the swollen flesh of her cheeks, and her lips had ballooned to three times their size. If she did not manage to get the swelling down, Neth would suffocate.
Maia adjusted her position; moving closer to Midnight so more of her body touched his; and pulled Neth along with her. She took a few steadying breaths and set to work. They should have brought Neth to her earlier; she was by far the worst she had seen so far; but she was with her now and Maia worked relentlessly for over an hour before Neth was finally breathing easier and her skin, which had turned almost completely black, faded to a dull red. The venom was neutralised; the main danger gone; but Neth was weak and Maia knew she would still be in terrible pain when she woke up.
Caeben and Fela took Neth from her when she indicated she was finished, and brought the next one to her. Bronwe, one of the Horse Masters, also had extensive injuries, but she was able to breathe unassisted. Next were Ingesin and Nemiron, who had come along on this trip to visit family. Ingesin was healed quickly; although she had a large number of stings, her skin did not seem to be affected as badly as the others. Nemiron on the other hand, was almost completely black; his skin and flesh beneath at a level of decay Maia worried she could not reverse.
He was unconscious; for which Maia was grateful; and she set to work, fighting to prevent the flesh from dying. Sometime during the process, she felt Midnight sigh; the amount of energy required to heal such injuries was even testing his great strength. She silently thanked him for his help and understanding, but never let up the stream of energy she channelled to Nemiron. Eventually she could do no more. Had she been able to see to him earlier, he might have stood a better chance. He seemed to be extremely susceptible to the venom and his injuries had progressed quicker than in the others. Now his skin was not black anymore, having faded to a light purple, but a lot of the flesh beneath had died before she could heal it. He would forever have a pock-marked appearance to him, his skin dimpled and uneven. 
Tiredly she waved for Caeben and Fela to take him away.
“Maia, you need to rest. Everyone has been given some of the tea you asked Rothea to make. Most of them are sleeping now.”
She nodded. She had briefly explained to Rothea how to make the linden bark tea, hoping she would get the strength right, but Rothea told her that she used to make if for her ill grandmother and was aware of its properties and how to prepare it. For now, those people who had been given the tea would be able to sleep fairly pain free. She would see what she could do about their pain tomorrow when they woke up.
Jaik took a seat by her side, sparing Midnight a quick glance to see if it was all right. Midnight rumbled his consent.
“Just a few more,” Maia whispered. “Rothea has a couple of stings, as does Elder Owen. And I believe Talath, Medlin and Karagan were also stung. Let me see to them and then I will lie down.”
Jaik looked at his sister for a long time, saw the tiredness behind her eyes and knew she would not rest until everyone was seen to.
“As you wish, Princess,” he said, and rose to fetch those that only had minor injuries and were helping the uninjured set up camp and look after the patients.
Jaik brought Baltor Owen first. He just had a sting on his arm and was healed quickly. By the time Rothea came to her, the two stings on her forearm had turned black. Although Rothea said not a word, Maia knew she was in agony. Most of the others had one to three stings at the most and, although the flesh was starting to rot, she managed to heal them quickly enough.
Kanarel came to her last; she didn’t even know he had been stung and, to be honest, had totally forgotten about him. He had one sting behind his right ear, which was swollen, but not discoloured.
“I don’t know Maia,” he said to her when she asked him why this was so, “I felt the pain and sent some energy to the spot to numb it. Maybe that is what stopped the decay.”
It was not the answer Maia expected. She thought maybe he had some kind of resistance, like Ingesin seemed to have, but his answer suggested he had healing power, even if it was elementary. She quickly healed his sting and, while in contact with his skin, tried to read his Eläm. To her surprise, it was so well hidden it was impossible for her to pick up with such brief contact. Few Elves were able to hide themselves this completely; it was an incredible talent.
She was utterly exhausted and dismissed him as soon as she was done. She had no energy to ponder the mystery of Kanarel’s powers. There had been twenty-eight with severe injuries and six with minor injuries. Only the ones that had accompanied Jaik on his perimeter search had escaped the attack.
Wearily she rose, struggling to her feet, but as soon as she broke contact with Midnight, she collapsed. Midnight immediately stretched down and touched her back with his great muzzle. Maia was faintly aware of Midnight speaking to her brother, then running feet and people milling about her, and then all went still.
 

 
“Yes, Father, only the Guard and the Regiment that were uninjured or sustained only minor injuries are still here. The others have been sent home. They left yesterday; I am surprised you did not encounter them on the road.”
“We came in haste and cut through Eldenar Forest. We left as soon as the pigeon arrived with the message you sent us.”
Maia heard them talk, but it made little sense. Why was her father here? Her eyes fluttered open; she was so incredibly tired and wished she could keep them closed for a while longer, but the conversation between her brother and father worried her. A hoarse moan escaped her as she tried to sit up.
“Easy there, my child,” Silas said, and put his arm around her shoulders to help her into a sitting position.
Almost immediately Jagaer, Jaik and Riker surrounded her cot and she could see Rothea’s worried face by the opening of the tent.
“What …” she croaked and then cleared her throat. “What is going on?”
“You have been asleep for a while. Everything is all right; there is no need to worry,” Silas replied. “The people are on their way home, thanks to you.”
Groggily she wiped her eyes. She realised she smelled of soap and wondered who had washed her. “For how long did I sleep?”
“Three days,” Jaik said. “Once you had seen to everyone, you collapsed. We immediately sent a message to Father to bring Silas. We did not know what else to do. They arrived here last night.”
“How are you feeling?” her father asked gruffly. She could see him struggle with his emotion; he always had trouble when it concerned her.
“Tired, Father, but I will be fine. And famished. Is there any food?”
“Yes, of course, My Lady.” Rothea immediately left the tent and returned moments later with a steaming mug of hot broth and a spoon.
Riker took the mug and spoon from her and sat on the small stool next to her cot Silas had now vacated. “Here, let me help you with this,” he said, his deep voice gentle, and proceeded to spoon the nutritious soup into her mouth.
She felt a little embarrassed being fed by Riker, but when she tried to hold the spoon herself, her shaking hands messed the soup on her blanket. Her father and Jaik both turned and went to sit by the small table that was part of the luxuries of her tent. Silas took a seat at her feet, but did not watch her as she ate. Rothea busied herself with Maia’s wardrobe and diligently looked through her garments on the pretext of finding her something to wear.
Realizing that she was now alone with Riker helped her relax and she let him feed her the broth without interfering. Soon she felt some strength return and looked at him with thankful eyes. His Eläm, and his feelings for her, were dimmed; she assumed because of the company present in the tent; but the love she saw in his eyes was unmistakable. She was still unsure how she felt about him; Blaid crossed her mind too often and no matter how hard she tried, she could not forget him. But Riker was a good man and she would be blessed to have someone like him in her life. It was obvious that everyone present in the tent agreed with that assessment. Maia wondered how much Jaik had told her father or what else had been discussed.
“Thank you, Riker,” she said quietly as he set the cup down on the floor. “Father, would you all mind if I have a moment alone with Rothea?” She spoke a little louder, voicing her request.
The men mumbled their agreement and were soon gone. Rothea was by her side momentarily.
“Is everything all right, Lady Maia?” she asked, worried.
“Yes, I would like to relieve myself.” She gave Rothea a crooked grin. “And then you can show me what you have chosen for me to wear.”
 
When Maia eventually exited the tent, her legs still weak and shaky, she realised it was already night. They left Braérn on the morning of the fifteenth day of Watcher’s Moon, they had been attacked by the syphons on the third day of their travels and she had slept for three days. So today should be the evening of the twentieth day of Watcher’s Moon.
As she stepped up to the campfire where everyone had gathered, the people all rose and bowed to her.
“My Princess,” Rowlean Ridgewell said as he took her hand to help her over a log, “I am so pleased you are feeling better.”
“So am I, Commander. How are your people?” she asked and looked around the circle at the men and women of his Regiment.
“Everyone is well, thanks to you, My Lady,” he replied and several voices added their agreement.
She noticed a small scar here and there, but all seemed to be in good health. Small scars she could try to tend to at a later time, but it made her think of Nemiron and wonder how he was. She took her seat by the fire and conversation resumed.
“He has markings, all over his body, but he is happy to be alive.” Jaik finally answered her question about Nemiron. “He is thankful for what you have done for him. Without you he would not have survived.”
“I just wish I could have prevented the permanent damage,” she said, agonising about her failure, “but once the tissue is dead, there is nothing I can do to revive it.”
Jaik took her hand and held it. His comfort eased her worry for Nemiron, but the thought that she was unable to heal the dead tissue occupied her for a while. She was Life, so why was she not able to overcome death? Everything she did and everywhere she went, it all came back to him. Death, Blaid - even not physically present, he was always with her. No matter how hard she tried, she would never be able to conquer him and what he stood for. This trip had started out so well, but what she had learned and what she had experienced in the Moons she had been away had opened her eyes to a world she no longer recognised.
She suddenly felt her tiredness return with full force. She excused herself from the company of the warriors around her and let Rothea take her to her tent. All she wanted now was to get home. There was a war coming, whether from the Vampyres or some other enemy; she might have to fight alone, and she would have to be ready. She realised at that moment that her life would change; the sheltered Regent’s daughter was gone and all she was now was a Prime. This was her fight, whether she liked it or not.
 

 
The next morning, they finally headed home. Their company was whittled down to twenty-two, plus Jagaer and Silas. Fire seemed to understand Maia’s weakness and walked with care, picking his footing carefully so as not to jostle her on his back. Midnight stayed close, flying just ahead and above them.
In the evening, they stopped at the Peak View Inn and Maia was grateful for the luxury of a bath. During careful inspection of her own body, she noticed she also still had some small scars where the syphons stung her. Her body was already healing them, but once she was stronger, she would put some extra energy into it to make them fade completely. She decided, once home and somewhat rested, she would do house calls to all the others and see what she could do for them as well.
Finally, she sank into the downy blankets of her bed and was asleep as soon as Rothea turned out the lights, but her sleep during the night was far from restful. She kept dreaming about Blaid, but they were not the kind of dreams she used to have. In these dreams, he was always lonely, always sad, and often angry beyond words. She watched him hunt - what, she could not tell - and she watched him kill. He was always running; running to something, running from something; and in her dreams, she felt his urgency to achieve an unknown goal. She could not tell what drove him, but she felt his obsession. Although so different from hers, she felt he was doing the same as her; being a Prime and doing what he was supposed to do. Some of the things she witnessed in her dreams sickened her; other times she felt he did well and she was impressed.
By morning she was more confused about him than she had been before and she was in a dark mood when they left for home.
It was another two days’ travel to Shadow Hall and that night they set up the tents again. She felt better with every hour that passed, but still she retired early that night. She saw the concern in everyone’s faces, but they accredited her current state of mind to her ordeal over the past few days; her secret dreams of Blaid would never be known.
 
“We are so happy that you are finally home,” Luke said as he hugged Maia to welcome her back. “We were so worried when the others came home without you.”
“Jasmin has been frantic,” Aaron agreed. “She was ready to ride off and save you.”
“You have not been any better, Papa,” Jasmin defended herself, but smiled at her father.
“That is true,” Maia’s mother added to the conversation. “He almost got on a horse himself to go looking for you.”
Maia smiled at her mother. It was good to see her; she had not realised how much she had missed her. Malyn had hugged her and smiled when they had arrived, but Maia knew she had struggled not to cry. The news must have been especially hard for her mother and having to remain at home, waiting, must have been terrible.
“How are you feeling, Maia?” Aaron now said earnestly, taking her hand in his.
She resisted the urge to pull away. He had been a good friend to her; she knew that now and did not want to hurt his feelings. Also, with her sudden increase in sensitivity, she was now acutely aware of the depth of his feelings for her. She wondered again how this ability had developed so suddenly and so strongly. Sometimes she wished she could turn it off, but even if she closed herself off from the Eläm around her, she could still feel a glimmer of it within her.
“I am much better, Aaron, thank you. But it has been a tiring journey. I am glad to be home.”
“We are so glad that you are safe now, so we will not delay you any longer. I am sure you are looking forward to your own bed.” Aaron bowed and lightly kissed her hand before he let it go. “Good night, Maia, may the Mother bless your dreams.”
Maia’s lips twitched at Aaron’s comment, but then she managed to smile and wished them a good night. She was glad that Aaron was becoming familiar with their customs, but that he had chosen this time to refer to the Mother and her dreams seemed to be more than a coincidence. She felt like the Mother was trying to tell her something and, just like before, she was unable to interpret it. She knew her dreams had meaning, but she was unable to understand them.
Feeling weary and frustrated, she let her brother escort her home. Riker had stood by patiently while her family greeted her, but now he resumed his place by her side and only at her door wished her a good night.
“Rothea, you may go home now. Get some rest,” Jaik said. “You may return at sunrise tomorrow.”
“Yes, My Lord.” Rothea bowed to them both. “Good night, My Lady. I hope your sleep is untroubled tonight.”
Maia smiled after her as Rothea descended the steps to make her way home. Rothea was a warrior at heart, but she had a certain sensitivity that made her unusually suitable as a personal guard. She was glad they had become so close; she did not think she would have survived this journey without her.
“Come, My Princess, it is time that you get some rest.”
“I agree,” Malyn said, and led the way into their home.
The fire was burning in the central hearth, candles were lit on the window sills and potted plants lent a pleasant aroma to the air. Maia briefly closed her eyes as she stepped into the common room and absorbed the atmosphere of her home. It was so good to be back.
 

 
The path that led over the ridge to the stables was so familiar; she hardly looked where she was going. The simple fact that she was alone still stunned her. During her trip to the cities, security had been such an issue, she had never been able to go anywhere without either Rothea or Riker. She enjoyed their company, of course, but had not realised how much she missed time to herself. Once back home, Jaik had declared that her safety was of utmost concern to him, especially in her weakened state, and her father agreed. Rothea had been ordered to be her personal guard from now on; although she would not lose her placement in the Regiment. Riker had resumed his normal duties as Guard, but made it his personal mission to look in on her whenever he could. Maia knew it was not just his concern for her safety that kept him coming back. Her own feelings for him were still confusing her, but she could not find it within her to commit; something held her back.
Today, however, Maia gave Rothea the day off. She felt so much stronger already and Rothea had been working for two full Moons without a day’s break. Tomorrow was the Day of the Hunt celebration and Maia knew her brother would not allow Rothea to leave her side during the festivities.
Her brother had protested, but then relented under the condition that someone else take over Rothea’s duties for the day. Maia reluctantly agreed, but then, feeling a little rebellious, decided to take a walk to the stables before Rothea’s replacement arrived at their home.
She walked slowly, savouring the mild morning, listening to the birds and the rustling of the small creatures within the forest. It was peaceful within the safety of the trees; the path smooth from millennia of traffic and the sunlight dappling through the leafy canopy. After all that had happened over the past few Moons she enjoyed the quiet and not doing anything in particular. Her body was healed; even the little scars were completely gone; and she almost felt her normal self again. She was happy, in this moment, and a smile played across her lips. She wished life could always be this uncomplicated.
As she crested the top of the ridge before it dropped down to the other side, she felt a chill in the air. The hairs on her arms stood erect and her skin crawled. She immediately opened her mind to find out where the threat was coming from, but all she picked up were the Eläm of the animals around her. She reached for her Twin Blade, now a permanent fixture on her back, and scanned the surrounding forest. Although the Vampyres’ Eläm was different and weaker than that of Elves, she could usually pick it up when she concentrated; not being able to feel anyone, but knowing someone was there, terrified her. She could almost feel the unseen eyes upon her.
Then she stopped; standing completely still; her arms held rigidly against her body with the blades pointing towards the ground. Adrenaline surged through her, making her body thrum with excitement, and her heart pounded in her chest. Every one of her senses were now directed at the still figure about fifty paces in front of her, his face hidden within the shadow of the trees. There was no doubt as to who the person was, even though she could not feel his Eläm.
Different emotions warred within her; excitement, happiness, confusion, anger and hurt. Where had he been? Could all the allegations against him be true? What was he doing here now? Had he done any of those things she had seen him do in her dreams? Tears started to roll down her cheeks; her hurt and anger overtaking all other emotions, and she felt rage building within her that she struggled to control.
“You,” she whispered.
And then he moved. A simple step forward; bringing his face into the light. Maia stood frozen for a moment longer, momentarily stunned; he was so beautiful, just as she remembered him. Then the moment passed and she let go of her control and allowed her anger to take over. She covered the distance between them so fast, he hardly had time to react before her Twin Blades came down on his head. He blocked her blow with his own blades, but the force of her attack brought him to his knees. Their blades locked, they stared at each other for a moment and Maia was acutely aware of his smell, making it difficult for her to concentrate. His deep blue eyes looked at her pleadingly, but it only made her angrier.
“I trusted you,” she hissed at him accusingly.
She took a step back, allowing him to rise to defend himself. He was barely back on his feet when she attacked again. Viciously she stabbed and slashed, twirling around him with fury. She matched him in speed; if not in strength; yet he managed to block every one of her blows. The sound of their weapons colliding echoed eerily through the woods. On and on she attacked, relentless in her frustration and hurt.
“Maia, stop,” he shouted as he blocked another of her vicious attacks.
She feinted to the left, then swung out to the right. He had to jump back to avoid the tip of her blade slicing his ribs.
“No. You have betrayed us all. You are helping them!”
She twirled, going low and swiped the legs out from under him with her right foot. As he went down, he turned, rolling, and came up fighting.
“What are you talking about?” he shouted back at her.
“Everyone knows. You have been seen,” she yelled, and her sharp blade chopped off a lock of hair as it narrowly missed his ear.
“Lies.” He took a swing at her; his eyes glinting dangerously.
“I don’t believe you,” she huffed as she parried one of his blows. “I know you were in Thala Yll. And I know about the other cities. People are dead. Elves!”
Suddenly she was on the back foot. She saw the expression on his face change and then she was too busy defending herself to wonder what had happened. He bared his teeth, his pointed eye teeth now clearly visible and she thought she heard him growl. On and on he came, pushing her deeper and deeper into the forest. Midnight, although some distance away, felt her distress for a moment, but she firmly told him to mind his own business.
“I … have … been … helping … you,” he hissed between every lunge.
She ducked, then sidestepped, but then winced as the tip of his blade cut her upper arm, bright red blood running in a stream down her arm. She thought she had been angry before, but the sight of her own blood, drawn by his blade, brought a rage such as she had never experienced. Midnight roared in the distance. With a scream, she attacked harder and faster than before, venting all her anger. Snarling, he defended himself, then went on the attack again. On and on they fought; Maia cut him on his thigh, he opened another wound on her arm, she sliced his cheek, he scratched her neck. Maia screamed accusations of his betrayal at him; for so long she had missed him, and then he had abandoned and betrayed her. Tears were running down her cheeks as she twirled her Twin Blades so fast no normal person would have been able to follow their movement. But he matched her blow for blow and although she was giving it everything she had, she still felt like he was only toying with her.
“You are in danger. I am here to save you,” Blaid screamed between blows.
“I do not need you to save me,” she yelled back at him.
Her vision clouded by her rage, she saw only him and all he stood for; death. She wanted to end it now and she felt the magic building within her. Like a black cloud, it crept over her rational thought and she was only vaguely aware of the forest around them darkening; branches being whipped by a furious wind, leaves and dirt flying through the air around them. Summoning all her remaining strength, she channelled her energy and took the final step towards him; he would die now, by her hand.
“I love you!” he screamed so loud that even with the storm raging around them she heard him.
But it was too late to stop the magic. At the last moment, she turned, directing it upwards and the full force of it exploded towards the canopy of trees. Twigs, branches, and leaves rained down around them as they stood, facing each other. Both stood still, breathing hard. Weapons hanging by their side.
Eventually the tempest around them subsided. Stray leaves still floated in the air, but the forest was still again.
With her anger suddenly extinguished, she could see clearly for the first time in many Moons. She was now able to look at him and see him for who he was. She saw the longing in his eyes and then she felt his Eläm. Her lips parted involuntary, a sigh escaping them; he was beautiful. Beautiful and pure; a reflection of herself; a true Prime. Her blades dropped to the ground and she took a step towards him. And then he was beside her, taking her roughly by her arms and pressing his mouth onto hers. She felt his teeth bruising her lips, but it did not matter. She pressed herself against him. She felt his need for her and, not wanting to waste even one more moment, tore off his shirt.
Maia was briefly aware of Midnight roaring again, but then all she felt was Blaid’s urgent hands on her body. There was no tenderness today; they had been apart for so long that neither could wait. They tore at each other’s clothing, bloodied each other’s lips in their haste and he finally took her; still half dressed, on the forest floor. It was quick and bordered on violent and afterwards both lay on their backs, breathing heavily. Maia felt her weakness returning; she had only a few days’ rest since the syphon attack; and she struggled to breathe.
Sensing her distress, Blaid turned towards her. Laying his hand on her chest, he looked at her and immediately she felt her breathing ease and her heartbeat slow. In the dim light of the forest his eyes were dark, but she saw a light deep within them that shone just for her. With his Eläm finally bared to her, his emotions and feelings were clear; he loved her and they were meant to be together. He was here to be her shadow, to guide her through the dark and to bring balance to life.
Suddenly everything was so clear; all the times she had been with Riker and had felt some kind of emotion for him was when Blaid had been near; the stories of Death stalking the land were true, but he had been hunting Vampyres; the dreams she had of him were of him hunting and killing those that intended to hunt and kill her people. There was so much more that she felt in that moment of connection, but she had no words. Even Midnight was still and had retreated from her mind.
Gently Blaid kissed her again. He took his time; making her more comfortable on a bed of leaves, before removing the rest of her clothing. Then he gently wiped the blood from her shallow wounds. Bending over her, he kissed her everywhere. She shivered under his gentle kisses and when he started touching her, all other thought was erased. On and on he caressed her body, until she thought she could no longer contain herself. Then he eased his body between her legs and as he entered her, this time it was with ultimate tenderness and she moaned as he moved inside of her.
Slowly he moved and slowly her pleasure built; all her senses focussed on him. His body was hard, but smooth and warm, and his smell affected her in ways almost as strongly as the actions of his body. As her moans became louder, he covered her mouth with his. His movements were becoming more urgent now and she encouraged him, moving her hips up to meet him. The pleasure was building within her and then she heard him moan and she could not contain herself any longer.
At that precise moment, their minds joined so completely that they came as one, feeling the sensation two-fold. They moaned together as the feeling washed over them and then, with one final shuddering breath, they lay still.
“I love you, Maia, more than you will ever know,” he said as he wiped her hair out of her face.
“As I love you,” she answered him and felt complete peace settle over her. It was true. It was love and they were meant to be together.
They lay together for a while longer until Maia started to shiver. He helped her up and then helped her into her clothes. She almost could not believe the tenderness with which he buttoned her shirt, even though it was half torn, or how he eased her foot into her boot. She watched him; he was so beautiful with his dark hair and violet eyes.
Once they were dressed, he stepped up to her again and kissed her.
“I have to go now,” he said, sadness in his voice.
“Why? Please don’t go,” she pleaded.
“They are coming and they will not like what they find here. I would prefer to meet your father under different circumstances. I love you, do not forget that. I will come back. And watch your back; you are in danger here.”
He kissed her again and then he was gone. She was left standing alone, surrounded by the forest they destroyed. Her weapons were still on the ground. Quickly she picked them up and sheathed them on her back. She was thinking quickly now; she could already feel her brother’s worried Eläm as he made his way through the forest in her direction. Her father, Silas and Riker were with him.
She could run, hide by the stables, but they would eventually find her and she would have to explain. Better to face it now. But what to tell them? Would she be able to lie to them? It was a concept so foreign to her and she struggled to come up with anything that seemed plausible for the situation she found herself in.
Her time to think ended as the men came over a small rise and saw her standing there amid the destruction around her.
“Maia, are you all right? What happened?”
Jaik was the first to her side and he quickly examined her many small wounds. She stood still while he checked she had no serious injuries, but she did not reply to his question. She did not know what to tell him. Jagaer and Riker looked at her with concern, but Silas was looking around the forest, investigating the devastation around them. Once she noticed him looking at her and the look she saw in his eyes frightened her.
“What happened here, Maia?” her father finally asked. “Who attacked you?”
“I, um, it was …” She hesitated; she wanted to tell them the truth, but she was afraid of what they might think.
Then Silas spoke and Maia tried hard not to look shocked. “It was Death, Jagaer. He was here and Maia fought him.”
There was a sharp intake of breath from the other men, but they were silent as they listened to Silas’ report.
“He was waiting for her just over the rise back there. The fight started there and then moved further into the forest until they reached this point. From the looks of things, Death was better and faster with his blade, but I think what happened here,” Silas indicated the destroyed forest around them, “is that Maia lost control. It looks to me that he must have made her very angry to elicit such a reaction from her. What was it, Maia? Air? Earth? I cannot quite figure out what you did here to create such chaos.”
Maia looked at her mentor; she knew the questions were to distract the others from asking too many of their own. Silas’ steel grey eyes had gone hard and cold and she heard in the tone of his voice that he was barely controlling his anger. But she was thankful, nonetheless, that he was trying to keep the truth from her father and brother, as well as Riker.
“I don’t know, Silas. I was so angry; it just exploded out of me,” she said, looking at the ground.
“Did you kill him?” Riker asked. “Or did he run away?”
“No, he is alive. He took off when he heard you coming,” Maia replied. At least it was the truth.
“Good thing we came when we did. Only the Mother knows what would have happened to you otherwise. If it had not been for Midnight’s roar, we would not have known that anything was wrong. We went to your dragon first, but he was sitting on The Crags and refused to speak with us.” Her father took a step closer to her and took her in his arms.
“True,” her brother agreed, “but Maia should not have been out alone in the first place. Why did you not wait for Rothea’s replacement? You knew I was sending her over to you?” Jaik looked at her accusingly.
Maia was silent. She had no answers.
“We should all be thankful she is all right. I think I should take her to my cave to have a look at her wounds. Maia and I need to have a talk.”
Maia’s heart sank as her father agreed to Silas’ suggestion. Her brother and Riker also nodded, but when Jaik asked to come along, Silas told him it would be better if he spoke to her alone first. Reluctantly Jaik agreed with the old man.
Together they walked towards the city. Maia felt like she was being led to the gallows. Never before had the path seemed that long. Finally, they reached the first steps and once they descended some levels, the other men went their own way. Stubbornly looking at her boots as she walked, she followed Silas all the way down to his cave.




 
“The situation has become more serious and dangerous than we first assumed. Your reports, Commander Ridgewell, are disturbing, and the reports Jaik brought from Tarron Heights and Rathaés are just as dire.”
Jagaer paged through the papers in front of him. He had called the council early this morning and they had been in discussions all day. He was tired of all the bad news. They had assumed their only threat was the Vampyres still on Elveron, but if all the reports were true, then more and more of them were arriving. Messengers and carrier pigeons now came on a quarterly basis with news of more attacks, some of them even outside the borders of Grildor.
“If all the assumptions are true and we are indeed heading for another war, then I propose we send a plea out to Stoneloft and Dragonfort immediately. They did not partake during our last struggle, as they believed they were not directly affected, nor did we fully understand the magnitude of what we would be facing, so we did not order their forces to be sent to us. It was an oversight for which I blame myself.”
Jagaer paused as the crowd before him protested his statement, but it did not deter him; he was Lord Regent and only he could be blamed for not keeping their people safe.
“It is imperative that this time we do not underestimate our opponent and assemble all forces available to us. Birds will be sent out in the morning, not merely to Stoneloft and Dragonfort, but to all other cities as well. We need to reassure them that we are taking this threat seriously and that we are doing everything in our power to protect our race.
“Lord Swiftfisher has already assured me that he will avail his entire fighting force to our cause, except for those needed to keep his city safe. I have similar assurances from Thala Yll and Alea Yll, as well as Tarron Heights. We will send messengers into the country to speak to the people outside the cities. So far, the attacks have been concentrated around larger settlements and smaller villages have escaped mostly unharmed. But there have been incidents; such as the one Jaik reported, where almost an entire village was wiped out. We hope to enlist as many as possible from the outlying villages and settlements. I will be writing the messages personally tonight. All Masters of Birds are to report to me in the morning to collect the notes.”
Jagaer nodded to Silas, and his advisor made a few notes on the paper in front of him.
“As discussed earlier, the hunt for the Vampyres within our country will continue, but at the same time we must prepare our armies and cities for worse to come. We are not a numerous race, like on some of the other planets, and from what Somas reports, the population on Naylera far exceeds our own. We must assume they have resources far beyond what we have at our disposal and therefore we must do everything in our power to prevent them from invading our planet.
“Every city within the Yllitar plains has sent men and women to guard Greystone day and night. They are encamped around the gate even as we speak and they assure me no one has come through since the war. We do not know about the other gates. Messengers have been sent, but we are still awaiting news from there. Until then we can only ensure that Greystone is secure and hope that the other gates are too far away to be considered a threat to us. Are there any questions?”
Jagaer looked around at the assembled group. Every Commander, Second-in-command, Lieutenant, Scout, Sentinel, and the Guard was present, as well as the Elders, some Nobles, and the ambassador from Braérn, Kanarel Longfisher. Jaik and Rowlean Ridgewell had given their reports of their Good Will missions in front of the entire assembly. The similarities of their reports were troubling and some of their stories had incited questions, which had taken most of the day to sort through.
“My Lord,” Elder Oldenrift spoke up, “what about the wolf? Do you think it might be true that Death is working with the Vampyres?”
Jagaer had considered the possibility and initially had been doubtful. Blaid, as he was now known to him, helped them during the last war and had it not been for his efforts, they might not have survived. Yet nothing he heard about him since had been in a positive light, and then Blaid had attacked Maia three days ago. Jagaer did not like the fact that Maia had to work with Blaid during the war and had been relieved when they had not heard from him afterward. Now he had shown up here, had attacked and injured his daughter, and the people were ready to believe that it was Death working with the Vampyres and making it possible for them to invade their country. If he considered it carefully, he had to admit that Blaid did have the powers necessary to execute such a plan. And, as Death, he might have the motivation.
“It is a possibility we are considering,” he said. “The evidence speaks against him, but we have no solid proof.”
“My Lord,” Kanarel stood from his seat, “if I may?”
“Go ahead, Lord Swiftfisher.”
“My father, Lord Swiftfisher of Braérn, has been tracking the wolf’s movements for many Moons now. At first, the Scouts were sent out to locate the Vampyres, but after a while, they noticed wherever there were Vampyres, the wolf was as well. In the beginning, the Scouts assumed it to be one of the Werewolves, but then tracks were discovered where the paw prints changed to footprints and the truth came to light. Ever since then the Scouts have been monitoring him. He has shown up in some of the most unexpected places and often Elves have been found dead in those locations. I think it is fair to believe he does have ill intentions and, though we might not yet know what they are, we should be wary.”
“Aye, you speak wise words, young Lord Swiftfisher.” Jagaer nodded to Kanarel and faced the others. “Death might not have revealed his full intentions to us yet, but we should be careful of him. Please be sure to report any sightings of him at once. I want to know of his whereabouts at all times.”
 
The crowd dispersed after the meeting and only Silas, Jaik and Jagaer remained in the hall.
“Do you think it wise to keep the truth from the Commanders and Elders?” Jaik asked, looking from his father to Silas and back.
His father shook his head. “I do not want our people to know how close Blaid has come to the city. It will cause a panic.”
“But surely people will draw strength from the fact that Maia managed to defeat him.”
“No, Jaik,” his father laid a hand on his shoulder, “it will only have them worrying about their princess. I have discussed this in detail with Silas and my decision is final. The less the people know about the incident, the better. As it is, she is still terribly distraught and others knowing will only add to her worry.”
“Yes, Father.”
“What you can do, is give her more training. She is competent with her chosen weapons, but I am afraid she is not yet skilled enough. I shudder to think what might have happened if we had not arrived at the time that we did. Besides, it might distract her from the memory of the ordeal.”
“I will, Father, as soon as she is feeling better.” Jaik nodded to both and then turned to leave.
The older men waited until Jaik was out of earshot before they continued talking.
“How is she feeling?” Jagaer asked, his voice thick with concern.
“Her wounds are well healed.” Silas replied.
“Yes, I believe they are.” He gave Silas a stern look. He knew there was something the old man was not telling him and it bothered him. “It has been three days since the attack and she has not spoken to anyone. Not even Rothea can get through to her. What is going on, Silas?”
The old Elf considered him for a long moment, but Jagaer was unable to read his thoughts behind those steely grey eyes.
“Jagaer, the concerns of Primes are sometimes not as simple as they might appear, neither are they easy to understand. At the moment, all I can do is to be there for her, as I do not understand them.”
“But you are an Elemental, Silas; surely you have knowledge of such things?”
“There are many things I can teach your daughter, but she cannot be taught to be a Prime. And even if it was possible, I do not have that knowledge.”
“So how does she then become a Prime?”
“She already is, Jagaer. She always has been. But she is young and wisdom only comes with age.” He paused for a moment, thinking. “The threat to her people weighs heavily on her, more than you might understand. To have another Prime, an opposite, involved in everything she is going through is making it difficult for her to think clearly. Give her some time; she will find her way.”
 

 
“Do you remember the chestnut filly I told you about when you came home last year and we had so much trouble with getting into her stable?” Jaik asked, excitement written all over his face.
They were in the common room; Jaik, Riker, Rothea, Aaron, Jasmin, Archer, and Luke. Somehow, she was constantly surrounded by people since that day and she was sure it was Silas who had given the instructions for this. All she wanted was to be alone. Now that she was completely sure how she felt about Blaid and how he felt about her, she was devastated to learn that they could not be together. Could other people not see how pure he was? She had shared everything with Midnight and having seen Blaid through her eyes made him believe. He now also saw him for whom and what he was and agreed with Maia that he was inherently good. Midnight was the only one she could confide in. They mind-linked often during the night and exchanged their thoughts.
She quietly listening to everything said within the city and everyone was talking about Death. The people were now convinced he was one of the main reasons the Vampyres were here. Had they forgotten so quickly how Blaid saved them all? She was frustrated, but unable to voice her opinion. What she and Blaid did was forbidden. Her people would lose faith in her and she might be sent away.
It had been bad enough when Silas had taken her to his cave and made her confess. He had read the forest and knew what had transpired there, so she had to own up to her sin. The disappointment in his eyes had almost broken her heart. But Silas had been her mentor all her life and, after he wrestled with his own feelings, he decided it would be in Maia’s best interest to keep the truth hidden from everyone else. Maia could not imagine having to look into her parents’ eyes when they found out, nor the pain it would cause her brother and everyone else she was close to. Keeping it from them, however, felt little better.
Yet she could not find it within herself to regret what she had done. They were meant to be together; she knew it with a certainty that could not be shaken. If they could not be together, then what was there for her to live for? Quickly she shook the thought off; she was a Prime first and foremost and her people were what she lived for. But the thought that she would have to spend the rest of her life without him frightened her. Quickly she brought her attention back to her brother.
“Yes, she was a wilful filly. Very pretty. Same colour coat as Fire.” She forced a smile for him.
“Since Stormborn died during the war, I have been riding a gelding from the ranks of the Regiment. He is a fine horse and he has done well by me, but I simply do not have the connection with him that I had with Stormborn. Then I went looking at the stables the other day and the Horse Masters have been training her. She has grown strong and tall and she is showing a lot of talent. When I went to her after watching her train, it was as if she immediately recognised me and we formed a bond. I have asked Father for her and he has given his consent. I have named her Firestorm. We intend to go down to the stables today, so I can show Jasmin. Would you like to accompany us?”
Maia’s forced smile settled easier on her face. To see her brother this excited about something made her happy. She remembered the filly well; a truly magnificent offspring of Fire; her own stallion. However, she also saw the other side of what was happening here. They wanted her to walk back up the path that led to the stables in the hope she would come to terms with what happened. Everyone here had been informed about the incident; she had been attacked by Death and barely escaped with her life.
Jaik and Rothea struck a deal concerning her protection and, to Maia’s surprise, it was decided that Riker would take over Rothea’s duties on the days she had off. Riker seemed happy with this arrangement, but it made Aaron wary. At first, he had not noticed how much time the Guard spent in Maia’s company; always assuming it was because of Jaik; but after a while, he saw it for what it was and the rivalry between the two was palatable.
To make matters even worse, Kanarel, still here as an ambassador of Braérn, made it his personal mission to entertain Maia. He always seemed to be around, wherever she went and he took every opportunity to talk to her. His shallow conversations annoyed her. So, the thought of taking a walk to the stables without Kanarel was tempting, even if she had to walk past the place where it had happened.
“I would be delighted,” she finally replied and she noticed the relief on everyone’s faces.
 

 
Shrugging off his black cloak, he settled at his desk. He despised being here. The goal was so close, yet he was unable to accomplish it. He was being foiled at every turn. It was frustrating. It took all his self-control to maintain his composure, but it was necessary; he was learning so much. Thoughtfully he turned the ring on his finger, studying the strange symbols that decorated it. The item had become like an extension of his body; he felt naked when he took it off; and he had learned to use it well.
In the time that he had been here, he had managed to open only two communication routes. It was difficult operating with so many eyes on him, but the longer he stayed, the more he learned about the place and how to avoid unwelcome eyes. Still, he had to be careful; the danger of being caught here was higher than everywhere else. And he was alone; he had sent his dragon away for now as it would be impossible to bring him here. He was surprised to find that he missed the ugly beast. He had captured Shard only as a means to an end. A mode of transportation, as well as for personal protection. It was strange how they seemed to have bonded.
Once he finished sending his most recent message, he left the room; he had some research to do today. Because of the danger along the Trade Route, some trading goods had become scarce. Steel, for instance, was a commodity in severe shortage in Braérn. Yet here, the manufacture of weapons was going ahead rapidly. He needed to find out where it came from and put a stop to it. He had other plans for today as well, but they would have to wait. He had learned that certain matters could not be rushed and he did not want to give himself away by being too ambitious. For now, he had earned their trust and he intended to keep it that way. His time would come and he could feel it approaching.
 

 
“What is the difference between creating a spark and creating fire?” Silas asked.
They had been going over her studies for days now. Maia thought it was as a distraction for her, but Silas said it was to hone her skills. Her elemental powers were vital in the fight with the Vampyres and he wanted to ensure that she remembered and understood every aspect of it. It was not just Silas’ request that she study that made her put every effort in. Blaid said she was in danger here and, although she did not know where this danger might come from, she believed him and took the threat seriously. Additional training, in all forms, was exactly what she needed.
Maia knew that Fire was one of Silas’ elemental powers, besides Water and Earth, and he understood the difference between a spark and a flame all too well. He could create the spark; it required little energy, but a fair amount of concentration. A flame, however, was a lot more difficult to create and it was one of the few things Silas struggled to master completely. Maia, on the other hand, could create and hold fire, and she sometimes had the feeling that he asked this particular question because he wanted to learn more.
In order to create something, one took it from or out of something else. Drawing water from the ground was fairly easy. Drawing a plant out of a seed was simple. However, to draw fire from the air was impossible for most Elves. One had to understand what fire required to live and then draw from the environment all the items needed. One did not need large quantities for a spark and it required little effort, but to create and then hold the flame required a lot of concentration, the right knowledge and lots of energy. Maia and Silas had experimented with it before and it had not turned out so well; she had set fire to the forest and even singed Silas’ robe.
“A spark can be created quickly out of just a few molecules of the elements required. It is short-lived and does not take a lot of energy, so it is relatively safe to accomplish. A flame needs to be sustained, so the elements required to create a flame need to be taken from the surrounding environment. To keep the flame burning, one needs to maintain a constant stream of these elements, which takes a lot of energy and concentration. For a novice, this can be dangerous, as they can misjudge their own energy levels and pass out from fatigue, or they can misjudge the quantities or ratios needed of each element and create an explosion instead of a flame.”
“Very good.” Silas made a note on a piece of parchment. “We will attempt the fireball again next Quarter. So, practice holding your flame over the next few days.”
Maia did not think it was a good idea, given what happened last time, but she dared not disagree with him. Besides, she did want to learn how to throw the fireball; it could be crucial in a fight.
“Now,” Silas continued, “tell me how we can use the powders to our advantage during a fight.”
Using the powders had been one of the first things Silas taught her when she was younger. They were mainly minerals, but also some herbs, able to react with certain elements. She had used some during her ceremony that had made her a Prime.
“Blacklace creates a profusion of sparks when thrown on a fire or even a simple flame. Shadowdust explodes into a cloud of black smoke when mixed with oxygen. It should always be stored in a tightly sealed container. Heathermilk develops into a thick, white mist if strewn on bare dirt. Foulbark emits green steam and an evil smell when mixed with water. Robinweed makes the eyes water and the throat burn when thrown onto a fire. Redsand temporarily blinds an opponent if thrown into his eyes. All of these powders can be used to confuse or hinder the enemy to either gain the upper hand or to leave the area unseen.”
“Good. Let us move over to my workbench and you can show me how to make these powders. I have already gathered the necessary ingredients.”
Maia obediently followed her teacher to the workbench and set to work. Some of it was dangerous work, but she had done this many times before and was confident in her abilities. Silas watched silently as she worked, nodding every now and then. Once she created all the powders Silas asked for, they moved over to a different workbench and Silas made her read passages out of an Elder scroll. Maia grew a little frustrated cooped up in the cave for so long; yet she persisted and took in everything Silas was trying to teach her.
Silas closed the book, obviously having noticed Maia’s lapse in concentration.
“Maia,” he said, keeping his voice down so Riker, standing guard at the entrance of the cave, could not hear, “you have incredible inherent power within you. It is one of the reasons, I think, you managed to bring your family from Earth without any of the detrimental side effects. But as yet you lack the knowledge and experience to use it to its full potential. Do not get frustrated with yourself; you are still young and knowledge and wisdom only comes with age. With time, and continuous studying and experimenting, you will, one day, become the most powerful Elemental to have ever lived. I believe this not just because I love you, but also because I see the strength within you. Believe in yourself and have patience; all will happen as it should.”
 
Maia was surprised by Silas’ words; he had been so strict with her ever since the incident in the forest and she had been ready to believe he had lost faith in her. His motivating words made her feel warm inside and she suddenly felt a whole lot better. She would think on what he said and see if she could use any of it to her advantage.
For the meantime, she was glad when Silas finally told her that training for today was over. She longed for fresh air and preferably some rest.
Riker, motionless at the entrance for hours, was just as glad to leave the cave as she was. They walked side by side along the paths back to her home.
“It really is fascinating all the things Silas is teaching you, but I think he is working you too hard. You have been at it for days on end and he never gives you a break.”
Maia noticed how Riker tried to keep the annoyance out of his voice; she knew it was concern for her that made him this upset.
“It is necessary, Riker. No matter how much I think I know, there is always more to learn. I have the power to fight the Vampyres with magic, but it will not help me if I do not know how to employ it.” She cast down her eyes and continued in a quieter tone. “There have been incidents where I lost control over myself and each time the aftermath was terrible to behold. It cannot happen again; I cannot endanger my people like that.”
“Maia, is this what happened in the forest when you fought Blaid?”
“Yes, like that.” Maia sighed.
“But it helped you fight him off. It probably saved your life. Why is this so bad?”
Maia stopped and turned towards him. There was confusion and admiration in his eyes and the ever-unwavering love he felt for her. It hurt her that she could not return his feelings; he was a truly good man.
“Yes, it might have saved my life then, but had we been in the middle of a battle, it would most likely have taken out at least a score of our own warriors. I need to learn to control not just the magic, but also my temper. I still have a lot to learn before I am ready to face the Vampyres.”
Riker took her hand. “You are not alone in this, Lady Maia. You do not have to fight this fight by yourself.”
“I know,” she said, extracting her hand from his, and continued down the path, “but these are my people and it is my duty to protect them. All other feelings will have to be put aside. There is no time for anything else right now.”
Riker was quiet then. Maia felt his Eläm dip for a moment and she realised he had taken what she said and applied it to their relationship. She felt sorry for him, but in a way, she was glad she had found such an easy way out. If Riker thought she had too much else to worry about, maybe he would stop actively pursuing her for a while. She knew it was selfish of her to still want his company and yet not tell him that she wanted no more than that. She could not bring herself to tell him the truth; it would break his heart. She would have to find another way; later, once the fight with the Vampyres was over.
 

 
The Moon of the Dragon arrived with beautiful summer sunshine and the warm weather made it feel like everything was right with the world. Besides her training with Silas and the fighting lessons with Jaik and Riker, she also spent a lot of time helping Jaik train Firestorm. She truly was a remarkable horse, strong, willing, and intelligent. The bond between her and Jaik grew stronger every day. Maia enjoyed these sessions, which gave her an opportunity to be with Fire, but mostly it was a distraction from the constant worry of the threats they faced.
Maia was now part of the regular meetings held in the Hall of the Guardians and the stream of bad news that flooded in every Quarter was shocking. Messages from all over Grildor came in of sightings, attacks, stolen goods, and all manner of events. Jagaer did his best to send aid to those worst affected, but in the end, there was little he could do. Their forces were already stretched too thin.
A messenger bird arrived from Dragonfort with an answer to the request sent by Lord Longshadow. It said, although they had no incidents within the Eternal Forest, they had reports of attacks nearby and would like to know more of what was going on. The message was a clear request for a delegation to be sent to them and Jagaer did not hesitate to assemble a group of those willing to go. It was a long journey to Dragonfort, but Lord Middleclaw had a large army at his disposal, which would go a long way to reinforce their own.
The delegation was ready quickly, and ten men and women moved out with haste to negotiate the terms. Maia was glad her father had not chosen Jaik to go; he was the rock that steadied her through this trying time. When the delegation left, it brought renewed hope to Shadow Hall that lifted everyone’s spirits. Singing sounded again in the forest at night; people gathering, exchanging stories, and simply enjoying each other’s company.
Maia was glad for her people, but could find little joy herself. Every moment she was not distracted by her training, she was reminded of Blaid’s absence. She could live with the fact that he was not here right now, but as more rumours of him working with the Vampyres emerged, her father became increasingly obsessed with finding him. Jagaer was convinced that Blaid had no good intentions, especially not after the attack on Maia, and had put together a special detail that scouted the area around Shadow Hall every day and night to ensure that Blaid never came this close again. Maia walked in on numerous conversations Jagaer had with his Commanders discussing the subject of Death and what it could mean to them as a nation. It was disheartening that the people thought of him as an evil. She tried to reason with her father, explain the situation to him, but it seemed, the more she told him, the more upset he became. Silas eventually stepped in and forbade her to speak to her father about Blaid.
“Here,” Silas said one day, “read this book. I had it brought over from Bron. I have a friend there that specialises in the study of Elementals. Chapter thirteen to fifteen outline and highlight the relationship between Primes and the repercussions they can have and the destruction they can cause. But it also tells of and explains the fatal attraction between the opposites and it warns of its perils. Please, read it, for me. Maybe it will help you understand more of what you are feeling right now.”
Maia took the book from Silas and, after days of it lying on her bedside table, finally read through the chapters. She was horrified to find that nothing good had ever come of any coalition between Life and Death, with the one exception eight thousand years back where a Life Elemental and a Death Elemental joined up to save their nation. Unfortunately, even that had not lasted and soon after the fight was won, the two destroyed each other in a massive explosion of magic that devastated the land of Hindelan for a century.
Feeling even more depressed than before, she tried to push all thoughts of Blaid to the back of her mind and concentrate solely on the difficulties ahead of her. Although now dedicated to her training and all other activities to do with the preparations for the war they were expecting, Maia herself became more reclusive and closed off with every day that passed. Soon she did not even notice the rivalry between Aaron and Riker anymore and hardly recognised Kanarel’s advances for what they were. She moved through the world without seeing or feeling; doing the actions that were required of her, nothing more.
So, when Silas eventually told Jagaer and Malyn about what happened between Blaid and Maia, she was hardly aware of the commotion it caused. Had she noticed, it would have broken her heart, for her parents were devastated.
Silas became increasingly worried the more distant Maia became and was now convinced that the intimate joining with Death had taken a piece of Maia’s soul. Jagaer immediately doubled the number of Scouts and Hunters looking for Blaid and set a reward for whoever was able to bring Death in; even if it meant killing a Prime.
 

 
Then the day came when the Humans celebrated their one-year anniversary on Elveron. They had truly become part of the clan, and Jagaer decided a feast was in order. With all the training and tension, everyone would benefit from some light-hearted cavorting.
The Gathering Grounds were decorated in colourful crystal lanterns, paper garlands and draping cloth. The community spent half a day preparing a mouth-watering array of dishes and barrels of wine and ale were brought up from the storage caves.
By the time the sun set behind the mountains, the Gathering Grounds were a remarkable sight, with lanterns sparkling merrily and garlands waving in the breeze. Musicians had set up on the stage and some people were already on the dance floor or simply singing along to the music.
Maia, sitting in her customary place at the royal table, let the festivities wash over her. Although she was always polite when spoken to and answered questions, she did not engage in conversation. She was in no mood for celebrating.
“What do you think happened to her, Papa?” Jasmin asked.
“I don’t know, Jaz. She has been like this ever since Death attacked her a few Quarters back, but no one will divulge details about it. I am worried about her; I have never seen her this unresponsive, not even after the war.”
Aaron had spent a lot of time with Maia over the past few Quarters, especially in light of the other two suitors. Although he liked Riker, he thought of him as his biggest threat. He was tall and handsome and Maia genuinely seemed to like him. Kanarel, on the other hand, was sullen-looking and Maia did not seem to enjoy his company at all, but the man was intelligent and persistent. Aaron had also learned he was the son of a Lord and that because of his standing and Shadow Hall’s relationship with Braérn, a union between Kanarel and Maia would be regarded as favourable.
But Aaron had also changed; no longer was his hair grey, but had returned to its healthy, dark brown colour. With the training, and all the physical work required by the Builders, he had also developed a more muscular physique. Most of the lines in his face had smoothed out and there was now a small, but distinct, point to his ears. With his narrow face, he thought it gave him a cat-like appearance, but he liked what he saw. He was now well versed in Elven history, knew the names and properties of almost every plant around the city and had acquired a standing among the people for his ingenuity and skill as a Builder. As far as he was concerned, he was as good a match for Maia as any of them and he would never give up.
Thus he spent much of the evening close to Maia, always keeping her within line of sight. As always, Rothea and Riker were posted close to her as her personal protection, but neither made any efforts to draw Maia out of her shell. It suited Aaron just fine.
During the evening, both Luke and Jasmin danced over to Maia’s table and related a funny story or told her about whom they had danced with. Aaron had asked them to do this and he noticed now and then Maia’s eyes would light up briefly to see her children so happy. Aaron knew there was life within her still and he just needed to find the trigger that would bring it out.
Halfway through the evening Jagaer asked Aaron and the children onto the stage and then gave a speech in their honour. The people cheered, having accepted the Humans as part of their own, and sang songs of welcome and belonging to them.
Finally, Jagaer presented them each with a small gift. He gave Aaron a small, iron-bound chest with a set of special woodworking tools; to Luke he gave a selection of herbs that did not grow within Grildor, but had outstanding medicinal value, and to Jasmin he gave a specially crafted crossbow and a selection of bolts and arrows.
All were chatting excitedly when they returned to their table and Jasmin could not wait to show Maia her gift. Maia acknowledged their presents and made appropriate comments, but Aaron noticed that her heart was not in it. He saw Jasmin’s disappointment at her mother’s lack of enthusiasm and tried to distract her. He poured her a glass of wine.
“Here, Jasmin,” he said as he handed her the cup, “to ten years away from Earth and a wonderful year on this amazing planet.”
Jasmin smiled at her father’s attempt to cheer her up, but when she reached for the cup, her fingers slipped and the vessel tumbled to the ground. Immediately everything went still around them and suddenly Maia was on her feet, reaching for Jasmin with a shaking hand. Jasmin stood frozen, staring at the wine that floated in the air in front of her; the cup still rolling on the ground.
“What …” Aaron managed to say, but then fell silent.
“Your magic is strong, Jasmin. When did you learn to do this?” Maia asked her, overflowing with maternal pride.
“I don’t know. This has never happened before.” Jasmin replied breathlessly.
“Can you feel the connection with the wine? Do you feel it pulling on your energy?”
“I … yes, I think so.”
“Focus on it. Try to take hold of that connection.”
Maia bent to pick up the cup, while Jasmin stood with narrowed eyes, staring at the wine floating in the air.
“Do you have it?” Maia asked and Jasmin gave a small nod. “Then see if you can put the wine back into the cup.”
Maia held it just below the wine and, for a long moment, nothing happened. Then, slowly, the floating liquid began to move. The people around them gasped and Jasmin almost lost her concentration. The first few droplets splashed into the cup in Maia’s hand and, feeling a little more confident, Jasmin managed to refill her cup without spilling a drop.
Everyone around them cheered and Maia filled her own cup and toasted to Jasmin’s achievement. Aaron was amazed at his daughter’s ability to do magic, but he was not surprised; she was her mother’s daughter. But what delighted him most was the change in Maia, at least for the present, and he exchanged a significant glance with Riker and Rothea, who had both joined in congratulating Jasmin on her achievement.
 

 
“I am so proud of you, Jasmin.” Aaron smiled at his daughter.
The festivities on the Gathering Grounds had lasted well into the night and, after Jasmin’s performance of magic, even Maia seemed to enjoy herself. They came home in the very early hours of the morning. Now it was mid-morning and they were only now drinking their morning tea. Luke was in the kitchen, making himself something to eat, but then came to join them in the common room.
“So am I,” he added to the conversation, “but to be honest, I am not surprised. Ever since we arrived here, you have excelled at everything you have done. You were born to live here, not on Earth.”
Jasmin blushed, but smiled at her brother.
“Look who’s talking, Mr Healer,” she teased him. “What you have learned about medicine in the year we have been here, would have taken you many years back on Earth. I have noticed that most people do not even go to see Silas first anymore. They come straight to you for their potions and ointments and whatever else it is you provide them with.”
“It is true,” Luke grinned and ruffled his sister’s hair, “we are awesome.”
Aaron laughed at them jesting with each other, but knew it was the truth. They had all taken to life on Elveron as if born to it. The three of them had carved a life for themselves here and he believed, although he had considered himself wealthy back on Earth, he was richer now without any money.
Sceptical about the trading system in the beginning, he had learned, although it was a complex, and sometimes sensitive affair, it worked efficiently and benefited each person more than if they were trading in money. With the work he did, Luke’s work as a Healer and Jasmin’s as a Hunter, they had managed to build up their meagre belongings, so that they now lived very comfortably. They even had excess and were now able to trade for luxuries, such as jewellery and dresses for Jasmin and surgical implements for Luke. As for himself, he spent most of his time studying and learning about the planet and had acquired a vast array of books and scrolls. He built himself a bookcase and it was already filling up.
Jasmin rose and poured him more tea, which brought him back to the present. He realised his children were still on the subject of magic.
“It is harder than you think,” Jasmin said to Luke. “You have to concentrate really hard on what you want to do and you can feel your energy leaving you. I don’t know where Maia gets the strength and stamina from to do anything more than float liquid in the air.”
“I spoke to her about it once,” Aaron cut in and immediately he had their full attention.
He smiled at the memory of that evening, one of those rare times he had been alone with Maia and she had been in a jovial mood and indulged him in his curiosity.
“Do you remember her ceremony; the one that officially recognised her as an Elemental?”
Luke and Jasmin nodded.
“She told me a lot of what she did that evening was special effects.”
“No.” Jasmin gasped.
“Yes, for instance the sparks right at the beginning. Although she created a little spark magically by herself, she then used a power to create the many sparks that made up the images she created. This was for her Fire element. Then, although she used her Earth magic to move them, the leaves she used were gathered the day before and stored in the trees for this very purpose. Even the water had been placed beneath the stage for her to use. And they gathered many butterflies for days before the ceremony, so that she might use them too. You see, some of the things were just illusions.”
“But she still had to use her magic to make them all move and change shape.” Jasmin said, sounding a bit defensive.
“Of course,” Aaron replied, “and I am not saying that she did not use magic, only that she had some help. Even when she let the emotions wash over us like that, she employed little tricks to help her. She said she can push her own emotions out of her and make someone else feel them. It is extremely difficult and not generally done. It is considered impolite, but it is tradition for the ceremony. But to reach such a large crowd would have taken more energy than she had and it might even have killed her. So she used sounds, smells and colours to enhance the feelings she emitted. Do you remember when the calm settled over you? Close your eyes, think back to that moment, and tell me you cannot smell lavender.”
Aaron waited while they closed their eyes. Jasmin was first to nod.
“Yes, I think I remember that. But it was so subtle you didn’t even notice it at the time. And I remember the fear and how suddenly only the red lanterns were glowing. I didn’t think anything of it at the time, but now it does make sense.” Jasmin smiled broadly, like a child who has discovered a long-lost toy.
“But to come back to the energy required to do the magic, Maia said it is only a matter of practice. It is like any other muscle you have to develop. You cannot simply run ten miles and think it will be easy. No, you need to train, start with shorter distances and build up your muscles. It is the same with magic. Maia has had over a hundred years of practice already, so do not worry, Jasmin, I am sure that you will become better quickly and will excel at this as well in no time.”
“Do you think she will train me?” Jasmin asked wistfully.
“I doubt she would want to miss the opportunity.”
Aaron was sure Maia would want to play an active role in teaching Jasmin to develop her magic, but he was not sure when she would find time for it. Maia had a lot to worry about at the moment and he saw how she struggled to come to terms with whatever it was that happened and with what they all feared was coming. He worried about Maia, every day, but he also knew she was strong and he would always be there for her if she ever needed him.
He allowed himself a smile before he bade his children good bye and set off for work.
 

 
Absently she waved her hand over the candle to light it and then sat on her bed. Wolf jumped up and nudged her, looking for attention.
“I am sorry, Wolf, I have been neglecting you,” she said, draping her arm around his neck and drawing him close. He licked her face.
The days since she returned from the Good-Will mission had been long and tiring. She desperately longed for good news, but most of her days were taken up with preparing for the worst. Meeting Blaid had been wonderful, but resulted in him being persecuted. Jasmin’s ability to do magic had been a bright spark in an otherwise dark world. She wished she could find a solution to their problem and stop it before it turned into another war.
A single tear rolled down her cheek. Angrily she wiped it away. She was losing control and it was not helping her cause. She had to be stronger, forget about Blaid for now, concentrate on her training, and tell her suitors once and for all she was not interested and had more important things to do. She shook her head at this particular mess she found herself in. Four men in her life; three that wanted her, but she did not, and one she wanted, but could not have.
Tiredly she climbed beneath her blankets and Wolf curled up at her feet. Midnight sent a quiet thought to ease her mind before she fell asleep and she slept dreamlessly that night.
Somehow, she felt stronger in the morning. She let Midnight know she wanted to meet him for training in the afternoon, but he could have the morning to himself as she had practicing sessions with Silas and then Riker. Wolf bounded out of the door ahead of her. Rothea awaited her on the veranda and together they made their way to Silas’ cave. By the time they reached the second steps, a Messenger caught up with them.
“My Lady, your presence is required in the Elder Hall.”
“Thank you, Enerven,” she said and he darted off on another errant.
Feeling apprehensive, she turned around and headed towards the Elder Hall. Rothea gave her a worried look. It was early in the morning and to be summoned to a meeting this early surely meant bad news.
Jaik met them at the door and asked Rothea to wait outside. Maia looked at her brother questioningly, but he just shook his head. Together they went down the steps. Most of the Elves were already seated, talking angrily amongst themselves. Maia almost staggered back with the force of the outrage around her and Jaik held her arm to guide her to her seat.
“What happened, Jaik?” she whispered to him.
“The delegation sent to Dragonfort has been attacked and killed. All of them, even the horses.”
 




 
“Quiet!”
Lord Longshadow banged his wooden staff against the floor of the speaker’s platform. Almost immediately, the assembled fell silent. Maia shifted nervously; Jaik took her hand.
“Word has come to us from Dragonfort that our delegation never reached them. The delegation was last seen at Eikenhof Yard, but failed to arrive at Bay’s Lodge, where Scouts from Dragonfort waited to guide them through the Eternal Forest. The Scouts rode out and found our people about a day’s ride from Bay’s Lodge. All slaughtered; most of them eaten. All their possessions were taken.”
Jagaer took a moment to compose himself before he continued. Jaik noticed his father’s hands shake with rage.
“There was nothing left for them to send back to us, so they burned what remained of our people.”
Jaik now put his arm around Maia’s shoulder as she trembled.
Their father continued. “The only good news to come of this is that Lord Middleclaw is now prepared to send his warriors to aid us in this fight. He will be assembling his army over the next few Quarters and will be ready to move out as soon as we request it.”
Jaik wiped a tear from Maia’s cheek. He could feel her distress.
“But now the question remains; how did this happen? Is it coincidence that, for the first time since their arrival, the Vampyres went that far southeast? Did the Vampyres have information about the trip and followed our people there?”
The assembled sucked in a collective breath. What Jagaer hinted at was treason.
“Lord Middleclaw mentioned in his letter that his Commander found other suspicious clues around the site, as well as further west. It looked to him as if this had been a planned attack. If this is the case, then it begs the question as to how the Vampyres acquired the information of our travel plans. I want all Masters of Birds to double check their flocks to make sure none are missing. All Commanders are to report to me on the state of their men to make sure none were tortured or threatened. We cannot have information of such sensitive nature leak out and endanger our people. From now on, like this meeting today, we will keep attendance to the Commanders and their Seconds, as well as Elders only. My daughter will of course also be expected to attend.”
A murmur went through the crowd. Maia went still beside Jaik and he felt a terrible calm settle over her. He was almost afraid of what his sister was feeling and it took all his willpower not to remove his arm from around her shoulders.
He had spoken to his father earlier this morning. The news that it might have been a planned attack was frightening. How had the Vampyres known their delegation would be there? And why attack them? The obvious assumption was to prevent Shadow Hall from asking for assistance. If this was the case, they needed an in-depth look into their own security. Information such as this should have been privileged and no outsider able to acquire it. As Commander of the Guard, Jagaer had charged him personally to go over every security detail of their forces, as well as councils. If there was, indeed, a weak point, he would find it. The other possibility was too horrible to contemplate; one of their own had been taken, tortured, threatened and then made to divulge the information.
“The other news this morning is of a more positive nature,” Jagaer continued. “A bird arrived from Stoneloft and they are sending a small delegation to negotiate with us. The riders left two days ago, so should be with us in about twelve days. It would seem that Lord Brimstone had some incidences of his own and wants to learn more about what he is up against. If we can convince him that the threat emanates from here, he will join his forces with ours.”
 

 
After the meeting, Jaik walked with Maia, followed at a respectful distance by Rothea and Wolf.
“It is getting worse every day,” Maia said.
“Yes, I am afraid that is true,” he sighed.
“I feel so helpless, Jaik. As a Prime it is my duty to ensure the safety of my people, yet I do not know how to accomplish this.”
“Maia,” he said, taking her hand, “this fight is not for you alone to win. Your abilities are already giving us an advantage that will surely see us victorious in the end.”
“In the end,” Maia said despondently.
“What is it?”
“There must be a way we can prevent this coming to more bloodshed. I do not want more people to die. It seems that death lurks around every corner and there is nothing I can do to prevent it. If we could just stop the war before it even begins, we could save so many lives.”
“I do not see how this is possible. The Vampyres are here because they need food and probably a new home planet. I understand their need, if not their methods, and if I were them, I would also not give up on such an opportunity. They are coming, Maia, and the best we can do is to defend what is ours.”
Maia was silent, tension rolling off her in waves that began to affect him too. He was about to speak again, when she continued.
“Midnight and I have been making great progress,” she said. “During the last war, riding Midnight hindered him from unleashing his full firepower on the Vampyres and their beasts, as the heat and flames were too much for me to handle. But we have been practicing with Air and Fire with Silas and I am now able to ride Midnight and protect myself from his fire. This time around, when Midnight and I attack, we will incinerate everything in our path.”
Jaik felt the nausea roll off Maia, but she kept up a steady pace as they walked on.
“Silas and I have also been practicing other methods. Somehow, it seems I am unable to throw a fireball. Every time I try, the energy lashes out like a whip instead. We have learned that this can be very destructive and I have mastered how to control it. Silas calls it the Firewhip.”
Again, Maia’s queasiness threatened to overwhelm him, but he kept hold of her hand. The thought of killing repulsed her more than anything else in the world, but he was certain she would employ any method necessary to protect her people.
“Riker and Rothea have been giving me more lessons with the sword,” she said wistfully. “Maybe you would like a demonstration of my skill sometime soon?”
“I would be delighted,” he replied.
He had trained with her every available moment he had, but because of his duties, this was only every few days. He was glad Riker and Rothea stepped in where he had been absent. His sister was more than competent with her bow and Twin Blades, whereas the sword had ever been her weak point.
“There are other things we are experimenting with,” she continued, “but they have not proven as successful yet. Somehow, although I can control Air well enough, I struggle with invisibility. It seems to trap me within this bubble and it takes me hours to free myself from it again.”
“I am confident you will master it soon enough.” He thought to encourage her, but it seemed to have the opposite effect.
“No, Jaik, it all seems that it is never good enough. I am only one and there is only so much I can do. There is a limit to my power. And Midnight is also only flesh and blood. If only I had someone to help me.”
“What do you mean?” He looked at her with worry in his eyes. Her mood had suddenly turned from sad to excited.
“Do you remember the power I had when I worked on the battlefield with Blaid? It was incredible. It was as if there was no limit to our power and energy and it felt like nothing could stand in our way. Nothing seemed impossible at that time. If only I could work with him again.”
“Maia,” he said, barely controlling his outrage, “he tried to kill you. We do not know what happened last year, why he was helping you, but we do know now that his sentiment has changed. He is in league with the Vampyres and it is pretty clear that he was sent here to eliminate you.”
“But what if that was not true?” She looked at him with pleading eyes. “What if he was simply misunderstood and he was actually trying to help us?”
“Help us? Well then, he has a strange way of showing it. Father has implemented strict security measures around Shadow Hall to ensure that what happened in the forest does not repeat itself. You were lucky last time and I, for one, do not want to lose you to Death.”
 

 
“I am worried about her, Father.” Jaik said when he met with Jagaer later that day.
“As am I. Tell me what your fears are.”
Jaik took off his cloak and hung it over the back of the large chair before he took his seat at his father’s large desk. As always, it was heaped with reports, plans, maps and other items his father currently worked on. Two lanterns, placed on either end of the table, lit up the workspace.
“She confided in me earlier today about the power she had when she worked with Blaid. I understand her desperation to protect the people, but to go to such lengths? I don’t know why she would want to put herself in such danger, or why she cannot see how dangerous he actually is.”
“Mm, I am sure she has her reasons.”
His father seemed distracted and he watched for a moment as his father rose from his chair, looked for something on one of the shelves, before taking his seat again.
“Father, you cannot seriously think it might be a good idea for her to work with him again.”
“No, I did not say that. If I have anything to do with it, Blaid will be expelled from Grildor and banished for life. He is nothing but trouble and I do not want him near Maia.”
His father cleared his throat and started to sort through the papers on his desk. Jaik thought he was hiding something, but could not quite figure out what it was. His father’s feelings about Blaid were clear, for which he was glad, but there was definitely something his father was not telling him. He considered for a moment to confront his father about it, but then thought better of it. His father was Lord Regent and if he had not seen fit to share the information with his son and Commander of the Guard, then it was information he could not be privy to at this time.
Reluctantly he let it go and instead concentrated on the other matters at hand. He had a lot of work to do and he spent the rest of the day going over the reports from the other Commanders on the evaluation of their troops.
 

 
Maia struggled more and more to hide her feelings from her brother. They were so intricately linked that it took all her willpower not to let him see her Eläm and her true feelings for Blaid. Sometimes she wondered if it was worth the effort and if she should just confide in him. Then she thought of how her parents had reacted, even if she had not realised it at first. Over the past few Quarters it became obvious what her parents thought about her dalliances with Death and it seemed to alienate her father. Her mother was more forgiving, but it was clear she did not approve. It hurt her to know that the one thing that made her truly happy, made the rest of her nation hate her.
So she put all her energy into training. This gave her not only the practice and experience she needed, but also an excuse not to spend too much time with her suitors. She had not the heart to tell them she was not interested; even though she thought it cruel to keep them hoping.
Rothea was her rock during this time and Maia was astounded by how much knowledge Rothea possessed regarding warfare. War was something the Elves only resorted to when all other negotiations failed. There had been few wars between the different clans over the millennia and only a handful of incidents during their history where they had warred with other races.
Fortunately, Rothea had studied the art of warfare and was more than willing to share her knowledge and teach her princess. Maia spent more time with Rothea and only on Rothea’s rest days did they not see each other. On those days, she trained with Riker, Silas, and Midnight.
All this training wrought a change in Maia that was not only physical, but also mental. She became stronger; her muscles more defined; she was faster, more agile and had more stamina. She was now not only able to fight for longer periods, but also able to sustain magic for longer and take on more complicated magic, which required vast amounts of energy.
This change within her brought out her confidence and, although she missed Blaid with every fibre of her body, she felt more capable of taking on the monumental task ahead of her; even without him.
What she did not notice, but was plain for everyone else to see, was that this newfound confidence made her almost irresistible to her suitors. Even Kanarel, who had until now only made half-hearted advances, actively sought her attention and approval. The rivalry between Aaron and Riker became a palatable thing and sometimes their exchanges were less than friendly. Rothea was well aware of what was going on, but knew the state of mind her princess was in and did everything she could to shield her from it.
The Moon of the Dragon drew to a close. Shadow Hall was in active negotiations with the other cities for the recruitment of armed forces and a network of Scouts all over Grildor brought in more bad news on an almost daily basis.
The time for war was coming and Maia needed to be ready. The fate of her nation rested, yet again, on her shoulders.
 

 
“Welcome, Commander Ironheart. I hope you had a pleasant journey.”
“Lady Maia, to see your lovely face at the end of any trip makes it worthwhile.” Commander Ironheart bowed before her and kissed her hand.
Once the initial pleasantries were over, the delegation from Stoneloft was led to their accommodations, Ivy Hall, Shadow Hall’s guest lodge, and allowed to freshen up and rest. Tonight there would be a small feast to welcome them and then tomorrow a meeting in the Elder Hall.
Maia had met Olliver Ironheart once before, but had only been a child and did not remember him well. He was the second-in-command of the Regiment of Stoneloft and he travelled with eight other warriors to protect their Elder, Killian Granitson, who was here to negotiate the terms with her father.
Stoneloft, sitting high up in the Crystal Mountains, fared unscathed during the last war. recently there had been unexplained disappearances and deaths and Lord Brimstone was now ready to believe that the Vampyres had, indeed, made their way across Nithril Deep and up into his mountains. Trade to the west had suffered; caravans transporting steel, weapons, crystals, and such were now often attacked and robbed, and each order cost him dearly in men, horses, and supplies. Elder Granitson had been given full authority to make whatever arrangements necessary, even if this meant sending Stoneloft’s entire army into battle besides Lord Longshadow.
 
“I am glad Stoneloft has finally realised this is a matter that does not just concern us, but all of Grildor,” Jaik said as they sat down for their evening meal that evening.
“Yes, I am glad they have come of their own free will. I would not have liked to order them to send their forces. Willing warriors are much better fighters,” her father replied.
Maia watched the men discuss the matter of Stoneloft for a while. Although the politics of their nation was important, in general it held no interest for her. She was glad Jaik would be the next Lord Regent, as she felt she was not suited for the position. She could, of course, become Lord Regent if she so desired. Jaik also had the freedom to choose, but if he did not take the position, then Maia would have to take up the mantle. Fortunately for her, Jaik was well on his path to step into his father’s footsteps when the time came.
“Eat your food, my dear,” Malyn said, and laid her hand over Maia’s.
“I am sorry, mother, I am just tired.”
“You need to rest, Maia. You have been training every day, from dawn to sunset and sometimes even late into the night.”
“I need to be stronger.”
“You are strong. And from what I hear, quite capable with any type of weapon you choose.”
“But it is not enough.” Maia could hear she sounded petulant.
“Maia, you are more than enough for whatever is to come.” Malyn smiled at her.
Maia looked up into her mother’s face. There had been an uneasy truce within their home ever since the incident with Blaid and this was the first time in many Quarters that her mother smiled at her. Maia could feel the love her mother had for her, but also the concern and worry that kept her up at night.
“I will be all right, Mother.” For the first time she thought she actually meant it.
 

 
The days were hot this time of year, but he kept to the shadows of the forest and the mountain. Blaid had been pursued ever since he left Maia that day in the forest. Although he expected this reaction, it now annoyed him. He could not get Maia out of his head and not to be with her made him irrational. He needed to keep his wits about him.
He still hunted Vampyres; it was a daily, self-imposed chore. His main target, however, was the person he had been tracking ever since Braérn. The clues were baffling and he still did not know who it was. He had followed these clues all the way to Shadow Hall and they reeked of danger. He warned Maia and he hoped that she had taken the necessary precautions.
Whoever it was, was good at hiding tracks. Mostly, it was the trail of dead Elves and livestock he followed. This would seem to be the work of Vampyres, but on closer inspection it was obvious there were other forces at play. At one point, there had been a beast of immense proportions, but it too was cloaked somehow and he had not been able to get a good read on it. This beast had not come to Shadow Hall; for which he was glad; but went further south. Blaid wanted to follow it at first, but then his true prey led him to Shadow Hall and he would not let Maia face this danger alone.
Thus he spent every day attempting to decipher clues; he watched everything and everyone going in and out of Shadow Hall, he intercepted messages, followed Scouts, and listened in on conversations. Nothing he had seen or heard so far revealed new information, but he was sure the enemy was close to, if not within, Shadow Hall. It made his skin crawl to think that Maia could be in danger and he was powerless to do anything about it.
The Lord’s men hunting him made his task that much more difficult. He resorted to sleeping in deep caves during the day and doing most of his work at night. He was careful to remain in his elven form; always well-disguised; as the men were told to hunt the black wolf. He now sometimes regretted having chosen the wolf as his Prime form when he was younger. The raven would have been less conspicuous and there were hundreds of the black birds around the city. It was too late now; it would take him many Moons to learn to take on a different form and he could ill afford the time now.
Keeping hidden from Midnight was the most challenging task ever. Although the dragon seemed to regard him in a different light ever since his Eläm had been laid bare before Maia, Midnight had taken to tracking his whereabouts and the dragon was good. He had fooled the dragon a few times before and it seemed that Midnight had made it his personal mission to find out how Blaid did it. He cringed over the occasions Midnight had almost discovered him. 
He waited until the sun disappeared behind Shadow Peak and then crept from his hiding place. The evening air was still warm and he sweated beneath his clothes. Channelling some of his power, he cooled the air around him; it was one of his strengths and his old master had told him it was somewhat a trademark of his. He wished he had learned to control Air better; invisibility was still something that eluded him. He commenced his training with Master Margoth when he was only ten years old. Now, two hundred and fifteen years later, there was still much he needed to learn. He wished the old man was still around.
Sadly, he shook his head and began his work for the night. Many pigeons went in and out of Shadow Hall over the last few days. It was impossible to intercept them all, but that was exactly the reason why he had to try. With so many pigeons, it would be easy to smuggle out covert messages.
The roosts were on the northern part of the city and all official messages were sent from there. The Royal Bird Masters kept their flocks there too. However, he was not after official messages and had learned there was a place on the eastern edges of the Silver Forest where more private messages could be sent from. He made his way there, stealthily creeping through the darkness, completely suppressing his Eläm to remain undetected.
By the time the two moons rose, he had ensconced himself in a shallow hollow beside a birch tree, covered himself with leaves and sticks, and waited patiently. The night wore on quietly and he wondered if he had chosen his timing wisely. There were other things he could be doing tonight that might be more profitable. Nevertheless, he forced himself to remain patient.
About an hour before midnight a couple came. They were holding hands and smiling at each other, before sending their pigeon on its way. Blaid detected no malicious intent from the couple and let the bird fly unhindered.
Then, just before the moons set behind the mountains, he was surprised by a black-cloaked form that simply materialised before him. He had not heard the man approach, nor could he sense his Eläm. He strained his senses, careful not to give himself away, but was unable to detect anything from the person in the darkness before him.
“Fly true, my dove,” the man whispered, but Blaid did not recognise his voice.
The man opened his hands and the bird took to the air, flapping of its wings the only sound in the still of the night. The stranger stood for a moment, but then turned and walked away, disappearing into the darkness. Blaid was impressed by the man’s ability to walk so silently.
He waited only long enough to be sure that the man would not hear him leave his hiding place. And then he ran. A pigeon could fly at speed and, if he wished to get near enough to convince it to come to him, he would have to make haste. He calculated the time he had. If he changed form now, he would have to come back for his clothes later and the chance of discovery would be greater. But the wolf was much faster and the chance of catching the bird much better. He decided to risk it.
Hastily he shoved his clothes beneath a rock along the river, and then changed. He was running before he had even fully changed and soon the wind of passage stung his eyes. He revelled for a moment in his speed and realised he had missed being the wolf. Then he concentrated on the scent of the bird.
At the mighty oak that ruled over the place where the river from the city joined with the river from the Grazing Grounds he got close enough to the bird to ask it to come to him. He stood naked beside the tree and reached out with his mind. Birds were flighty animals and he had to be gentle so as not to scare it away. He had always had an affinity with animals and soon enough the pigeon rested on his arm, looking at him with curiosity.
Gently he removed the tiny tube connected to its leg and then extricated the scroll. The tiny handwriting on the paper was neat and almost feminine, but the words were not.
They have arrived. Word will be given. All to die. No survivors!
 

 
They were out in the forest, close to The Crags, practicing. Although they also sparred on the Training Grounds, this was Maia’s favourite spot. They had been coming here for days, especially since the delegation from Stoneloft left to return to their mountain home.
The more they were out here, the more Maia enjoyed herself. She could almost forget what she was doing was devising ways of killing.
“Stop!” Jaik shouted, and held up his hands in defence.
Maia laughed at him, triggering laughter from Silas, Riker and Rothea, who watched them spar. Somewhere from above, the deep sounds of Midnight’s mirth floated down on them.
“Do you surrender?”
“I surrender, My Lady. Please, have mercy.”
“Oh, all right, then. You may rise, brother.”
Maia held out her hand and helped her brother to his feet. His eyes twinkled with amusement, but also with respect.
“I say, you have been busy,” Jaik said as he dusted off his trousers. “I remember not too long ago how you complained about having to fight with the sword.”
“I am getting better,” she replied, giggling.
“With teachers such as these,” Jaik said, pointing to her three instructors at the edge of the clearing, “you will soon be unstoppable.”
“That is the idea,” Maia said smugly, then went to wipe down and sheathe her sword.
Together they walked down the path leading towards the city, before settling on an outcropping to have their lunch. It was another perfect summer’s day. The trees provided just enough shade to shelter them from the heat of the sun and the mild breeze was pleasant.
In the distance, they heard a rumble as Midnight descended into the clearing they had vacated. Wolf had run off into the forest, chasing some irresistible smell. He would be back soon; he would not miss the scraps he would surely receive of the food they were about to eat.
Riker spread out the blankets and Rothea and Maia unpacked their luncheon from the baskets they brought. There were boiled quail eggs, freshly baked bread, preserves, cheese, sausage, sugared fruit, smoked meat, some fresh, raw vegetables, and a small flagon of mild, spiced wine.
Maia was glad for the selection, as she found it harder and harder to eat meat. She felt a significant increase in her powers since spring of this year and with it came an aversion to eating meat such as she had never experienced. Carefully she placed the sausages and smoked meat on the far side of the blanket, for the men were sure to enjoy these.
“I am glad we made time for this,” Jaik said as he sat down and briefly touched her arm.
“So am I,” she replied and smiled at him.
“Let us eat then. Watching you all fight has made me hungry.” Silas grinned and reached for the bread.
For a while they were silent as they helped themselves to the food. Rothea, decked out in her uniform as usual, was relaxed, smiling. Jaik, for once not in his Guard uniform, but his sparring clothes, piled up his plate with a variety of treats and he too looked more relaxed than Maia had seen him in a long time. Silas, his grey robe overflowing in waves around him, appeared deep in thought as he contemplated the food on his plate, but he too was more at ease than he had been over the past few Quarters.
Maia, happy that everyone was at peace this very moment, smiled by the time she looked to Riker. She was startled to find he had been watching her and, her smiling at him must have given him encouragement, for the grin that spread across his face was huge, exposing his perfectly shaped, white teeth. Maia blushed at having been caught looking at everyone, but even more so that Riker had been watching her in return.
She did a good job of avoiding the male attention due to her vigorous training, but here, in this relaxed atmosphere, it was difficult to ignore. Riker was a good man; handsome and tall, strong, kind and funny, and the son of a noble. If not for Blaid she would eventually have to admit to herself that she had feelings for Riker. It was also clear that her father, as well as Jaik, approved of Riker and they allowed his courtship of her, even though it had not been made official. It saddened her to know it could never be.
Unexpectedly a tingling of premonition shot through Maia and her stomach roiled at the possibilities. She received a brief warning from Midnight, before the Messenger burst from the trees and stumbled into their midst.
“Lord Longshadow, Lady Maia, your urgent presence is requested at the Hall of the Guardians. And you too, Sir Nightshield.”
For a second longer they looked at each other. Something terrible had happened.
“Go, go,” Rothea said, standing up, “we will pack this up. We will meet you there.”
Maia was on her feet in one fluid motion and, flanked on either side by Jaik and Silas, they ran down the path that would take them to the House of the Guardians.
It was not that far, not even a mile, but the premonition grew stronger and stronger the closer they got and by the time they reached the sprawling building, one of the few structures in their city built on the ground, Maia was breathing heavier.
They were quickly ushered in by an Elder waiting for them at the door. They made their way directly to their father’s chamber in the House of the Guardians,
where half a dozen Elders were already seated, as well as a few Commanders. Jaik went to take his place with his Guard, while Maia and Silas stood next to Lord Longshadow. Her father seethed with rage and Maia’s nausea worsened. It was absolute agony waiting for the last people to arrive, although it only took a few moments longer.
Finally, everyone was present and her father took his seat behind his desk. He looked tired, dark circles under his eyes, and his hands were shaking.
“A Messenger has arrived,” he said simply, and handed the paper to Silas.
Maia suspected he did not want to read the message again. Silas cleared his throat and read.
 
My Lord Longshadow
It is with great sadness that I pen this note. On the tenth day of Blood Moon, we discovered the delegation from Stoneloft that had travelled to Shadow Hall and were on their return journey. Without exception, all were killed, even their horses. They were butchered and their meat taken, only the bones were left behind. Their belongings were plundered and all valuables taken.
My Scouts surveyed the area and it was clear that the delegation had been followed for a while. This was a planned attack. There is also no doubt as to what attacked them. All of the spoor and signs confirm that the attackers were Vampyres. However, the precision with which the assault was executed and the fact that they were followed for such a long while, leads me to believe that there are other forces in play. Until now, Vampyres have always attacked at random, killing everything they come upon, but without any observable planning. This type of attack is new and I am afraid of what it might mean.
One of my Scouts tracked the signs almost all the way to Shadow Hall and, although he admits it could have been coincidence, the Vampyre tracks were mixed in with Elf tracks at some point. It leads me to a conclusion that makes me shudder.
News has reached us of the delegation that travelled to Dragonfort and the similarities between the attacks just confirm my suspicions.
I implore My Lord to consider this matter with haste, as the people are becoming restless and travel and trade have come to a standstill. If there are, indeed, Elves working with the Vampyres, then they need to be found and brought to justice with immediate effect.
I hope this note finds you well.
Sincerely,
Commander of the Guard, Erendal Baywater
 
Silence prevailed for a long time after Silas finished reading. Maia shivered beside him, suddenly cold. Someone coughed. Then her father rose from his chair and Maia noticed that a terrible calm had settled over him and that he was now ready to discuss the matter. Her skin began to crawl with the force of his Eläm washing over her.
“Commander Baywater put into words what we have suspected ever since the attack on our own people. It is a tragedy to think that one of our own could be involved, but the evidence suggests that this could, indeed, be true. If there is a traitor among us, then it is imperative that he be found. Jaik,” Jagaer said, turning towards his son, “I charge you personally with this task. You may make use of any additional men you require from the Regiment and the Legion. All Commanders are to assist you with anything else you might need as well. As of now, the Guard will put aside all other matters and only concentrate on this. You will not rest until this has been dealt with. I will charge each city with the same instructions.”
Jagaer nodded to Silas, who immediately made some notes. “I am hereby also declaring additional curfews around the city. Besides the Night Watch and the Sentinels, people are to stay indoors throughout the night. Daytime activities are to be commenced under guard at all times. Commander Willowbay,” Jagaer shifted towards the Commander of the Legion, “please assign a group of two to five men to guard each workshop. I also want men on standby to accompany anyone who has errands to run around the city. No one is to walk alone. We have lost too many already.”
Maia watched her father give instructions, noticing also it was a tight meeting; Elders, Guard, and Commanders only. Silas and herself that were neither, but Silas was the royal advisor and she was their Prime. Her father spoke for a long time and when he was finally finished and the people left, it was already starting to get dark outside.
“Maia,” Jagaer finally said, turning to her, “I know you have trouble adhering to the rules and curfews imposed on this city at times,” he laid his hand on her shoulder, “but it is of the utmost importance to me that this time you obey. You know what my suspicions are and if anything were to happen to you, I would never forgive myself. I have released Riker from his duty as Guard for the time being and he will join Rothea as your daily protection full time. You are not to go anywhere without them, do you understand?”
Maia’s heart beat wildly in her chest with the force of her father’s plea, his Eläm laid bare before her. She knew he had opened himself on purpose and, although she thought it unfair, it was effective. Tears sprang to her eyes with the force of her father’s feelings for her and she only managed to nod, the lump in her throat making it impossible for her to talk.
 

 
The days that followed the meeting were especially dark for Maia. Due to the strict curfews her father had imposed, they were not allowed to practice in the forest. Most of her days were now spent in Silas’ cave, with Rothea and Riker her constant companions. Rothea now even slept in her room every night; her father was leaving nothing to chance. She felt like a prisoner in her own home.
If she could just convince her father that Blaid was not the threat that he thought he was. In light of her father’s feelings about the matter and his current state of mind and short temper, she dared not approach the subject. She was sure that Blaid was not the reason the people of Stoneloft were killed; someone else among them was devising these heinous acts. Protected as she was right now, there was no way for her to make her own inquiries. She shared her suspicions with Riker and Rothea, but there was not much they could do either. 
Blood Moon finally came to an end and Maia wondered where the time went. This entire year had been one dark mass of bad news. The year had started with her holed up in her room, brooding about Blaid’s absence. Then they went on the ill-fated Good Will mission, which had seen so many of her people injured. Some still bore the scars; what was dead she could not resurrect.
The entire year people had been dying, killed by Vampyres, and nothing they did so far had been good enough to stop them. Everyone was sure worse was to come and the only thing Maia could do was to assist Silas in making more of the Silva that had seen them through the last war. The potion would at least give them the extra strength and stamina required to fight the Vampyres.
Even with everything she had learned and all the training she had received, she felt helpless and it weighed heavily on her. Making the Silva, though, gave her something to do other than brood over their current predicament. And it gave her the chance to work with Jasmin and help her master her Water magic.
Silva was made with a wide range of different ingredients, from herbs and spices to minerals and crystals, but to combine them in the way that brought out its powerful regeneration properties, one had to use magic. It was a complicated ritual of boiling, stirring, pouring, mixing and diluting, all without the liquid ever touching any kind of object. Only once it was made, was one able to pour it into a container without degrading its powers.
Jasmin was a quick study and Maia enjoyed working with her. Due to Maia’s duties and her training, she had not had much time for Jasmin and, when she had had the time, she was been in the right frame of mind to pay her daughter proper attention. She felt guilty about it now and used every moment she could get to involve Jasmin in what they were doing. Unfortunately, this also meant that Aaron spent more time with her and although she liked him well enough, it was clear he had motives that went beyond friendship. During the times that Aaron was present, Riker always stayed close and the tension between the two males could have been cut with a knife.
The other advantage working in Silas’ cave brought was that Kanarel had less opportunity to woo her. He had been sending her small gifts, stopping by in the evenings to bring her flowers and, on occasion, even little poems. His attentions annoyed her; she had never given him reason to believe she was interested in him; but he still believed, because of the relationship between their two cities, the arrangement that they might wed could still be in place. She would have to speak to her father about it soon if it did not resolve itself.
“Maia.”
Startled, Maia looked up to find Jasmin holding a bunch of herbs out to her to take. She had been so deep in thought she had forgotten about what they were doing. Embarrassed, she took the herbs and added them to the roiling liquid ball that floated in the air above the fireplace.
“This is one of the final steps,” Silas said. “It needs to boil now for about a day before we can add the crystal powder. Once the powder has been added, we will let it cool for a few days before we can finally bottle it. This should yield about thirty vials, so we need to make at least another twelve batches if it is to be enough for an army.”
Jasmin nodded seriously at Silas’ instructions, her eyes glued to the swirling mass of liquid in front of her.
“How are you holding up, Maia? Do you want me to take over for a while so you can rest?”
“I think I can go for a while longer, Silas. Why don’t you and Jasmin eat your supper and then you can take over.”
“As you wish.” Silas rose from his seat.
Jasmin followed his example and they left together.
“You look pale, My Lady, are you sure you can go on?”
“Yes, Rothea, I will be fine. It does not take that much energy or concentration to keep the ball in the air. The lack of daylight is making me pale.”
“Aye, and some fresh air would not go amiss either,” Rothea agreed.
Riker nodded his agreement and sat beside Maia. She was instantly aware of his smell and his Eläm and the Silva ball wobbled in the air for just a moment.
“Maybe it would be possible for us to dine on the veranda this evening. I believe Biandala has set aside our meal for when we are done here.”
Rothea and Riker now dined with her every day. Biandala, the Server of their royal household, prepared additional meals for mornings and evenings. Most of the time meals were a rushed affair, and they seldom got to eat with her parents. Her father had his duties, which kept him busy in the Hall of the Guardians for most of the day, and her mother was also actively involved in helping the citizens of Shadow Hall prepare for another war.
Last year they sent the people that were unable to fight to Tarron Heights, but that almost ended in disaster. They would not take that chance again. This year they would fortify their city and help the young and old secure their homes and teach them how to cope with the threat. Maia marvelled at her mother’s strength and calm as she tackled this task, hardly spending any time at home.
To take some time out to dine on the veranda with the two people that had stood by her through the worst of the year seemed like a wonderful idea. Although she had not lied to Rothea about the ball not requiring that much energy, she was tired. Tired of the threat, the politics, the worries, and everything else she was dealing with.
She smiled at Riker, making his eyes sparkle. “That does sound like a wonderful idea.”
Soon Silas and Jasmin returned from their dinner and Silas took over from Maia. Handing over the energy was a delicate business and there was a moment where they were afraid the ball might drop. Then Silas was in control and Maia breathed a sigh of relief.
“When would you like me to return?” Maia asked, knowing Silas would not be able to maintain the ball all night. Jasmin was not yet strong enough to hold it.
“Do not worry about tonight, Maia. I have asked Thangur Teakendrum and some others to assist. They will help with the boiling phases of the potion, as those do not require any special abilities. They should be here shortly. Return in the morning and we can start preparation for our next batch.”
“Thank you, Silas,” Maia said, feeling release flood through her.
She nodded to Rothea and Riker and together they walked down the tunnel to its exit. It was fully dark outside, but the stars sparkled brightly between the branches of the trees overhead.
They made their way to her home, ambling along the winding pathways that criss-crossed the city. Maia loved the paths; the swaying wooden walkways, the stone bridges, the tunnels of ivy and other climbing plants, the multitude of stairways, each different in design. She had lived here all her life, but she never ceased to marvel at the beauty of her city. Lanterns lit up the paths and shone patches of light on the verandas of the houses around them. Whether one looked up, or down, there were lights; some white, some blue and some even green; and during the night it was clear to see on how many different levels their city was built. It was breathtaking.
Finally, they reached the royal house and Riker and Rothea immediately busied themselves with bringing their dinner to the veranda. Maia unfolded a tablecloth and laid it across the oaken table that was a permanent fixture on their veranda. She added a few candles and soon the three of them were seated. It felt a little strange; a romantic, candlelight dinner for three; but Maia was delighted with the company. The evening was mild and the lights of the city around them twinkled like the night sky. For just a moment, Maia was happy, all other thoughts pushed to the back. They ate and drank, laughed, and exchanged stories, and finally cleared up together and packed away the dishes.
When Maia stood under the hot water of the shower later an altogether too familiar feeling resurfaced - premonition. She shivered, feeling cold even under the warm water, and she quickly finished and dried herself. Something was wrong, or was going to go wrong, and she hurried to find clothes to wear.
Riker and Rothea followed right behind her as she hurried to the Hall of the Guardians to seek out her father.




 
“He has already left, Maia, and you should not be out at this hour,” her father said after she barged into his rooms.
Maia paced up and down in front of him. Riker and Rothea stood by the door, watching.
“When did he leave? Is there no time to call him back?” Maia asked, worry in her voice.
“Somas left early this morning and, although I trust your instincts, Maia, it is important that Somas sees this mission through. We have not made any headway with gathering information and sending Somas to Naylera again might just get us the information we need to prevent another war.”
“I do not have a good feeling about this. Something will go wrong.”
“How do you even know your premonition is about Somas? Until I told you, you were not even aware he was going.”
“I did not know it was about Somas until you told me. Now I am certain.”
Maia hated her premonitions; she could not control them. Sometimes, when something terrible was happening, she was completely unaware of it. At other times, she felt them so strongly that it made her sick. Again, she wondered if the Mother had chosen wisely when she selected her to be a Life Prime. She could not interpret her dreams, nor understand her premonitions, so what good were they?
Feeling terribly sad, she shook her head. “Just please let me know when he returns,” she said to and moved to leave.
Her father’s eyes followed her as she made her way through the door. She noticed Riker nod to her father and then the three of them were on their way back.
She was utterly exhausted by the time she climbed into bed. She missed Wolf, who was still with her brother. Rothea blew out the candle on her bedside table before climbing into the makeshift bed that had been erected in Maia’s room. Riker slept in the spare room. She stared at the dark ceiling for a long time before sleep eventually took her.
 

 
Finally, he had made a breakthrough; a lead he knew would yield results. He agonised about the note he had intercepted for days. It seemed that the mysterious stranger had sent not just one note, as the order to kill everyone had been executed nonetheless. He was furious when he heard about what happened to the people of Stoneloft and intensified his search for the one instigating these attacks. But his foe was cunning and his magic strong and, no matter how hard he tried, he could not get closer to the truth. What he needed was a softer target and it appeared he had found it; a group of Vampyres that had come close to Shadow Hall, stayed for a night and met up with another, before they had moved on towards Braérn. This group had met with the one he was hunting and there was a chance he could extract the information from them; he was good at hunting Vampyres and they were easier to persuade to give up their secrets than his unknown enemy.
He hated to leave Shadow Hall, and Maia, but could not delay. Maia was safe. Although he knew the precautions around her had been put in place because of him, he could not fault Lord Longshadow for his decisions. Things had been especially difficult for him since Jaik had led the hunting parties. Jaik’s ability to track and sense danger was impressive and his men followed him with confidence. Maia’s wolf also seemed to follow her brother almost anywhere and he was almost as difficult to hide from as Midnight. Maia would be safe while he was gone. He hoped.
Quickly he erased any signs of his presence from the site he had slept in last night and then followed the spoor east. This group was made up only of Vampyres, all Generals, but no Werewolves. There were five of them and they were extremely careful. Tracking them took skill and, if it had not been for the stench of death that followed these creatures everywhere they went, he might have lost them on numerous occasions.
But he was good at finding death, and dealing it, and they would not escape him for long.
 

 
Maia’s hair stirred in the downdraft from Midnight’s wings as he flew by overhead. She looked up through the trees and caught glimpses of him as he circled the city, casting deep shadows with his passage. The people were used to him by now; Midnight routinely patrolled the skies above the city. Maia missed flying with him, but her father had forbidden her to go into the forest or leave the city. She felt ready to rebel, but making the Silva took up so much of her time, she simply did not have the energy for it.
From Midnight, she learned that Blaid was not close to Shadow Hall anymore. At first, she was shocked to learn that Midnight had been aware of Blaid’s presence over the past few Quarters, and then she was upset with him for not telling her. Midnight had remained silent then and only when Maia apologised had Midnight been forthcoming. Blaid had left a few days ago, hunting. Midnight assumed it was Vampyres, but he had not wanted to leave the city to confirm this suspicion.
The fact that Blaid had been close all this time confused Maia. She understood why he had not been able to see her, but why had she not felt him? She had also not dreamed about him lately and, while they could be strange and confusing, she now realised she missed those dreams.
Thinking of Blaid did not make matters easier for her and she pushed those thoughts to the back of her mind as she watched Midnight make another pass.
They were on their way to one of the storage caves to fetch yet another batch of ingredients for the Silva. They had one hundred and twenty vials already; each vial about the size of a small flagon of wine. Each one could sustain up to fifty Elves and give them the extra strength and energy they needed to carry on fighting when even the strongest would falter. Silas had discussed the quantities with her father and the hope was to bring together at least twenty thousand Elves to stand against the Vampyres. They had been hopelessly outnumbered during the last war and, had it not been for Blaid, they might all have died.
Maia shook her head. Her thoughts keep coming back to Blaid. She should be concentrating on taking stock of the ingredients needed. To make at least four hundred vials required large volumes of the rare mytherna crystal powder, and Silas was worried they did not have enough.
“Here we are, My Lady,” Riker said and reached out to help Maia over the last step.
Riker’s hand was warm and he held her hand for a moment longer than necessary. Quickly Maia reached into her pocket to extract the key to the door. This cave was not used for food or other ordinary items. As one of the royal storage caves, few people had access. It contained anything from rare materials, to sensitive information of state and items of the royal estate. Maia had not set foot in this cave for many years and she suddenly felt a prickle of excitement. When younger she had loved to accompany her father here to look at all their treasures.
She was grinning by the time she led Rothea and Riker down the dark passage, a single crystal lantern lighting their way.
The tunnel of this cave was winding and longer than most, and it was chilly within the rock. The narrow tunnel opened into a small alcove, where the torches and lanterns were stored. Quickly Riker busied himself with lighting lanterns and then they continued on into the large cavern that opened up from the alcove. Hanging the lanterns from evenly spaced hooks quickly brightened up the space and soon it was light enough to see even into the deepest corners of the oblong cavern.
Rectangular niches had been cut into the rock to act as storage holes, wooden framework set against the walls acted as shelves, and the centre was strewn with tables and chests and other objects. At first glance, the items visible did not look like anything special; boxes with scrolls, rolled up carpets, some furniture and other odds and ends. But Maia knew the real treasures were in the sealed chests and within the recesses of the walls. Most of the precious metals the city owned were stored here.
When she was young, she learned the meaning of each symbol. She knew that the large, wooden chest with the square symbol contained gold, the iron-bound chest with the triangle contained silver, the red-painted chest held platinum, and the pretty chest with the silver lattice contained diamonds. There were many more, but they were not what they were here for.
“Silas said that the mytherna should be in the niches on the northern wall. He always has some in his cave, but we have exhausted his supply. He has not been in here for some time, so he is not sure which one it is. The mytherna is stored in blue pottery urns with a red wax seal. They should be easy to identify.”
Quickly the three spread out and to investigate the holes along the northern wall. There were many and the search was often interrupted by oohs and aahs from Riker and Rothea as they discovered treasures such as they had never seen before.
Maia found a wooden box containing fireweed and wondered if anyone would mind if she took it. She only thought for a moment before she stashed it in the haversack she had brought. The next niche yielded a large collection of maps of places she did not recognise, then some jars with a variety of gem stones, and then rolls and rolls of fine silk in various colours.
“I think I found them,” Riker shouted.
Quickly Maia made her way across to him. “Yes, these are the ones. How many do you count?”
Riker took the first three out of the nook and set them on the floor.
“There are two more rows, so we have nine bottles.”
Relief washed over Maia as she realised there would be more than enough. “We will only need four to finish the rest of the Silva. Let us pack them carefully.”
Rothea took a blanket from her own haversack and laid it on the floor. Carefully she rolled two of the bottles in the blanket and then put them in the bag. Riker did the same with the other two.
With Rothea and Riker carrying the precious cargo, Maia took it upon herself to collect and extinguish all the lanterns and return them to the alcove. With their single lantern, they made their way back along the winding tunnel.
Bright sunlight blinded them as they stepped out. Maia had not realised how musty it smelled within the cave, but now took a deep breath of fresh air and closed her eyes for a moment.
I have a present for you, she transmitted to Midnight and felt his curiosity stir. Meet us by the field next to the Silver Forest at the end of the day.
Having accomplished their task, the three made their way to Silas’ cave. While glad they had enough mytherna to make the quantity of Silva her father had ordered, Maia was not looking forward to the long hours preparing it. Even with the help of others with Water magic, most of the work fell to her and Silas. She loved Silas’ cosy cave, but was starting to dislike going there; she would rather be sparring, training, flying or simply being outside.
“We have brought four urns, Silas. There are another five left in the cave,” Maia said as they walked in.
“Let us not waste any time then. I want to have the mixture going before nightfall, so the others can take over the night-shift.”
Riker and Rothea unpacked their precious cargo and retreated to their customary spot at the entrance. Because they now spent so much time in the cave, Silas had set up a table and chairs for them, as well as refreshments and anything else they might need while they watched over Maia.
Maia busied herself with grinding up ingredients. She forced herself not to rush, as improper preparation could impact the strength of the Silva. Silas joined her and they worked in silence for a long time. The ball of boiling liquid already hovered over the flames and, one by one, Maia carefully added the ingredients. By now, the novelty of the changing colours had worn off. In the beginning, there had been excited exclamations from everyone as the ball changed with every item added; it sometimes even glowed or emitted tendrils of coloured smoke. Now Maia hardly noticed it; she just wanted it done.
“That should do it,” Silas finally said. “The others should be here soon to take over. Why don’t you go home? I can take care of this until they get here.”
“Thank you, Silas,” Maia said, trying not to let her relief colour her words.
She took her haversack from where she had dropped it near the entrance and left with her companions in tow.
“Do you mind if we make a short stop by the field? I have something I would like to give to Midnight,” she asked as they stepped out into the dusk of evening.
“It is well within the city, so I do not see a problem with it, My Lady,” Riker said, smiling at her. “And most of the people should have left their workshops by now, so Midnight should not cause too much of a panic. But we will have to hurry, as the nightly curfew still applies.”
Maia signalled Midnight that they were on their way. She felt him acknowledge and soon she sensed him flying overhead. They hurried the half mile to the field and, by the time they reached it, Midnight was already waiting for them. Riker and Rothea stopped along the tree line of the Silver Forest, while Maia continued on into the field.
Midnight’s strong dragon smell greeted her as she approached and she closed her eyes for a moment, savouring his familiarity.
I have missed your nearness, she said with her mind and he rumbled in agreement.
Quickly she retrieved the box from her haversack and then stepped up to her dragon.
Lower your head and open your mouth, she commanded him.
She received mixed feelings from Midnight, annoyance at her command and curiosity as to what she had for him, but he sensed only good intentions from her, even if she kept her secret well hidden.
Midnight’s breath washed over her as he brought his head in line with her body. Even with his head resting on the ground she could not look him straight in the eye. She reached out and stroked his face. She knew the places on his skin where he was soft - most of his skin was studded in spikes - and she rubbed them now, eliciting growls of pleasure from him. As she stepped away from him again, he opened his great mouth. Even from this distance Maia could hear the sharp intake of breath from Rothea as she beheld the vicious profusion of dagger-like teeth.
Maia stepped onto Midnight’s lower lip and leant in over his bottom teeth, before upending the box and depositing its content onto Midnight’s tongue. Quickly she sprang back as Midnight’s reflex to swallow kicked in. She landed safely back on the ground just as Midnight’s great jaws snapped shut. Maia laughed, and she heard a nervous giggle from Rothea. Riker was deathly still.
Soon Midnight made all sorts of strange noises and steam came from his nostrils. Feelings of his pleasure washed over Maia and, feeling good that she could do something nice for him, she climbed onto his foreleg and snuggled into the crook of his neck. She felt his heat through her cotton shirt, felt his contentment and suddenly felt completely safe.
What am I to do, Midnight? she thought. Everything seems so futile. War is inevitable; there is nothing I can do to stop it.
Images of comfort flooded her mind; to soothe her; then images of Midnight burning and eating every Vampyre that came through the gate assaulted her. She laughed at his exuberance, but knew he was spoiling for a fight. He was more of a fighter than even the Battle Dragons of the north. Soul Dragons were built to fight and Midnight had so far lived a sheltered life; having chosen to bond with Maia and spend much of his time on the company of Elves. She knew, although he worried about her and the Elves she cared for, he was looking forward to the opportunity to match his might against a foe.
Now that they had found a way for him to use his fire without causing Maia harm, they had a greater chance of fighting together. She wished they could practice more, as they had only just discovered how it worked. She also knew that he fought best without having to worry about her on his back. Her father would not approve of this decision, but, when the time came, she would ride Fire into battle, so that Midnight was free to do as much damage as he could. This time she would leave nothing to chance.
A wave of nausea overcame her then and Midnight quickly changed his train of thought to something more pleasant. Immediately Maia felt better and sent him her gratitude.
How was she supposed to fight if she could still not control her weakness? She had tried, before the last war, to get used to killing by slaughtering animals to be consumed, but to no avail. Killing made her sick, most often violently so. Only when she and Blaid fought together as a team, had it not affected her.
The thought of Blaid momentarily erased all other thought and she let herself drift for just a moment. She was sure Midnight would interfere with this line of thinking anyway, so she savoured the short moment. When Midnight did not interrupt, she reached out to him and was pleased to find that Midnight’s feelings about Blaid had changed for good. No longer was he suspicious or wary of him. No longer did he harbour animosity and view him as a threat. In Midnight’s mind, Blaid stood on the same level as Maia. Even if he did not view him with the same love as he did Maia, the trust and respect were the same.
She knew then that Midnight had seen into Blaid’s soul and seen what she knew to be true; he was pure, just like her, a true Prime.
 

 
He followed them for days, but their route was not making sense to him, nor the purpose of their trip. They were careful; always one step ahead of him, covering their tracks. First, they headed towards Braérn, keeping off the Trade Route, but never far from it. Then they turned south, onto the plains, and they had travelled swiftly. Tracking them on the plains had been easier and he had closed the distance somewhat but, after a while, he got the feeling that they were aware of him and they changed course yet again, heading back up towards Braérn.
In all the days he had been following them, they had not encountered any Elves and, although Blaid was aware of small settlements nearby, the Vampyres avoided them. Now they had crossed the Oakin River and were heading towards Alea Yll. Blaid wondered about the nature of their trip, but they were leaving no clues for him to find.
By now he was hard pressed to keep up and he was sure they were aware of his presence. He regretted once more that he had not chosen the Raven as his Prime animal, but then put his nose back to the ground and loped after the faint stench the creatures left behind.
It was another two days before the smell got stronger and he knew he wasn’t far behind. He used all his stealth and speed to catch up with them and he finally found their camp at Hinden Bay, a cove on the shores of Nithril Deep, during the dark hours just before sunrise.
His first instinct was to go on the attack. All five sat around a sheltered fire right on the water’s edge. Their meagre belongings were piled close to the shore and it looked to him as if they were waiting for a boat to take them across the lake. As he crept closer, he heard them conversing softly. Their language was foreign to him, but the sounds strangely hypnotic.
Curious, he changed into his elven form and sat down to listen. This melodic conversation was so different from the hissing and screeching these creatures emitted when they were fighting, that it was difficult for him to make up his mind on what to think. He sat for a long time listening to the sounds, trying to decipher what they were saying, but the only words he picked up were names and places of Grildor when they were mentioned.
He also noticed that all five of them wore proper uniforms, made from cloth and leather, with metal buckles and breastplates. It was a far cry from the ragged fur, bone, and inferior leather tunics they had been wearing a year ago. Most of the ones he hunted over the past Moons had still been wearing those raggedy clothes. This finery made them look almost dignified and only when one turned his head towards him and he saw the narrow, haggard face with the sunken eyes, did he remind himself of what they were.
He wanted information from these Generals, but he was in doubt now whether they would understand anything he asked them. He made up his mind to simply kill them before they could carry out whatever mission they were on, when there appeared a light in the darkness that was the lake.
It blinked on and off three times, went dark and then repeated the action. Almost immediately one of the Generals sprang to life and lifted a lantern, copying the signal.
Soon Blaid heard the splashing of oars and a small boat pulled up onto shore. To his surprise, an Elf, clad all in black and hooded, climbed out and greeted the Vampyres. Blaid silently crept a little closer, careful not to disturb the sand of the dune he was lying on.
“You are late. Vee need to ‘urry, vee are followed,” one of the Vampyres said in accented, but strangely pleasant, elven.
“I am sorry, My Lord, there were problems launching the clipper without suspicion. It is anchored only a hundred paces off shore, I will get you there quickly.”
The General gave some instructions to his companions, who immediately proceeded to load their belongings into the boat.
“’ow fare things on thee other shore? ‘as there been any progress?” the General asked the Elf.
“Things are progressing as planned, My Lord. The stronghold has been secured and some of the troops are already on their way to their stations. We have not had any problems.”
“Things ‘ave not gone as well ‘ere,” the General said, a derisive sneer in his voice. “Not all informants as reliable as vee ‘oped. Is Kieran still at stronghold?”
“Aye, My Lord.”
“Good. I vant ‘im dispatched to Greystone as soon as possible. See that it ‘appens.”
“Yes, My Lord.”
“Douse thee fire, vee need to be gone.”
There was a faint hiss and a plume of smoke as someone upended their canteen over the little fire and then the only light was the small lantern on the boat. Blaid watched as the five Vampyres climbed aboard and the Elf pushed them off from the beach. He then took to the oars and soon they were out of sight, disappearing into the darkness.
Blaid contemplated what he had heard. He had gathered a lot of information over the past few Moons, but never anything as ominous as this. A stronghold. Troops to their stations. Informants. Traitors. If he were to make sense out of all of this, he would have to follow them across the water. He needed to find this stronghold, warn the cities of the troops on the march, and learn as much as he could about the Vampyres’ plans.
At this point, the lake was almost two hundred miles across. He could never swim that far. He had no ship to carry him. Reluctantly he walked down to the water’s edge, the smell of Vampyre overwhelmingly strong here. He stood there, the small waves wetting his bare feet, and he closed his eyes.
Shadow travel was difficult and took a lot of energy, yet it was the fastest way of getting from one point to another. It was only possible if one knew the destination and the way to get there. He had learned the art from his old master, and he had learned his lessons well. He could dissolve his being into shadow within a few heartbeats, propel his shadow-self forward and then reassemble his body in a place much further away. But shadow travelling also meant he would not be able to track and he would lose their scent.
Over land, it was comparatively easy, as one could stop to rest between each leap. But over water, things would be a whole lot more difficult. He tried to calculate the lengths of each shadow leap. He could travel up to twenty miles in but a moment, land, and be off again almost immediately. Over the lake, he would splash into the water with every landing. Naked as he was, even the warmer waters of summer would have him shivering by the end of the journey.
The clipper would take between twelve and fourteen hours to reach the other shore so, if he left right now, he would have time enough on the other side to regain his strength and then find out where the ship was to dock.
He closed his eyes and channelled his energy. He began to quiver and soon even his teeth were rattling. Then, with a suddenness that took his breath away, his body dissolved into black mist and he was gone.
 

 
“Everyone is now present, My Lord,” Silas said.
“Very good,” Jagaer replied. “Let us start then with the inventory.”
They were in her father’s rooms in the Hall of the Guardians. For once, Riker and Rothea had been allowed to join the meeting. Also present were all the Commanders, as well as the heads or the Weapon Smiths, the Builders, the Bakers, the Leather Smiths, the Bird Masters, the Horse Masters, and any other profession that contributed in some way to preparing for the coming war. Everyone had been tasked with producing either additional or specialized products and today was the day that Jagaer wanted a tally of what had been manufactured so far.
The sound of shuffling papers prevailed as Silas went around gathering the information everyone had brought. He then presented the papers to Jagaer and everything was still for a while. Maia noticed how all seemed tense and in such a confined space it was making her restless. The people feared they had not been able to do enough and most were worried that Lord Longshadow would be displeased.
“Silas and my daughter have successfully managed to manufacture four hundred and four vials of Silva. I have some preliminary numbers of warriors that will be sent to our aid and the tally so far stands at around fifteen thousand. We have more than enough Silva to sustain this army, although I wonder if we have enough warriors. Riders have been sent to the outlying settlements to recruit as many as they can. We are hoping to add at least another five thousand to our number.”
There was a murmur and a scattering of applause at the quantity of Silva produced.
“I see the Bakers have so far been able to make thirty thousand pieces of travel bread. Although not as powerful as Silva, it is nevertheless a vital energy source for our warriors. With trade having been impacted the way it has, resources have become scarce. I believe we only have enough to produce another ten thousand pieces at the most.”
“That is correct, My Lord,” Rivorn Soapstone, head of the Bakers, confirmed.
“My Lord, if I may?” Nemiron Deercoast, head of the Farmers, spoke up.
“Please, go ahead.”
“We have been able to preserve a vast range of foods that will be nourishing and should make up for any shortages of travel bread. The Butchers have also been drying meat that was not sent for distribution and the number of ration packs available now stands at twenty-five thousand. Each ration pack will sustain one warrior for three to four days.”
“That is good news, Nemiron,” her father said.
Maia watched and listened with interest as one by one an account was given on the number of items produced. Arrows, swords, shields, horse shoes, tunics, footwear, helmets, water bottles, medicine packs, axes, fire wood, hay, saddles and bridles, blankets, tents, spear tips and other items Maia had not thought would be needed for a war.
Once they had discussed everything, her father gave a brief account of what they could expect the other cities to contribute. Most could only provide for their own troops what they could carry, but Thala Yll had promised additional weapons, as well as rations, which would be dropped off at Shadow Hall within the next Quarter or so.
At the end of the meeting, all non-military personnel were dismissed and only the Commanders remained. Maia now went to sit beside Jaik, while Riker and Rothea retained their positions on the far wall.
Her father was quiet for a long time, reading papers in front of him. Silas silently made notes on the other side of the table.
“As we do not know for sure if and when this war will happen,” her father finally said, “we can only do so much to prepare for it. We assume that the main force of their army will come through Greystone, but with so many reports of Vampyres within Grildor, we dare not send all our forces to one place. Every city has agreed to keep a small fighting force within their city to safeguard it against attacks from smaller raiding parties. We need now concentrate all our efforts in determining our enemy’s intentions, so that we are not caught off guard again. Jaik, have you learned anything new?”
“No, Father. It seems all Vampyre activity around Shadow Hall has stopped. Tarron Heights has not had an incident in over a Moon and the guards at Greystone have reported no movements in the vicinity.”
“Mm, I am not sure if that is good news, or if it should worry us more,” Jagaer mused. “I do not like it when they are quiet like this. I wonder what they are planning.”
“Somas should be back by this evening,” Jaik said. “Hopefully he will have information that …”
“NO!” Maia screamed and jumped to her feet.
Immediately Jaik and Riker were by her side, helping her to remain standing. Every fibre in her body quivered and the urge to throw up was so strong, she gagged. 
“Breathe, Maia,” her brother said. “Slowly.”
Maia took a sobbing breath. And then another. “Something has happened to Somas,” she finally managed to say. “I have to go to Greystone. Right now.”
For a moment, the men looked at each other, and then nodded.
“All right, we will leave immediately,” Jagaer agreed.
“No, it will take too long. I will take Midnight. You can follow.”
“Maia, you cannot …”
But Maia had already turned and was running toward the door. Riker and Rothea were right behind her, and her brother, father and the Commanders were left scrambling to follow her out of the building.
Midnight roared in the distance, but Maia knew he was on his way as she ran as fast as she could to the field by the Silver Forest. It was the only place within the city large enough for Midnight to land without trampling any of the city’s landscaping.
“Get your horses and follow me there,” she shouted over her shoulder before she disappeared between the trees.
By the time she reached the other side of the Silver Forest, Midnight was ready for her. Without breaking her stride, she ran up his outstretched leg and, clinging to one of his neck spikes, swung her leg over his neck and settled into position. Midnight took off immediately and, with a few downward strokes of his mighty wings, they were high above the city and he then turned south, speeding towards Greystone.
By the time they had reached the midway point, Midnight made her aware of a messenger pigeon flying below them in the opposite direction.
He has already arrived. I hope we are not too late. Maia thought frantically.
The wind stung her eyes as Midnight gave it everything he had. The landscape below was a blur and, only when she felt Midnight slow, did she realise they were near. She could now make out the great stones below them as Midnight descended. Her ears popped with the speed with which he dropped.
Midnight landed with a thump that shook the earth and Maia heard startled shouts from within the circle. Quickly she released her grip on the spike in front of her and, too much in a hurry to run down his leg, dropped straight to the ground. The impact jarred her and she bit the inside of her cheek, but she hardly felt it as she ran between the stones.
“Lady Maia.” She was greeted by one of the guards, visibly shaken, yet delighted to see her.
Without exchanging pleasantries with the man, she immediately hurtled to the prone figure next to the central slab of the circle. Another guard knelt over him, holding a wad of cloth to his stomach. Maia’s stomach heaved.
“What happened?” she demanded of the guards and then bent to examine Somas.
“He only arrived a short while ago. We sent a pigeon. We did what we could, but his injuries look grave. He has not spoken.”
Maia nodded, removed her knife from its sheath and proceeded to cut away Somas’ clothing. Tears sprang up as his injuries were revealed, but her hands were steady. She quickly dismissed the broken leg, the torn ligaments, the bite marks on his arms and the slash across his back; all of this she could heal. Her initial worry was the massive hole in his stomach and the mass of intestines swelling out of the opening. Once she removed his entire shirt, the true horror of his injuries was revealed and she closed her eyes for a fraction of a moment to steady herself.
There, right in the centre of his heart, was an arrow head. The wound seeped a reeking, black fluid and, as Maia looked at the gruesome sight, she felt Somas’ life ebbing away. His heart fluttered, then stopped and then fluttered again.
Instantly she channelled as much energy as she could into Somas to give him the strength to fight for his life. Then she hesitated; she had to remove the arrow head to extract the poison, but removing it would make his heart bleed out. She had no choice. With her knife, she gently lifted a corner of the arrow head. Somas screamed. Maia clenched her jaw and carried on. As the tip came free with a terrible suction sound, more black ooze, followed by bright, red blood flooded from the hole. The stench of the ooze was almost overwhelming and Somas’ agony drained Maia’s energy. Gritting her teeth, she concentrated on drawing out the last of the poison, at the same time sealing the cut in Somas’ heart. But even as she was busy, she felt his Eläm slipping away.
“Fight, Somas, fight,” she cried.
“They are coming,” Somas whispered so quietly she almost missed it.
One final flutter of his heart and then he was gone.
When the riders reached her hours later she was still sitting next to Somas’ body, crying.
“Maia,” Jaik said as he picked her up off the ground and took her in his arms.
“I could not help him, Jaik,” she sobbed.
“I know. His wounds were too dire. It is not your fault.”
“I could not help him,” she whispered again and then sagged against Jaik, having finally fainted from exhaustion.
 

 
He hit the water with a force that shook his entire body and then he was under, struggling to breathe. With a few powerful strokes, he made it to the surface and gasped for air. Treading water, he looked around, but there was nothing to see in the darkness just before dawn.
He would have to work on his landings; this had been painful. The lake was already deep here and a lot colder than he had hoped. He felt the abundance of life beneath him, but did not stop to contemplate the types of creatures that lived below. Concentrating, he began to channel his energy for the next leap and found it was a lot harder with his body submerged; he had to use a lot more energy.
The next landing was not any easier and he grew weaker and weaker with every shadow leap he made. Finally, he could see the shore on the opposite side in the advancing light of dawn. A silver Sea Dragon floated on the surface of the lake not twenty paces away and was watching him with curiosity.
He concentrated on a small, green meadow atop a cliff and hoped he could make it there in one bound. It took a long time before his body finally responded and dissolved and, when he landed on the meadow, he lay there for a long while before he was able to move.
Once he had recovered some of his energy, he sat up and surveyed his surroundings. The sun was just rising in the east and the mighty Crystal Mountains loomed as a large black shadow over the land. The coastline stretched as far as the eye could see in either direction. He was unsure of exactly where he was, but he assumed at least thirty to forty miles north of where the Anora River joined Nithril Deep.
He could only guess at where the clipper with the Vampyres would moor and it would not be for another few hours. He took some time to rest. He dared not make a fire, but when a hare happened to jump onto the meadow, he quickly changed into the wolf and ate his breakfast raw.
Eventually he became restless. He had no way of knowing the direction his prey would take, but instinct made him make his way south. He travelled with care, for he had the feeling here he was not the only one sneaking around unseen. He calculated the hours and, as the time neared that the ship should come into view, found himself a hideout on top of a high, rocky outcropping, and waited.
He did not have to wait long and his suspicions were confirmed; the ship was south of him, about another five miles out. At the speed with which it travelled, it would make landfall before he would reach their anchorage, but he dared not shadow travel again today.
Changing into his wolf form, he hugged the coastline and ran. The wolf was large and fast and he revelled in the speed with which his paws hit the ground. He might miss them disembark, but he would not lose their scent. Wherever they were going, he would follow.
 
Late in the afternoon the group of Vampyres made camp. There were now two more Elves with them, both dressed in the same black, hooded garments as the one that met them on the opposite shore.
Blaid snarled quietly at the extent of the Elves’ betrayal. How many of them were involved? He lay low as he watched the group set up their tents for the night. It seemed, now on the eastern shore of the lake, they did not need to take as much precautions regarding discovery. They did not try hard to hide their tracks; they built an open fire and did not even keep their voices down when they spoke. The Elves seemed completely at ease with their unlikely associates and, later that night, retired to their tents without worry. The Vampyres, not needing sleep, stayed up for most of the night, spent mostly in discussions Blaid wished he could understand.
Sometime during the night even Blaid laid down his head on his paws and closed his eyes. He did not sleep, but rested, still feeling the effects of his shadow travel. By morning he felt better, having regained more of his strength and, when the strange group packed up camp and headed east towards the mountains, he was ready.
He followed them for three more days during which nothing of significance happened. Each night they made camp. Each morning they started their travels early and marched until nightfall. He assumed the day travel was for the benefit of the Elves, as he knew the Vampyres preferred to travel during the night. He wondered why these Vampyres were so considerate of the needs of these Elves, or what made them important enough not to kill, or worse, consume.
The Elves cooked dinner over the fires every night, but the Vampyres never ate during the time he followed them. They were now in the lower regions of the Crystal Mountains and, because of the rough terrain, it was a lot easier for Blaid to follow unnoticed. Nevertheless, he remained in his wolf form. These mountains were notorious for their wolves and, although the Mountain Wolf looked different from his own form, at a quick glance he could pass as just another wild animal that roamed the mountain.
On the fourth morning, two of the Elves took their leave and headed away from camp towards Stoneloft. The rest of them proceeded to pack up camp and, while they were so occupied, Blaid managed to sneak a little closer, the rocky and forested terrain giving him the necessary cover. He wanted to find out what was going on and where the others were going.
“They will reach the city in another two days,” the remaining Elf said to the General Blaid had discovered was the leader of this group. “They will dispatch your messages as requested.”
The Vampyre grunted, but did not comment.
“The bird we sent to the stronghold should have arrived by now and Kieran should already be on his way as per your instructions,” the Elf added.
“It is pity vee will not ‘ave chance to speak with ‘im, but it is best that ‘e be on ‘is way,” the General said. “’ow many men ‘ave you been able to assemble?”
“There were twenty-three men at the stronghold before I left to fetch you, My Lord, but there has been news that some others were on their way to join us.”
The Vampyre nodded his head. “Is Lord Valander still present?”
“Yes, My Lord.” 
“Let us go then. I vant to get there before nightfall.”
Blaid followed them at a distance. The more he learned, the less he liked it. He worried over what he might find when they reached the stronghold. The thought that so many Elves were aiding the Vampyres sickened him. What would make them betray their own kind?
The mountain steepened and the going was tough, slowing even the Vampyres. At some points, Blaid had to change form to climb rocks he would not have been able to scale with four paws. It was cold and he shivered, always thankful when he could change back into his fur.
They carried on, even when the sun set behind the Grildor-Bron Mountains in the distant west, barely visible even from this elevation. The Elf lit a small lantern and for another hour they clambered about in the dark before the snick of a blade being drawn brought them all to a halt. The group stood tense for a moment and then the Elf let out a soft whistle, repeated twice. After a short, tense silence, the whistle was repeated.
Blaid hid within a fissure, seeking the unseen watchman who had uttered the whistle. His sharp ears picked up the smallest of sounds and he eventually traced the man across a narrow, but deep, chasm before them. He also sensed a row of men on a higher ridge and heard the distinct sounds of bows being drawn. The whistle was repeated again and then two lanterns flared up, shedding some light on a narrow rope bridge spanning the chasm. The group advanced and had soon crossed over. Immediately the lanterns were shuttered and the chasm was again just a black pit in front of him.
He knew where the bridge was and could still follow their scent, but it seemed that the bridge was well guarded and he dared not cross it. He waited a while for the men on guard to relax and resume their normal, nightly routine. The group was made up of two Elves and three Vampyres; their mixed scents strange in Blaid’s nose.
As evening turned to full night, Blaid emerged from his uncomfortable hiding place. He tried approaching the bridge, but was immediately rewarded with alert guards drawing their bows. Not wanting to arouse suspicion, he scouted the area for another way across the chasm. The long fissure divided two steep peaks and he heard the faint gurgling of a stream at its bottom. He padded up and down along the chasm for a while, before he eventually conceded that he would not be able to get across unless he either used the bridge or climbed higher up the cliffs. The bridge was the easier option and he decided to test the watch men’s vigilance again.
He found a small rock and tossed it over the chasm. It landed with a surprisingly soft thud on the other side, no doubt muffled by a patch of moss. Immediately he sensed the watchmen stir and he heard yet again the sound of bows being drawn. He sighed; even shadow travelling over the chasm seemed to be out of the question; he would be impaled by their arrows before he could fully materialise. He did not know the mountain beyond the chasm, so shadow jumping further into it was also not an option.
Travelling along the chasm was his only choice. He made the change and, now naked, shivered in the frigid temperatures of the high mountain at night. Gritting his teeth, he started to climb. The sharp rocks cut his bare feet and more than once he slipped as his feet became slick with blood. But he made progress.
By morning he reached the point where the stream sprang from the mountain in a little waterfall and could simply step over the narrow gap that was to become the chasm. Exhausted, he found a place to lie low for a while. Changing into his wolf form, he then spent some time licking the blood off his injured paws.
He was hungry, tired, and sore, but it was now mid-morning and he still had to travel back down the other side of the chasm to pick up the spoor and follow the Vampyres to their stronghold. Reluctantly he heaved himself up and stepped out into the open. Immediately the hairs on his neck and along his back tingled and stood erect. Danger was imminent and he employed all his wolf senses to detect where it was coming from. He need not have made the effort; the dark grey, heavy-set form of a Mountain Wolf revealed itself with bared fangs and saliva dripping from its jaws. Blaid felt its deep growl within his own chest and the message was clear; he was on this alpha’s turf and he was not welcome.
Blaid only had a moment longer to marvel at the beast’s size and bulk, canines longer than a man’s finger, enormous paws, before it sprang to attack.
 

 
“Every city has acknowledged that they have received their messages, My Lord,” Commander Ridgewell informed Lord Longshadow. “But it will be well into Fire Moon before their troops will arrive with us.”
“Let us pray it will not be too late,” Jagaer replied, sounding despondent. “I wish we were able to get more information from Somas before he died.”
The assembled men were quiet for a moment; everyone thinking the same, but only their Lord had been brave enough to speak it aloud. Jaik watched them as all kept their eyes averted and wished there was something he could do to make his sister feel better.
Not being able to save Somas weighed heavily on her; she blamed herself for his death. After having seen the extent of Somas’ injuries, it was clear to everyone there was nothing anyone could have done to save him, not even Maia, ut she would hear nothing of it. She had been going over her healing powers with Silas for days now, practicing, trying new techniques. She was haggard with heavy, dark rings beneath her eyes; and she had lost weight. 
“Our forces are ready to march at a moment’s notice,” Rowlean said. “The advance guard departed yesterday and will encamp around Greystone. A supply system has been put in place to keep them fed for as long as it might take.”
“Tarron Heights has already dispatched their men and they should arrive within a day or two,” Jaik added. “They will replenish their provisions while they are here and then march out to join the advance guard at Greystone. Lord Tallson has kept a small unit of about three hundred men with him to guard his city, but has sent every other man and woman willing and able to fight.”
“Yes, the other cities are doing the same. Let us hope it will be enough,” his father replied.
Every city was sending as many warriors as they could without compromising their own security. They were hoping for the armies of Thala Yll, Alea Yll, Braérn and Crook Island to arrive within the next two Quarters. The people of Rathaés, Dragonfort and Stoneloft would take longer. Jagaer managed to recruit almost one thousand eight hundred men and women from the smaller settlements and those that preferred to live in the wild. They were arriving in small groups almost every day now.
“What are our final numbers, including our own men?” Jagaer asked after another long silence.
“Currently the figure stands at just under seventeen thousand, My Lord,” Commander Ridgewell answered, “but we do not have confirmed numbers from Rathaés or Stoneloft, only estimates.”
 
Once the meeting was over, Jaik headed home. He had not spent much time there lately, what with his additional duties and the preparations for the war, but he needed to be there for his sister. She needed him now more than ever. She was so strong and yet so fragile. Sometimes he wished she had not been blessed by the Mother with the gifts of a Prime. She could have been an ordinary princess, living an ordinary life, falling in love, and following her dreams. Alas, it was not so. All the worries of her people rested on her shoulders; at least that was how she felt about it.
The smell of mushroom ragout greeted him as he stepped into their home. An ominous sign, their mother’s futile attempt at making Maia feel better. He was startled to find Aaron and the siblings, as well as Silas, Rothea and Riker sitting around the fireplace with Maia. She had shunned most company over the past days, preferring to hole up in Silas’ cave.
“Good evening, Mother,” he said, and kissed her on the cheek before he continued into the common room.
“Jaik, glad you could finally join us,” Silas said. 
“Yes, the meeting took longer than expected,” he replied, and noticed the strange way his sister looked at him.
Jasmin stood up and went over to the kitchen to help Malyn dish up the food. Maia’s gaze followed her and Jaik saw again the deep sadness within her eyes. He sat down beside her.
“My Princess,” he said gently, draping his arm across her shoulders.
She immediately leant into him and he felt her relax.
“I’m all right, Jaik,” she whispered.
He doubted it, but did not contradict her.
“Here you go,” Jasmin said and handed them each a bowl of ragout.
Jaik didn’t mind mushrooms, but they were his sister’s favourite. It smelled delicious nonetheless.
“Thank you, Jasmin,” he said.
He was astonished at how well the Humans had adjusted to life on Elveron. All three were well on their way to becoming respected members of their community and contributed significantly to the wellbeing of the city. But what was the most amazing were the physical changes the three exhibited. Both men had grown stronger and had adopted some of the elven features, such as the pointed ears, smooth skin and, in Aaron’s case, no more grey hair. Jasmin, besides the blonde hair, looked more and more like Maia. If he didn’t know better, it was possible to think the two were sisters.
They ate, interspersed with polite small talk, the fire crackling comfortingly in its grate. After the meal, Maia helped Jasmin, Rothea and Malyn clear away the dishes and the men were left alone around the fire.
“How is she doing?” Jaik asked Silas.
“She is getting better. We have had some interesting conversations.”
Jaik raised his eyebrow, urging Silas to go on.
“She is worried she will not have the strength or the knowledge to save her people. I have taught her everything I know and more. She is ready. She only needs to believe it.”
“How do we make her believe?” he asked.
“By believing in her,” Aaron answered.
Jaik looked at him. He was serious and seemed to genuinely believe it was the answer. Jaik looked back to Silas and saw the old man nod.
“Indeed, Jaik. She is unsure of herself and every time something does not go her way, she feels she has failed. But it is all part of her learning to be a Prime; without those failures she would not become who she is supposed to be. We need to be there for her during those times and she will eventually come to see just how much power she has.”
Jaik nodded. He did believe in his sister and felt with an unshakable certainty that she could accomplish anything she put her mind too. He just hated to see her suffer and the weight she carried was crushing her right now. He wished he could lighten her burden.
“Ah, Maia, we were just talking about you,” Silas said, bringing Jaik back to the present.
“Good things, I hope,” she said with a shy smile.
“Always,” Riker answered, and stood to take her hand and lead her back to her seat.
Jaik watched Aaron glower at Riker, but Maia didn’t notice. His mother smiled at the sight of them together and he knew she hoped that Maia would find room in her world to let Riker in. He felt the same. Riker was good for her.
With the women back around the fire, the conversation moved to lighter matters, a refreshing change from the constant worry about the impending war. His father finally came home as well and joined them. It felt good to sit with friends and family and Jaik noticed Maia visibly relax and enjoy herself.
Eventually the Nightingales said their good nights and left for their own home. Silas took the cue and also left. Soon Malyn and Jagaer excused themselves and retired to their room.
Maia yawned and looked like she might be ready for bed as well.
“Do you mind?” Jaik said under his breath, and discreetly Riker and Rothea retreated from the room.
Maia looked at him questioningly.
He took her hand. “I haven’t had much of your undivided attention for a while,” he smiled at her. “How about a little brother time?”
“I’d like that,” she said and snuggled into his shoulder.
He wrapped his arms around her and rested his cheek on the top of her head. “How are you holding up?”
“Better than I was,” she replied, absently swirling the thin smoke of the fire into twirling whirls with her mind.
“I am worried about you.”
“I know.”
“There is worse to come.”
“Yes.”
He sat up, pushing her up with him and then holding her at arm’s length. “Are you ready?”
He watched her steady gaze and he saw an inner strength within her he had not seen for a while. He knew then that she had made up her mind; nothing would stop her from doing whatever she had to protect her people.
“I think so, Jaik,” she said, her smile confident. “I know what to do now.”
“You do?” he asked, startled. There was a certain tone to her voice that made his nerves stand on edge.
“Yes.” She rose to her feet, bent and kissed the top of his head. “It will all be all right.”




 
His vision dimmed briefly as he struggled to free himself from the death grip the wolf had on his throat. He fought through it and twisted to break the hold. Snarling, they separated and circled one another. The Mountain Wolf was strong and fierce and Blaid was in his territory. He realised it was the smell of the blood from his bleeding feet that had alerted the beast to his presence. There was nothing he could do about it now other than try to defeat the wolf.
With bared teeth and spittle flying from his mouth, the wolf charged again. This animal would not give up easily. Blaid was sad, but there was nothing else he could do. He needed to go on, follow the Vampyres, and this delay was costing him dearly. Sending a quick, mental apology to the animal, Blaid attacked. It was fierce and quick; one jump, one bite, one snap of the neck; and the wolf lay dead before him. He was Death.
He cast one last, sad look at the dead animal at his feet and then he was on his way. Despite what most people thought of him, he did not enjoy killing; he took no pleasure in it.
Quickly, but silently, he loped along the narrow ridge on the edge of the chasm. This side was smoother and it took him a lot less time to travel back towards the bridge. He was careful as he got closer, padding softly along the rock. The scent of Vampyre was stronger now and he was wary; the watchmen posted along the ridge were ahead.
Soon he came upon a path and, ensuring he was not within visual range of the watchmen, swung onto it and followed the scent that led deeper into the mountain. His black fur hid him well within the deep shadows of the cliffs and his soft feet made almost no sound on the hard rock. It was not long before he heard sounds up ahead and, carefully, he approached. Watchmen were posted along the ridges above the path too and at some points he had to hide within the rough cracks of the cliffs and wait for the vigilant men to pass.
Almost three hours later he eventually came upon the camp.
It was almost midday and the shadows were growing shorter. He had to find a hiding place or be discovered. Circling the camp, or what he thought might be the stronghold the General had spoken about, he searched for a place to lie low. the Vampyres had left nothing to chance and it was only when the sun was at its highest in the sky above the peaks that he found a tiny cave, just large enough for his wolf form to crawl into. Taking care to hide his Eläm and slow his heartbeat to be almost undetectable, he lay down in his cramped quarters and closed his eyes. He needed to rest and there was nothing he could do during the bright hours without running the risk of discovery. Tonight, he would find out what this place was and what the Vampyres, and their Elves, were planning.
 

 
Technically, he was looking at the Milky Way. He knew this, but the Elves had a different name for it. He had seen pictures of their galaxy when they lived on Earth, but he had never actually seen any part of it in the night sky. Here, with the air always crystal clear, one could look at the stars on any given, cloudless night. And on some nights, like tonight, the stars seemed to shine brighter, revealing the vastness of the galaxy they lived in. And with him needing less and less sleep, he spent many nights sitting on his veranda, gazing up at the heavens.
Aaron did not know exactly how many solar systems there were in the Milky Way, but he learned from the Elves that eleven of them were home to Life Planets, like Earth and Elveron.
The more he learned, the more fascinated with it he became. He could now hardly imagine life back on Earth; the daily rut, traffic, smog, crime. He could go on endlessly about the mess Humans had made of Earth. It saddened him that his species was so … he could not really put it into words … human.
The Elves had adopted a completely different outlook on life. Life, in itself, mattered more than anything else, and had to be preserved, in all its various forms. They never killed senselessly and, although there had been wars fought during Elveron’s history, those had always been as a last resort and, even then, the aim was not necessarily to kill as many of the foe as one could, but to simply better them in battle.
Elves also only ever reaped what they needed from the land and took great measures to replenish what they had taken. He marvelled at the intimate relationship the Elves had with nature and tried hard to emulate them. He was getting better at understanding that relationship, and the evidence of that was now even visible in his home. After he understood that his house would not be invaded by unwelcome creepy crawlies, he was more lenient with the ones that decided to live beside him. A pair of birds had made their nest in his eaves; a small family of squirrels lived in the trees his house rested on and often came to sit on his window sill to watch him, and all around his house climbing plants had attached themselves and were not only securing his home into place, but also making it look more beautiful the more they grew.
His collection of plants, flowers, and mushrooms that he had collected to study were flourishing under his care and now decorated every room of the house. Silas had opened his library to him and he now avidly read everything he could, from the composition of the universe, to the biodiversity of Elveron and all the histories of the Elves. He had even taken to reading the elven poetry he had thought so strange in the beginning. Now it all made sense and, looking up again at the stars, he was reminded of one of his favourites.
 
The songs of the stars
Hear their silent voices
Gaze upon the endless dance
See their eyes glitter in the sky
Stars vanish in the morning mist
Playing behind a veil of twilight
The moons as their companions
The creatures of the night as their choir
Soft clouds as their blanket
Hidden flowers become a secret perfume
The silent grace of a cat
Its eyes memorise the stars
A painting of the cosmos
Can you still hear their songs?
 
Not only was he enjoying his studies, but he also noticed, the more knowledge he had, the easier it was to talk to Maia. Often in the past he had not understood why the Elves would elect a certain path of action, or why Maia would be upset or happy about a certain event. As he learned, he began to see, and understanding Maia, what she stood for, and also the weight she had to carry on her shoulders, made it easier for him to get closer to her. The more he learned about her, the more he thought of her as the most wondrous being he had ever met. He was blind to everyone else when she was in the room and, besides his studies and work, Maia was the ultimate driving force of his existence.
Silas had never given up on trying to understand what Maia did to bring them here and, although they were no closer to them home, which he was thankful for, Silas said he believed Maia’s magic had been so strong and so precise that she had inadvertently, not only brought them here, but turned them into Elves in the process. It was only a matter of time before the Humans were human no longer and Silas also believed there was no danger of any of the terrible effects of Soul Reaping.
There was one problem understanding the world of the Elves brought. He finally fully understood the terrible danger the Vampyres posed and how dire the situation was. It had been traumatic; his first year on Elveron, ripped from his home and then thrown into the turmoil of a war; but the Elves had sheltered the Humans from most of it and he had not been completely aware of the dangers, nor the horrors committed. Now though, being one of them in all but species, he was kept informed, received the same training to defend his home and was invited to attend all the open meetings held at the Elder Hall. It was as much his duty as the Elves’ to protect this place he now called home.
So, having already had some training with the sword, he began to attend more of the training workshops. He was already faster and stronger than he had been at Spring Feast. The sword did not feel as heavy in his hands anymore and he wielded it with much more accuracy.
Spending time on the Sparring Grounds had also given him a chance to watch Maia train, which she did a lot of not so long ago. More recently, she spent most of her time with Silas and he knew she was making the Elves’ energy potion and then she spent a lot of time studying and practicing her magic.
Sometimes he wished he could just sit and watch her during those sessions; he was fascinated with magic. But Maia did not like spectators and those training sessions were always held in secret and away from prying eyes. During the evenings, however, Maia was now more inclined to sit with them around the fire. It was a recent development and, although Jaik had expressed some concern over it, Aaron thought it was wonderful.
Maia and Jasmin spoke about magic most nights and Maia would often demonstrate to Jasmin how to hover this and float that. Jasmin had become so proficient with her Water magic that she was even allowed to assist Maia and Silas in making the potion. But it was not just the talk about magic that he enjoyed. The mere fact that he could sit around the fire with Maia, talk to her, engage with her and simply be near her was wonderful. She no longer shied away from him or tried to cut the conversation short when he spoke with her. He had no illusion that she suddenly fancied him, but she had accepted him as a friend and, for now, that was worth more to him than everything he had ever possessed.
 
With a sigh, he rose from his chair and averted his eyes from the spectacle of stars in the sky. He would look upon them again tomorrow night. For now, it was time for him to rest; it was only another four hours till morning; but it was all the rest he needed.
“You are still awake,” he said in surprise as he walked into the house and found Luke sitting at their dining room table.
“I am taking stock of my medicine bag,” Luke replied. “Silas and I have been discussing the coming war and they are taking everyone who has some healing experience with them to Greystone. I will be the only Healer left at Shadow Hall during that time and he has charged me with keeping the people safe.”
“That is a big responsibility,” Aaron nodded, “but I know you are ready for it.”
“I should be able to manage,” Luke said. “Silas does not have the exact number of people who will stay behind, but it should not be more than about three hundred. Unless we are attacked here, my job will be simple.”
“Let us hope then that it won’t come to that. How is your training with the sword going?”
“Not as well as I had hoped,” Luke said. “I simply do not have a talent for it, but Jasmin has been teaching me to shoot and, if necessary, I would be able to wield a crossbow.”
“You know you will not be able to save anyone if you are not able to save yourself,” Aaron said, a frown on his face.
“I am aware of that,” Luke sighed. “But I have you and Jasmin to protect me,” he added with a grin.
“Yes, your sister has become quite the warrior. Working for the Hunters has really improved her confidence and now that she can add magic to her repertoire I don’t think there is anything that can stop her,” Aaron said with pride.
“I have seen you fight, Dad. That sword,” Luke nodded toward the tall sword hanging in its sheath from the hook by the door, “has become an extension of your body when you wield it. I would dare say you are as good as those training partners of yours from the Legion.”
Aaron gave a wry smile; he did not think he was that good yet. He still had a long way to go before he could best an Elf.
“Thank you, Luke. I appreciate your encouragement, but maybe you need to have your eyes checked. Are you sure you can still see clearly without your glasses?”
Back on Earth, Luke had worn glasses to correct his short-sightedness. The glasses were lost when they came through the Gate to Elveron, but Luke did not need them anymore, able to see perfectly well without them. That had not stopped Jasmin from making fun of him every time she disagreed with him about something, reminding him that he could not really judge as he was missing his glasses.
“Oh, Dad, not you too,” Luke laughed.
Aaron gave him a brief hug. He had never been this close to his children before and he loved it.
“Good night, Son,” he said.
“Good night, Dad.”
 

 
Somas’ death had been difficult for her. It was days before she was able to pull herself out of her depression. But, in the end, his death had reminded her of what they were fighting for and she remembered the feeling she had when she gave that speech during the memorial at Thala Yll. It was her duty to protect her people and she now knew that she would not be able to save every single one, but she could protect her people as a whole.
Things were suddenly so clear and, with this clarity, her confidence grew. There were strengths within her she still had to discover, but now she was no longer afraid to try.
Somas’ return and death had upset not just her; his ominous statement that the Vampyres were coming had brought forth frantic activity from all leaders and the armies were now scrambling to come together.
What they really needed was concrete information. All the hunting of Vampyres within Grildor had led to nothing and Somas had died in his quest for information. Blaid had not returned from whatever it was he was hunting and she could not expect any help from him. So now it was her turn to do something for her people.
She had to bide her time. She was being watched; closely. Ever since the incident with Blaid in the forest the security around her had been tight, but after Somas’ death and her reaction to it, her family and friends had stepped it up another notch and made sure she was never alone. Strangely, she didn’t mind, she enjoyed the company. She also realised that spending so much time with everyone not only gave her strength, but she was also able to access information she would not have been privy to hiding in Silas’ cave. Teaching Jasmin and helping her control her magic added to Maia’s confidence and opened her eyes to untapped powers of her own.
Every day she looked out for her opportunity. Time was not a luxury she had, but she had to get the timing right. All armies marching from their cities had been diverted straight to Greystone and the first should reach it within the next few days. The army of Tarron Heights, as well as Shadow Hall’s advance guard, was already encamped there. She had to act as soon as possible.
Making her preparations over the next few days was difficult, as neither Riker nor Rothea ever left her side. She had never had to be this secretive and had not realised how hard it was. But she was determined to follow through with her plan; it could prove the difference between life and death.
Finally, during the first Quarter of Bright Moon, she made her move. It was the middle of the night. Rothea was asleep on her cot in Maia’s room. Riker was on night duty, sitting around the fire in the common room. Her parents were asleep in their room and Jaik was away on another mission. This was her chance.
As quietly as possible she rose from her bed. She wore only light under clothes, but she had made her preparations. She tiptoed to the open window and climbed through it. It was a leap of about four strides down to the nearest branch. She balanced at the edge of the window and then pushed herself off. The branch dipped and creaked as she landed, but then all was still again. She stood there for a moment, listening. Nothing moved. With her arms outstretched, she walked along the branch until she reached a fork. There she stopped and retrieved the pack she stashed there two days before. It contained her boots, battle leathers and weapons. Quickly she dressed, balancing precariously on the narrow branch as she pulled on her boots. And then she was ready.
Quietly jumping from branch to branch, she eventually reached the ground. Hiding behind the trunk of the tree, she looked around for the Night Watch. They patrolled every path, every night; her father was leaving nothing to chance.
She sent a brief nudge to Midnight to let him know she was ready and for him to wait for her by the mighty oak where the rivers joined. She did not want him to land too close to the city and arouse suspicion. Convincing Midnight of the wisdom of her decision had taken some time, but he believed in her and, although he did not like it, conceded it might be necessary.
Now she closed her eyes and channelled her energy. They had practiced this, but it was not something she had completely mastered. Bending the air around her to make her invisible was the easy part and, almost immediately, she was gone from sight. She felt the dizziness set in as her body disappeared and she seemed to be floating in mid-air. Walking was difficult, but she had a few miles to go to the tree and she hoped this would be practice enough. Carefully she took her first step and immediately tripped. She gasped, caught herself and carried on; it was going to be a long walk.
The other issue she had was hearing. She did the magic so well, it muffled all sounds. It had become a little better and she was now able to pick up some sounds, but not enough to warn her of the silent approach of the Night Watch that had just turned the corner down her path. She stopped and held her breath as he walked past her. He was so close she could have reached out and touched him.
Carefully she continued. Hearing was a problem for what she intended to do; she needed information and for that she needed to hear. As she walked, she concentrated on thinning the air marginally to allow sounds to penetrate the barrier. It kept her occupied the entire way and before she realised it she had reached the tree. Midnight was alert, awaiting her approach, but he had not noticed her. She sent him a mental image of where she was and he lowered his head, huffing out a cloud of smoke. It coiled around her for a moment, highlighting the spot where she stood and she made a mental note of it; something like this could prove fatal where she was going.
Midnight lowered himself and she ran up his leg, before settling in the crook of his neck. Without waiting for further instructions, Midnight rose into the air with a few powerful strokes of his wings. Buffeted, she had to concentrate to keep herself cloaked in invisibility.
Midnight flew straight and it was not long before they reached Menandril Fields. She had chosen this spot as Midnight could safely land behind the little forest without being spotted by any of the men already at Greystone. From here, it was only about an hour’s walk to the stones and, thanking Midnight, she set off. His thoughts of concern and encouragement followed her.
Soon she reached the first camps. She was surprised at how many had already encamped around Greystone and carefully picked her way past tents, camp fires, watchmen and horses. It was another half hour before she reached the stones and there she found that a perimeter fence had been set around the circle. She walked around it, looking for a way in. The fence was made from wire and she could have easily climbed it, but it had bells attached and she suspected even the slightest tinkle would alert the men.
She contemplated for a while and then tried something she had never done before. She already had a cushion of air around her, so now she channelled more of it towards her feet, hoping that it might lift her. At first, nothing happened, then she started to wobble. She lost her concentration and almost fell. Breathing harder, she steadied herself before trying again. This time she tried to keep the concentration of air constant on all sides and just increased the pressure at the bottom. She was sweating, even in the cool of the night, but soon she hovered steadily above the ground.
The feeling was even stranger than walking without seeing your feet and it took all her concentration. She increased the pressure marginally and she rose higher. She milled her arms as she wobbled again, but then she was steady and rising. She tried to judge where her feet were as she reached the top of the fence, but lifted her legs for good measure. Soon she was on the other side and carefully she lowered herself to not make a noise when she landed.
This was it; she was in the circle of stones; there was no going back now. Once she activated the energy to take her to Naylera, the men around her would know someone went through the Gate, but by then it would be too late.
She stood at the centre and closed her eyes. She had never been to Naylera and did not know what awaited her on the other side, but she was determined to follow through with her plan. She called forth the energy, concentrating on her destination, and the last thing she heard before the energy took her was the alarm that went through the camp.
 

 
He spent days spying on the camp and gathering as much information as he could. He was ready to kill them all, Elves included. They were scum to plan such atrocities as he had heard mention here and it made him sick that his own kind could conceive of such things. There was a total of twenty-nine Elves allied with the forty-three Vampyres in this stronghold. They were biding their time, waiting for a signal that was to come sometime in the near future, but Blaid had as yet to determine that date.
But he had learned enough to be worried. This was not the only stronghold. There was a total of five around Grildor and he believed this particular one to be the smallest. The bigger ones were situated closer to Greystone, with the largest hiding within the dark forest where he had rescued Maia last year.
One of the main missions of this stronghold was to take out as many military personnel as possible, which was why the delegation from Stoneloft had been completely wiped out. Another group had been in charge of killing Maia and he now realised that most of the Vampyres he had been following earlier in the year were of this group. As their mission had failed, an unnamed man had volunteered to take the matter into his own hands and it was this mystery man that Blaid had followed to Shadow Hall. He now wondered if it had been wise to leave Maia.
This group waiting for their signal to strike within this region, waited for reinforcements as well. Their time frame was, as yet, unknown to Blaid. The groups on the other side of the lake had already received most of their reinforcements, but were awaiting the arrival of the Vampyres’ main army. Even that was still some time away, as far as he could tell.
What worried him most was the detailed plan of attack the Vampyres had devised. Although there were some holes in the information he had been able to gather, it was clear that the Vampyres planned to attack on multiple fronts. The last war had been centred around Greystone, with the Vampyre army coming through in three consecutive waves. This time, they had been slowly amassing their numbers within Grildor for Moons in advance and, once the main army came through the Gate, the smaller forces would attack from the rear.
There was also talk of a new weapon, as well as a new breed of soldier. Werewolves were to be used again, but one of the Generals had expressed concern about the number of animals that were able to travel. Blaid assumed he was talking about bringing the Werewolves through the gate. Transporting animals was impossible … unless they had the ability to travel on their own. In his mind, he reassessed the creatures he had hunted. They were cunning and fierce and often managed to elude him, but they had never tried to communicate, so he was unaware of their mental capabilities. To the eye, they simply looked like brute beasts and it was easy to assume they were just dumb creatures.
He had to get back to Shadow Hall and get word to Lord Longshadow. He had been here too long already, but he could not let this group of Vampyres and traitors live and carry out their missions. They had to be eliminated.
The group was well armed and always alert. It had so far taken all his skill not to be discovered. To attack alone was foolish, but he felt a rage building within him that he struggled to control. To let them live might mean death to the people of the Crystal Mountains, to try to kill them might mean his own death. The choice was clear.
He waited until nightfall. The Vampyres didn’t sleep, but often rested when they were not on duty. His first priority was to take out the night guards around the camp. He decided he would not be able to sneak up on all of them and kill them silently while in his wolf form. He had memorized their routine positions and now, having acquired a knife from one of the supply tents, he summoned his shadow travel.
He landed precisely behind his first victim and without hesitation cut his throat. The Vampyre slid silently to the ground. Then he concentrated on the next position. As he materialized again, he saw that this guard had wandered off to the right and he had to run up from behind to avoid detection and the Vampyre raising the alarm. Again, his knife spilled the life blood of the Vampyre and he eased him down. They would eventually be discovered, but by then it would be too late.
His next position held two guards, he knew, but it did not deter him. They only had a brief moment of surprise as the black smoke formed between them and then his knife had already done its work. One of them fell to the ground, the other toppled off the cliff.
The next two were Elves and, although he did not hesitate, he felt the bile rise to his throat at having to kill his own. He vented his frustration on his next four victims and then stood, barely breathing harder, on one of the vantage points overlooking the camp.
He had successfully managed to kill all the guards on the high cliffs around the camp without arousing suspicion. He knew there were more guards closer to the bridge, but they would not interfere with the work he had to do here.
Down in the camp nothing had changed. Most of them sat around their fires, talking, drinking, playing their strange stone games. Five of them patrolled the perimeter of the camp and it was those he targeted next. He managed to kill three of them without any noise before the fourth yelled out in surprise as Blaid slit his companion’s throat.
Quickly he silenced him with a well-placed cut, but it was too late; the Vampyres were now aware of his presence. Immediately the warning went through the camp. Everyone drew their weapons and converged on where he stood. Blaid only had a moment to size up the situation before they were upon him.
Armed with only his small knife, even he was no match for what he now faced. Shadow travelling between them he managed to kill another few, before he himself received his first cut. Blood streamed down his right arm and, before he managed to vanish into smoke again, he got stabbed in the side by a spear.
He screamed pain and rage and without thinking transformed into the wolf. With his shaggy black fur flying and his large teeth bared, he ripped into the nearest Vampyre. He was vaguely aware of some of the Elves stepping away as they realised what he was, but they soon rejoined the fight.
Now it was tooth and claw against bare metal. They came at him with swords and spears, arrows, and axes. The world dissolved into twirling red mist as his blood sprayed in all directions. He tasted the Vampyres’ rancid flesh and the sweet blood of the Elves and, in that moment, it was all the same to him. It was not about survival, but simply about how many of them he could take with him into death. He knew not for how long he fought or how many he killed; there always seemed to be another to take the place of the one who came before him.
The pain of his injuries dulled his senses and he lashed out blindly towards the end. Finally, he felt pain no longer and his vision dimmed as the loss of blood made it impossible for him to remain on his feet. His legs gave way beneath him and the last thing he saw before the darkness took him was a Vampyre running towards him with a sword aimed at his heart.
 

 
Maia staggered as she landed within the circle of black stones. The first thing she noticed was the lack of air. She gasped as she tried to hold on to the bubble of air that surrounded her and protected her with invisibility. She cursed herself for not having accounted for this. She had learned that the composition of air on Naylera was different from Elveron. There was less oxygen, more carbon dioxide and some other gasses her body was unaccustomed to. She stood there for what seemed like ages as she struggled to maintain, not only her invisibility, but also her composure.
All around her there was activity. It seemed that the Vampyres had erected some kind of shelter over the stones and it was acting as a base from which they operated. At first, she was afraid that they would noticed her arrival, but as she stood there, she realised that others were arriving too. Three other Vampyres arrived within minutes of her arrival, so she had aroused no suspicion. She contemplated this for a short while, wondering where these Vampyres were coming from, but then pushed the thought to the back of her mind; she had a job to do.
She waited a short while longer before she dared to move. The inner circle was cleared for the arrivals, but within the second circle were crates with weapons, boxes of armour and even some elven clothes. Only one side had remained clear of all items and Maia assumed that that was where the army was supposed to file through the stones to travel to Elveron.
The outer circle was furnished in much the same way; caches of weapons, armour and clothing. Vampyres were inventorying the crates and making notes. Carefully she stepped past them and finally reached the canvas wall of the immense shelter erected over the stones. She waited by the entrance until a Vampyre lifted the flap to exit. Ducking down low she followed him out unnoticed.
Outside, the air was worse. The air around her wavered dangerously before she managed to get it under control again. She had not realised how bad the air on Naylera was. Vampyres did not need to breathe often, needing little oxygen to survive. It must have been an adaptation in their development due to the nature of their planet.
Naylera was the planet of volcanoes; it was home to more than ten times the number of volcanoes than on any other planet. Frequent eruptions made at least half the planet uninhabitable and had contributed to the composition of the gases in the air.
Nevertheless, the Vampyres had once been a thriving people. Trade between Naylera and the other planets used to flourish, but it was a long time ago. Dwindling resources must have been the trigger that had driven the Vampyres to their now violent lifestyles. Vampyres had always had a taste for blood but, many thousands of years ago, it had been more of a ritualistic habit and not for sustenance. Sometime during the last millennium this changed and they became complete carnivores. Maia shuddered at the thought of what these creatures ate.
Standing outside the tent over the stones and in the middle of their military activity, she looked around and realised they were anything but animals. There was order and a strict hierarchy seemed to be in place. Although she did not understand their language well, the tone with which higher ranking members were addressed left no doubt as to their status. Orders were given and followed with alacrity.
Tentatively she stepped away from the tent. The activity around her frightened her and she used all her will power to remain calm; if she were to lose concentration, she would be discovered. She had seen what they did to Somas and had no intention of ending up like him.
The ground beneath her feet was red; rocks and sand without any vegetation. It could have been from the constant activity around the gate but she knew that nothing could grow in this rocky soil even if there was no one here to trample it. Besides the faint glow of the Vampyres’ Eläm and the somewhat stronger glow of the Werewolves around her, she did not pick up any Life-Forces for miles in either direction.
Carefully she wound her way between the crates and equipment scattered around the stones. She noticed another tent-like structure about half a mile away and hoped it would be something like a base for the Generals to conduct their planning.
The terrain here was much the same as on Elveron; gently rolling hills with mountains in the distance, but the vista could not have been more different. There was a faint red glow that saturated everything and even the mountains were tinged in red. Smoke on the horizon and an awful grey sky hid the sun so well she did not know what time of day it was.
Time on Naylera moved much the same as on Elveron. If she spent three days here, she’d be gone from Elveron for roughly two days. So it mattered little what time it was right now, but she somehow felt adrift not being aware of the time of day. She took a steadying breath and carried on.
At one point, she passed a group of tethered Werewolves. They were of the larger, stronger kind and looked well cared for. They rested with their muzzles on their outstretched paws, but as she walked by all five of them lifted their heads and lifted their noses in her direction. She felt their eyes follow her as she walked by, but none rose to challenge her.
Finally, she reached the tent. There was little activity around here and she wondered if she had guessed right. She waited for a short while, but when no one seemed to be entering or leaving the tent, she eventually lifted the tent flap and quickly slipped in. The tent was completely deserted. In the centre stood a large table with papers on it and the rest of the tent was packed full with crates and other items. She was about to leave again when something made her approach the table.
She inhaled a sharp breath and almost coughed as she accidentally sucked in some of Naylera’s air when she beheld the map spread open on the table. It was a large map, showing not only Grildor, but its neighbouring countries as well. Clearly marked on this map was Greystone, as well as all the larger cities of Grildor. Certain spots along the Trade Route had been marked with large X’s and strange symbols decorated other areas within some mountains and forests. There were too many for her to remember them all, but the one just behind Shadow Peak made her skin crawl.
Quickly she rifled through the other papers on the desk, hoping to unearth some plan of attack or other information, but the only things she found were more maps. Some detailed maps of the cities, others general maps of the northern hemisphere of Elveron. Maia wondered where the Vampyres had obtained these maps. To steal one map was entirely possible, but there was a whole collection of important maps on this table and she suspected someone had given these to the Vampyres. The thought that there was, indeed, a traitor among the Elves sickened her.
Carefully she peeked through the flap of the tent. She waited for a lone Vampyre to pass and then quickly slipped through. Once outside she surveyed the area. The base of operation the Vampyres had erected around the Gate was fairly large; about a square mile. But, besides the tent she had just been in and the larger one that had been erected over the stones, the only items she could see in either direction were crates of equipment, provisions, and strange machines of war. She took careful notice of these so she could explain them to her father when she got back.
She stood there a while longer, monitoring the Vampyres’ movements. Most were busy carrying boxes or inventorying items, but some were going to and fro on what seemed to be a well-trodden path just to the east of where she stood. She decided to follow it.
Painfully aware that she was walking in the company of Vampyres, she concentrated hard on maintaining her invisibility. The Vampyres were completely unaware of her presence and only the odd Werewolf would briefly glance in her direction before losing interest again.
After about ten miles, a full military camp came into sight. The sheer vastness of it took her breath away. Thousands of tents, set up in neat rows, surrounded what was clearly the centre of operations; a large, solid structure, build out of red brick. This place was well guarded. A perimeter fence made of what looked like bone and wire surrounded the entire complex and guards were patrolling at regular intervals. The path she was on led to what she thought was the main entrance; a large gate where guards checked credentials of everyone that passed through it.
The path also curved around the complex in either direction and soon disappeared into the distance. She wondered if she should chance going through this main entrance or if there were smaller, less guarded options further along the perimeter fence.
By now she had been here a couple of hours and time was of the essence. She did not know how far away the next gate would be; if there was one at all. She made the decision to use the main entrance.
Carefully she approached. The guards here were of the smaller kind of Vampyres, but they were alert and each had a Werewolf companion. Maia waited for a group of three Vampyres to approach the gate. The guards immediately took their credentials, while the Werewolves investigated with their noses. Two were finished and were ushered through the gate. Maia sneaked closer to the remaining Vampyre. One of the Werewolves growled and his guard began to question the Vampyre immediately. Soon they were surrounded by three guards with their Werewolves and not only were the Werewolves growling, but the guards were shouting and the unfortunate Vampyre was trying his best to explain why the Werewolves were reacting to him this way.
Sensing that this was not going to end well, Maia concentrated harder on hiding not only her Eläm, but also her scent. It proved difficult and by the time she had managed it, the guards were ready to arrest the suspect Vampyre. Then, the Werewolves suddenly backed down and, after another moment, the tension eased. The guards spoke another couple of words to the Vampyre Maia used as her shield, but then let him pass through the gate.
She walked quickly away from the gate and only once it was out of sight did she slow down and then lean against a large crate made from that strange material Maia had seen the Vampyres use on their armour. She knew it was not very fire proof, but it was otherwise strong and durable. As she looked around, she noticed at least twenty of the crates were stacked here. There were tiny slits between the planks, but it was too dark inside to see what they contained. She did not rest there for long; the smell coming from the crate made her nauseous. She had a bad feeling and did not want to know what they contained.
She walked among the bustling army camp for what seemed like hours. She noticed how many of the thousands of tents were unoccupied, which led her to believe that the main force of the army had not arrived yet. But the camp was ready to receive them and they were expecting them soon. There were Generals and soldiers everywhere and her main problem was not being sniffed out by the Werewolves, but the danger of being bumped into. The closer she came to the brick compound, the busier it became.
Weaving her way between Vampyres on errands, guards on duty and Generals walking their hounds, Maia finally reached the red building. Up close, the structure was a lot bigger than she had thought; at least twice the size of the Hall of the Guardians. The huge doors were made entirely of bones and, although the sight sickened her, she had to admire the artist who put it together. The bones were arranged in such intricate patterns and placed with such care that the final pictures were, not only clearly visible, but had depth and emotion. The images depicted scenes of disaster, famine, war and struggle, and Maia finally understood fully why the Vampyres wanted Elveron. Naylera was dying and the Vampyres needed a new home to call their own.
Feeling saddened, she waited until the doors opened and then slipped through to the interior. Inside was a warren of passages and she was at first at a loss of where to go. The Vampyres hurrying left and right did not give any indication of who they were or where they were going and she was about to follow a random General, when she noticed a small sign along the far wall. Her Nayleran was sketchy at best, only having studied it for a short period when she was younger, but the sign clearly pointed to the War Council.
Carefully taking a breath, she stepped along the right hallway. It was strangely still within the building and even the footfalls of the Vampyres were muffled by the floorboards of the building. They were made from the same black material as the crates, but were softer, almost springy, underfoot. Although ugly, Maia found it pleasant to walk on.
She kept following the signs that read War Council and after a few left and right turns eventually came upon another set of doors. These were plain; the black material used as door frames and then covered with canvas. Maia noticed that the canvas used was of elven make and she thought back on the tents she saw outside. Had they also been of elven canvas? If so, then the Vampyres must have been collecting it and preparing for this war for many years and not just Moons.
Suddenly the hairs along the back of her neck stood on edge and she quickly pressed herself against the far wall as the doors to the room sprang open. Two big Generals stepped out, discussing something in loud voices. She briefly considered following them to gather what information she could, but then changed her mind. Quickly, before the doors closed again, she slipped inside and was immediately confronted with another four Generals staring at her with wicked grins on their faces.



 
“When?” His father spoke with quiet calm and everyone in the room cringed.
Jaik had never seen his father this angry. Never in all his years had Maia ever done anything so reckless and so dangerous and there was nothing he could do to help her.
“She left during the night. Midnight took her to Menandril Fields and she continued on foot from there. From what he has been willing to tell me, she went through the Gate shortly before the moons were at their highest.”
His father was silent then for a long while. Riker and Rothea stood with their heads bowed next to Jagaer’s desk, knowing they had failed him. Silas sat in one of the chairs, but his face was as pale as his robe. Malyn, nervously playing with the rope on her dress, paced behind his father. He did not know what to do; he had never seen his parents this distressed, or his father this helpless. So he stood, his arms held behind his back, and waited.
Malyn eventually broke the silence. “She will be all right.”
Everyone looked towards her. She had stopped pacing and stood perfectly still and confident at Jagaer’s desk, one hand resting reassuringly on his father’s arm.
“I know she never does anything without a good reason and I am confident in her abilities. She will be fine. Maia is strong in her magic. Isn’t that right, Silas?”
The old man cleared his throat. Jaik knew Maia had some trouble with the magic of Air and, as far as he knew, she had never fully mastered invisibility. She had other resources though and he hoped, whatever she employed, it would be enough to avoid detection. He watched as Silas battled for a moment with his answer, but then he looked straight into Jagaer’s eyes when he spoke.
“Yes, Maia is sufficiently proficient in her magic. She should have no difficulties while on Naylera.”
Lying was something Elves did not normally do; it was a social taboo; Jaik realised, in this case, it had been the wisest option. He watched as Malyn gave Silas a short nod. The old man visibly shrunk as Jagaer took his eyes off him.
“Very well,” his father said, “ready your horses and ride for the Gate within the hour. Unfortunately, I am needed here, but I want to be informed the moment she returns. And I want her brought to me at once.”
“Yes, Father,” Jaik replied.
“You may leave us now.”
Without looking up, Riker and Rothea exited the room. Jaik and Silas followed. Malyn stayed behind with Jagaer.
“I am sorry, Jaik,” Riker said as they left the building. “I never expected her to climb out of the window.”
“No, Riker, it is not your fault.” Jaik held up his hand to forestall Rothea’s comment. “Nor is it yours. I know my sister. No one can stop her when she has decided to do something.”
“I wish there was something we could do to help her,” Riker said with a sigh.
“There is not much we can do for her now,” Silas cut in. “She knows what she is doing, even if it is foolish. She has been studying and practicing every chance she had and I now realise that some of it was in preparation for such an event. Somas’ death was simply the push she needed.”
“Can you tell us honestly about her abilities with Air? Does she have the skills necessary for what she is doing?”
Silas was still for a moment and they all stopped walking to look at the old man.
“Air is tricky and, besides Somas, I know of few people who ever mastered it. Maia’s magic is strong, but she is lacking the experience and the training. So far, she has been able to disappear completely from view, but there are other factors to consider, such as smell, sight, sound and hiding one’s Eläm. Any of those could give her away, even if she stays completely invisible. Even environmental factors, such as wind, rain, dust, or snow could put her in danger. If you are asking me if she will be safe, then my answer would be no. What she is doing is definitely not safe, nor is Air magic one of her strong points. But Maia is resourceful and we can only hope that she returns to us safely.”
 

 
Blaid blinked as his vision returned to him. The morning was bright and the sunshine was warm on his naked body. He felt groggy and his muscles were stiff and slow to respond as he sat up. A dull ache pounded behind his temples.
Bewildered, he looked around. The last thing he remembered was fighting the Vampyres in their mountain stronghold. He remembered having killed almost half of them, including the Elves, when they finally overran him. As he beheld the scene around him, a completely different outcome came to light. Hazily, as if catching glimpses of a dream he could barely remember, he put together what had happened here last night.
All around him dismembered bodies were strewn across the camp site. The smell of blood was thick in the air and even his body was covered in it. Vaguely he now remembered being held by some Vampyres while others laid into him with spears and swords. Being close to death had triggered his self-defence response and it had made him change involuntarily. Then Death had taken over in what he called his black rage. The destruction around him spoke of a violence rarely seen. He now shuddered at the thought and was thankful he did not remember all of it. He was Death.
Carefully he rose and tenderly walked over to the nearest camp fire. He was so tired. The fire was out, but the pot of water hanging over it was still intact. He took it off the hook and then upended the pot over his head. He washed as much blood off his body as he could, so that he might examine his own injuries. Every movement hurt, but he was finally able to assess the damage. He had numerous puncture wounds, but they were not as bad or deep as he would have thought. He had numerous slashes across both thighs, a deep gash across his back, scrapes and bruises everywhere and a nasty welt on his head.
Feeling slightly dizzy, he sat down on the log next to the fireplace. He must have lost a lot of blood if he was feeling like this. He was amazed he was still alive, given the extent of his injuries. The Prime within him must have taken over to preserve his life, but it was up to him now to maintain it.
First, he looked around for something to eat and was thankful to find travel bread and other items within the tents the Elves had occupied. He lit one of the fires and put some water to the boil. Then, whilst eating bread, he rummaged through the Elves’ possessions to see what he could find. There was not much, but he found chamomile tea, which he could use to clean his wounds. He also found garlic and honey, which he could combine to make a cream to apply to his wounds to prevent infection. Amongst the other edible items, he also discovered some marigold and if he drank a tincture of this it would help the body deal with fever and reduce inflammation.
He cursed his old master for making him study healing; it had never been his favourite subject. It was much easier to simply use one’s energy to heal something, but, in his current state, he simply did not have the energy required to heal his own wounds. Once the water was boiled, he steeped the chamomile and then let it cool so that he might wash himself with it. In a separate pot, he prepared the tincture of marigold. Digging through the various possessions strewn about he managed to find a small eating bowl and, after giving it a good clean, he set to crushing the garlic and then mixing it with the honey. He needed to get the quantities right; the honey would be soothing to his wounds, but too much garlic might make them burn.
Once everything was ready he decided that this might not be the safest place for him to rest and heal; another guard or someone else meant to join this group might be on their way even now and he did not want to be discovered in his weakened state. He rose again from his log and folded up one of the smaller tents and packed a bag with some utensils. He poured the marigold tincture into a flask and added it to the bag. 
Then he set to washing his body with the chamomile. The soothing liquid felt good on his open wounds and he took special care to wash any dirt out of them. The one on his back proved somewhat more difficult and he winced as he had to twist to reach it. Finally done and, having found clothes that might fit him, donned the garments so he would not freeze during the cold mountain night.
Dragging his loads behind him, he left the camp and climbed higher into the mountains; due north, away from the path they had taken to come here and away from the direction of Stoneloft. It took him over two hours to find a little cave where he felt safe enough and, utterly exhausted, he dropped the tent and his bag and sat against them. He should make a fire to ward off the cold, but he had no energy to gather wood. He felt his eyelids droop and he was soon asleep.
Shivering finally woke him. Day had turned to late afternoon and, while there was still light coming from the opening of the cave, the sun had set behind the mountains. His shivers were not just from the cold; he felt the fever within his veins and needed to act now.
He struggled to sit up; every part of his body stiff and every movement hurt. Gritting his teeth, he took the few steps to the opening of the cave and surveyed his surroundings. He was lucky that it was a much-forested mountain range and the dead lower branches of the pine trees would make good fire wood. With what strength he had left, he gathered as much wood as he could. Once he had the fire going, he spread out the tent to act as a sleeping roll and then set down the bag with the spare clothes as a pillow. Then he stripped naked. He drank some of the marigold and set to smearing his wounds with the honey and garlic. Stiff and sore as he was, it took a lot longer than he would have liked and he was sweating and weak by the time he was done.
He added more wood to the fire and, using his clothes as a blanket, lay down to rest. He was instantly asleep.
 

 
“Bah, he is stupid,” the Vampyre said, staring straight at Maia.
She stood there, holding her breath. But, as another replied and they all turned away from her, she realised they were talking about the two Generals that had just exited. Silently she let out the breath she had been holding and then carefully circled the room. The Vampyres had an argument, for the four still in the room kept discussing the subject. She thought these must be higher-born Generals for she was able to understand them better than the others she had overheard outside; their speech was more refined, slower, and more pronounced.
She was startled to find that the argument was about her and her dragon. Carefully she listened to what they had to say.
“She is too dangerous,” the one with the red stripes on his shoulder said.
“Yes, she has … and more,” the tallest one of them replied.
Maia was frustrated that she was not able to understand every word, but she paid close attention; any information might yet save their lives.
“It can be overcome,” Red stripe said.
“Are you thinking of …?” the tall one asked.
“Yes,” the Vampyre with a helmet on his head said, grinning, “they are ready.”
All four of them laughed at this and Maia wondered what kind of weapon they might be talking about.
“He will not like it.” Red stripe laughed. “His fire will be useless.”
This weapon was to be used against Midnight and she hoped they would discuss the subject more so that she might prepare him for it, but the Generals then turned their attention to a table against the far wall and started discussing the movement of their forces. Again, Maia was not able to understand every word, but it was clear they were waiting for various regiments to arrive from different regions. She struggled to make sense of their numbers, unable to distinguish between one thousand and ten thousand but, after a while, Maia began to get a sense of their plan and how they intended to execute it. She listened to them for a long time and only when someone arrived to bring the Generals their food, did they stop discussing the coming war. Trapped within the room, she had to watch them consume what she thought might be cow meat. Although they looked to be prime cuts and were presented on plates, they were served raw and the blood dripping from the Vampyres mouths made her stomach turn.
When one of them finally excused himself and exited the room, she immediately took the chance and followed him out of the door.




 
Firestorm pranced nervously beneath him as they came closer to Greystone. Although she had come a long way in her training, she was a young horse and easily agitated, but she was brave and fierce nonetheless and they had become close; he would not want to choose a different horse to go into battle with.
He wondered where her agitation came from, but soon the others’ horses were prancing and snorting too and then they were able to hear it. A deafening roar split the air, followed by men shouting and horses whinnying. Looking towards Riker, who nodded, he nudged Firestorm into a gallop and they hastened up the last hill towards Greystone.
As they crested the hill, complete mayhem greeted them, and his hairs stood erect with a sense of premonition such as he had never felt before. Surely something must have happened to Maia for Midnight to be this angry.
For about a hundred strides in either direction around the circle, Midnight had flattened everything that had stood in his way. He had trampled tents, fires, weapons, and Jaik only hoped that none of the warriors had gotten in his way. Midnight was raging about around the circle, roaring, breathing fire and dangerously lashing out with his tail. Besides during the last war, Jaik had never seen Midnight look this dangerous.
“Easy now,” he said to Firestorm as he reined her in and signalled the others to a halt.
“What is going on here?” Riker asked breathlessly, trying hard to control his frightened mount.
“I don’t know, but it cannot be good,” Jaik replied between gritted teeth. “Let us see what we can find out. Rothea, would you mind seeing to the horses? Maybe you can find one of the Horse Masters to take them.”
“Yes, My Lord.”
Quickly Jaik and Riker dismounted and ran through the warren of tents encamped around the stones. They soon came upon one of the command tents, but it was empty. They carried on, getting closer to the circle of destruction, and were eventually met by Commander Willowbay of the Legion that had already taken up position around Greystone.
“Lord Longshadow, I am so pleased to see you,” the man said with obvious relief.
“How long has he been like this?” Jaik asked. 
“Not long, just a few minutes.”
“He did all of this in such a short time?” Jaik asked aghast.
“Yes, My Lord. Scared the horses witless. Some of them have run off. It is a wonder no one was injured.”
“Aye,” Jaik replied. “Let me see if I can talk to him.”
Slowly he stepped forward, reaching out to Midnight with his mind, but it was like punching through a brick wall with your bare fist; nothing could get through to him in this state. Jaik signalled Riker to stay back; he did not want to put anyone else in danger.
“Midnight,” He yelled as loudly as he could.
The dragon raged on, bellowing his frustration on the other side of the stones.
“Midnight!” Jaik called again.
With a roar that almost deafened him, Midnight finally acknowledged his presence. With one quick leap the dragon jumped the stones and landed on the ground about fifty strides away from Jaik. Immediately that feeling of premonition returned to Jaik and he only had a fraction of a moment to protect himself before he was engulfed in a torrent of dragon fire.
At the last moment Jaik shielded his eyes with his arms and then for a long moment the only thing he heard was the firestorm raging about him. He felt his energy drain as he fought against the fire and, in his mind, he screamed at Midnight to stop. It felt like hours before the fire finally abated and then, utterly exhausted, he sank to the ground.
He-Of-Unshakable-Courage deserving of name!
Jaik heard respect in Midnight’s thoughts, but also shame; Midnight had not meant to harm him and was relieved that Jaik had been able to protect himself. Jaik himself was surprised, as his magic was limited to Earth and Water. Never before had he been able to control Fire.
Shakily he rose to his feet and immediately Riker was by his side.
“Are you all right, My Lord?”
“Yes, Riker, Midnight did not intend to hurt me.”
Jaik and Riker looked up at the dragon as he carefully settled on the ground, his spikes along the ridge of his back flattening slightly. A curl of smoke still rose from his nostril, but it was clear the dragon had finally calmed down.
“You have made quite a mess, Midnight.” Jaik spoke aloud, knowing the dragon would understand his thoughts, but wanting the people around him to know that he was trying to find out what was going on. “Why are you so upset?”
There was a moment’s pause as Midnight explained to Jaik.
“I see,” he replied, “so she should have been back already?”
Again, Jaik waited for the dragon to relay his thoughts.
“Thank you, Midnight. I am sure she will return to us shortly.”
The dragon rumbled dangerously and those that had dared come a closer retreated to safety.
Turning to Riker, Jaik said: “Maia told Midnight she should not be longer than a day. He is unsure if she meant a day on Elveron or a day on Naylera, but he is worried about her. He has no connection with her while she is there and it is driving him mad to know that she might be in danger. He was even considering going through the Gate himself to search for her.”
“He can do that?” Riker asked, astounded.
“I believe so,” Jaik said. “But he did not want to jeopardise her mission. He apologises for the destruction he has caused.” Jaik added as Commander Willowbay joined them.
“Yes,” Calemir Willowbay said, “but it is understandable. If it pleases the dragon I might ask my men to rectify the damage?”
“You may go ahead,” Jaik assured him and Commander Willowbay turned to give his orders.
“I suppose the only thing we can do now is wait,” Riker said.
“Let us hope it will not be for too long.”
 

 
Retracing her steps back to the Gate proved more difficult than she expected. Someone had brought in a pack of Werewolves during the time she was inside and the beasts were given free rein within the compound.
It was dark by the time she finally reached the gate of the compound and she only narrowly escaped her last encounter with a Werewolf that tracked her for at least half a mile. In the end, she had to kill it so it would not give her away. She had not wanted to stab it - its death would raise alarm - instead she had cut off the animal’s supply of oxygen. It took more energy from her than she would have liked and, as the animal in general did not need a lot of oxygen to breathe, the process had taken a lot longer than expected. She had felt terrible.
Now she stood in front of the closed gates, still feeling weak from her exertion, and had no way to get out. She wondered if she could climb the fence; even though it was made from bone and wire, the fence looked sturdy, but was at least twice as tall as her. Besides the guards at the gate, there were now night guards patrolling along the edges of the fence.
Tiredly she sat down behind a tent. It was dark here and even the smoky torches scattered around the compound did not brighten the night. The temptation to close her eyes was strong, but she did not want to fall asleep. It took all her willpower to remain awake and watch the gate, but it was hours before eventually a group of Vampyres dragging a crate on rollers pulled up to the gate and asked to be allowed to enter.
Carefully she rose from her position and fortified the bubble around her; the Werewolves by the gate had sniffed her out before. Then the gate was opened wide and the unwieldy crate rolled on through. Squeezing between the crate and the gate post, she slipped through unnoticed and was running before they had even closed the gate.
Her tired legs and painful lungs protested wildly as she jogged the ten miles or so back to the stones. She did not know what the Vampyres called their Gate, but did not want to think of it as Greystone. Besides, the stones on this side were black and almost looked like obsidian, just rougher.
She eventually reached the area around the stones and carefully picked her way between the crates and equipment stored around it. Here, security was not as tight as around the compound and she managed to get within the circle almost unchallenged. Only once did a Werewolf lift his head to look in her direction as she tip-toed past his resting place around the fire.
Within the tent-like structure surrounding the stones, she was faced with a more difficult problem. No one was arriving at the stones, which would have masked her leaving. She waited for another long while, but nothing happened. She considered waiting until the morning, hoping traffic might then resume.
She wondered how the Vampyres that had arrived close to her arrival here managed to get past the army already encamped around Greystone. Did they also have magic and were able to manipulate the air around them? How had her troops not noticed that Vampyres were using their Gate to return to Naylera? She was baffled by these questions and decided to address them as soon as she returned.
As she waited, she felt her energy levels dip dangerously; she would not hold her bubble for much longer. She had to leave now. There was no one else within the structure and she hoped that the canvas surrounding the stones would muffle the effects of her departure. Nevertheless, she took extra care as she summoned the energy and tried to keep its effects to a minimum. It took all her remaining strength to concentrate, not only on summoning the Gate, but also to dampen the sound and light of departure, as well as maintaining her bubble.
The last thing she saw before the energy took her away was only a slight flicker in the air around her; no blast radius of energy, no sound.
This is how they do it, she thought before everything went dark.
 
“Maia.”
Her limbs felt like lead and she was so tired, but she was warm and she felt completely safe cradled in his arms.
“Can you hear me? Open your eyes,” he said gently.
“Mm.”
She just wanted to sleep; she had spent the last of her energy on coming through the Gate and now that she knew she was safe, there was nothing else that mattered.
“Please, my love, open your eyes.”
Suddenly her heart beat a little faster. Who would address her so? Her thoughts immediately turned to Blaid, but she dismissed the thought as she concentrated on the Eläm around her. She was startled to find Riker held her in his lap, with Jaik and Rothea standing protectively over them. She felt Midnight pacing back and forth on the other side of the stones and the multitude of warriors beyond him.
Wearily she opened her eyes and looked upon Riker’s beautiful face. The relief she saw in it almost brought tears to her eyes. Her heart skipped a beat as her body reacted to the love emanating from the man holding her. She gasped.
“There,” he said with such tenderness, “it will be all right now.” He held her close.
She was too tired to resist and his strong arms around her did feel good. But it wasn’t long before Jaik cleared his throat, indicating that Riker had done enough and was now overstepping his boundaries. Obediently Riker assisted Maia to her feet and then handed her over to Jaik, who immediately took her into his arms so she would not collapse.
“Come,” he said, “first you need to rest and then you can tell us everything that happened.”
Rothea stepped up on Maia’s other side and with an encouraging smile draped Maia’s arm around her shoulder to help her walk.
“You gave us quite a scare, My Lady. I am glad you are all right.” Rothea said.
They briefly stopped on the open ground past the last ring of stones and Midnight came over to greet her. She leant against his great muzzle and whispered an apology; she could feel the turmoil within him and she was vaguely aware of the destruction around her. Then Jaik and Rothea took her away and led her to a tent.
Inside, someone had made a bed with blankets and cushions and she also noticed medicinal supplies laid out. No doubt these had been put there for in case she returned injured. As it was, she only felt tired and was thankful to sink into the soft comfort of the bed. Riker brought her a cup with water and Rothea assisted her as she took a few small sips. Then she lay back and with the soothing tones of her brother and friends conversing softly she drifted off into a deep sleep.
 

 
He was upset. It was going from bad to worse. Although they had some successes, matters were not going as planned and he was becoming restless. He needed to push on and take action before someone else did something foolish. He played with the ring on his finger and the symbols on it glowed briefly, giving him hope. He needed to make a decision, but the current situation presented so many problems that he was unsure of how to proceed.
He had done well alone up until now and sometimes he wished it could remain this way, but he knew he had to join them soon and he could not remain here for much longer. There was only one more thing he had to do before he left though, but the object of his desire was missing. There was nothing he could do about it but wait, even if it put him in danger.
Word had come from the east that their forces would arrive within the next half Moon. They would join with those already present and then make their way here. Those from the south had been delayed and it was there he was needed. Getting there was no problem; leaving here was the real issue.
He sighed; he finished writing his messages and then sent them off. He had stated his intentions to everyone involved and they would be expecting him to follow through. He just hoped it left him with enough time to do what he had come here to do.
Returning to his quarters, he took off his black cloak and sat by the window, staring out into the darkness. How his life had changed. He marvelled at what he had accomplished and he could not wait for the rewards promised. It would not be long now. He would be rich and he would be Master and everything would change.
 

 
He watched the dust motes stir in the air with every breath he exhaled. He had only just woken up and was still trying to make sense of his situation. Finally, it all came back to him; the fight with the Vampyres and Elves in the stronghold, finding a hiding place and trying to heal his injuries. He sat up quickly. He winced as the scabs of his wounds pulled on his skin, but they held. Shaking off the clothes he had covered himself with, he examined his body. For how long had he been asleep? By the look of his wounds at least two to three days, maybe even longer. They were all clean and covered by healthy scabs; there was no inflammation or redness. His muscles protested as he rose to get dressed, but it was stiffness from being stationary for so long. The stiffness soon left his limbs as he went outside to gather fire wood. It was late afternoon on a mild day and he lingered a while in the late sunlight.
Before he went back into his cave, he scanned his surroundings. He detected no Life-Forces except those of the animals of the mountains and some birds that still hovered over the place where the stronghold had been. No doubt the crows and other carrion birds had already made a meal out of his kills and he was sure the rest would have been taken by the Mountain Wolves. He hoped they had made a good job of it and there would not be much evidence left of the destruction.
He built up his fire and heated water for tea. He had not eaten or had anything to drink for at least two days. He rummaged through the provisions stolen from the stronghold and contented himself with dried meat and travel bread. He drank cold water from the flask and once the water over the fire had boiled, made himself some tea. Chamomile was the only one he had, but it was as good to consume as it was to wash his wounds.
He felt stronger now, his wounds were healing and the food renewed his energy levels. It was too late to leave tonight, but he would be on his way in the morning. He had learned a lot about the plans of the Vampyres and he needed to get back to Shadow Hall to give his report. He doubted that Lord Longshadow would be happy to see him, but the information was important and might essentially save thousands of lives.
He also hoped it would garner him some favour with the lord and would finally allow him access to Maia. She was constantly on his mind and he did not feel complete without her. Thinking about her now reminded him of the danger she was in back home and he hoped that Midnight and the people around her would keep her safe. He consoled himself with the fact that those people loved her almost as much as he did and he was sure they would not let any harm come to her.
Banking the fire, he then lay down to sleep. He needed more rest.
A sound woke him and he was startled to see that it was already morning. It was still dark outside, but the unmistakable glow of the sun grew stronger even as he rose to investigate the noise.
Silently he crept to the opening of the cave and peered out. Everything was quiet now and he did not see anything. Then he heard it again; a faint clink of metal against metal. He scanned the surroundings and managed to pick up faint Eläm somewhat down the slope from his cave.
Quickly he packed the bag with the meagre belongings he had managed to scavenge and followed the faint sounds. He had to climb steep cliffs to reach the path trodden by many feet and the smell that remained in the air left no doubt as to who came before him; Vampyres, hundreds of them.
He followed them and was surprised by their slow progress. The end of the column eventually came into view; Vampyres walking two abreast on the narrow path; but he was unable to make out the head of the column with the twisting turns of the path through the mountain. By their tracks and their smell, he estimated there to be at least eight hundred. Blaid assumed that these were the reinforcements the Generals at the stronghold had been waiting for.
These Vampyres looked like they had been marching for a long time. Even with their superior strength and speed, they appeared almost at strength’s end. All carried full armour, plus additional equipment. He wondered where they came from. He considered the Gate in the east, but that was over five thousand miles away and he quickly dismissed it. Even the Gate somewhat south-east of Grildor was almost three thousand miles away and it seemed unlikely. The question puzzled him, but he pushed it to the back of his mind, for the column of Vampyres was on their way to the stronghold and they would surely find what was left of the massacre or, at the very least, a ransacked and abandoned camp.
Soon the column slowed and then stopped and there were some shouted commands before the column was on the move again. Blaid knew the leaders had now reached the stronghold and were surely investigating the scene. They would be on high alert, so he found a hiding place for his bag and clothes and changed into the wolf. It was the first time he had changed since his injuries and, although they were healing well, shifting form tore some of them open again. He whined quietly, but shook it off. His body would get used to it once he got moving.
He swung to his left and headed for higher ground. There was less vegetation higher up the mountain to shelter him, but there were many crags and caves he could hide in if necessary. The higher ground would also give him an advantage if it came to a fight and he would be able to see them coming.
Soon he had them in his sights again and, as suspected, the Vampyres had made camp in the old stronghold. It was difficult to see now exactly how much evidence was left to find with so many of them moving around in the camp site, but he hoped that in this case their numbers counted against them and their sheer multitude would trample evidence that would lead to him.
As the Vampyres erected their camp, the valley of the stronghold barely large enough to hold their number, Blaid found himself a position far away enough not to be detected, but close enough for his sharp wolf hearing to pick up sounds the Vampyres made.
This group, however, was not accompanied by Elves, and Blaid was not able to understand any of the commands given by the Generals. During his studies with his master he had chosen Dwarfish, all five dialects, as well as Meridian, the main language of Mer-Rom, and English, the main language of Earth. Nayleran would have been much more helpful right now.
It did not take him long to discover who the true Generals were and who was following orders. Only about one hundred of these Vampyre were what they had come to know as Generals; bigger, stronger, faster, and obviously higher ranking; the rest were mere foot soldiers.
These reinforcements were supposed to carry out a mission on this side of the lake, maybe even in and around Stoneloft. If he left now to return to Shadow Hall, he would leave the people on this side of the lake to whatever fate these Vampyres planned for them. He had to find out what they were planning and let the people of Stoneloft and the surrounding towns know. As far as he knew, the army of Stoneloft had already left for Greystone, which put the remaining people at risk. He could not leave now. The people needed to be warned and, if he had anything to do with it, the Vampyres had to be stopped before they could do damage.
With a low growl, he settled in for the night in a tight crevasse within the steep cliff above the camp and watched as the Vampyres went about their business. Slowly, a plan formed in the back of his mind.
 

 
Maia fretted about going to see her father all the way home. She expected him to be furious, rightly so, and she thought of the right words to tell him when they returned.
When she finally stood before him and he greeted her with deathly silence, she was at a loss for words. Only when her mother came running through the door and took her into her arms, tears streaming down her face, did Jagaer finally stir. He cleared his throat and sat down behind his large desk.
Malyn gave Maia one final hug and then retreated to the small sitting area at the back of the large room. Maia stood uncertain for a moment longer, but then Jaik took her elbow and guided her to one of the chairs in front of her father’s desk. He took a seat beside her.
“So,” Jagaer said, “you have returned. Deliver your report.”
Startled that he could be so cold, she looked at her brother for help.
“Go ahead,” Jaik encouraged.
“Um, they have a supply camp based around the stones,” she finally said.
“Yes,” her father said, “Somas mentioned this last time as well, but it was not well stocked.”
“Then that has changed. There are crates and crates of equipment stacked within half a square mile all around the stones. There are some items which look like they were manufactured on Naylera, such as the crates themselves, but the majority of all goods are elven.”
“Such as?”
“They have rolls of canvas, which they are mainly using for tents. There are piles of wood they are using to manufacture spears and arrows. I found boxes of elven clothes, weapons, armour and various metals. But the strangest thing I found within the supply camp was a large collection of maps. The largest one, a complete map of Grildor, has places marked on it. There were also detailed maps of our cities, as well as maps of neighbouring countries.”
“If I showed you a map, would you be able to mark the same places that you saw on that map?” her father asked, finally some animation on his face.
“Yes, Father.” she replied.
Jagaer nodded to someone standing by the door and Maia heard whoever it was leave.
“What else did you see?”
“There was not much else of use close to the Gate, so I followed their main path, which led me to a large, military camp.”
Her father narrowed his eyes for a moment and she heard a distinct intake of breath from her mother behind him.
“Go on.”
“The camp was fairly empty, with only a fraction of the tents occupied. But it was clear that they were expecting their troops soon, as everything was ready for them.”
“How many tents? What do you estimate their number to be once the camp is at capacity?”
Her father was clinical now, their Lord Regent, and Maia reminded herself to give him facts and numbers. That was what he needed.
“The area was very large and I was not able to see all of it, but it looked large enough to hold at least thirty thousand soldiers.”
Her father made a note on one of the papers in front of him.
“They are waiting for forces to arrive from the different cities around them. I struggled understanding their numbers, but I think they plan to attack within six to eight Quarters.”
Her father looked up in surprise.
“So, we have some time then?”
“That is what it seems like to me. Their forces are not yet together and they will not make a move until then. They are, however, already well-armed, with large caches of weapons. And I think they might have a secret weapon that they want to employ against the dragons, especially Midnight.” Maia took a quick breath; she wished she could have found out what this weapon was. “But they were also talking about forces already within Grildor and their strategic positions. I believe those positions to be the ones I saw on the map. And I think we might be underestimating the number of Vampyres already within our country. I might be wrong, but there might be as many as ten thousand already within our borders. The Generals were even talking about the Pyramid of Senza and I think that some of their army might be on their way here from there.”
“Senza is three thousand miles away. Why would they send their forces from there?” Jaik asked.
“The question is not why, but when,” her father replied. “It is probably already too late to warn the people of Senza and if there is a detachment of Vampyres coming from the south, then I expect them to arrive within our borders within the next few Quarters.”
Her father made more notes and then someone came with the map. Jaik assisted in rolling it out on the table and then pinning the corners under weights.
“Show me what you saw on their maps,” her father requested.
“The symbols with which the map was marked were unfamiliar to me and I do not know what they mean, but I can show you where they were placed.”
They spent about an hour pouring over the map and making notes. Maia pointed out all the places marked on the map and her father ordered for Scouts to be sent there immediately to find out if any Vampyres were indeed stationed there. Maia also explained how she had managed to enter and exit the Gate unnoticed and how she suspected that the Vampyres possessed the magic of Air, which allowed them to pass through Greystone without the forces stationed there being aware of it.
“This is good information, Maia,” her father said. “Finally, something we can work with. The remaining armies should arrive with us within the next Quarter or so, which gives us enough time to prepare and get our forces into position. And, if we can find the Vampyres’ hiding places, we might even be able to overrun those before they send their main army through Greystone.”
 

 
At the beginning of Fire Moon Maia contemplated the past few Quarters. Going to Naylera had enraged her father such as she had never seen. After she had given her official report and they had gone home, he berated her for what had seemed like hours. When Jaik dared intervene on her behalf, Jagaer had threatened to demote Jaik from rank of Commander if he did not know his place. It had been one of the worst nights in Maia’s life.
But the information was valuable and Jagaer had acted immediately. All forces arriving in their region were sent immediately to Greystone and the camps set around the Gate in strategic places. The Scouts managed to locate two places where small detachments of Vampyres had gathered and warriors were sent to eliminate them. They had been small groups; neither larger than thirty or so Vampyres, all without Werewolves; and their larger forces had still to be found.
Effectively under house arrest, Maia spent her time studying again. Silas was very interested in Maia’s new-found ability to control Air and they experimented with it until Maia was able to disappear and reappear without giving it much thought or energy. She was astounded by her own ability, but realised how useful this could prove in a fight. Riker, now more protective than ever, watched her progress with awe and Maia felt his admiration for her grow. She found it increasingly difficult to distance herself from him; his love for her so true that, despite herself, she felt herself respond to it.
Blaid’s absence was not making it any easier for her either, but at least now she knew how he felt for her and though he was not with her right now, she had hope that one day they would be able to be together. Until then she had to remain strong; for herself and for her people. Sometimes, though, this proved to be difficult too, as she was having dreams of him again. She usually woke up from them sweating and shivering; in her dreams he was always in danger. She hoped theses dreams were simply an indication of what was to come and not something that had already happened. It took all her will power to suppress her urge to go looking for him and instead concentrate on her training.
With the estimated arrival date of the Vampyres only a few Quarters away, activity within Shadow Hall increased. Jagaer had instructed that the city be fortified and the Builders and Carpenters were busy every day erecting, not only a perimeter fence, but also special gates, watch posts and attack points at all entrances to the city. Those that were to stay at Shadow Hall were given defence positions they were to man as soon as the rest of Shadow Hall’s fighting force left for Greystone.
Maia was surprised to learn that both Jasmin and Aaron would play an active part in the defence of the city. Jasmin, she knew, was an accomplished Hunter and her skill with the crossbow was known to all. Aaron she had only ever seen fight at the Spring Feast and, although he had won his class, his attempts had been feeble. When she decided to learn more about it, she found out that Aaron had been training for many Moons now and some of his sparring partners revealed how proficient he had become with the sword. Apparently, his abilities with the crossbow were improving too.
She was surprised by this and wanted to find out for herself. So, she decided to spend a day on the Sparring Grounds. On the pretext of practicing herself, she would be able to observe Aaron during training. She admitted that even she could now see the changes within him. He had always been tall, but now he had also built muscle and he moved with a litheness not unlike an Elf. His hair, no longer grey, but brown, had grown longer and he held it together in the back with a leather band. She had to admit it made him look almost handsome.
“Mind if I cut in?” Maia said, and the Elf Aaron had been sparring with bowed and then backed away with respect.
Aaron tilted his head at her and narrowed his eyes, but there was a slight smile on his face and she wondered what he was thinking. Drawing her sword, she took up position.
“My Lady,” Aaron said, and bowed.
Maia blinked; he did not usually address her so. She realised just a moment too late that it had been a ruse and within the blink of an eye his sword was by her throat. She raised an eyebrow at him and he laughed.
“I am sorry, My Lady, shall we start again?”
Stepping away from the reach of his sword, she took up position; he would not catch her out again. The mischievous twinkle in his eyes was infuriating her and she circled him carefully.
He feinted to the left and then thrust his sword at her. She deflected it with a sideways swipe, but was surprised at his speed. They circled again and again, swords clashing with increasing speed. He cut and thrust, she deflected and protected. Then it was her turn to attack and, although she did not use all her speed or strength, she was impressed by his ability to hold her off and parry her blows. She varied her thrusts and, even when she used some difficult advances, he managed to hold his own.
Finally, she smiled at him; she had toyed with him enough; and with a movement so quick that the eye was unable to follow, her sword was piercing the light, leather sparring armour, pointing directly at his heart.
With a grin, she stepped away from him and he theatrically rubbed the spot where she had stabbed him.
“You wound me, My Lady,” he said playfully.
“And you surprise me, Aaron. I had no idea how good your swordsmanship has become. I am impressed.”
He bowed. “Then I have accomplished my goal. It was a pleasure sparring with you. Maybe we could do it again sometime?”
“It would be my pleasure,” she replied, before she moved to re-join Riker and Rothea watching from the side-line.
Riker and Rothea discussed Aaron’s techniques on their way back, but Maia was silent. When had Aaron changed so much? How had she not noticed it? He was not only proficient with the sword, but his mannerisms were now more Elven than they were Human. Thinking back on their conversations over the past few Moons, she realised that his changes had not only been physical, but mental as well. His knowledge of Elveron and their lifestyle was commendable and she now realised she had enjoyed his company and his quick wit and knowledge. He had changed so much from the angry man she brought from Earth. She wondered if this was his true self finally coming back and if this was the man she had once fallen in love with during her stay on Earth.
Men, she thought.
There was only one she wanted, but could not have. Yet there were so many that loved her or wanted her and she did not know how to deal with them. First there was Riker, who she knew loved her from the bottom of his soul. Then there was Aaron, who loved her because she had been his wife Lisa on Earth. But she also knew that during the time they had been here, Aaron had fallen in love with the person she was here and, now that she did not try to shut him out anymore, his love for her was plain to see in his Eläm. And finally, there was Kanarel. He wanted her to cement the bond between their cities and, she suspected, for the status it would bring him. She felt nothing for him; he was weak, moody, and boring company.
“Where is Kanarel?” she suddenly asked, stopping dead in her tracks.
“He requested to return home to Braérn. He spoke to your father about it yesterday and I believe he left this morning. I think he wants to be as far from Greystone as possible when the time comes. He is a coward.” The derision in Riker’s voice was unmistakable.
“Why do you ask, My Lady?” Rothea looked at her questioningly.
“I don’t know,” Maia said, hesitating. “I was thinking about him now and there is something that does not quite add up. Just the thought of him makes my hair stand on end and, when I think of everything that happened over the past few Moons, there is something concerning Kanarel that bothers me. Come, let us seek out my brother. I would like to speak to him about it.”
 
They located Jaik an hour later and had to wait for him to finish his briefing with his Guard. During that time, Maia had time to sort through her thoughts and the picture was becoming clearer.
“What is it, Maia?” Jaik finally said as he led them to his desk, where they all took a seat.
“It is about Kanarel. I think he is the spy we have been looking for.”
Jaik gave a disbelieving snort. “Kanarel? I doubt it. He fears his own shadow. He left this morning to return home to the safety of his father’s house.”
“Yes, that is exactly why he is the perfect candidate. He had us all believe he is nobody to fear, that he is more of an annoyance to be avoided than an asset to rely on. But think back. Has he not attended every important meeting? Was he not present when the arrangements for the delegations that were murdered were made? In all the time he was here as an ambassador to Braérn he did nothing useful or of help. Can you account for his whereabouts whenever he was not at meetings or gatherings? Can you say for sure he did not have the opportunity to send messages about what he had learned at our meetings?”
Jaik watched her in silence for a moment. She could almost see his brain making the connection.
“Everything you say is true, but security has been very strict, especially with messages going in and out of Shadow Hall. It would have been difficult for anyone to get something out. Do you have proof for any of your assumptions?”
“You know I do not, Jaik,” she replied, “and I cannot tell you exactly how I know; it is simply something I feel is true. The longer I think about it, the more plausible it seems. I think we have underestimated him and because we did not want him around, we ignored his comings and goings for the most part. Then, while I was on Naylera, I noticed that certain items were marked with symbols that somehow seemed familiar, but I was unable to read. I dismissed it at first, but then when I thought about Kanarel, suddenly the symbols made sense. Have you never noticed the ring he wears? It carries the same symbols as I have seen on Naylera. Where would he have acquired such an item if not from the Vampyres themselves?”
“All right,” Jaik finally said, “I will discuss it with father and see what he thinks of this.”
“I want to go after him,” Maia said before Jaik could dismiss them. “Let me take some men. If he only left this morning, we should be able to catch up with him by tomorrow. We can question him and, if I am wrong, then he may return to Braérn. But if I am right, we will bring him back to Shadow Hall to receive his justice.”
“Maia, you know father does not want you out of the city again.”
“Have I not proven to be as much a warrior as anyone else here?” she countered.
“You have,” Jaik conceded.
“And I will not be going alone. Midnight will accompany us. Riker and Rothea will be with me and as many men as you can arrange to accompany us. Please, Jaik, I am certain I am right in my assumptions.”
“All right, I will speak to father and make the necessary arrangements. I will give you the best men I can spare. But it is too late for you to leave today. Prepare to leave at first light tomorrow.
 

 
He lost count of the days he had tracked the movements of the Vampyre army, but he could not afford to let them out of his sight. During this time, he managed to make contact with a small settlement further down the slope of the mountain and, although it had taken him a while to convince them he meant them no harm, the people there eventually allowed him to send a bird to Stoneloft to warn them of the advancing Vampyres.
He now believed that the reasons the Vampyres were targeting Stoneloft was for their resources. Stoneloft was the mining capital of, not only Grildor, but the surrounding nations as well. The Crystal Mountains were rich in minerals, metals, and gems and Blaid believed this was what the Vampyres were after. With the main army having gone off to Greystone, Stoneloft made a soft target, especially for an army of eight hundred Vampyres. He desperately wanted to get back to Shadow Hall, but he could not abandon these people.
Every day he did what he could to sabotage the forward march of the Vampyres. Once they discovered that their stronghold had been compromised and their comrades killed, they moved out. Blaid followed them and in the process learned what he could. They preferred to travel at night, during the morning and late afternoon. During the bright, hot hours of midday, they usually rested, ate, and hid. They had hunters that moved through the mountains to shoot mountain goats, deer, and hares to feed the army. More than once these hunters met with unfortunate accidents along the way.
He was Death.
They had Scouts that went ahead of the army to find the easiest path through the mountains. These also met with an early death on the occasions they crossed paths with Blaid. There was even one occasion where a group of ten Vampyres had been sent to raid a homestead. Throughout, the people of the homestead remained blissfully unaware of the danger they were in and the ten soldiers never returned to the main army.
He was Death.
During the time he made contact with the people at the settlement, he managed to acquire some clothes, as well as provisions and a sword. It was not his usual gear, but it would have to do. Most of the time he now tracked the Vampyres on foot and when he had to change into the wolf, he bundled his things into a bag and bound it to his back. It was not the most comfortable solution, but even in summer, it was cold within the highlands of the mountain and he did not want to approach the next homestead or settlement naked again.
By the time the Vampyre army had reached the outlying areas around Stoneloft, their number had dwindled to seven hundred and twelve. They were by now aware they were being targeted and had taken extra precautions. It was more and more difficult for Blaid to get close to them, but it did not matter anymore; he now had a different job to do.
He scouted ahead and was pleased to find that Stoneloft had heeded his warning and all homesteads in the countryside around Stoneloft had been abandoned. Barns and homes were boarded shut and all livestock removed. He did not linger there and pushed on through to Stoneloft. The Vampyre army was now only a few days behind him and he wanted to get to Stoneloft in time to assist them with their preparations as best he could.
Lord Ender Gemsson, one of Stoneloft’s nobles, greeted him when he arrived, as Lord Brimstone had decided to march with his army. As there was no time to lose, they immediately sat down to discuss the defences the city had and the number of fighting men and women remaining at Stoneloft.
Due to the mountainous area in which Stoneloft had been built, the city was well fortified. Most of the city was hidden within the tall peak around them and the roads that led to the city wound their way through narrow passes, which could easily be barricaded. Blaid was pleased to learn that most had already been blocked off. They had enough food, water and livestock within the city to last them over six Moons, but Blaid hoped it would not come to a siege. The Vampyres were after the stores, which were kept within the city vaults deep underground, and he assumed their plan was a quick attack, overrun the remaining forces and then carry off their loot.
“We thank you for your assistance, My Lord,” Ender said, sounding more frightened than thankful.
Blaid understood why the people viewed him with such fear, but he didn’t like it. Although he was Death, he was here to assist the people of Elveron and not to kill them. He helped those that were at the end of their lives, or those that were tired of living. He only killed in self-defence or in defence of his people. He wished they would understand that, but there was no time now to explain this to Lord Gemsson.
“You are welcome,” he replied. “Let us begin then.”
“Yes, My Lord.”
Ender spread a map of the city on the table before them. Someone had already marked the roads that had been blocked off and various other places had been marked with numbers.
“This is our Elder Hall,” Ender said. “This is where the children and elderly will go. It is one of the safest structures within the city.”
Blaid nodded.
“We have about ninety archers, which will be posted here,” Ender pointed to the spots on the map, “and here and here. That leaves us with sixty-three able to wield a sword or other weapon. There are also six crossbows mounted on the city walls here,” again Ender pointed the locations out to Blaid, “each of which can shoot a volley of ten arrows at a time. They have not been used for many a year, but I have the Builders inspecting them as we speak to get them into working order.”
“It is not much, but it will have to be enough,” Blaid said. “Show me the weak points of the city. Where are the Vampyres most likely to attack?”
“The northern part of the city is almost inaccessible from the mountain. Steep cliffs and wall surround the houses there. The south has some access points, but I think we have managed to secure them well enough. Our main roads come in from the east and west and those have proven more difficult to secure.”
“The Vampyres are coming at us from the west. Let us hope they will not take the time to split their forces and send half of them around to the east. I think we should concentrate our forces to the west of the city. Have this crossbow here,” Blaid pointed to the most eastern wall, “manned by two, with a detachment of ten archers, as well as someone who can carry a message to us should they come under attack. All other crossbows are also to receive two men, but with only two additional archers. We will need all the men we can get to protect ourselves from the west. The archers are going to be instrumental. We need to decimate the Vampyre numbers before they get too close. The more we can shoot from the wall, the less we have to fight on the ground.”
Blaid and Ender, together with what forces remained of the Legion of Stoneloft, poured over the plans long into the night. Blaid was glad that this city had so many defences; truly a mountain stronghold. It was not the type of city he would have liked to live in; too much stone for his liking; but he nevertheless admired the beautiful craftsmanship of the people of Stoneloft.
Every building was supported by carved columns of marble, every street plastered with a different type or colour of cobblestone and all the roofs were decked in black slate that shone in the sunlight. Every wall was decorated in carved murals, depicting scenes of life within Stoneloft or scenes of wars long forgotten. It was a stone city within a stone mountain and only the carefully maintained flowerbeds that edged every house brought some life to the city. Despite himself, Blaid had to admit that it was a sight to behold.
In the morning, he was given proper armour and he was allowed to choose weapons. He would have preferred his own, but those were put away carefully in some hole far away from here. He would recover them on his way back. He hoped that would be soon.
It was past noon when one of the Scouts arrived at the west gate. Breathlessly he gave his report.
“They are still marching strongly towards us. If they do not rest for the night, then they will be at our gates by morning. They are well armoured and carry swords, spears, and bows. There are no Werewolves in their company.” He took a shaky breath and then, with a small quiver of fear in his voice turned to address Blaid. “As My Lord has said, there are about seven hundred of them. And as My Lord has predicted, they have not divided their forces to attack the city on multiple fronts. It seems they will concentrate their full force on the west gate.”
“Thank you,” Ender said to the Scout. “You may go rest now.”
The Scout bowed and then retreated from the room.
“I want to thank My Lord for the warning. Without you, the Vampyres would have caught us by surprise and we would surely all have perished.”
“The fight has not been won yet,” Blaid warned. “We have underestimated the Vampyres before. They are strong and resourceful and I can guarantee they will employ everything they have to get what they want. Let your forces know how much time they have before the army arrives, so that they may rest. They need to be fresh and alert when the time comes, otherwise we might yet know defeat.”
 

 
Fire pranced beneath her, sensing her impatience. Convincing her father of her mission had proven difficult and at one point she even considered defying his orders and going after Kanarel without his permission. Then Jaik said he would lead the mission, taking five of his Guard, as well as twenty warriors from the regiment. Her father had not been happy about it, doubting Maia’s story about Kanarel being a spy, but after some good arguments from Jaik, her father had reluctantly relented.
Midnight was circling high overhead in a cloudless sky, watching the proceedings below. Fire snorted and Maia looked around at the others mounting their horses. It was still very early and they were right on schedule, yet she felt that every minute could make the difference between them catching Kanarel and him getting away. It was a perfect summer’s day for travelling and surely Kanarel was making good time. She hoped he would not suspect that he was being followed and that they would be riding at a steady walk, stopping at all the usual camps and inns.
When Jaik finally gave the order to advance, Fire gave a mighty buck, kicking his hind legs high in the air and Maia laughed with relief. It was good to be out and to be doing something that could mean the difference between winning and losing the war.
Wolf had been given Kanarel’s scent, from the bedding he used in the guest lodge, and was now running ahead of them, nose to the ground. Maia trusted he would lead them true, but even if that was not so, Kanarel’s spoor was easy to follow. Her father had given him an escort of two men to see him home safely. Not expecting to be pursued, the trio was taking the trip at a leisurely walk. Cantering after Wolf, their group would catch up by evening; or sooner, depending on when they broke camp this morning.
Early in the afternoon they reached the spot where Kanarel and his escort had made camp. From the signs, it was clear that they made camp early the night before and only left after the sun had already risen high this morning. It infuriated Maia that Kanarel could be so relaxed and enjoy the company of his two Elf companions, all the while planning his betrayal.
The camp revealed that they were now about six hours behind them, which meant they would not catch them during daylight hours. Jaik assumed they would probably catch them when they reached Peak View Lodge, which would be as good a place as any to capture Kanarel.
Later that afternoon the spoor turned away from the Trade Route and they followed it south for about an hour. Shortly afterwards Midnight let Maia know what he had found and they spurred their horses to a gallop. Within another mile, they finally reached the place where Midnight had landed. At his feet lay Kanarel’s two companion, both with their throats cut. Kanarel and the horses were long gone.
Jaik instructed one of the warriors to stay with the fallen Elves so that they would not be eaten by wolves and ravens; they would collect them to take home on their way back.
It was fully dark and they relied on Wolf’s nose and Midnight guiding them from overhead. Without his two escorts, Kanarel was wasting no time and drove his horses hard. Even galloping as fast as they could over the uneven ground, they were not catching up with him. Eventually they had to stop and rest. Their horses were breathing heavily and they needed to drink. Another three hours remained until morning, when they resumed the chase. Kanarel had to rest his horses at some point too and Maia hoped they would catch up with him by morning.
As the sun rose to their left they discovered two of Kanarel’s horses by the wayside. Both stood with their heads hanging low, sweating profusely and clearly at the end of their strength. Wolf milled for a while, trying to pick up the scent again, but he eventually sat down and howled. Jaik and Archer got off their horses and scanned the ground. The earth was hard here, but even so, their own horses were leaving prints in the dirt, but they were unable to pick up Kanarel’s tracks. Even Midnight was unable to detect anything.
Frustrated, they kept heading in a southerly direction. A few miles ahead was higher ground, a low ridge that spanned for miles in either direction. They hoped that from that vantage point they would be able to discover something, but as they approached the ridge, Maia sensed danger from Midnight. Quickly she let her brother know and they halted, watching the ridge with trepidation. Rising higher, Midnight approached the ridge to see what lay beyond. All of Maia’s senses screamed at her once Midnight caught sight of it and Fire whinnied in fear.
Like a ghost, the huge Ice Dragon rose from behind the rocks, his white skin glittering like diamonds in the morning sun. He hovered there for a moment and then screamed his challenge to Midnight.
“Kill, Shard!” Kanarel screamed the command as he also crested the ridge.




 
The tension in the air was thick as they watched the army march into sight. This path that led to the city was part of the main Trade Route and wide enough for them to walk six abreast. The column stretched far back and then disappeared around a bend in the road.
Blaid scanned the surrounding mountain; he did not believe for one moment that the entire army would simply walk to the front gate of the city and ask to be admitted. Soon he spotted archers on the higher ridges above the city; far away, but probably just within reach of their arrows. Blaid noticed that they had changed their crude bows used during the war for ones of elven make. They were long, elegant weapons that could shoot accurately over a distance of at least two hundred paces; more if the archer was good.
Soon the main army spread out on the more open terrain leading up to the city. Blaid thought that the situation would have made for a good ambush had he more men at his disposal; the army had the city to their front and a narrow mountain pass to their rear, with nowhere to go to their left and right. It would have been a simple matter of attacking their rear, driving them towards the city and letting the archers do the rest from the battlements. But he did not have extra warriors and it was too late now to change any plans.
He let Ender know the positions of the Vampyre archers and then went from station to station to make sure everything was ready.
“My Lord,” an archer called him as he walked past. “They have brought a ram.”
Blaid looked down off the wall of the city just as a group of twenty or so Vampyres rolled forward the battering ram. They must have built it on the march, for they did not have it when he left them to come to Stoneloft. Cursing under his breath he finished his round and then took up his position next to Ender.
“I am glad we fortified the gate. Hopefully it will be strong enough to withstand the ram,” Ender said.
“We can hope,” Blaid replied, “but we should concentrate on reducing their numbers while they are still outside. When they eventually break through I would prefer to do battle with as few of them as possible.”
A horn sounded; a sound so alien it made Blaid’s hair stand on end; and the first arrow was fired. Soon it was raining arrows all around them as the archers in the mountains targeted the battlement to dispatch their own archers. Ducking behind their shields, the archers retaliated, but were unable to aim at the Vampyre archers hiding within the cracks and ridges of the mountain.
Blaid shouted for them to concentrate on the ones below; they could ill afford to waste their arrows.
Boom!
The battering ram crashed into the gate for the first time. Blaid felt the repercussion through the stone of the wall.
Boom!
The Vampyres had covered the battering ram with a thick layer of leather to protect those operating it. His arrows would be useless there, but he could just make out the feet of soldiers closest to him and took careful aim. His arrow flew straight and he watched a Vampyre falter and then duck out of the cover of the battering ram to remove the arrow from his foot. Blaid did not give him the chance; one more,a well placed arrow saw the Vampyre dead on the ground.
Boom!
The ram carried on regardless, but he had now found its weakness.
“The feet,” he yelled. “Concentrate on the feet.”
His cry was taken up and soon more Vampyres dropped out of the cover of the ram. As they emerged, they were shot down. But others took their places and the battering ram carried on mercilessly.
Boom!
Vampyres were now climbing over their fallen comrades to get within shooting range of the city. Undeterred, Stoneloft’s archers gave it everything they had. Undeterred also, the Vampyres kept advancing. At first Blaid thought the Vampyres had no plan; simply walking up to the city to be shot; but after a while, he realised that the tall Generals of the army had remained at the back and were watching the proceedings. Those at the front were there to draw the Elves’ fire and spend their ammunition. They did have a limited number of arrows, as most of the weapons went with their army to Greystone, but they had to diminish the Vampyre army before they managed to break through the gate.
Boom!
Relentlessly the Vampyres replenished their fallen at the battering ram and carried on assaulting the gate. Arrows whistled past Blaid’s ears as he peered over the wall to shoot his own. The ground in front of the city was now littered with Vampyres, but Blaid could feel their own dead and dying all around him. The Prime within him screamed at him to help those that were slow to die, but there was no time for that now. Another well placed arrow, another Vampyre dead.
Boom!
This time the wall shook and Blaid heard the creak of wood and iron as the gate buckled. It would not withstand another hit.
He nodded to Ender and then ran down the stairs to join the swordsmen in the large courtyard of the west gate. They were ready, swords and spears pointed towards the mangled gate, awaiting the rush of Vampyres that would pour in any moment.
They were not disappointed; one last assault of the ram finally brought the gate down and once the ram retreated, Vampyres stormed through the gate, hissing, and screaming. With a shout, Blaid led the charge. He killed the first Vampyre by slashing his throat. The second he disembowelled and the third he stabbed through the eye. The smell of blood was now thick in Blaid’s nose and the death screams of the men around him whipped him into a fury. In quick succession, he killed another twenty or so Vampyres before he was finally confronted with a General.
Quickly he assessed the warrior in front of him; tall, strong and holding two, long-bladed swords. The General grinned at him, exposing his fangs and then, out of the turmoil behind him, stepped three more Generals to join him. Blaid lifted his sword and drew a shorter blade from his belt. The Generals came at him, hissing, or laughing, he knew not which. They came at him from all sides; faster, stronger, and smarter than any others he fought before. Their swords clashed with his with such force that his arms went numb from the shock and he was soon shaking from the effort to keep them at bay.
All around him Elves were battling Vampyres, but he could not see which had the upper hand. The Generals were relentless in their attack and with his inferior weapons all he could do was defend himself. On and on they hacked and slashed at him and he was soon bleeding from too many wounds to count. He was getting angry, but it was the screams of pain and death of his fellow Elves around him that eventually unleashed the Prime within and, in a black rage, he overran the Generals as if they were toys and then swept through the courtyard, killing every Vampyre that stood in his way.
He knew not for how long the battle lasted or how many he had killed. When he felt a touch on his shoulder he whipped around and only at the last moment managed to stop his knife from slicing Ender’s throat. Aghast, he took a step back and bumped into the broken gate of the city, blood, and death all around him.
“My Lord,” Ender said bravely, but his body was shaking in fear. “It is done.”
Horrified Blaid looked around at the dead Vampyres and Elves in the courtyard. Some warriors stood at the edges of his vision, too afraid to show themselves. He knew he could fight anything; he had mastered the skill; but when he was fighting overwhelming odds, the Prime within him took over and it would kill indiscriminately anything that stood in his way. He had no control over it. It was his weakness.
“How many?” he whispered, but hoping Ender would not answer.
“The Vampyres are all dead. They have been defeated. Our Scouts tracked the ones in the mountains and they have dealt with them too.”
“How many?” Blaid repeated, anger colouring his voice.
“My Lord, we did not take a tally.” Ender looked down at his shaking hands.
“Do not lie to me, Ender.”
“Twenty-four, My Lord.”
Blaid was silent for a long time then. Maybe he was the monster they all feared him to be after all. Twenty-four Elves he had killed in his rage. He had come here to save them, not help the Vampyres slaughter them. He remembered the power he had when he had fought with Maia. It had been different then. When they were together, nothing could stop them. They had power and control and such energy as he had never felt before. This black rage of his might be just as deadly, but not just for the enemy. He hated himself for it. He needed to leave. Now.
“I am sorry. I did not intend to harm your people,” he finally said. “It is best I leave now.”
Ender nodded to him and then stepped aside. Blaid picked up his sword from the ground and sheathed it. He took one final look at the carnage around him and then stepped over the ruins of the gate to walk back into the mountains.
 

 
The two dragons came together with an earth-shattering roar. All around Maia was chaos; horses whinnied and bucked, men screamed, Wolf howled; and on top of the crest Kanarel laughed.
As the dragons took their fight higher into the air, the horses finally settled somewhat and Jaik immediately gave the order to advance. Wolf was away and running towards Kanarel before their horses were even in motion.
By the time they had reached the crest, Kanarel was gone.
Past the ridge, the ground sloped down about forty strides and then became a lightly forested area. Assuming Kanarel was hiding within the trees, they chased down the hill and spread out in the forest. Wolf had his nose to the ground, but he did not pick up Kanarel’s scent. Maia heard Jaik give orders to his men. Frustrated, she opened herself and tried to find Kanarel’s Eläm, but besides the warriors she was with, there was no one else in the vicinity.
“He is not here,” she shouted to Riker and Rothea, who were, as always, right behind her.
Quickly she turned Fire’s head and headed back out of the trees. In the open she scanned the area. It was possible that he was powerful enough to hide his Eläm from her, or even make himself invisible, but even if that was the case, they should be able to at least pick up his foot prints. Now, with her suspicions confirmed, she believed him to be more powerful than anyone could have suspected.
An Ice Dragon, she thought, and looked towards the sky where the two beasts battled.
Ice Dragons were the only dragons as large as Soul Dragons. She had never seen one, as they lived in the polar regions of their planet, but she had studied them during her years of training with Silas. They were bad tempered and vicious, with armoured skin, talons as long as her legs and about a hundred more teeth than Midnight. She shuddered now as she felt one of those sharp talons rip a deep cut into Midnight’s softer belly flesh.
She had to find Kanarel. If he controlled the dragon, he would be able to call him off. Going on instinct, she turned east and tracked along the ridge. After about half a mile she noticed a slight disturbance in the air. It was almost too faint to pick up, but after her own excursion into invisibility, she immediately knew what it was.
“He is close.” She quietly it said to Riker and Rothea. “Spread out.”
Rothea took her left and Riker went to the right. Using all her senses, she concentrated on the vast area before them. Everything was still, yet she was sure he was there. Slowly she let Fire walk forward, carefully scanning the ground for foot prints and testing the quality of the air around her. It was almost imperceptible and she almost missed it, but then Kanarel moved and she was sure of his position. Quickly she signalled to her companions and they closed in.
“Show yourself,” she demanded. “I know you are there.”
The air shimmered before them for a moment and then there he stood; an air of arrogance around him. Wolf growled at him, but stood firm next to Maia.
“And what will you do, Princess?” he sneered.
“Lay down your weapons and no harm will come to you,” she replied.
“And then? Should I come quietly? I think not, Princess.”
“Riker,” Maia said, “bind him.”
Riker jumped off his horse and, with his sword drawn, approached Kanarel.
“Lay down your weapons,” Riker repeated Maia’s order.
Kanarel smiled and a feeling of premonition so strong overcame Maia that she almost retched.
“Riker, watch out,” she managed to yell, but it was too late.
The Ice Dragon came swooping down from on high, faster than Maia thought possible for such a large animal, snatched Riker off the ground and flew off with him, Midnight in pursuit.
“Kanarel,” she yelled. “If anything happens to him, I swear I will kill you myself.”
Kanarel laughed and then the air shimmered around him and he was gone. Wolf ran to the spot where Kanarel had stood only a moment before, but then turned in circles as he lost Kanarel’s scent.
Torn between Riker at the mercy of the dragon and the prospect of catching Kanarel, she hesitated a moment too long. One moment she sensed him there only a few strides from her, the next moment he had vanished completely.
Midnight’s screams then focussed her thoughts. She looked up at the dragons in the sky. She noticed that Midnight was reluctant to attack as Shard still had Riker in his claws. Shard did not seem to be aware of his extra burden and attacked Midnight relentlessly.
Maia and Rothea followed the flight of the dragons up and down the ridge and Maia tried to reach out to Riker to find out if he was still alive, but the distance was simply too great. They were eventually joined by Jaik and his men, but there was nothing they could do but watch in horror as the Ice Dragon chipped away at Midnight’s defences and Midnight was unable to retaliate.
The dragons swooped and at one point they came so close that Maia managed to pick up Riker’s faint Eläm. He was alive, for now, but barely so. Feeling utterly helpless, she tried one last thing; she tried to connect to the Ice Dragon’s mind. Letting go of everything else around her, she focused solely on the dragon. He was a big animal and his Eläm glowed brighter than anything else around him. Even Midnight, having suffered so many injuries already, was dim compared to Shard. In her desperation, she reached out and tried to get into the dragon’s mind.
Immediately she was hit by a force of anger so strong it made her catch her breath. She tried again, pushing against the anger to see what lay beyond, but what she found there brought tears to her eyes; there was nothing she could do for Riker. The dragon’s mind was beyond saving. He had been taken out of his home, forced to submit to the lowly creature who had dared to invade his territory and then he had been made to do unspeakable things. His mind was twisted, angry, scared, and completely without reason. It was only his rage that now fuelled him and, now that the creature that had ensnared him had let go of his hold on him, he would kill anything that got in his way.
“No,” Maia whispered as she brought her mind back to herself, tears flowing freely from her eyes.
The unthinkable happened; Shard opened his talons and Riker plummeted towards the ground. Maia screamed at Midnight to catch him, but without having to hold on to Riker, Shard now attacked even more viciously. There was nothing Midnight could do to save Riker.
In desperation Maia urged Fire into a gallop, trying to reach the spot where she thought Riker might land. Maybe she could catch him, or cushion his fall, or …
Riker’s body slammed into the ground and in an instant Maia knew he was dead. She jumped off her horse and ran to him. Cradling his head, she stared at the large hole through his belly from the dragon’s talon. Even if he had not fallen, he would not have survived such an injury.
As everyone gathered around them, Maia sobbed. Wolf howled. She rocked Riker’s lifeless body back and forth and finally understood, even though she loved Blaid, she had loved Riker too.
 

 
He watched the small form of Calm-Blue-Waters fall to the ground and he heard Bright-Shining-Silver-Star’s plea for him to catch him, but there was nothing he could do. Mad-One attacked, sinking his claws deep into his skin. Together they tumbled, whirling around each other, snapping at each other’s necks. Mad-One had no thought but to kill him and there was no point in trying to reason with him; he was unable to get into his mind. Finally, he managed to free himself from the grip Mad-One had on him and they both rose higher into the air. He released a blast of fire that engulfed Mad-One and the white dragon screamed in rage.
The moment the fire stopped, Mad-One attacked again. The white one went for his wings and he screamed as Mad-One’s mouth clamped shut on his flight membranes. Angry, he retaliated and slashed at the mad dragon’s softer under belly with his claws, ripping open the skin in four diagonal strips. Mad-One screamed, letting go of his wing in the process. He twisted and turned, scratching and biting, but whatever he did to the white dragon, it only seemed to make him angrier and more dangerous. Mad-One was large and strong, probably older than he was by at least two hundred years. It was clear to him that Mad-One had more experience in fighting with other dragons than he did and it was all he could do to hold the older dragon off.
Faintly he was aware of the heartbreak of the one that shared his soul and he struggled to block it out. Mad-One was biting his neck and he felt the sharp teeth sink deep into his skin. Again, he screamed and again he retaliated. Blood sprayed in all directions as both of them inflicted serious injuries on each other. They were now both struggling to stay in the air, as their wings were ripped. Flapping uselessly, they slowly descended to the earth, all the while biting and scratching at anything they could reach.
The force with which they landed shook his teeth, but he was on his feet instantly and swung his tail at Mad-One, slicing open his side with the caudal spade on the tip of his tail. Mad-One turned and used his own tail to inflict damage. It hit him on the spiky part of his spine and glanced off ineffectively.
Midnight’s limbs were tired and he was barely able to lift his wings, yet Mad-One kept attacking, seemingly unaware of his own injuries. He released another long burst of fire and could smell the exposed flesh of Mad-One’s wounds burn. Mad-One roared, jumped out of the stream of fire and sank his teeth yet again into Midnight’s wings. He could not twist out of his grip, so he attacked Mad-One’s neck, biting down hard and hoping to cut off his airflow. Mad-One did not let go of his wing; just bit down harder; and at the same time slashed at his chest with his front legs. Using the last of his strength, he bit down even harder on Mad-One’s neck. He worked his jaw and felt the flesh in Mad-One’s neck tear.
The white dragon just screamed and carried on fighting. He felt his blood drain out of his many wounds, but he felt that the wound on his stomach and the damage to his left wing were probably the worst. Mad-One would break a bone in his wing soon and then he would never fly again. With one last effort, he bit down on Mad-One’s neck and just when he thought his strength would fail him, he heard a faint click.
Almost instantly, the white dragon went limp. He felt the teeth release his wing. He opened his mouth and Mad-One dropped to the ground before him. He looked down at his opponent; a worthy adversary had it not been for his madness, and then sank down beside him. The smell of his own blood was strong in his nostrils and the pain from so many wounds was making him sleepy.
He needed to rest. He needed to sleep. He had nothing left. He closed his eyes.
 

 
“Maia,” Jaik said gently. “Come. Let my men take him. They will take care of him. You are needed.”
Maia shook her head. She did not want to leave him. Riker had not left her side since he had been assigned to her and now he lay dead in her arms because of an order she had given him. She would not leave him.
“Maia, please, look at me,” Jaik said, lifting her chin with his finger to make her look at him. “Midnight needs you.”
It took her a moment longer to understand what he was saying. The dragons. They had been fighting. Suddenly alert, she gently laid Riker’s head on the ground and then jumped to her feet.
“Follow me,” Jaik said, and ran.
After about a hundred strides the two large humps, one black and one white, came into view on the plain before them. Maia increased her pace and was soon kneeling at Midnight’s head. Rothea was already beside him, stroking his nostrils. Maia was taken aback by the strange sight for a moment, but then she heard what Rothea was whispering to Midnight over and over.
“She is coming, just hold on.”
Midnight! she thought, pushing the thought out with force.
She felt a flicker of acknowledgment in her mind, but it was so faint she almost missed it. Midnight was weak and for him to be in such a state, his injuries were grave. Kneeling beside his head, she laid her hand on his muzzle for a moment before she stood up again.
“Let me have a look then,” she said, more to herself than anyone else.
Jaik and Rothea stepped away to give her room. Maia barely noticed the other men standing in a wide semicircle around her dragon.
Midnight lay flat on his stomach, with one of his front legs twisted oddly beneath him and the other stretched out at a crooked angle before him. His hind legs were bent to the side and were lying together, but, even without further inspection, she could see the deep scratch marks all along his flanks.
There was a growing pool of blood forming on the ground under his stomach and Maia suspected that he had at least one severe injury on his underside. She would have to get him to turn in order to heal that injury, but she doubted he had the energy for that at this moment. She would have to see to some of the other injuries first in order to give him some strength.
His right wing was stretched out wide to his side, but his left wing lay in a crumpled heap beside him. Blood was dripping from numerous puncture marks all along it. His tail curved around him, almost touching his head, and even that was covered in scratches and bite marks.
Despair gripped her as she beheld the extent of his injuries. Never in her life would she have thought to see her dragon so. She had never met a beast bigger or stronger than Midnight and she cast a wary glance in the direction of the prone, white dragon. She felt nothing from him and was sure he was dead, yet she was still afraid of him. Bile rose to her throat as she thought about what Kanarel did to that dragon and now, inadvertently, to her own dragon.
“Jaik,” she said, turning to her brother, “I will not be able to do this alone. His injuries are extensive and I do not have enough energy to heal him by myself.”
“You know I will lend you whatever strength I have,” he answered.
“It will still not be enough,” Maia said sadly, suddenly unable to voice her request.
“You can have mine as well,” Rothea said, stepping forward.
As Maia looked up, another of Jaik’s Guard stepped forward.
“And mine, Lady Maia.”
“Aye, mine too.”
One by one, the men stepped forward and Maia felt her eyes fill with tears as the emotions overwhelmed her. Taking energy from another person was not done often and she did not enjoy doing it. Then she remembered that she had probably healed most of these men from their Syphon stings using Midnight’s energy and she realised that it was their way of repaying the dragon.
“Thank you, my friends,” she finally managed to say. “I will try to heal as many of the larger wounds that are visible to us first. Once the blood loss has slowed, I hope to be able to get him to turn on his side, so we can see to the large wound on his stomach.”
The men around her nodded.
“Jaik will stay in contact with me, which will be the link. Rothea will hold on to Jaik and the rest of you can then all hold on to each other in whatever order you feel comfortable with, as long as you do not let go of Rothea.”
There was a murmur of agreement and the men shuffled around to find their positions.
“I will start with this wing,” Maia said to Jaik. “Let us hope the bone is not broken.”
Together they walked over to the wing that lay crumpled next to the bulk of the dragon. The men shuffled after them. Carefully Maia examined the areas she could reach. The main wound was close to the shoulder and not within her reach, but as long as she was in contact with the wing itself, she could channel the energy to the wound. She closed her eyes and laid her hands on Midnight’s tough skin. The White’s teeth must have been extraordinarily sharp to cause such damage.
“Brace yourselves,” she said loud enough for everyone to hear, “I am going to start.”
She heard a few men gasp as she began to concentrate, but then they were still and she felt their energy flow through her. She would use only what she absolutely needed and she would have to monitor each and every one of them individually while she healed Midnight to ensure that she did not kill one of them in the process. Midnight was a large animal and the extent of his injuries would require large quantities of energy.
She felt her way along the wing with her mind. She ignored all superficial wounds; they would heal by themselves with time. She concentrated instead on the wounds bleeding profusely and especially the large bite mark at the top of Midnight’s wing. She was relieved to find, although there were teeth marks on the bone, the bone itself was not broken. Some of the flight tendons, however, were torn, as were several muscles. She now had to draw on all the knowledge she had gathered while studying dragons with Silas on how to put the pieces back together.
The wing alone took them close to an hour to heal and when it was done she gave the men a short rest.
“Hold on for me, my darling,” she whispered to Midnight, resting her head against his muzzle for a moment. She felt a brief flutter of recognition, but he was still too weak to respond.
“My Lady,” Rothea knelt beside her, holding up a small object. “I have this small flask of Silva which I always keep in my saddlebag. Can I share it out between the men?”
“Rothea, what would I ever do without you?” Maia said joyfully; this was exactly what they needed right now.
Once everyone had had a sip of the potion, Maia continued along the left side of her dragon. She healed the deep gashes in his neck and his flank, as well as on his legs. They were deep and bleeding heavily, but only flesh wounds and fairly simple to heal. The tail was more complicated, as one of his spikes on the lower third of his tail hung by just a thread. Holding it in place she tried to reattach it, but the complicated connection of tissue, sinew, nerves, and bones was impossible for her to replicate. There was nothing else to do. Drawing her knife, she severed the last bit of sinew that was holding the spike to the tail and then simply concentrated on sealing the wound. Midnight would not be happy about losing one of his spikes, but there was nothing else she could do.
Without breaking contact, the group moved over to the other side of Midnight. With this wing spread out, it was a lot easier to see exactly where the injuries were and it went a bit quicker. The wounds on this side of Midnight’s body were as severe as on his left side and by the time they had reached the hind legs and she was healing the last, large gash, she felt a sudden drop in energy.
Immediately she stopped and told everyone to rest, drink and eat. They would not be strong enough for the type of wound she suspected Midnight had on his stomach. Tiredly she sat next to Midnight’s head; she would have to get him to wake up, so he could turn onto his side for them.
“How is he doing?” Jaik asked as he sat beside her.
“He is still very weak,” she replied, “but his heartbeat is more even and his breath is coming stronger. I can feel a flicker of awareness from him, but he has not responded to me in any way yet.”
“All right, let me know when you are ready. There is no more Silva, but we have rations of travel bread and meat. Let us hope it will be enough.”
“Let us hope,” Maia repeated in a whisper.
Jaik rose and went to join his men. Rothea had taken a seat not far from Maia and gave her an encouraging smile. Maia nodded her thanks and then concentrated on Midnight.
Awake, o mighty dragon, she thought. Flattery always made him feel good. You are strong and we need you now.
She waited and then repeated her thoughts. Eventually she was rewarded with a deep breath from Midnight that stirred the grass in front of his head. Encouraged she kept up her stream of thoughts. But when Midnight eventually came out of his stupor, his first thought caught Maia off guard.
Calm-Blue-Waters?
She did not have to reply; Midnight was instantly aware of Maia’s feelings and a deep rumble emanated from his chest. There was a murmur of encouragement from the people around her.
It was another half an hour before Midnight finally managed to get his legs underneath his body. He stood there for a short moment, his great bulk wobbling dangerously, before he eventually settled on his right side, exposing his stomach. Maia sucked in a sharp breath as she beheld the mess the white dragon had made. Midnight’s stomach was in shreds; flesh hanging off in large chunks and in more than one place Maia was able to see an organ showing through.
Someone gagged behind her and Maia herself felt like throwing up; they would not have the strength to heal this. With shaking hands, she approached the tattered mess in front of her and reached out to lift a flap back into place. It squelched as the sticky, bloody meat slipped off Midnight’s stomach.
“Bring the horses,” she finally commanded, but she did not turn to see who followed her order.
She tried to shield her thoughts from Midnight, but he was well aware of the extent of his injuries. It was him that now calmed Maia and let her know that he had faith in her. She waited impatiently as it took nine men to bring the frightened horses close to the dragons, smelling not only the predators before them, but also the blood in which they lay. She reached out with her mind and tried to gentle the frightened animals, but there were many of them. She only managed for them to stand still, but was unable to alleviate their fears.
“Everyone take a horse,” she commanded the men. “Do not just hold the reins; it will not work that way. You will need to be in contact with their bodies. So, use one hand to touch your horse and the other to touch your neighbour. Do not break the chain; we will need every bit of energy we have to make this right.”
Everyone nodded in agreement and then, still trying to maintain calm amongst the horses, she set to work on Midnight’s stomach. Wolf came to sit by her and she used his strength too.
It was grisly work; the underside of a dragon was criss-crossed with muscles and sinews, as well as veins and arteries, and she had to mend them all. Finally conscious, Midnight growled in pain as she worked and more than once did he frighten the horses by emitting clouds of thick smoke. Everyone had to work together to hold the horses, hold the contact and maintain a constant stream of energy. The work went painstakingly slowly and even with the horses’ extra energy, Maia soon felt tired beyond words. By the time she set the last pieces of skin into place, everyone was pale with exhaustion and the horses were sweating and shaking.
Carefully Maia severed the link that drew on their energy and all around her people and horses collapsed.
There was nothing she could do for them now; she was as exhausted. She took one last glance at Midnight, who had his head up and was inspecting his underside, and then she closed her eyes.
 

 
He had already been away longer than he had planned. He was anxious to get back to Maia; if the attack on Stoneloft was anything to go by, the rest of their army would not be far behind. He was weary; the past few Quarters had sapped his strength, but he pushed on through the mountain. He would shadow travel as soon as he was on more even terrain, as it was simply too dangerous in the mountains. Once out on the plains he would make up the time, but he would take a boat across the lake; shadow travelling over water was not something he wanted to experience again.
The scenes within the courtyard of Stoneloft kept repeating before his eyes every time he closed them. How could he have let it happen? In the past, there had been situations where the Prime within him had taken over; always in self-defence; but never had there been innocent casualties before. He cursed his lack of self-discipline. The news would surely reach Lord Longshadow long before he managed to get there and Maia would be lost to him forever. Twenty-four innocent people dead. Surely even Maia would hate him for that.
He wandered through the wilderness of the mountains; not seeing the beautiful vistas of slopes of evergreens, or towering waterfalls, or the herds of mountain goats balancing gracefully on the sharp rocks of the cliffs above him. He saw nothing but his own failure and he wondered if he was doing the right thing. Going back to Shadow Hall would not end well; somehow, he was convinced of it; but he had to warn them, tell them everything he had learned. Even if Maia never spoke to him again, he would still protect her if he could. One day, he would redeem himself, even if it took him a lifetime to accomplish.
Within six days, he reached the lowers slopes of the mountains. He made camp that evening in the shelter of a tall cliff, which was surrounded by thick brush. He allowed himself a fire and even roasted a hare. If he wanted to shadow travel across the plains he would need the extra energy. It was over a hundred miles to the coast, but he would be able to cover it in less than an hour. Once there, he would take a boat to Crook Island, shadow travel to Crook Harbour ,and then take another boat to Braérn. Both sea voyages took only a few hours, but would give him a chance to rest and once in Braérn, he would be able to reach Shadow Hall within two to three hours. In Braérn, he would rest and eat again; without sufficient energy, shadow travelling such distances could kill him. He tried to calculate; one hundred and twenty miles to the coast, one hundred and seventy miles from Arrow to Crook Harbour and then two hundred and sixty-five miles to Shadow Hall.
He had never shadow travelled such distances before, so his rest periods in between would be crucial. He had nothing to trade with, except his weapons, which he would need to trade for passage on the boats. Therefore, he would need to hunt for food every time he had the chance and, without a bow, he would have to hunt as the wolf. The longer he thought about the journey ahead of him, the more harrowing it seemed. Nevertheless, getting to Maia on time was most important right now; there was no time to lose.
Early the next morning he erased the signs of his camp and was about to leave when he felt a disturbance. The feeling was strangely familiar and the hairs on the back of his neck stood erect; this was whom he had been hunting in Shadow Hall. This was the elusive one that had given the order to attack the delegation of Stoneloft. This was the one he had warned Maia about.
This man had slipped through his grasp so many times before that Blaid now proceeded with extra care. He silently took his clothes off and stashed them within the shrub next to the cliffs, then changed into the wolf; his senses were sharper.
It took him over an hour of tracking before he discovered the man’s camp. It was well disguised and had it not been for his keen sense of smell he might have missed it. There was a peculiar disturbance in the air around the camp that made it almost invisible to the passing eye. Blaid had to focus hard to see the man hiding behind this curtain of distorted air. Blaid finally realised how the man had managed to slip through his paws so many times and cursed himself for never having mastered the art of invisibility himself. There was a lot he could do with Air, such as shadow travel, but his old master had died before he had been able to teach him how to manipulate the air to make one invisible.
Carefully he circled the man’s camp, stalking on silent paws through the trees. Even through the hazy curtain of air, the man seemed familiar, as if he had met him before. Blaid wondered if the man would notice if he broke through the barrier, but if he wanted to catch him, he would have to take that chance.
He circled further until he was behind the man and waited there for a short while, watching as he drank his tea. Bile rose to Blaid’s throat; how could the man sit there so calmly when all around him Grildor was in danger. He was a traitor and suddenly Blaid wanted nothing more than to rip his heart out of his chest.
With a low growl, he jumped through the curtain of air and immediately the man was on his feet and turning towards him. At the last moment, Blaid saw the glint of metal in the man’s hand and turned in his jump, narrowly missing being impaled by a sword.
Landing lightly, he faced the man, who stood before him in a crouch with his sword held out before him. They considered each other for a moment. Almost at the same time, they recognised each other.
Kanarel Swiftfisher, Blaid thought. He was the son of Lord Swiftfisher of Braérn, a noble born. What would drive a man of such status to betray his own people? Although he had few dealings with the man, he had never much cared for him. Blaid remembered the time Maia had visited Braérn and Kanarel was Maia’s table partner for the welcome celebration. It was obvious to him that Maia had been bored with the man’s table talk and Blaid had thoroughly enjoyed revealing himself at that time, which had promptly ended the evening for Maia. He wondered how she had spent the night, as he had lain awake thinking about her.
He also knew Kanarel went to Shadow Hall as an ambassador from Braérn, as he had seen him there attending the many meetings in their Elder Hall. Now, as he thought about it, it all made sense. As ambassador, Kanarel would be privy to all information and would have known plans, routes, and numbers. It was the perfect disguise for a spy; no one would have expected such a thing from such a weak-minded individual. Blaid had to hand it to the man; he had played his role well. It was obvious that Kanarel was a man of many talents and well versed in the art of his magic. Blaid wondered what other magic besides Air the man possessed and now watched him warily.
“So, Death, you have finally found me,” Kanarel sneered at him.
Kanarel's thin, reedy voice scraped at Blaid’s raw nerves and he growled.
“And what will you do with me now?” Kanarel asked. “Eat me?”
Blaid watched as Kanarel drew a hunting knife from the sheath on his belt. Now, with his sword in his right hand and the hunting knife in his left hand, Kanarel carefully approached.
“Or maybe I shall just make a nice rug out of your fur. It would look really good in front of my fireplace.”
With a vicious growl, Blaid sprang at him; Kanarel’s blades narrowly missing his hide; and he sank his teeth deep into Kanarel’s shoulder. The man screamed and dropped his sword, but then swung with his left arm and sliced Blaid across his back.
“You filthy mutt,” Kanarel screamed at him as they separated again and pressed his hand against his bleeding shoulder.
Blaid smelled the man’s blood, but also his own. He felt the sharp pain of the cut on his back, but it was not so deep as to be serious.
They circled each other again and Kanarel tried to retrieve his sword. Thinking quickly, Blaid made the change and, as a man, picked up the sword and faced Kanarel. Blood run down his naked back.
“Ah, so you are a man.” Kanarel taunted him. “And who will come for you when I kill you?”
Without answering, Blaid went on the attack. Kanarel’s sword was of the best craftsmanship and well balanced in his hand. He briefly noticed that the hilt was adorned with gems and bound with silver. Kanarel only just managed to parry the blow with his hunting knife, which jarred his arm, but the man knew how to fight. Even with his inferior weapon, Blaid had to apply all his knowledge to keep Kanarel at bay.
He wondered where Kanarel had learned such swordsmanship or how he managed to keep up his strength. They clashed blades for what seemed like eons and when Kanarel showed no signs of faltering, Blaid changed his tactics. Fighting amongst Elves with magic was dishonourable, but for this man he would make an exception; he was as vile as the Vampyres he served. He did not want to kill the man right away, he wanted answers first, therefore did not use lethal force. With a quick mental flick, he flung dust into Kanarel’s eyes. The man staggered back, but then caught himself.
“Is that how it is going to be then?” he rasped, his throat choked with dust. “I, too, can play that game.”
Before Blaid could react, Kanarel shoved his hands out towards him and Blaid felt the air hit him with a force that took his breath away. He almost dropped the sword; he had not expected Kanarel to know how to use his magic for fighting. It was time for Blaid to stop being nice.
He conjured up a fireball and flung it at Kanarel. The man dodged it, but Blaid was already flinging another. Using his Air, Kanarel managed to deflect most of the fireballs flung at him, but some of them found their mark. Soon Kanarel’s clothing hung in tatters and patches of his skin were burnt. Blaid watched as Kanarel tried to conjure up his own fireballs, but each time the flame within his palm fluttered out again. Air was definitely his stronger power. Blaid kept firing the fireballs mercilessly until he felt Kanarel weakening. Then, just when he thought the man would falter, Blaid felt a pressure within his mind.
“I am no animal you can control, Kanarel. Your mind tricks will not work on me.”
Kanarel shouted something at him that sounded like Nayleran and then ran at him with a scream, his hunting knife held out in front of him like a lance. Blaid, knowing this was one last, desperate attempt at defending himself, decided to end it. When Kanarel was only a stride away, Blaid leapt high into the air and flipped over Kanarel’s head. Kanarel’s momentum carried him forward another two steps, before he realised that Blaid was no longer in front of him, but by then it was too late. Blaid grabbed him from behind and held the sword to his throat.
“Enough,” he shouted at the man, putting all the force of his Prime behind the word.
Kanarel immediately went limp within his hold; there was no more fight in him.
“What do you want? Why don’t you just kill me?”
“I want to know everything,” Blaid said as he dragged Kanarel to the nearest tree.
“I have nothing to say.”
“You will,” Blaid answered as he used his Earth magic to tie Kanarel to the tree with its branches.
With Kanarel secured, Blaid laid aside both weapons and then searched through Kanarel’s meagre belongings. It looked like the man had left in a hurry, as he only carried a small pack. It contained a black cloak with a hood, which Blaid now threw over his naked body. It was too far to retrieve his own clothes now; he could pick them up when he was done here. The cloak was of a fine and light material, soft against his skin and surprisingly warm. Again, he wondered why someone who had everything in life could possible want to destroy it all. No one among Elves ever went hungry or without, but the nobles did lead a much richer life than most others did and the Swiftfishers were the most influential family in Braérn. What had driven this man to betray his own kind?
“Why?” he asked as he turned back to Kanarel.
The man looked up at him in disgust. “Why what?”
“Why would you betray your own people? What do you have to gain from it?”
“Everything I have done was for the good of our people,” Kanarel spat at him.
“How is killing thousands of Elves good for our people?”
“You should be happy, Death. Do you not gain strength with the number of people you help into the next world?”
Clenching his jaw, Blaid closed the distance between them and then put his foot on one of Kanarel’s burn wounds. The man screamed.
“The affairs of Primes are of no concern to you,” he hissed. “Every Elf is precious and life must be preserved at all cost.”
“Ha, that is rich coming from you. I know about the Elves you have already killed.”
Blaid hesitated only for a moment; there was no way Kanarel could already know about the carnage he had left behind at Stoneloft. “The Elves I killed were all working for you, were they not? They were traitors just like you.”
“Traitors? We are working for the advancement of the Elven race. And it was you who put me in power. Last year you killed my predecessor during the time that our princess,” he spat the word, “was visiting Braérn. Had it not been for you, I might even now be married to her and I could have been Lord Regent of Grildor without the war.”
Blaid blinked a few times, attempting to understand what Kanarel was saying. He remembered the Elf in Braérn, but he had not killed him. He had reeked of Vampyre, but when he tried to question him about it, the man had taken his own life. The thing that puzzled him though, was that Kanarel honestly thought that Maia would have married him. Even if she had, that would not have made Kanarel Lord Regent.
“You want to rule?” he asked.
“I want change. For all of us. Elves have stagnated into this old-fashioned rut of a life. We are still doing things the way they were done ten thousand years ago. We have no currency, no industry, no machinery. Other planets are so much more advanced than we are and we are being left behind.”
Kanarel’s voice dripped with disdain and Blaid looked at him with disgust.
“So why involve the Vampyres?” Blaid asked.
“Because they can give me what I want and I have exactly what they need.”
“What do you want?”
“Power. Power to change our world for the better. Don’t you see? Elveron is going to die unless we bring ourselves out of this old way of life and bring in something new. We need to take this planet to a new level, advance ourselves and become the great people we deserve to be.” Kanarel spoke with fervour.
“And you think by letting the Vampyres devour half our people you will achieve that?”
“Bah,” Kanarel spat, “they are a means to an end. They will see me into power and, in return, we will provide them with food, clothing and all the raw materials they need. It is a simple business transaction. If they eat a few people in the process, then so be it.”
Blaid thought he could not hate a person more than he hated Kanarel right at that moment. Every man had different ambitions, that he understood, but Kanarel’s twisted plans for the future and his nonchalance towards the costs involved of achieving them was more than Blaid could take.
“You know you are not leaving here alive,” he hissed.
“It matters little,” Kanarel said. “There are others who will take my place. There are more hungering for advancement than you might imagine.”
“You mean the ones in the stronghold? They are already dead.”
Blaid saw Kanarel’s eyes widen in shock for a brief moment, but then he was calm again.
“They were but a few. Once the Vampyres overpower Lord Longshadow’s armies, the others will come into power.”
Kneeling next to Kanarel, Blaid squeezed his hand over the deep bite mark on Kanarel’s shoulder. The man hissed.
“And when will that happen? When is the Vampyre army supposed to come through?”
When Kanarel did not answer, Blaid squeezed harder, blood now dripping between his fingers.
“You are too late, Death,” he whispered and Blaid leant in closer to hear him. “It has already begun. There is nothing you can do to stop it now.”
The moment Kanarel had finished speaking he head butted Blaid, splitting his forehead. Blaid reeled from the shock and felt his warm blood trickle down over his left eye. While he was trying to recover, Kanarel freed himself from the branches of the tree and raced over to his weapons. Blaid stood, wiping the blood out of his eye and then crouched into a defensive position. Air, Fire, and Earth, plus the ability to communicate with animals; Kanarel was truly a foe to be reckoned with.
“Goodbye, Death,” Kanarel said as he grabbed his pack and the air began to shimmer in front of him.
After everything he had learned from Kanarel, Blaid could not let him get away. The man had to die, Elf or not, and the time for that was now. He thought about the Elves that had already died, about the ones that were about to die and the ones that had betrayed their own kind to make it all happen. Suddenly a fire raged within him that burned stronger than the sun. His body began to quiver and, although the feeling felt like it lasted for hours, he changed into the wolf within but a fraction of a moment and launched himself at the spot where Kanarel’s air was still shimmering.
Caught up in Kanarel’s Air magic, he was not able to see himself and was guided by pure instinct. In mid jump, he made a small correction and, when he eventually sank his teeth into flesh, it was on Kanarel’s throat. He felt the hot, sweet blood flow between his teeth and felt the wind from Kanarel’s lungs rush past his face. Biting down harder, he held on while Kanarel struggled. Weaker and weaker the struggles became until eventually the man hung limp between his teeth. Disgusted by the taste of Elf in his mouth, he let go and Kanarel’s body flopped lifelessly to the ground.
Kanarel’s magic had died with him and they were now visible again. Blaid changed back and searched for Kanarel’s water canteen to wash out his mouth. Then he looked for the cloak, but it had torn when he changed into the wolf. Naked, he proceeded to drag Kanarel out of the open and under some brush. The wolves would find him, or the ravens; it was more than he deserved.
He grabbed Kanarel’s pack and slung it across his shoulder. He picked up the sword and the knife and then headed back towards his own camp. He needed to hurry now. If what Kanarel had said was true, then the war had already begun. He hoped he was wrong. Even with shadow travelling, it would take him two to three days to get to Shadow Hall and that was with minimal rest.
He reached his camp and found his clothes where he had stashed them beside the cliffs. Quickly he changed, then repacked the bags so he would only have to carry one and then attached the extra weapons to the back of it. He hated to have to carry them while he was shadow travelling, but he needed them to trade with.
He erased all signs from the land that he had been there and then channelled his energy. He pictured the road ahead; the Trade Route was well marked here and he had travelled it before. He was still tired from the fight and had not eaten, but he should still be able to reach the harbour within an hour or so. Everything now depended on him getting to Shadow Hall as soon as possible; he had to warn Lord Longshadow.
I hope I am not too late, he thought as his form dissolved into shadow.




 
She woke slowly; every fibre of her body hurt and there was a pain in her heart that, for a moment, she could not explain. Then tears flooded her eyes as she remembered Riker’s broken, dead body lying in her arms. Angrily she wiped the tears away. Kanarel would pay for what he had done.
As she looked around she noticed she was lying under a make-shift shelter and only a little sunlight was filtering through the opening. She moaned as she sat up and immediately the flap of the opening was drawn back and Rothea’s head appeared.
“Good morning, My Lady,” she smiled at her. “It is good to see you awake. How are you feeling?”
“Sore,” Maia answered tiredly. “But I will be all right. Was I asleep for long?”
“Only a little longer than us,” Rothea replied. “But I think we might all have slept for about a day or so. Midnight had to watch over us.”
“How is he?” Maia asked as she climbed out of the opening.
Rothea did not need to answer. Midnight lay alert in front of her make-shift shelter, watching her emerge. She immediately went to him and leant against his muzzle. The emotions that passed between them were complicated, yet simple at the same time.
“Ah, our princess arises,” Jaik said behind her, Wolf at his heels.
Maia turned and he took her in his arms.
“I am sorry I had to put you all through this. Thank you,” she said to him, absently scratching Wolf behind his ear. “How is everyone?”
“They are all rested now and none have suffered lasting damage. Even the horses are back on their feet, but we have taken them over the hill to graze as they are still wary of Midnight. He has not left your side and I dare say he looked after all of us while we were resting.”
“How so?” Maia asked as she gratefully took a cup of tea Rothea brought her.
“There were wolves around during the night and even the horses had enough sense to stay close to Midnight. Once the sun came up, the horses then drifted away and Midnight spread his wings over us so that we might not burn. We all woke around noon and then erected the shelter around you. We have sent a message to Father to let him know what happened and that we will return home as soon as you awake. Are you all right to travel now, or would you prefer to wait till the morning?”
Maia considered the sun for a moment; it was already mid-afternoon and they probably only had another three or four hours of travel time, but she wanted to leave this place. She glanced over to where she could still see the fallen dragon and she shuddered. Of Riker, she saw nothing and she assumed that Jaik had probably sent his body back to Shadow Hall with one of his men. She did not want to think about it.
“I think it best that we be on our way immediately.”
Jaik seemed to know what she was thinking and held her tight for a moment longer.
“All right, I will gather my men.”
Quickly Maia and Rothea packed up the make-shift shelter and then extinguished the fire Rothea had used to make the tea. Midnight moved away a distance, flapped his wings experimentally a few times and took to the air. Maia felt his joy as he soared into the sky and she was glad that they had been able to mend his wings.
Soon the men came with the horses and they all mounted. The horses were still skittish around the dead dragon, but Maia also felt defiance from them. Having been linked to Midnight, he might have shared with them his victory over the white one. As Fire snorted loudly as they rode past, she knew it was so.
They made camp in a small wood that night and were on their way again as soon as the sun crested the eastern horizon. Maia was in a hurry to get home and everyone felt the same. They rested only when the horses needed to drink, and another day later they rode over the Grazing Grounds to the stables.
Maia was desperate for a shower; her clothes were soiled with Riker’s and Midnight’s blood and, although she had tried to wash most of it out, her skin and hair were covered in it as well. She imagined she was quite a sight and she could even smell herself. The others did not look or smell any better. It had been a terrible few days and she was glad to be home.
Once they had packed away their tack and stabled their horses, they took The Ascent, the path that led to the city. It wasn’t long before the news spread that they were back and Maia was not surprised to see Silas hurry up the steps to meet them as they stepped onto Loft Run, the highest of the three main aerial walkways of their city.
“I am glad that you made it back so soon,” he greeted them and gave Maia a brief hug.
“We left as soon as we could,” Jaik replied.
“I am afraid I have dire news,” Silas continued. “Once you have refreshed yourselves please meet us at the Hall of the Guardians as soon as you can.”
“Yes, Silas,” Maia and Jaik replied.
Silas turned and hurried down the steps before them. They followed at a somewhat slower pace and Jaik ordered his men to go home and rest, except for Archer, who was to report to the Hall of the Guardians with them.
“I wonder what is happening,” Maia said as they stepped into their home; she did not think she could handle any more bad news.
“I am sure we will find out soon enough, but it does not sound good,” Jaik replied.
Half an hour later they were all ready to go. It was almost dark by the time they crossed the Gathering Grounds and all around the city lanterns were being lit. Even in their hurry, Maia did not fail to notice the beauty of their city. This was what they were fighting for; this was what they were protecting.
 

 
They entered their father’s study and found Commanders and Silas already assembled. Even the Commanders from Thala Yll were present and Maia wondered if their dragons were currently roosting on The Crags. A quick mental link with Midnight confirmed that The Crags were crowded with Battle Dragons, all in full armour; they must have just arrived.
“Good,” her father said, “now that everyone is present, we can continue.”
Quickly Jaik and Maia took their seats while Archer and Rothea took their places by the door.
“Most of the armies have now arrived and are assembled around Greystone,” her father said. “Unfortunate news has reached us from Tarron Heights. Vampyres have been spotted in their area and Lord Tallson has withdrawn some of his men to return home to protect their city. At first, we thought this to be an isolated incident, but this morning we received another message that Dragonfort was under attack. At noon, a bird arrived carrying news that Rathaés was besieged by a large force of Vampyres.”
Maia gasped and looked towards Silas, who simply nodded to her.
“We have been in discussions all afternoon and we are now of the opinion that the Vampyres had planned to draw our armies away, so that they might attack the cities. We are unsure of their numbers and around which cities they have stationed themselves, but we assume that all within Grildor are in danger. Most Lords have requested their Commanders to return with their army to protect their cities, but that would leave Greystone undefended should a Vampyre army still come through the Gate.”
A murmur went through the assembled people. The topic of sending the warriors home was obviously a difficult subject.
“As we have solid information, gathered by my daughter, that there is, indeed, an army assembling at the Gate, we simply cannot take the risk of withdrawing our armies from there. But that leaves us with the problem of defending our cities. The Lords are anxious and are awaiting a decision.”
“We are prepared to leave our Legion at Greystone, but would like to withdraw our Guard and at least half of our Regiment to return to Thala Yll,” Commander Arkenbay said.
“Thank you, Commander Arkenbay,” her father replied. “How many Battle Dragons would that leave us with?”
“We would provide you with at least one hundred dragon mounted Regiment. Some of the Legion is horse mounted, but most are on foot.”
“Horses we can provide,” Jagaer replied and he nodded to Silas to make a note before he continued. “I believe this to be a fair plan of action. If everyone agrees, then we will send birds immediately to everyone to make the necessary arrangements.”
Maia got the feeling that they had been discussing this for some time already and this had come out on top as the most practical plan of action. She saw men nod all around her.
“But if the cities are already under attack, then will the warriors get there in time if they leave now?” Commander Ridgewell asked.
“We do not know, Rowlean,” Jagaer said, “but they have to try. Rathaés is well fortified and they can probably last the siege until their reinforcements get there. Tarron Heights also has good defences and their warriors are already on their way. The other cities, well, we can only hope that we are not too late.”
“Father,” Jaik asked, “will we be doing the same here at Shadow Hall?”
“Yes, I want the Guard to remain here, as well as Maia and Midnight. The entire Night Watch and the Sentinels will remain here, but we will keep the Legion and most of the Regiment at the Gate. Most of them are already there and the rest will leave in the morning. Commander Ridgewell already has his orders.”
A shudder ran down Maia’s back and she had a vision of cities overrun and people lying dead in the streets. The Vampyres were attacking on multiple fronts.
“I agree,” Jaik said, “it seems like our best option at the moment. I hate to be dividing our forces like this, but there is nothing to be done about it.”
“Aye,” someone else agreed, and then the call was taken up by everyone assembled.
“Silas, I trust you to get these messages out with all urgency,” Jagaer said. “Commander Arkenbay, Commander Hollowdale, I wish you speed on your return and hope that your city is safe. Please let us know the situation as soon as you arrive.”
“Yes, My Lord,” Rowlean and Evandeor replied in unison.
“We will not detain you any longer then. Fly true and may the Mother be with you.”
Jagaer dismissed them and the men rose and left. Now present in the room were the Commanders of Shadow Hall, and Jagaer continued to give his orders. The city was now on high alert and her father was leaving nothing to chance.
Maia’s head reeled; Riker dead, almost losing Midnight, her nation under attack. It was too much. By the end of the meeting she was shaking and so weak she could barely stand. Rothea escorted her home and put her to bed. Wolf came to lie on her bed and she stroked him absently as she drifted off to sleep.
 
In the morning, though, it did not look any better. She felt a little stronger, not so tired, but the ache within her was a constant reminder of her loss. There was a piece of her heart which had belonged to Riker and it was dead now.
With a heavy heart, she donned her black leathers, buckled her boots, and strapped on her hunting knife. Somehow, she felt stronger in her riding gear than if she had worn a dress. The burial would be held out by the Burial Grounds, a sacred place about half a mile into the forest up the slope of Shadow Peak. It was where they had buried their dead for millennia.
A sombre procession wound its way through the forest that morning. Her father was in the lead, which bespoke the respect he had for the men to be buried. Riker, carried by four men, was directly behind him. Then followed the two men assigned to escort Kanarel. These were also carried by four men each. The rest of the city walked behind. Most of the people were singing, but Maia could not find the words; her throat was thick and tears were threatening her eyes. She barely noticed where she was going and she stumbled often. Jaik and Rothea were by her side, guiding her along.
The Burial Grounds were a wondrous place, full of flowers and colour. They did not make use of grave stones or such items, but each time a person was buried, a tree or flower was planted over the place where the person had been laid to rest. It looked more like a beautifully maintained garden, than a place where one could feel such sorrow.
Maia had been asked to choose a plant for Riker; his parents had been aware of his feelings for her and it was an honour that they had elected her to make that decision. She had agonised over the decision for a while, but then Midnight reminded her that Riker was Calm-Blue-Waters and the choice had been simple.
The procession split into three and each man was lowered into the ground in the place that had been chosen for him. Every person present took part in covering the bodies with soil; always singing; and when the time came, Maia stepped forward and knelt to plant the seeds of eleven Lumina above the heap that was now Riker’s grave. As the crowd fell silent, Maia started to sing. It was hesitant at first, but as the tears flowed freely, her voice became stronger. It was a song full of mourning, but also full of love and life.
Soon the first green shoots broke the ground and she closed her eyes, concentrating on the plants before her. The shoots grew taller and the stems thickened. Then, with the final notes of her song, the buds opened to reveal the beautiful, lily-shaped, white flower she knew would glow a calm blue during the night.
It was difficult for Maia to leave the grave and her brother eventually took her in his arms and walked her back to the city, with Wolf’s mournful howl echoing through the forest.
“I am so sorry, Maia,” he said. “He was a good man.”
“Yes, he was,” she said, “and he deserved better than to die at the hand of a traitor.”
Angrily she wiped the last of the tears from her eyes; there was a lot to do and she had to distract herself.
There was a rush to get the city’s defences reinforced, which left little time for mourning, and Maia spent the next two days working relentlessly beside her people to get everything ready. Most of the preparations had already been made, but in light of a direct attack on Shadow Hall, new precautions had to be taken. Maia was suddenly painfully aware of how vulnerable to fire their city was as she assisted in placing buckets in strategic places; she almost wished they had a mountain stronghold like Stoneloft or Tarron Heights.
At one point, she found herself working alongside Aaron and found his quiet company comforting. He was aware of what had happened to Riker and, although they had been rivals, Aaron treated the matter with a measure of respect and sadness that startled Maia. Aaron had turned into a strong, yet sensitive and sensible man, and she was glad she could call him her friend. They sat for hours around the fire that evening discussing their present situation and his confidence in her abilities helped her over the worst of Riker’s death.
On the third day since their return, Maia met up with Silas. She had only seen him briefly during the burial, but had then been so busy keeping herself distracted, she had not been to see him since. His cave; always warmly lit by lanterns and candles, had always given her comfort and she now longed for his reassuring presence.
“Matters of the heart are always the most difficult to deal with, Maia,” he said as they sat around his fire.
She sipped her tea and nodded. Silas had known how she felt about Riker, even before she realised it herself. She was now sorry she had never told Riker the truth, but maybe he had died happier believing Maia might have been his one day. She just wished she had not ordered Riker to capture Kanarel. Or, if she had been strong enough, to restore life to him …
“Do not blame yourself,” Silas said, as if reading her thoughts. “It will not help bring him back. There was nothing anyone could have done for him. You are meant to create and heal life, not bring that which is already dead back to life. It is not meant to be.”
“I know, Silas, but I almost feel I could do it, if only I was strong enough.”
“It has never been done, Maia. It is not possible.”
With a single tear rolling down her cheek, she finished her tea and put her cup on the bench beside her.
“Everything is a mess,” she finally said. “I thought the information I brought back from Naylera would be enough to win us the war, but now we know it was only a small part of their plan. How have they managed to bring through so many of their warriors?”
“You said they used invisibility.”
“Yes, I believe that to be true and for someone who can manipulate Air it would be a simple matter to smuggle in a person here and there. But we are talking whole armies. How did they do it? I was not even aware that the Vampyres possessed magic.”
“They do not. They have their speed and their strength, but they are not magic users. Elves helped them with this.”
“It is a thought too horrible to contemplate, Silas. Why would our own people turn against us?”
“I can only assume, Maia, but I believe that most of them were forced. Only a few, like Kanarel, have their own agendas, whatever they might be.”
“I wish he had not escaped,” she said.
“I am sure justice will find him in the end.”
“I hope you are right. He deserves death.”
As she said it a shiver went through her and a brief vision of Kanarel lying on the ground, burnt and bleeding, came to her. It was so brief she wondered if she had only imagined it, but it felt too real. Unbidden, the image of Blaid’s face came to her mind and she suddenly felt utterly lonely. How were they ever supposed to overcome these odds?
“Maia, are you all right?”
“Yes, yes, I’m fine,” she mumbled, but Silas was not fooled.
“Talk to me, Maia. What is it?”
She was silent for a moment. Silas knew more about what had happened between her and Blaid than anyone else, yet he was also against it and she felt that she could not talk to him. But he was her mentor and she had no one else to share this burden with. She needed to tell someone.
“I miss him, Silas.”
Silas’ forehead wrinkled for a moment as he thought about her statement. She realised that they had been speaking about Riker and then Kanarel and maybe she should have been clearer. Maybe it was better if Silas thought she was talking about Riker; maybe taking about Blaid had not been such a good idea after all.
“Maia,” Silas said and took her hand in his, “you know it can never be. We have been over this. The law forbids it and the people would never allow it. And even if there were a way, you know it could only end in death. That is the way. There can be no happy ending.”
Silas pulled her close and she sobbed quietly into his shoulder. He held her for a long time until her tears finally dried up. She knew the law. She had read the scripts. And she knew how her parents felt about the matter, even though Silas had explained to them that it had been because of the magic and not of Maia’s free will.
She stayed with Silas until long into the night and, when she went home, she took with her the scripture that contained the writings of the Elders about the story of the Life and Death Elementals that had killed each other. She read it seven times; by candle light so as not to wake Rothea; and the more she read the clearer the story became.
Life and Death; no names were mentioned in the story; had come together to save their people from an evil that had arisen to eradicate them. For many Moons, they had battled that evil and, in the end, they defeated it. During those Moons Life and Death became close and they had consummated their love in the sacred forest. The people had learned of this and persecuted them, driving them away from the sacred forest. It was then told that once Life and Death left the sacred forest, their true natures had taken over and, in a rage, they killed each other, destroying the land around them in the process. It had taken that nation over a hundred years to recover from that destruction.
Maia now believed that they simply were not able to live without each other and, instead of living apart, they had chosen to die together. She was unsure if the destruction of the land had simply been the effect of the death of two Primes or if they had chosen that destruction to punish the people. But she was sure they had not killed each other out of hate, but out of love.
She finally put the scripture away and put her head on her pillow. Understanding the story gave her peace in her head, but no peace in her heart. How would she ever be able to make her people understand something fundamentally different from what they believed? For millennia, the people of Elveron had lived by this law; who was she to change it now?
 

 
“Lord Hazelwatch has sent word,” Jaik told her in the morning. “The Vampyres have attacked all the outlying settlements of Thala Yll and killed anyone who stood in their way. They have been battling them for two days now and are holding them off from the city, but he says there are at least a thousand of them and their Werewolves. They are struggling and are being pushed closer and closer to the city.”
“Is there nothing we can do to help them?” Maia asked.
“Father is considering all options, but even if we were to send a Regiment, it would take them at least five days to get there. It could all be over by then.”
“Midnight could get there within a day,” Rothea said.
“What? No, Maia will not be going there alone. Besides, we could be attacked here at any moment.” Jaik looked horrified at Rothea’s suggestion.
“I don’t think it is such a bad idea,” Maia said. “We have no confirmed sightings of Vampyres in our area yet and I can’t just sit here knowing that the people of Thala Yll are dying. I have to do something.”
“No, you cannot go. You are needed here. And what would you alone be able to do against a thousand Vampyres and their hounds?”
Jaik looked smug as he said it, but Maia countered him.
“I would not be alone, Jaik. I have Midnight and I would have the force of Thala Yll’s warriors and their dragons behind me. And I do not need to go alone. Rothea can accompany me.”
“This is crazy, Maia. I will not allow you to go.”
“I think I should try. They are my people too.”
“Father will never allow it,” Jaik grumbled.
“Why don’t you speak to him for me? It is a good plan and Father cannot help them any other way. They have come to our aid when we needed them. Now they need us and we cannot desert them.”
“Maia.”
“Please, Jaik, speak to Father.”
“All right, but he will not be happy and I doubt he will approve.”
Maia watched as Jaik took his sword from the hook by the door and left the house. She listened as he took the steps down to the Gathering Grounds.
“Let us pack quickly,” Maia said to Rothea the moment she could not hear his footsteps any more.
“My Lady?”
“My father will never allow me to leave. We need to get out of here before Jaik gets back. Pack lightly, only what you need to fight in.”
Together they ran up the stairs and quickly donned their leathers. It was easier to wear their armour than to carry it, so when they eventually stepped out of the house, they were dressed for battle, with their weapons slung over their backs.
They took the few steps up to Lofty Run and then ran along it all around the city to The Crags. They were less likely to be seen this high up in the city and, although it took them a little longer, they made it there unnoticed.
Midnight already waited for them on the small clearing close to The Crags and he graciously allowed Rothea to fly with him in light of the urgency of the situation. Maia felt Midnight’s excitement; he was a dragon after all and loved to fight; and she felt her own excitement grow. Finally, she was doing something that would help her people.
With a few powerful strokes of his mighty wings Midnight rose into the air and then angled north over the forest. No one in the city saw them leave and no one could stop them now. Maia savoured the wind in her face and, after a while, even Rothea lightened her death-grip on Maia’s waist and seemed to be enjoying the flight.
It was over two hundred miles to Thala Yll, but at top speed Midnight could reach it in under an hour. Unfortunately, it was impossible for him to fly that fast with people on his back, so it was almost noon by the time they reached the outskirts of Thala Yll. From the dragon’s back they could clearly see the burnt homesteads. The fields were empty of livestock and Maia wondered if the people of Thala Yll had managed to drive them to the city or if they had been eaten by the Vampyre army. She shuddered and asked Midnight to angle east and make for the city.
Soon they noticed a dark smudge stretched along the fields before them and, as they flew closer they realised it was the approaching army. It was difficult to tell how many there were, but Maia estimated there to be at least five hundred. They were marching unopposed towards the city and she wondered why no one was fighting them. Then Midnight noticed something further in the distance and he let her know that the main battle was raging a few miles ahead of them; below them were the reinforcements.
Quickly they covered the last few miles and as they flew over the battle below, some of the Battle Dragons bugled their welcome. Immediately Commander Hollowdale rose into the air and then signalled for Maia to follow him. They set down their dragons about a mile from the battle.
“Lady Maia, we did not expect to see you here.”
“We have come to help Evandeor. Rothea will stay with you and fight on the ground. I will help you from the air. There is another group of about five hundred on their way here now. They are about five miles behind us. Can you hold this group a while longer while I see to the reinforcements, or do you want help here first?”
“There are only about three hundred of us still fighting and they are at their strength’s end. They could do with some encouragement.”
“Then I will help you here first. We have about half an hour before the others get here.”
Commander Hollowdale nodded and together they rose back into the air. On the front line, Maia dropped Rothea off to fight alongside the men on the ground. They all cheered as Maia flew over them and she saw them attack with renewed strength.
She tried not to look too closely at the carnage below her, but even so she was aware of the stench of death all around. Her stomach roiled, but Midnight sent her images of revenge for Riker’s death and she was suddenly ready. Drawing her bow, Midnight swooped low over the fighting crowd. She shot five Vampyres on their first swoop. She was sorry Midnight could not use his fire here, now that they had learned how to use it properly without incinerating Maia, as there were simply too many Elves mixed in with the Vampyres. It was a mess below and Maia had to aim carefully not to hit her own people. All around her dragons flew with their own archers on their backs and the dragons clacked and bugled, adding to the deafening sounds of battle.
Soon she was out of arrows and she wished she had taken a second quiver. Out of other options, they went back to using the techniques they had learned for the first war. Midnight swooped low, grabbed a Vampyre or Werewolf or two, crushed them with his talons and then dropped them from a height. They were decimating their numbers, but painfully slowly, while their own people were still dying.
Thinking quickly, she waved to Evandeor, who came to fly beside her.
“Ask your men to retreat,” she shouted across to him. “Ask them to run as fast as they can. I cannot get Midnight to burn the Vampyres with your warriors in the way.”
Evandeor nodded and left to give his orders. It took a little while to get the orders passed to everyone, but, once it was done, Maia was glad to see that Evandeor had understood her correctly. All at once his warriors suddenly retreated, leaving the Vampyres and Werewolves baffled for a moment. It was a brief window of opportunity and Maia didn’t waste a second. Immediately she asked Midnight to fly over them as low as he could and spray them with fire. They had learned that they were hardy creatures and did not burn easily. The flames had to be hot enough to make the Vampyres and Werewolves burst up in flame, and now they knew how.
As soon as Midnight was ready, Maia channelled the air around her and covered herself in a fireproof cocoon. She could still see the dragon fire wash over her, but she did not feel it. Unfortunately, the cocoon of air did not protect her from sound and she was only too aware of the screeching and howling of the creatures below her. She did not want to look and asked Midnight for another turn before the Vampyres could catch up with the fleeing Elves. Again, Midnight sprayed his fire, using his full force, like he had on Shard. Maia knew Midnight’s fire could melt metal if it was in contact with it long enough. So, by the time they rose back into the air after the second pass she was not surprised to see two strips of seared earth, dotted with burning and smouldering remains of what once were Vampyres and Werewolves.
With the Vampyre horde now drastically reduced, the Elves turned to fight again. Evandeor signalled to Maia that they could handle this now and she turned to take care of the other five hundred approaching fast. Maia felt Midnight’s glee as he realised that he did not need to worry about Elves this time and he relished the opportunity to unleash his worst upon their enemy. Clinging to Midnight’s back in her bubble of air she tried to shut out the screams from below. Midnight did not need her now; he knew what he was doing and he was good at it. She did not count how many passes it took Midnight to eradicate them all, but soon they were flying back towards the city, with only charred earth behind them.
The fighting was still going on, but it was sporadic; pockets of defiance from the Vampyres, who were now defending themselves and not attacking any more. Midnight landed just behind the fighting and, drawing her Twin Blades, Maia joined the melee. She took no pleasure in the fighting and her stomach heaved with every one she killed, but the thought of the Elves who had already lost their lives fuelled her on. She had trained for this and she had become better, stronger, and faster. Vaguely she was aware of Midnight snatching up Werewolves as they ran past him; he never ate them, but only chewed them up, then spat them out.
It was the middle of the afternoon when the fighting stopped. Everyone was bloody, dirty, and sweaty, but in good spirits. Rothea came to find Maia and together they went to see who was injured. Maia spent another hour or so healing those that needed attention and then they went to see Lord Hazelwatch.
“My Lady, we cannot thank you enough for your assistance.”
“I did promise your people that I would do everything in my power to keep them safe. Will you be able to deal with whatever stragglers might still be out there?”
“Yes, I believe so. We lost fewer people than we would have if you had not come to our aid. I believe there were some skirmishes on the other side of the city, but they were meant to mislead us and there is no other large force of Vampyres around.”
“I will fly over the city and its surroundings before we leave just to make sure. Would you mind if we cleaned up before we left?”
“Thank you, My Lady, and, of course. I will get Thala House to prepare a bath for you immediately. And I insist that you dine with us before you leave. You must surely be as exhausted as we are. Is there anything we might do for your dragon?”
“Thank you Lord Hazelwatch, but I believe Commander Hollowdale has already taken care of him. He has gone to the roost with the other dragons.”
Lord Hazelwatch bowed to her and then led her personally to Thala House before seeing to his own needs. Exhausted, Maia sank into her bath, with Rothea climbing into the tub next to hers. A Server came and took their garments away to be cleaned. When they had washed, they donned the clothes the Server had left for them and went down the stairs to the dining hall. It reminded Maia of the evening she spent there with Riker, but she pushed the thought down. They were served wine and fruit juice while they waited for Lord Hazelwatch. When he came, he was accompanied by Commander Arkenbay and Commander Hollowdale and together they sat down for their meal.
“It was fortunate you arrived when you did,” Elandor Arkenbay said. “We were about to be overrun, with no further backup close to the city.”
“I am just glad we could help,” Maia replied. “We noticed that all your fields were empty. Did you manage to save your livestock?”
“We saved some. They are within the stockades in the city. But a lot of them were lost to the Vampyres. They have been feeding on them.”
“I am sorry to hear it.”
“We have enough to see us through the next winter. Most of our breeding stock is kept close to the city all year round, so those were all saved. By spring we will have a whole new generation of animals on our fields,” Lord Hazelwatch cut in.
Maia smiled. “Let me know if I can help when the time comes. I would love to assist bringing new life into this world.”
“Your help, as always, is more than welcome, My Lady. I think the people would love to have you with us during calving season.”
Their food arrived then and they ate in silence for a while. Maia was anxious to return home, but she did not want to spurn their hospitality.
“Princess Maia,” Commander Arkenbay finally asked, “how are things at Greystone? Has there been any movement?”
“Nothing yet, for which we are grateful. Tarron Heights seems to be able to hold their own at the moment, but we have had no news from Dragonfort or any of the other cities.”
“We will clean things up here and, if all remains calm, I will consider sending some of my Regiment back to you. Lord Hazelwatch has agreed, if they do come through the Gate, you will need all the men you can get.”
“Thank you; I will inform my father of your decision.”
It was another hour before they finished their meal and were able to excuse themselves. It was dark outside, but it would make no difference to Midnight; he could see as well at night. Maia let him know they were ready and they met him just outside the city. Folk came out and waved them off, but then they were out of sight and Thala Yll was just a sprinkling of lights below.
Maia dreaded facing her father, but felt good about what she had done for the people of Thala Yll. It also gave her hope for the future. If they could claim a victory such as this in such a short time, nothing seemed impossible. Midnight’s fire had proven to be a more powerful weapon than they had hoped and in the right circumstances could wipe out an entire squadron in mere minutes. They now had a chance. They now had hope.
 

 
“I am sorry, Sir, Braérn is overrun by Vampyres. We have sent the clippers over with as many warriors as we could spare. Unless you would like to row, there is no other way to get to the main land.”
“I understand,” Blaid said. “Thank you for your help.”
He paced along the empty dock staring across the water. The sea was only forty miles across here and the escarpment of the Grildor-Bron Mountains cast a spectacular background to the vast expanse of water before him. He would probably get wet twice before he reached land if he shadow travelled across. But, if Braérn was indeed overrun by Vampyres, then he needed to get there as fast as he could.
Quickly he walked back towards the town. He had traded the sword he had acquired at Stoneloft for passage to Arrow. He planned to trade Kanarel’s hunting knife for passage to Braérn, but in light of the fight to come he decided to keep it. He was also keeping Kanarel’s sword.
At the nearest food stall in the market he rummaged through Kanarel’s possessions and traded a water flask and a flint for bread and mutton stew. It was not his favourite, but it would provide him with the sustenance required to shadow travel and then go straight into a fight.
He ate quickly and repacked his bag. He put his shoes into it and secured the weapons to it tightly, so that the drop into the water would not dislodge anything. It was fairly heavy, but he thought he would be able to stay afloat with it long enough to make the next jump.
With the water lapping at his naked feet he concentrated and soon felt himself dissolve. It was not a pleasant feeling, but he had always been good at it; this part of manipulating Air was easy for him, unlike invisibility.
Within minutes he splashed into the cold water of the channel that divided Crook Harbour from Braérn. The strong current surprised him and he floundered for a short while, drifting north, before he managed to summon enough energy for the next jump.
When he sank beneath the waters the next time, it was within sight of the shore. The current was not as strong here, but he let it carry him north for a short while so that he would end up just outside of Braérn.
He landed in some shrub about half a mile from the city. Quickly he put on his shoes, tied on his weapons, and then dumped the bag beneath a bush. There was nothing he could do about his wet clothes, but they would eventually dry by themselves. He took off running and covered the distance in a few minutes.
Carefully he approached the outer wall of the city. He could hear noises coming from the main gate that connected to the Trade Route, but it seemed to be quiet within the city itself. Keeping close to the wall, he circled around until he was able to see the road. Braérn was besieged, not overrun. A horde of Vampyres had made camp outside the main gate and, although Blaid could not see it, he knew by the smell of charred wood that they had been trying to breach the gate. There seemed to be a ceasefire at the moment; besides the noises coming from the Vampyre camp, everything was still.
He walked back the way he came, looking for a way into the city, but the usual stalls, fishermen’s huts and trading posts had all been cleared along the wall. He walked further and finally reached the shore. Braérn’s walls did not extend into the water; they were built as a feature around the city, not as protection; but the people of Braérn had barricaded this open section with anything they could find that did not burn. Archers were posted; protecting the rear.
An arrow whistled past Blaid’s ear and a man shouted a challenge. Blaid stepped away from the wall with his arms held wide open.
“I am here to help,” he shouted up at the men on top.
“Who are you?”
“I am Blaid Elderbow. I have come from Stoneloft. They have also been attacked, but they have managed to defeat their attackers. Let me in and I will see what I can do to help you.”
The men were quiet for a moment, conferring.
“How do we know you are not a spy? We have already caught two traitors. Be on your way and we will fight our own battles.”
Blaid considered for a moment explaining to them who he was, but then thought better of it. There was probably not much he could do from within the city and he did not want another incident like what happened at Stoneloft. These people here would probably be served best if he attacked the Vampyres from the outside, diminished their numbers enough to give Braérn a chance to defend itself.
“As you wish,” he finally said. “May the Mother be with you.”
He retraced his steps along the wall but, before he made it half way, he realised he had been followed. He could smell them approaching even before they came into sight. Quietly he hid behind a shrub and waited for them to get closer. As soon as they had walked past the spot where he was, he jumped out and cut their throats in quick succession. They were dead before they could make a sound.
Blaid checked the sun; it was early afternoon, another four hours till sunset. He could not attack the Vampyres alone during daylight; there were too many of them. Circling around, he travelled around the back of their camp. It sprawled a mile in either direction from Braérn’s gate and Blaid estimated there to be at least eight hundred Vampyres. He noticed few Werewolves, but, because of their exceptional sense of smell, he would need to deal with them as soon as possible so that they would not alert the Vampyres to his presence.
He found himself a vantage point on a slight wooded rise. It had tall trees, but most of them were shrub-like and made for excellent cover. He had a good view from here and was able to observe the entire camp. It was too far away to hear much of what they were saying, but he did not understand their language anyway.
The longer he watched the camp, the more he learned. He knew the Vampyres preferred to be less active during the day and did most of their work and hunting during the dark hours of the night. He believed their eyes to be sensitive to light, which made them poor shots during the day, but no less dangerous. They were probably waiting for nightfall to renew their attack, so Blaid had to come up with a plan fast. Most were honing their weapons, repacking arrows into sheaths and reloading the slingshots, while yet others were simply resting or eating. He noticed the Werewolves were kept together on the far southern side of the camp; they were not tethered, but there were two Vampyres keeping watch over them.
Suddenly the hairs on the back of his neck stood erect and he shrunk deeper into the bush. Two Vampyre Scouts emerged from the trees, conversing softly in their strange tongue. They were completely oblivious to his presence and he dealt with them swiftly and silently. They would probably eventually be missed; same as those two by the wall; but he hoped it would all be over by then.
He dragged the two Scouts under some brush and covered them with leaves. The Werewolves would still be able to sniff them out if they were to come this way, but they were well enough hidden from the passing eye.
Blaid waited as another hour went by. He noticed activity on the wall above Braérn’s gate; probably a shift change; and then everything went quiet again. He considered his options; eight hundred Vampyres, too much for even him to fight alone; but if he could disable some of their siege weapons and take out as many archers as he could, then maybe the people of Braérn would be able to do the rest. He wondered how many men were behind that wall; most cities had sent their armies to Greystone. He despised the Vampyres for their cowardly behaviour; attacking the cities while the warriors were away. Those that were left were the elderly and children and anyone else not able to fight. What chance did these people have; even with the few Regimental divisions Crook Harbour had managed to send them?
Maia, he thought, I could really use your help.
As the sun set behind the mountain and the land was steeped in twilight, Blaid began his assault. It only took him a few minutes to steal a bow and a few quivers with arrows; the Vampyres did not expect an enemy in their own camp and everything was ripe for the picking. Quickly he made his way to the far southern side of the camp and, with as little noise as possible, took care of the Werewolves and their two Keepers. Four others came to investigate the commotion, but those were dealt with as effectively before they could alert the rest of the camp.
As darkness fell, the Vampyres jumped into action and started their attack on the city, firing balls of fire from their sling shots. With the Vampyres’ attention on their target, Blaid began his sabotage. He punctured the barrels of tar the Vampyres used to dip their slingshot balls into to make them burn and then set the oozing liquid alight. The flowing, burning tar spread quickly and soon some of the slingshots were on fire. By the time he had destroyed four of the barrels, there was chaos in the camp. Often, he had to hide for a while before he could continue his campaign, but, with the Werewolves out of the way, he was able to do so without much difficulty.
Other equipment started to burn and, as often as he could, Blaid added arrows, spears and other weapons to the flames. While the siege on Braérn continued, some Vampyres were now solely busy with trying to get the blazes under control. He defied them at every turn and those that got in his way he killed as swiftly as he lit the next fire. Vampyres did not burn easily, but their weapons did. He did everything he could to destroy as many as possible before the Vampyres eventually caught up with him. They would; there were simply too many of them to outrun.
The Vampyres’ camp now lit up the night like a sunrise and soon Blaid fought more than destroying weapons. He still had the bow slung over his shoulder, but in such close quarters he had to use Kanarel’s sword. He was glad for the weapon, it was of excellent make, but he wished he had his own. The smell of smoke, tar and blood was thick in his nose, and breathing was difficult. He noticed the Vampyres had no such difficulties; they did not need to breathe as much as Elves did.
Soon he was coughing and out of breath. He stabbed two more Vampyres and beheaded another before he hid behind a tent that had so far escaped the flames. He tried to catch his breath, but he knew, if he did not get out soon, he would not make it. But he was not done yet. There was still fight left in him. Two more sling shots were operational and fired what was left of their ammunition. About a hundred archers were on the front line he had not been able to get to and shot relentlessly at the figures on the city wall.
With one last effort, Blaid made his way to the slingshot furthest to the left. It was manned by four Vampyres and they put up a good fight as he attacked them, but eventually they were no match for him. He commandeered the sling shot, turning it, loading it, and then aimed for the archers. The first flaming ball smashed into the back row and took out about ten of them. By the time he had loaded and lit the second ball, a group of Vampyres was running towards him. He quickly fired and the line of archers broke up as the ball exploded in their midst. He had just loaded the third ball when the Vampyres reached him. Before he could fire, they attacked and, in the time it took him to defend himself, the remaining archers regrouped and continued their assault on the wall. During the melee, he managed to spring the release of the sling shot and fired the third ball into the line of archers. He was too busy to see how much damage it caused as more Vampyres converged on his location.
Outnumbered and overwhelmed, he felt the black rage start to cloud his vision. He could not control it, but today he welcomed it; there were no innocent bystanders here. As his vision went dark, his ears picked up a new sound. A horn blared in the distance and then there was the sound of galloping hooves. He struggled to bring himself back under control as he fought; the Elves had left the safety of the city and were attacking. He had hoped they would, once the Vampyres were in disarray, but in his current state he cursed their timing.
He screamed in rage as his mind became muddled and he desperately shook his head to clear it; he could not bear the deaths of more Elves on his conscience. He had to leave. Now. Too worked up to shadow travel, he did the only thing he could; he ran. The Vampyres chased him, but it did not matter. He could deal with them once he was safely away from the warriors that had now reached the Vampyre camp.
He ran up the low rise he had used as a hideout and, once he reached the trees, he turned to confront the five Vampyres that had given chase. He was calmer now, but the Vampyres knew nothing of it as he killed them ruthlessly, one by one.
With the dead lying carelessly at his feet, he watched from his vantage point as the warriors of Braérn and Crook Harbour dealt with what was left of the Vampyre army. Blaid did not know how many Vampyres he had killed, but it was clear the Elves were still outnumbered. With most of their weapons burned, the Vampyres were left somewhat at a disadvantage and it did not take long for the Elves to overpower them. It was difficult to see through the flames and the smoke how many Elves died in the process, but when Blaid finally heard the horn blare again, the fighting had stopped.
Tiredly he sank down to the ground and leant against a tree. He was so thirsty. After resting for a short while, he searched the Vampyres and took from them their weapons; as many as he could carry; and then moved back to where he had hidden his bag on the shore of Nithril Deep.
 

 
She sat in the branches of the tree above her house, her feet dangling in the air. Rothea was inside, sitting by the window where she could see her. Maia had taken refuge in the tree after she went to see her father. Even now his words still rang in her ears.
“Do you understand the danger you put, not just your own life in, but the lives of Rothea and the people of Shadow Hall as well?” he had shouted, her mother’s hand resting calmly on his shoulder.
“Yes, Father.”
“You could have been killed. Is that what you want? Do you want to follow Riker into the next world?”
She had taken a sharp breath; even Jaik looked shocked at her father’s outburst.
“And what if we had needed you here?”
“Here?” she asked, now utterly furious. “So, I am allowed to fight here and put my life in danger, but I am not allowed to do it for the people of Thala Yll?”
Her father was quiet then for a moment, blood rising to his face, and her mother whispered to him. Jaik, leaning against a post in the room, tried hard to suppress a smile at his sister’s spirited reply.
“That is not the point, Maia,” he had finally answered. “You disobeyed a direct order.”
“I did not receive such an order,” she answered defiantly. “I left before it could be given.”
“Maia,” he said, a dangerous calm in his voice, “you have changed and I think we all know the cause of it. I do not like what I see and from now on I expect you to report directly to me. We have always given you free rein, but if you treat yourself and others with so little respect, then it is time for me to intervene. You are not to leave Shadow Hall unless ordered to do so while there are Vampyres in our land and while that … that Blaid is still out there. Orders have been given to capture him and kill him if necessary.”
“What?” she had asked, disbelieving.
“We received a bird from Stoneloft this morning that he killed twenty-four Elves. The city had been under attack by Vampyres and he infiltrated the city and killed our own people.”
“That cannot be true.”
“Wel,l it is, Maia, and from now on he will be treated as much of an enemy as the Vampyres. You might have been right about Kanarel, but you are wrong about Blaid. He is dangerous. Now, I want you to go home and stay there until you receive orders from me. I will not allow any further disobedience from you.”
She had been shocked by her father’s words about Blaid, but did not believe them. There had to be some other explanation for it, she was sure of it. She wished she knew where he was now and she wished she could contact him somehow to warn him about her father’s orders. Why could the people not see he was helping them? He was a Prime; he should be revered like her. Just because he was Death, did not mean that was all he stood for.
The lights of the city came on one by one. She had no intention of sleeping under the same roof as her father tonight and she would stay in this tree until she felt the need to come down. The city was beautiful from her vantage point and, as night deepened, the city lights sparkled like stars in the night sky.
At some point Rothea left her seat and then returned with food, but Maia was not hungry. The dish stood untouched on the windowsill until morning, when Rothea eventually took it away. Rothea stayed by the window all through the night, for which Maia felt bad, and even now she refused to leave her. Rothea sat there all though that day too and only left once, when it started to get dark, to light a lantern to put in the window. Maia had never had a friend like Rothea and, although it all had started with Rothea filling in for a Server, the two of them had become real friends. It felt good to have someone she could be close to without the need to explain everything. Rothea seemed to understand her better than anyone, besides her brother, and did not judge her for her actions.
Maia knew Rothea enjoyed her new position as Maia’s personal guard but, in light of their most recent excursion, that position might be in doubt. She would have to tread carefully with her father if she did not want Rothea to be reassigned.
“Maia,” Rothea whispered up to her.
She looked down and saw Rothea sitting on the windowsill looking up at her. She often called her Maia now, but only when they were alone.
“A bird arrived from Braérn this morning. The city is under siege by an army of Vampyres. I am sorry I could not find out sooner, it is almost night already.”
Maia closed her eyes for a moment. It would be so easy to fly there and help them; why did her father not see it? If the message was already received this morning, then maybe they were already too late. There was nothing her father could do in a hurry; it would take a Regiment at least four days to get there if they did not rest their horses. Desperate, she reached out to Midnight. It was a long shot; Midnight did not serve anyone and the only reason he helped them was because of the bond he had with her. To send him to help people he had no connection with was probably asking too much.
Midnight was out hunting; Maia caught a brief image of him in the mountains with three mountain goats in a heap at his feet. He had probably devoured twice that many already. Quickly she explained the situation to him. Strangely, Midnight did not so much mind going to help the people, but he had trouble understanding why she could not go with him. She was Bright-Shining-Silver-Star and nothing should be able to stop her. Maia smiled at his sentiment, but then went serious again. Midnight eventually agreed to go without her, grudgingly, and after finishing his meal of mountain goats, rose into the air above the mountains and flew east. Their bond was strong, but to maintain contact over long distances took tremendous energy, so she severed the contact as soon as he was out on the plains.
She watched the rise of the moons and calculated when Midnight would reach Braérn. She hoped he would get there in time. At some point her mother came to the window and asked her to come in, but she refused. She had been in the tree for two days now; although Elves enjoyed sleeping, they needed little of it. She could also go without water or food for another few days if she needed to, but knew it would be thirst that eventually got her down. For now, she had no intention of going anywhere; at least not until Midnight returned.
A short while later she felt a vibration in the tree. She looked down and saw Jaik climbing up towards her.
“You know sulking will not achieve anything,” he said as he took his seat on the branch beside her.
“I know,” she replied. “I am just not ready to face him yet.”
“He is not at home,” Jaik said, and draped his arm around her shoulder. “Father is still at the House of the Guardians. Reports have been coming in all afternoon and there seems to be fighting everywhere. He is questioning his decision of keeping the bulk of our forces at Greystone. Things have been difficult for him.”
“I know,” she sighed. “I heard about Braérn.”
“Yes, there is little we can do about it, but Father has sent a small detachment to rush to their aid.”
“I asked Midnight to assist them.”
“Midnight? Alone?”
“I dare not defy Father again. Not because of me, but because of what it would mean for everyone else. But I can also not leave the people of Braérn to their fate when there is something I could have done about it. Midnight has graciously agreed to assist them. He left about two hours ago. He should be there by now.”
“There is hope then,” her brother said.
She leant her head against his shoulder and together they sat in the tree and watched the moons cross the night sky. Soon the orbs were hidden by the thick canopy and slowly slipped towards the mountains. Maia’s eyes were just closing, safely snuggled into her brother’s arms, when she felt a mental nudge from Midnight.
Immediately she was alert and sat up.
“What is it?” Jaik asked.
“Midnight is back,” she replied, then was silent for a while as she waited for Midnight to explain what he had seen. “It was all over by the time Midnight reached Braérn. The Vampyre camp was in flames and all the Vampyres were dead. The city sustained some damage, but Midnight thinks most of the people are all right. He says he is unsure of what transpired there. The general thoughts of the people are that someone or something from the outside helped them, which led to their eventual victory.”




 
“There have been six attacks over the past four Quarters,” her father said to the assembled in the Elder Hall. “Thala Yll, Stoneloft, Braérn, Dragonfort, Rathaés and Tarron Heights.” He listed the cities. “We know that Thala Yll, Stoneloft and Braérn have successfully managed to fight off their attackers, but Tarron Heights is still under siege and we have not heard from Dragonfort and Rathaés.”
The Elder Hall was packed to capacity and those that could not find a place inside crowded the paths outside. Everyone present, from Elders and Commanders to Potters and Servers, began to whisper anxiously. Her father did not stop them, but waited until everyone had calmed again.
“Besides the cities on Crook Island, Alea Yll and Shadow Hall are the only cities that have not been attacked yet. We can only guess why this is so, but at the same time we must also assume that our time is coming. I know everyone has already been doing guard duty day and night, but I must urge you to be even more vigilant. Our Scouts have reported Vampyre tracks a few miles south of here and, although it seemed to be a small group of only four or five, we think they may be gathering for an attack on Shadow Hall.”
Again, there was commotion in the crowed and their combined worry weighed heavily on Maia. She found it difficult to breathe and wished she could get out of there.
“We have also had reports from Greystone that some of the Scouts have not returned and Wood Cutters and Hunters have gone missing. Commander Willowbay assumes these to be the acts of Vampyres in the area and will be taking a Regiment to investigate further. He also says there has been some strange activity around the Gate. Although they have not seen anyone come or go, the energy field within the circle was definitely activated several times during the past Quarter.”
Maia’s skin crawled; she knew what that meant and so did her father. She had explained it to him after she returned from Naylera. Vampyres were certainly coming through the Gate right under the noses of their own troops.
“We are now at war,” Jagaer said, raising his voice over the murmurs of the crowed.
Everyone fell silent.
“We must expect an attack at any moment and I want everyone to be ready to fight at a moment’s notice. Please make sure you are all aware of your given positions for the defence of the city. Double check all your weapons, equipment, traps, and the water buckets in case of fire. I do not want anything to go wrong when we can least afford it.”
Her father droned on about the safety of the city and what needed doing to keep it safe, but Maia could listen no longer. She came out of her tree once Midnight returned and Jaik went to give the news to their father. She slept in her bed that night, plagued by weird dreams. Jaik had woken her early in the morning and asked her to attend a meeting at the House of the Guardians with him immediately. The meeting had lasted for hours and everything her father shared this afternoon had already been discussed and she already had her orders.
When she noticed others leaving, obviously to see to their tasks immediately, she quickly got up and followed them out, Rothea behind her. She needed air and to get away from the anxiety of her people.
“Maia, wait,” Aaron called out behind them as they pushed their way through the crowded door.
Once he had caught up with them they walked in silence until clear of the crowd and descended the steps of the Elder Gate together.
“I believe you will be flying patrols from the air,” Aaron said when they were finally alone.
“Yes,” she replied, trying to keep her disapproval out of her voice. “But with a city such as this there is not much I can do from up there if there is fighting here on the ground. I would be better placed here, where I can protect my people.”
“I admit that I have yet to see my first Vampyre and I know little about how they fight,” Aaron said, “but I do know the people here. They are all strong and great fighters, even the young ones, and we have spent many hours devising the security systems around the city. I personally have designed many of the traps your father chose to employ.”
“Are you not anxious, Aaron?” she asked, startled by his upbeat demeanour.
“I am, but I have faith. I have seen what your people … our people … can do and I believe in your father’s leadership. He is a great man and a strong leader.”
“Aye,” Rothea said.
Maia cast a quick glance sideways at Aaron. He had changed so much; she hardly recognised him anymore. He was quite accomplished with the sword and she had no doubt he was brave enough to engage a Vampyre in a fight, but Aaron still lacked the speed of the Elves, and Vampyres were as fast; if not a little faster. She was worried Aaron might be over confident in his abilities and she worried for him. Jasmin would also be in the middle of the fighting, as she was posted as one of the archers on the outer defences. Luke would be stationed in Silas’ cave, where he would see to any wounded. It would be Silas’ job to collect the wounded from their posts and deliver them to Luke. At least one of her children would be in a relatively safe place.
“I wish I had your confidence,” she said. “Promise me you will look after yourself.”
“I promise,” he said, and took her hand and kissed it.
Strangely, she didn’t mind. She felt it was done with respect and his promise had been sincere. He let go of her hand immediately and they carried on walking side by side, Rothea following at a respectful distance.
She wanted to go to the Galassan’s workshop to collect her things. Midnight’s saddle had already been hoisted into position with the contraption they had built to get it onto his back. All she needed to do was ask Midnight to walk beneath it and, by pulling one lever, the saddle dropped down onto his back. All she then needed to do then was tighten the straps. Her own armour, though, was still at the workshop. Jaik had asked Galassan to make alterations; extra padding for the chest, more protection for the neck, a broader kidney belt and fine chain mail to go underneath it all. Even her gloves had been fortified with knuckle plates. She appreciated her brother’s concern, but she found the new design a little too bulky for her liking.
They reached Galassan’s workshop and Aaron waited while Rothea helped her into her new outfit. It fitted well enough and she was surprised to find, even with the extra padding, she could still move freely.
“You look breathtakingly beautiful,” Aaron said as she stepped out from behind the screen.
“It is my battle armour; it is not supposed to be beautiful,” she replied, somewhat taken aback.
“Then you were born to be a warrior, for I have seen you wear many beautiful things, but never has anything ever looked as perfect on you as this.”
Maia blushed. How were you supposed to reply to something like that? She wished there was a mirror in the workshop, but if Galassan had one he kept it hidden. She tried to see her reflection in a shield resting against the wall, but it only showed her a hazy, distorted version of herself and she was unable to see what Aaron could. She cast a glance at Rothea, who nodded as if agreeing with Aaron.
She had to admit that everything fitted her perfectly and the leather conformed to her body well. It was tough enough to protect her, yet supple enough to allow her free movement. And, as always, Galassan had been creative with his design and generous with his decorations and accessories. Each section of leather had been carved with dragons and scenes of battle. She now also had new straps to hold her bow and extra quivers, her Twin Blades, her sword, her hunting knife and two extra pouches, one on each leg, for throwing knives. It was certainly comfortable and practical and ideal for the purpose for which it was intended. Now all she needed to do was to collect her weapons from home and strap them to herself.
“Well, thank you, Aaron,” she finally managed to say. “Now that I am done, where is it that you need to go?”
“I am to report to my post within the hour. I just thought I would spend some time with you before you took to the air.”
“All right. I need to collect my weapons. Will you walk with us then?”
“I would be delighted to,” he replied.
They stepped onto the Workers Lanes and walked beneath the silver trees of the birch forest. As they crossed the bridge over the river the alarm horns started blaring. They froze for a moment and looked at each other.
“It is time,” Maia said, and put her hand on Aaron’s arm. “May the Mother be with you.”
“And you.”
Maia and Rothea took off running, leaving Aaron to find his own post. They sprinted up the steps to her home and into her room to strap her weapons to her outfit. Rothea grabbed her own extra weapons and Maia was still fastening the last buckle as they ran back out the door.
Commotion came from the forest to the south of the city.
“I am going to get Midnight. See what you can do to help on the ground.”
Rothea nodded and sprinted away, taking the stairs that connected to The Median. Maia took the fastest route to The Crags, running as fast as she could. She heard Midnight roar in the distance and knew he was ready. Sprinting up the last steps, she broke from the trees and into the open. Midnight stood beside the contraption with his saddle, but Maia did not take the time to lower it onto him. He knelt and she ran up his leg and settled into the crook of his neck. He was airborne immediately and swooping away over the forest.
Through the trees, she saw people running towards the southern side of the city; towards the water mill. The trees were thick there and she would not be able to help from the air. The Steep, the road that led down to the city from the water mill, came from high up a cliff and ran down steep steps and ladders to reach the city. If the Vampyres were attacking from that direction, they would have the advantage of high ground.
She asked Midnight to circle the city once to make sure they were not being attacked on multiple fronts.
Shadow Hall was built within a horseshoe-like formation of one of the lower cliffs of Shadow Peak. It had a wide opening to the east; wide enough to harbour the entire Silver Forest, as well as two of their main roads into the city. She asked Midnight to fly there first. It was the easiest access point, but they had taken precautions and barricaded the entire section, stationing archers every ten paces. They looked up at her now as she flew overhead.
Then there was The Ascent, which was the path that led up from the stables. It was a gentle rise from the Grazing Grounds on the other side of the cliff, but it wound its way through thick forest and rocky ridges. It was fairly easy to defend and they had barricaded the road there too, posting archers within the trees. Maia was unable to see through the trees, but Midnight assured her all was quiet.
Then there was Hallows Entrance; it was a steep and dangerous path that ran almost parallel to The Steep. One had to pass through a narrow gorge to reach the city from this point and it was probably the most unlikely road the Vampyres would take. They flew over it quickly, but again Midnight confirmed he sensed no Vampyres below.
Then, on the northern side, there were five different roads that led from the forest into the city. One of them, Blackwood Drop, led past The Crags. Maia knew there were no Vampyres there now, as she just came from there. As she circled, she saw that The Rise, Hollow Hill, Cedar Path, and Oaken Drift were all clear.
Why would the Vampyres only attack through such a narrow entrance as The Steep, even if they had the high ground? At best, only two would be able to fight alongside each other and anyone daring to come past the second waterfall would be shot by their archers.
They flew over the water mill again, one of the few places where she could see the ground, as the area around the mill had been cleared. If there were Vampyres there, they were smart enough to stay out of the open. Midnight knew they were there and estimated their number to be around twenty. They were raining arrows down on the people protecting the bridge.
“Something is not right,” Maia whispered and asked Midnight to circle again.
This time they flew a bigger circle around the city, covering more ground over the forest surrounding it and even out into the plain leading towards the mighty oak at the river junction. Daylight faded fast and although her eyesight was good even in the dark, she relied mostly on Midnight’s senses to tell her what was happening below.
As the sun finally dipped completely behind the mountains, Maia discovered what she had been looking for. Horrified, she urged Midnight to land within the Gathering Grounds; something he had never done before, but there was simply no time.
The moment he touched ground, she jumped down and ran. As suspected, she found her brother at the bridge spanning the river that flowed from the water mill. The twenty or so Vampyres up on the ridge kept them busy, but had not been able to inflict any damage.
“Jaik!” she shouted as she ran towards him. “Jaik!”
Finally, he heard her and met her in the middle of the bridge.
“It is a distraction. They keep us busy here so we will not notice them coming in from the other side. There are three separate groups of about fifty each, mounted on Werewolves, coming our way now. They are moving fast and should reach the city within the next few minutes. Dispatch your men to The Crags, Oaken Drift and The Rise immediately, or those archers there will be overrun.”
Jaik did not waste a moment. He bellowed his orders and immediately every Guard was running. Commander Ridgewell kept a small detachment of five archers with the ones protecting the bridge, but the rest he withdrew, ordering them across the city immediately.
“I am going to The Crags,” Maia said before she left her brother. “There is some open ground and maybe Midnight will be able to help.”
Before Jaik could answer she was on her way. Midnight was where she had left him, but he faced towards The Crags and thick plumes rose from his nostrils; he was rearing to go and only waiting for her.
She ran up his leg and before she had even settled he was in the air. It took him only a few strokes of his wings to see them over the city and to The Crags. Maia could now hear the baying of the Werewolves as they ran towards the city. The sound was strange to her ears; a mixture between wolf and something else, something that sounded somewhat like a person howling. It gave her goosebumps.
Midnight reluctantly dropped her off in the clearing.
“I am more help on the ground, than up on The Crags,” she said as he took off.
Her father would be mad, but she did not want to hide from the Vampyres; she wanted to help her people. She watched as Midnight took position on top of The Crags. Anyone taking the path that wound around The Crags would be incinerated from the top.
Quickly she sought out the archers stationed along Blackwood Drop and asked them to fall back to Stony Lane. Together they raced back towards the city and almost ran into the men Jaik had assigned to this area.
“Midnight is on The Crags. Do not use the path. He will burn any that might come that way. Hold your ground here and all along this ridge,” she said. “Do not let them enter the city.”
Stony Lane was a short, narrow lane that led to Blackwood Drop, which wound around The Crags. On either side was a low but stony ridge, heavily wooded, and brambles thrived up there. An area difficult to get through, but not impossible. Maia hoped the Vampyres would concentrate on either getting through Stony Lane, or making it past them to The Rise.
“Yes, My Lady,” one of the warriors replied, and repeated her orders.
The bizarre howling grew louder and she noticed some of the men look at each other with worry in their eyes. Maia assumed the howling was a scare tactic; and it was working.
“Do not be afraid,” she shouted. “We have fought them before and won. Our families are in those homes behind us. Protect them.”
The men nodded and a tense calm settled over them as they waited in the dark. They had discussed the use of lanterns, but Elves saw as well in the dark as Vampyres and lanterns would only give away their positions. Now they waited as the howling became louder.
Suddenly the night sky lit up with Midnight’s fire and the screams coming from The Crags were terrible to behold.
“It is time,” Maia said. “Here they come.”
 

 
He had traded the weapons he collected from the Vampyres for proper boots, fresh clothes, and food. At first, he thought the homestead just outside Braérn deserted, but the owners hid in a sandstone cave below their home. It took him a while to convince them that he meant them no harm, but they finally came out. He shared the news about Braérn and the relief on their faces gave Blaid great joy. He did not tell them who he was or his part in the battle at Braérn; he did not want to frighten them, they were good people.
Now travelling light, with only Kanarel’s sword, a hunting knife, and a water bottle, having eaten and rested for a short while, he had enough energy to shadow travel. Seeing Braérn attacked increased his urgency to get to Shadow Hall.
He made good time that afternoon and soon reached Peak View Lodge. He was so close now; another few jumps and he would be there. He took a moment to catch his breath and drink water, channelled his energy again and was on his way.
When he landed at Eldenar Forest, he took another sip of water and then jumped again. A feeling of apprehension made him uneasy and he was on his guard when he landed again. He was now about twenty-five miles from the city and the feeling of unease grew stronger. The next jump took him within five miles of Shadow Hall and right into the middle of a group of Vampyres and their Werewolves.
Blaid smelled them just before he materialized, but was unable to stop. They rode fast and he was almost knocked down as they raced past him. At first, he thought they might not have noticed, but then a shout was taken up and all reined in their mounts. Soon Blaid stood surrounded by a group of at least a hundred Vampyres, all atop their beastly companions.
“Vat ‘ave vee ‘ere?” one of the Vampyres asked in strongly accented Elven.
The others laughed as Blaid turned in a circle to find the one who had spoken.
“You are thee one they call Death, dje?”
Blaid narrowed his eyes at the large General climbing off his Werewolf. He was well dressed in a uniform that looked like it had been made by Elves. He noticed again how different these Generals were from their common warriors; they had nobler faces, their skin was not as grey and their mouths did not have a snout-like appearance. These Generals still looked like the Vampyres of old, yet their underlings bore a closer resemblance to monsters.
“Dje,” Blaid answered, assuming the word meant yes.
“Ah, vee ‘ave been looking for you,” the General said as he stepped closer, but just out of reach. “You ‘ave been causing many troubles.”
“I could say the same about you,” Blaid retorted.
The General laughed; a haunting sound that rang in Blaid’s ears.
“I vould love to stay and talk, but vee ‘ave business to attend to,” the General said and then gave a command in his own language.
Blaid briefly got a glimpse of the net thrown over him as his body dissolved into shadow. He heard some shouts of surprise and then all was silent as he travelled. He did not go far; he landed about a mile ahead of them and waited. It was dark, but he did not need to see them to know they were coming. Another four miles behind him lay Shadow Hall and if this Vampyre knew what he was, he was surely aware of what Maia was too. Over his dead body would he let them pass.
He had no time to prepare; the Werewolves were fast. It was open ground here, with only a few trees dotting the countryside. There was no shelter and no high ground.
The ground started to vibrate as the horde drew closer. Blaid drew his weapons. Soon he heard the Vampyres shout as they caught sight of him. The General gave some kind of order and the group split up; half of them circled him, while the others, including the General, rode on past him to Shadow Hall.
Blaid did not get a chance to consider his options; this time the Vampyres attacked immediately. Their Werewolves charged and he was immediately dodging their snapping teeth, as well as the Vampyres’ swords. He was hopelessly outnumbered and now in no position to shadow travel; it required concentration and the Vampyres were relentless.
He hacked and slashed at the Werewolves, trying to unseat their riders. He got bitten on the arms, his legs, and his shoulders, but he kept fighting. A sword flicked past his head, nicking his ear. Another sword found its mark and skewered his left hand; the hunting knife dropped to the ground. He retaliated by driving his own sword through the Vampyre’s throat. He died instantly, but there were already ten more confronting him in his place.
Bleeding, hurt and seriously angry, Blaid felt his black rage take over. This time he did not try to stop it; all of them had to die. He was vaguely aware of the snarl that escaped his throat and then his vision went dark.
He was Death.
 

 
It seemed to take forever before they saw the first Vampyre ride his Werewolf through the trees, but after that, everything happened within the blink of an eye. Midnight had taken care of about a third of the horde with one blast of his fire; the rest were now storming towards them. Maia heard Midnight roar in the distance, but the trees were too tall and dense here for him to help.
All along the ridge, the Werewolves fell on the Elves, while their riders jumped off to attack on foot. Maia realised that her group was outnumbered at least two to one, but it only fuelled her rage. Somehow, she was angry beyond anything she had ever felt before. For a moment, her vision went dark; as if a black shadow had passed over it; but then it cleared and the first Vampyre fell before her as she lopped off his head.
With a strange snarl escaping her throat, she led the defence of her city and nothing could stand in her way. All those Moons of training were finally paying off and the rage within her gave her the energy to fight longer and harder than she had ever before.
Vampyres and Werewolves fell to her blades, blood flying in all directions. She was vaguely aware of the Elves behind her, but felt, if she concentrated on them too much, she might kill them too. Keeping ahead of them, she sliced her way through the melee, killing everything that got in her way. She ignored the snapping teeth and the flashing metal of the Vampyres’ swords; nothing could stop her now. All she was aware of was thrusting her blades into the guts of a Werewolf, or slicing off a Vampyre’s head, or shooting an arrow through the back of the head of a Vampyre who had managed to reach the ridge. Nothing else mattered in that moment that seemed to last a lifetime, yet at the same time felt like it was over in but a flash.
“Follow me,” she yelled once all the Vampyres and Werewolves lay dead before her.
She did not dare look back at her men, for the rage she felt within had not diminished and she was afraid she might kill them all. She led the way to The Rise and came at the Vampyres from the side as they attacked the men holding their ground there. The numbers were more even and the attackers were dealt with quickly.
Maia struggled more and more to suppress her anger. When her brother approached, she held up her hand, shook her head and turned away from him. She took off running toward Oaken Drift, knowing her warriors would follow her, and fell onto Vampyres still locked in battle with her people there.
Regiment warriors were posted here and they had dealt with the attack efficiently; about fifteen Vampyres and eight Werewolves were left standing when Maia reached them. She could feel her people were weary and they had already been driven back towards the city. Without breaking stride, she laid into what was left of the Vampyres and, encouraged, her people attacked with renewed force. The sound of metal striking metal was overly loud in her ears and the smell of blood all around her made her sick, but the rage kept her going even as suddenly another group of Vampyres came galloping up Oaken Drift.
Immediately she was aware that they were all Generals and even their Werewolves were larger than the ones they had been fighting. She felt the men behind her hesitate for a moment, but as she advanced with a primal scream escaping from her mouth, the men rallied behind her.
Somewhere deep in her befuddled mind she thought of the other defences of the city and how they were holding up. There were vague thoughts of her mother and father, Rothea, Aaron and the children, Silas; but all those thoughts were buried so deep within the rage that she was unable to act upon them. All she could do was attack.
The Generals fought harder and better than the others and this fight lasted longer. The Werewolves too were better trained and seemed to employ their own tactics instead of simply attacking. Maia found that they were as dangerous as the Vampyres.
She hardly noticed the cuts and bites she sustained as she battled her way through the horde. She had singled out what seemed to be their leader; he was taller, better dressed and had an air of nobility about him that made him stand out. Looking at him gave her the strangest feeling and all she wanted to do was kill him. She dodged a sword as it swung by her head, received a slash to her arm as she raced past another, and got bitten on the legs by a Werewolf. She stumbled for a moment, then cut off the Werewolf’s head and ran on. She hacked and sliced at everything in her way and finally he stood before her. One quick jab and his Werewolf collapsed beneath him.
The look of surprise on the General’s face gave her a perverse kind of pleasure.
“You,” he said in passable Elven.
“Dje,” Maia replied in Nayleran.
She wanted to kill him so badly, but through the fog of her rage she wondered how he knew who she was. She hesitated just long enough to give him an opening. At the last moment, she lifted her Twin Blades and caught his sword in the cross her blades made in front of her face. The impact jarred her arms and she was suddenly very aware of the terrible pain in her right shoulder.
The General’s face was only a hand’s breadth from her face and she could smell his rancid breath. He bared his teeth and she saw saliva dribble from his fangs. Disgusted, she pushed him away and took up a defensive position. Behind her the battle continued, but it was more like muffled sounds in the background as she concentrated on the Vampyre. They circled each other; well aware of the danger the other posed. Then they came together again; their blades twirling, blocking, slashing; always attacking, but neither giving ground.
The longer she looked at him, the more she hated him. There was something strangely familiar about him, but she had little time to think as he attacked ceaselessly. He seemed to have the strength of ten men and the stamina of a dragon. Maia felt herself weakening with every blow she blocked. Her armour had protected her from most of the blows she received, but she had a cut on her forearm that was bleeding profusely and she was now aware of all the puncture wounds. Her body hurt, but her mind would not give up. Grinding her teeth, she pushed back, putting all her hatred for the man into her attack. He thought he had beaten her, but as she attacked with renewed force, she laughed at the surprised look on his face.
One step forward; slash; another step forward; stab; another step; cut. The General was forced to retreat under her onslaught and in her fury she was unaware that all around them everything had gone quiet. On and on she drove him; cutting him, stabbing him and at one point she thought she might have bitten him.
Finally, he sank to his knees and she stood over him with her blades to his throat. They were both panting and he looked up at her defiantly. The hatred within her wanted to ram those blades into his body, but something stopped her. They stood like this for what seemed like ages.
“Jaik, bind him,” she called over her shoulder.
Immediately four men, including Jaik, came forward and surrounded the downed General. Maia kept her Twin Blades pointing at his throat the entire time until Jaik gave her the signal that he was secure.
“Take him away before I change my mind,” she hissed.
Jaik nodded to his men and the General was led away. Maia watched as the men led him down the path to the city. There was a place within the Hall of the Guardians where they would keep him until someone made a decision on what to do with him. Maia wanted to question him on how he knew who she was, but right now all she wanted to do was sleep.
Her body start to tremble and a cold sweat broke out on her forehead. The world spun before her eyes and then her vision dimmed and she was left standing in the dark. The earth tilted up beneath her and the last thing she remembered was her brother calling her name.
 

 
He was so cold and he was so tired. He could barely open his eyes to see the stars above him. He figured it to be about two hours to sunrise. Now that he was awake, the smell of blood and Vampyre was strong in his nose and the memories came flooding back. He remembered only that about fifty of them had escaped and had probably managed to get through to Shadow Hall, including that vile General. He knew the fate of the other fifty, even if he had no recollection of it; the carnage around him spoke of what had transpired here.
He tried to move, but everything hurt. He had to find shelter; he could not stay here out in the open amongst the dead. Using what energy he had left, he lifted onto his elbows and then dragged himself forward. His progress was slow and painful. After an hour of struggling, he lay still again and briefly drifted off to sleep. When he woke there was a faint glow on the eastern horizon; morning was only minutes away. He tried again to lift himself, but his muscles had become stiff and the crusts on his wounds burst open, making him gasp.
He looked around; about thirty paces from him lay what was left of the Vampyres and their hounds, a hundred paces to the south was a small forest and about fifty paces to the north was a scattering of brambles. He needed to find shelter so he could heal. Considering his options, he made a decision. He did not bother with taking off his clothes; he had no energy for it; and then changed into the wolf. The process hurt more than he had expected, but the wolf was strong and had a much higher pain threshold. He struggled to his feet and then licked his injured paws. He had decided to make for the brambles; they were closer than the forest and he could crawl beneath them, sheltered by their thorns.
Dreading every step, he limped forward. The last of the clothes fell off him as he walked, but he barely noticed. He kept his eyes fixed on the brambles and only concentrated on getting there. The longer it took him, the more inviting their shelter became. He dragged himself the last few paces and then crawled on his belly until he was deep beneath the thorny branches.
The sun had risen, but it was blissfully shady amongst the brambles. He spent a small amount of time licking some of his wounds, but then his tiredness took over. Resting his head on his paws, he finally fell into a deep sleep.
 

 
“We have just received a bird that Alea Yll has been attacked,” she heard Jaik say.
“Aye,” Silas replied, “I am not surprised. How did they fare?”
“It was a fairly small army, only three hundred, and the people of Alea Yll managed to fight them off.”
“I am glad to hear it.”
There was silence then for a short while and Maia listened to the small sounds of the fire crackling in the fireplace. She became aware of other people in the vicinity and, reaching out, sensed the Eläm of Rothea, Aaron, Jaik, Wolf, Luke, Jasmin, and Silas. They were in Silas’ cave and she was lying on a bed, covered by blankets.
“How is she doing?” Jaik finally asked.
“Weak,” Silas said, “but getting better. The stronger she gets, the faster she will be able to heal herself.”
Maia tried to concentrate on her body to find out what was wrong with her. She could feel the bandages on her arms and shoulders, but was unable to determine what lay beneath them. The effort proved too much for her and she felt herself drift off to sleep again.
The next time she woke up it was to the smell of stew bubbling over the fire. It made her realise how hungry she was. She tried to move, but it hurt so much. When she moaned, the people within the cave stirred and Silas and Luke were immediately by her side.
“Easy now,” Silas said, and laid a hand on her forehead.
Maia coughed. Luke held a cup to her mouth and she drank. It was water. Wolf came to lick her hand sticking out from the blanket.
“Can you move?” Silas asked, deep concern in his grey eyes.
“I …” Maia cleared her throat; it felt like she had not spoken in days. “I think so.”
Silas nodded to Luke and he immediately assisted her into a sitting position, piling pillows behind her back.
“You have been asleep for a while,” Silas said. “I have cleaned all your injuries and the cut on your arm is healing well.” Silas looked down for a moment and she knew the next thing he would tell her would be bad news. “You have several bite marks, which have become infected. They are stubborn to heal and I have done what I could. You need to regain some of your strength so you can see to them. Do you think you are ready to eat something?”
Maia briefly closed her eyes and checked her body. This time she was able to feel where she was wounded and was horrified at the extent of her injuries. She knew she did not have the strength now to heal herself; Silas was right, she needed to eat.
“Yes, please,” she said.
Luke immediately rose to his feet and went over to the fireplace where he filled a bowl with stew. He then cut some bread and returned to Maia’s side. Sitting on the edge of the bed, he gently fed her the stew spoonful by spoonful. There was only love and concern in his eyes and she did not mind him taken care of her. While she ate, Silas checked her bandages, removing some as he went along.
“Thank you, Luke,” she said when they were finished.
“How do you feel now?” he asked.
“A little stronger. May I have more water, please?”
Reaching for the cup, Luke helped her drink. The clear liquid soothed her throat and helped to invigorate her.
“What day is it?”
“You have slept for two days and you had us all worried,” Aaron said as he walked across the cave towards them.
Luke made space for his father and Aaron took a seat on the edge of her bed. Silas retreated to the fireplace and added a log to the fire.
“We have all heard about your heroics,” Aaron said, taking her hand, “but I should tell you that the point of learning to fight is to avoid getting bitten or cut to bits.” He grinned.
She frowned; she remembered little of what happened. It seemed like a half-forgotten dream.
“I do not remember much,” she said.
“The way the warriors tell the story is that you alone took on the attacking Vampyres and that nothing could stand in your way. You single-handedly won us the battle.”
“I doubt that,” she said. “I know the men were fighting with me.”
“Then you should hear Jaik tell it. He was there and saw it with his own eyes. And they still have that General you captured locked away in his cell.”
Again, Maia frowned; the thought of the General made bile rise to her throat. She had wanted to kill him, but something stopped her. She wanted to ask Aaron if the General had said anything, but knew Jaik or her father would not share such information with him.
“Are you still in pain?” Aaron asked, gently smoothing away her frown with his thumb.
“A little, but I will be all right.”
“She just needs some more rest, Dad,” Luke cut in. “She should be right as rain in a few days.”
“I will leave you to your healing then,” Aaron agreed, “but I will be back tonight to check on you.” He kissed Maia on the forehead.
He left before Maia could react. Luke had a smile on his face and Silas had his back turned. Had Aaron just kissed her? She looked questioningly at Luke, but he only shrugged his shoulders. Aaron was getting a little too confident for her liking.
“I am going to refill the water bottles,” Luke announced and, gathering up said bottles, made his way out of the cave.
“You have become somewhat of a legend to our warriors,” Silas said as he re-bound one of the bandages he took off earlier. “I wish I could have seen it.”
Maia watched Silas fasten the bandage to her arm. There was something in his voice that bothered her. Was it concern? Or disbelief? She could not tell.
“What is it, Silas? Is something wrong?”
Her old mentor looked at her and laid a reassuring hand on her cheek.
“Just because I do not understand it, does not make it wrong. Something happened to you out there and it helped save us all. It was a good thing. The only part that worries me is the toll it has taken on you. You have been unconscious for almost two days, one of which you spent in a fever. Everyone has been so worried about you.”
As if on cue, Jaik and her mother entered the cave.
“The princess awakens,” Jaik called in his usual playful voice, but his eyes were full of concern.
They both knelt before her bed and her mother stroked her hair.
“Aaron says you are feeling better,” Malyn said. “You gave us quite a scare.”
“I am all right now, Mother,” she smiled at her. “I have eaten and I feel a lot stronger already.”
“I don’t think anyone will ever doubt your strength again after your display out there,” Jaik said and gently cuffed her on the arm.
“Jaik,” her mother admonished, “now is not the time. Let her heal before you talk of war again.”
Jaik winked at her.
“Malyn is right,” Silas said. “Maia needs her rest to heal the last infection in her body. Luke is fetching water, so we can wash Maia. Why don’t you come back this evening? She should be on her feet by then.”
Malyn hesitated for a moment, reluctant to leave her. Then she kissed her on the forehead and stroked her cheek. “We will see you later,” she said, squeezed Maia’s hand, and rose to leave.
“Until later, my brave sister,” Jaik breathed before he, too, kissed her on the forehead.
Maia watched them leave. At the entrance her mother turned once more and waved.
“Ugh,” she said as they were out of sight. “Why is everyone kissing me today?”
Silas chuckled.
“I do not like being sick,” she said, and adamantly sat up. Silas was immediately by her side, but she waved him away. “No, enough of this.”
She threw the blankets off and then started to unwrap all her bandages. Silas did not stop her, but watched her in silence. Maia was only wearing short undergarments to cover the most necessary parts; the rest of her body was covered in bandages. By the time she removed them all, she was almost naked. Horrified she looked down at herself. Her midriff had been protected well by her new armour and not even the Werewolves’ sharp teeth had been able to penetrate there. But her arms and legs were full of puncture wounds, many of them still red and infected. Now that she was aware of them, she noticed how much they hurt. The cut on her arm was clean and Silas had stitched it closed.
She swung her legs off the bed and tested her balance. Her head was steady and, having eaten, she felt strong enough to heal herself. Even if that had not been the case, she would have tried anyway; she did not enjoy being treated like a fragile doll.
Closing her eyes, she focused her energy inward and sought out her injuries. She started with her arm and, as she knitted the fibres back together, the stitching came undone and fell to the floor. She was vaguely aware of Silas bending to pick them up. Next, she concentrated on the bite marks. She had at least a hundred of them and now realised, although they were slightly infected, they were fairly shallow; her leathers had protected her after all. One by one, she drove the infection out and then closed the wound; the skin perfectly smooth where there had been a hole.
Exhausted, she leant back into the bed. Silas draped the blankets back over her and then went to make her tea; he spoke not a word. When the tea was ready he came to sit beside her and helped her hold the cup to her mouth. Her hands were still shaking from the effort, but now that her injuries were healed she felt much better. The tea helped.
“Where are my clothes?” she finally asked.
“Your mother brought you some yesterday,” Silas said and got up to fetch them.
She got dressed quickly, glad to be out of bed. Once dressed, she went to sit by the fire.
“What time is it?”
“It should be getting dark soon.”
“Thank you for your care, Silas, but I think I would like to sleep in my own bed tonight.”
“I would not have it any other way,” he replied.
“Maia,” Luke called as he entered the cave, “you are up. And healed, I see.”
“Yes, all the fussing was too much for Maia,” Silas said, chuckling.
“I am sorry you had to fetch water, but I would prefer to shower at home,” Maia said to Luke.
“We always need water here,” Luke replied, “mostly for Silas’ tea.”
Luke went to store away the bottles and then busied himself with packing away the rest of the bandages from the bed.
“I want you to rest tonight. Tomorrow we can talk about what happened.”
“I don’t really know what happened,” she said. “We were under attack and I fought, just like everyone else.”
“Well, whatever it was, it made you stronger and faster, but used a lot of your energy. We will figure it out.”
“How many of our own were injured?” She did not want to ask how many were dead.
“There were a few, but they were all manageable injuries and they have all been sent home for now. No fatalities.”
Maia breathed a sigh of relief. In her mind, she tried to put it back together. There had been attacks on four fronts; at The Steep, The Crags, Oaken Drift, and The Rise. In retrospect, she thought they had gotten off lightly; at least one thousand five hundred attacked Thala Yll. Why had Shadow Hall only merited so few? It did not make sense. Maybe it would all make more sense in the morning.
Saying good night to Silas and Luke, she left the cave. At the entrance, Rothea almost bumped into her.
“They only just let me know you are awake,” she said, somewhat out of breath.
“Well, you are just in time to see me to bed,” Maia smiled at her.
 

 
“Evandeor,” Maia called to Commander Hollowdale as she approached the Elder Hall, “what a pleasant surprise.”
During the night, Midnight had woken Maia to let her know that dragons from Thala Yll had arrived. Jaik and her father went to greet Commander Arkenbay and Commander Hollowdale and their warriors, and then accommodated them at the Hall of the Guardians for the night. Jaik let her know there would be a meeting early in the morning, as the dragon riders had quite a story to tell; everyone who was still at Shadow Hall had been invited to listen.
It was a wonderful summer’s day and Maia felt in an unusually uplifted mood. With a gentle breeze blowing through the trees and the sunlight dappling the ground, she could not have wished for a more perfect day. With her body healed, she even decided to wear a dress for the occasion of the meeting.
“It is good to see you, My Lady,” he said, inclining his head respectfully towards her.
After more pleasantries, everyone found their seats in the Elder Hall.
“If you don’t mind, I would like to re-cap for those who were not present last night when you arrived,” her father said to Commander Arkenbay.
“Of course.”
“After Thala Yll’s successful defeat of the Vampyre army that attacked them, the city spent some time putting things back in order. I believe you burnt the dead Werewolves?”
“Aye, the Vampyres too,” Commander Arkenbay replied.
“Once the city was in order again, they restructured their defences. There are still a few Regiments there, but mostly the Night Watch and the Sentinels have been left to defend the city. Commander Arkenbay does not believe there will be another attack on the city and has come to re-join the rest of his army at Greystone.”
“Yes, it is the least we can do. Had it not been for Lady Maia and her dragon, the fight could have turned out differently.”
“Well,” her father cleared his throat, “yes, I am glad she was able to assist you. Now, why don’t you tell us what happened to you on your way here?”
“We were about halfway, when we discovered an army of Vampyres marching towards Shadow Hall. There were few Werewolves, but the army itself was close to three hundred strong. We had the Guard and the first and second Regiment with us, which put our number at fifty-one. Nevertheless, we were all riding our dragons and decided that this was our chance to redeem ourselves. They were out in the open and we rained arrows down on them until we had no more. By then, their numbers were so decimated that we landed and took the rest on ourselves. It took us the entire next day to drag all the bodies into one area to burn them. We believe they would have reached Shadow Hall about two or three days ago, had we not come across them.”
“Yes, you have done us a great service, Commander Arkenbay. We were, indeed, attacked three nights ago, and although they attacked us from four different directions, their numbers were low. We managed to defeat them without any casualties of our own.”
Maia listened to the men discuss the topic for a while longer, but there was no new information, so she eventually turned to her own thoughts. With the three hundred the warriors of Thala Yll had killed, the number of attackers on Shadow Hall seemed more likely, but in her mind, it still did not make sense.
Maybe they thought Thala Yll was more important. Maybe they had wanted to take Thala Yll for the meat it provided from their herds. It seemed plausible, which would also explain why Alea Yll, which only grew crops, was attacked by so few. Braérn, trading hub of Grildor, was attacked by a larger force, as had Stoneloft per the reports they had received.
Maia believed that each attack had been with a certain target in mind. It was most likely gems and metals from Stoneloft, trading goods from Braérn and meat from Thala Yll. A relatively small number of about two hundred had besieged Tarron Heights and the people of Tarron Heights had been keeping them at bay for the past few Quarters. There was still no news from Dragonfort or Rathaés, but both cities had stocks of raw materials potentially important to the Vampyres.
The more she thought about it, the clearer the picture became. The Vampyres had been threatening with war at the Gate for Moons and had thus drawn out the armies from the cities, so that they would be easier to take. Their country was in pandemonium, with armies spread all over the land, travelling to or from Greystone. The cities were at their weakest, their armies were divided and no one knew what was to happen next. Now was the time they were at their most vulnerable. Now would be the perfect time for the Vampyre army to attack at Greystone.
Maia gasped as the thrill of premonition ran down her spine. She shivered, even in the thick heat of the Elder Hall. 
“We need to speak to father right away,” she whispered to Jaik. “Get him and the Commanders to finish off this meeting immediately and ask them to come to the Hall of the Guardians.”
“What is it, Maia?”
“The Gate is about to be breached.”
 

 
He shook the dust off his fur and then stretched. His injuries still pinched him here and there, but he would be all right now. His nose told him he had spent two days beneath the brambles and, besides an inquisitive fox, nothing had disturbed his slumber.
Blaid looked up at the mountains, back-lit by the sun setting behind them. He could not see Shadow Hall from here, but it was but a few miles to the west. He took his first few steps towards it. He was not far from the place where he had hidden his clothes and weapons; he would go there first. He would also need to clean up if he wanted to present himself to Lord Longshadow. Strangely, the thought of seeking out Maia’s father terrified him more than anything.
He had gathered valuable information in the time he had been away and he hoped it would be enough to sway the Lord Regent in his favour. The fact that he had just killed another fifty or so Vampyres and their Werewolves might also prove to be helpful.
Thinking of the General that had taken the other half of his troop on to Shadow Hall made him lengthen his stride. He wondered if they had attacked the city yet and, if so, how the city fared.
It was dark by the time he reached the outskirts of Shadow Hall. He could smell the stench of Vampyre in the air, but the city was quiet. Carefully he circled, keeping well away from the sharp eyes of the Night Watch, and found that the city had indeed battled the Vampyres. There were signs of the battles in numerous locations and he soon discovered the place where they had burned the dead.
Taking the long way around the city, he eventually reached his hiding place and then changed form. Now naked, he dug up his bags and slung them over his shoulder. There was a little stream somewhat higher up in the mountains; a place the people of Shadow Hall seldom went; and he headed there. He would clean himself up and then present himself to the Lord in the morning.
The night was long and he struggled to sleep. In his mind, he kept repeating the words he would say to Lord Longshadow. It was almost morning when his eye lids drooped and he cursed himself for not having been able to rest. He still felt a little weak from his black rage and he could really do with some sleep. He promised himself only an hour or so and then he would be on his way. His chin sank onto his chest and, before he could stop himself, he fell into a deep sleep.
It was the sound of horns sounding an alarm in the distance that eventually brought him to. It was mid-morning. Shadow Hall had to be in trouble if the horns were sounding. Quickly he strapped on his weapons and then made his way down the mountain. This might be his chance. This might be the day tat he could prove to Lord Longshadow that he meant them no harm and that he was fighting on their side.
His heart was racing, but his spirits were high as he ran through the forest towards his salvation.




 
Maia smelled the stench the moment she stepped into the hallway. There was a small tunnel system below the Hall of the Guardians that contained a hallway with ten cells leading off it. She could not remember any time that there had ever been a prisoner in those cells, but the rank smell coming from the cell furthest from the entrance confirmed its content.
“He has refused to speak with us,” Jaik said as they walked down the hallway.
“He said he would only speak with you,” her father said.
“Yes, he knows who I am.”
“How?” Jaik asked.
“I don’t know,” she said as she stepped in front of the iron grate. 
They stood there for a moment looking at the General, defiantly leaning against the far wall. The cell was clean and the Generals’ clothes; although torn in places; were unsoiled. Vampyres had always smelled different to Elves, but they had never had such a rancid smell. She wondered if it was just this one, but then remembered that the others she fought had also been offensive to her nose. She wondered if the others could smell it too.
“Ah, thee lady ‘as finally come to talk, dje?”
“What is your name?” she asked.
“I am Lord Draken, cousin to great leader, Lord Drakul.”
“And do you know who I am?”
“Dje, you are Princess of Light. I vas to kill you.”
Maia raised her eyebrows at the Vampyre’s strange statement. Princess of Light?
“Well, you have failed. Now tell us about your army. When will they breach the Gate?”
The General laughed; a haunting sound in Maia’s ears. “Princess, you are too late. It is done. And your Prince of Darkness ‘as fallen.”
“What?” Angrily she yanked at the iron bars before her.
“’ee is dead. Gone.” The General inspected his sharp fingernails, picking at the dirt. “And your armies will fall before thee night is over.”
“Nooo!” she cried, and hammered her fists against the gate.
Jaik took her around the waist and led her away.
“Kill him,” she heard her father say as Jaik took her up the stairs.
She felt the moment the Vampyre’s life was snuffed out and she wondered who obeyed the order. She would have liked to do it herself. The anger raging within her was hard to control and her entire body shook. Blaid could not be dead; she would have felt it. The General had been taunting her. It could not be true.
“Sound the alarm,” her father called as he ran up the steps. “We will march immediately.”
“Are you all right?” Jaik asked. “I have to assemble my men.”
“Yes,” she replied through clenched teeth. “I will meet you by the stables.”
Jaik nodded and left her alone in the Hall of the Guardians. She fought to control her feelings for a moment and, once she had stopped shaking, rose from the chair Jaik put her in.
“Lady Maia?” Rothea asked, sticking her head through the door.
“It is time, Rothea. Now we go to war,” she replied, a deadly calm in her voice.
Together they ran to get their things. Maia’s leather armour was still full of punctures, but it would have to do. They changed quickly and then grabbed their weapons.
“Mother, keep Wolf with you,” she said as they left the house.
Her mother nodded and gave her a brief hug. “Be safe, my daughter.”
The city was abuzz with activity and they were not the only ones making their way to the stables. She filled Midnight in on what was happening as they ran and asked him to scout ahead. She had decided to ride into battle with the others; Midnight could do more damage if he did not have to worry about her sitting on his back. They now needed all the help they could get.
At the stables, there was pandemonium; warriors were rushing back and forth, horses whinnied in fright and supply wagons were loaded in haste. They went to look for Jaik, but were unable to find him.
“The Guard has ridden out already,” Commander Lavendar, second Commander of the Regiment’s first division said. “Commander Ridgewell is over there, overseeing the loading of the weapons supply train.”
Quickly they made their way to him.
“When will you be ready to move out?” Maia asked Rowlean.
“In but a few minutes, My Lady, we are almost ready.”
“We will ride with you then,” she said. “How many men do you have?”
“There are three Regiments here,” he replied, “the other eight are already at the gate.”
Maia cursed; sixty warriors was not much to go into battle with. Her brother had ridden out with the Guard, but they were down to ten men as well, although she assumed her father went with them. Their Legion, now numbering just over a thousand after drafting the people from the countryside, was also stationed at Greystone.
“What about the Night Watch and the Sentinels?” she asked.
“Most of them will stay here to protect the city, but the rest have left with your brother.”
She nodded to Commander Ridgewell and hurried to the stables to saddle Fire. The stallion was agitated and as anxious to get going as Maia was. Soon both Maia and Rothea were in their saddles and ready to go. Fire snorted and pranced beneath her and she felt his excitement flood through her own body. She was ready.
“Move out,” Commander Ridgewell shouted and then they were on their way.
They rode at a canter; fast enough to cover ground quickly, but slow enough for the horses to keep going for a long while. At this pace, it would take them the rest of the day to reach Greystone, Maia hoped it would be in time.
“The dragon riders have flown ahead,” Commander Ridgewell shouted across to her. “They will send a scout back with news as soon as they see something.”
In the heat of the moment, Maia had forgotten that the Guard and two Regiments of Thala Yll had been at Shadow Hall when they sounded the alarm. That was fifty-one extra warriors, plus their dragons, and extra eyes in the sky.
Soon all they heard was the wind rushing in their ears and the horses’ hooves pounding the ground. The earlier excitement was overtaken by calm determination and Maia could concentrate on what lay ahead. She thought of all the people already at the Gate; they had been there so long, she hoped they had not become complacent. She wondered whose armies were still present there. Most Lords had left their Legions at the Gate, but had withdrawn most of their Regiments. She hoped it would be enough. In her mind, she saw again the vast number of tents at the Vampyre compound on Naylera. If all their forces had arrived, then they were about to be overrun by thousands and thousands of Vampyres.
She thought about the last war; they had estimated the Vampyre numbers to have been between thirty and forty thousand. It had also been a surprise attack and it had taken their army two days and nights of solid marching to reach the battlefield. Tired as they had been, they had still won the war. There was hope; always.
If her calculations were correct, then Shadow Hall alone was providing in the region of about one thousand six hundred warriors. Most of Thala Yll’s forces had now re-joined them, so they numbered around one thousand eight hundred as well. She hoped the numbers of the other cities to be as large, but, even if they were, they would still be outnumbered if Naylera sent an army as large as the last one. And, one should not forget the Vampyres already in Grildor. They knew not if Dragonfort and Rathaés had been taken and if those Vampyres were now on their way to join the battle. And there might yet be more in hiding; her father had ordered a search of the areas on the map Maia had pointed out after going to Naylera, but only a few of them had yielded results. For all they knew, there could still be hundreds, if not thousands, of them out there somewhere.
A large shadow passed over them and Maia felt a shiver run down her spine. She had been so deep in thought she had not felt Midnight approach. He flew high, so as not to spook the horses and quickly relayed to her what he had seen so far. In her mind the Yllitar Plains spread before her; the Grildor-Bron Mountains to her right, Greystone up ahead in the distance. As if marked in red on a map, she saw clearly the patches where there was a concentration of life. Through Midnight’s vision, she saw the land with thermal sensors and the red was the blood pumping through the peoples’ on the ground.
She gasped as she beheld the picture he showed her. Off to the east, a large force of Vampyres had attacked a returning Regiment; probably that of Braérn. Just up ahead, the warriors of Thala Yll and their dragons were engaged with another large group of Vampyres and their hounds. Midnight thought her father was amongst those fighting there. Further towards the west, a horde raced to cut off the advance of her brother and his men, who were galloping towards the mountains. At Greystone, everyone was fighting and it looked like utter chaos. Further to the south, there were also small patches of fighting and, to the south-west, close to the dark forest, there was another battle in progress.
Maia gasped as she beheld the enormity of the situation; how could she be in so many places at once? And why was her brother riding for the mountains?
“Commander Ridgewell,” she yelled over the noise of the running horses. “Call for a halt.”
“Halt,” he shouted, raising his fist.
His order was repeated down the line. Their group came to a halt in a cloud of dust.
“What is it, Lady Maia?”
“The Vampyres have commenced their attack,” she said and then quickly explained what Midnight had shown her. “Where do we go?”
Commander Ridgewell only thought for a moment. “I believe that our main aim is to prevent more Vampyres coming through the Gate. Let us assist your father and the people of Thala Yll and then we must ride for Greystone. It needs to be held at any cost. May the Mother be with the rest of them.”
Maia agreed with the Commander’s decision; they needed to protect their Lord, yet it was also imperative that they protect the Gate.
“Aye,” she agreed, “we will ride with you. I will send Midnight ahead to assist the others where he can.”
“Thank you, My Lady,” he nodded to her. “Forward,” he shouted and they rode on with haste.
 

 
He reached the outskirts of Shadow Hall and was immediately confronted by archers in the trees. “Let me pass, I have news for the Lord Regent,” he shouted up to them.
“State your business to us and we will see it passed on.”
“No, I need to speak to Lord Longshadow in person.”
“The Lord has gone to war. The troops left this morning. State your name and we will get your message to him.”
“I will give it to him myself. Thank you for your help,” he said to the archers, which he assumed to be Sentinels, and took off running.
I am too late, he thought as he ran through the trees, circling the city.
When the alarm first roused him, he assumed that Shadow Hall was under attack. It would have been the perfect opportunity for him to show the entire city where his allegiance lay. Now Lord Longshadow had gone to war and Maia went with him. The thought of her in danger drove his feet to greater speed.
He considered his options; he did not want to change into the wolf, because he did not want to be left without his weapons, he could not shadow travel, as he would not be able to track where Maia had gone. He needed to make haste if he wanted to catch up with them.
What he needed was a horse.
He reached the stables and read the signs. Two separate groups left from here; the first of about eighty riders left shortly before the second. The second was made up of just over sixty and it was this group Maia was riding with.
He fervently hoped the rest of the armies were still stationed at Greystone and that they would be able to deal with the worst before Maia reached them. Frantically he looked around, but the stables were deserted; every one of their riding horses had been taken. He knew there were probably more horses somewhere out on the Grazing Grounds, but most of those were mares in foal and definitely not war horses. He scanned the surrounding paddocks and noticed a few foals occupying the second last paddock that flanked the ridge. They were crowding the fence, away from the stables, probably still traumatized from the earlier commotion. One of them whinnied; a small sound, frightened; and it was answered by one of the wildest calls Blaid had ever heard in his life. Curious, he watched them for a moment longer; knowing he should get going, but unable to resist seeing what had made that eerie call.
Then she stepped out from under the trees and into the sunlight. She was the biggest and blackest mare he had ever seen and she now walked over to the foals; to reassure them he thought; and then nipped them all on their rumps, scattering them all over the paddock. Her teeth were bared, her nostrils flared and her ears laid flat on her neck. She was nasty and she knew it. She was absolutely perfect.
Without thinking, Blaid grabbed the first saddle and bridle he could find and sprinted over to the paddock that held the black beast. The moment she saw him, she turned and fled to the safety of the trees. The paddock was not large and the fence high; there was no place for her to go.
He placed the saddle over one of the fence rails and climbed through into the paddock, hiding the bridle behind his back with his left hand. Turning his right shoulder towards the mare and looking at a spot just in front of her feet, he slowly approached her. She stomped her feet and snorted at him. He kept his demeanour as placid as he could as he approached, but she watched him with suspicion. When he was about fifteen strides away from her, she attacked. She came at him with an open mouth and her front legs kicking. Blaid had never seen anything like it.
Quickly he turned and she ran harmlessly passed. Upset that she had missed him, she wheeled around and screamed at him, stomping her feet. Blaid stood his ground, but he now knew why this one had not been selected to go to war. She was probably used as a brood mare and he was sure she produced quality foals. She was absolutely magnificent.
“Whoa, there, my beauty,” he said gently and, at the sound of his voice, her ears shot forward.
Surprised by her change in demeanour, he carried on talking as he approached. She snorted again and took a step backwards, but then she stood still for him. He stroked her sweaty neck and felt the power beneath his hands as she trembled. She was perfect in every way and something within her spoke to him, like no other animal ever had. He knew she felt the same.
Gently he lifted her forelock to the side and looked into her eyes. The deep brown eyes looking back at him reached something deep inside of him and he knew, at that moment, she was his horse.
“I have need of you now, my beauty,” he whispered as he put the bridle on her.
She champed the bit and shook her head; he was sure she had never worn a bridle before; but then she stood still as he fastened the straps. He walked her over to the fence and gently lifted the saddle onto her back. Her ears flicked back and she snorted, but allowed him to cinch the girth.
“Come then,” he said as he led her out of the gate, “we have a war to go to.”
She stood still before him as he put his left foot into the stirrup, but he felt the tension within her. She was tall and strong and her black, damp coat gleamed in the sunlight. She was perfection.
He swung his right leg over the saddle and gently lowered himself into the seat. Her entire body quivered, never having been ridden before, but Blaid gentled her with his voice. He felt as if she had been made just for him; the only other living being that made him feel like this was Maia. Just as Maia was to be his mate in life, so was this horse to be his friend.
“Are you ready?” he asked her and she snorted in reply.
Without having to ask her, she jumped into a gallop and ran down the side of the paddocks, past the stables and out onto the open Grazing Grounds. He felt her powerful muscles propel her forward and her speed almost took his breath away.
She wasn’t running; she was flying.
Leaning low over her neck, her mane whipping into his face, he followed the trail left by Maia and her companions.
 

 
“There is a rider,” Jaik shouted across to his father and pointed towards the mountains.
Jaik had assembled his Guard, half the Night Watch and just over a third of the Sentinels within minutes of them sounding the alarm. Commander Arkenbay took to the skies immediately and Commander Ridgewell had been given orders to follow with the Regiments. In the chaos, he had no time to speak with Maia, but assumed she would probably fly ahead with Midnight. At least she would be safe with him. He hoped so.
Silas had chosen to go with them as well and they galloped at pace across the flat expanse of the Grazing Grounds and around the last ridges of the mountains before they gave way to the Yllitar Plains. Then, free of the shelter the mountains provided for the Grazing Grounds, they spurred their horses to even greater speed. They were not only driven by their need to reinforce their troops at Greystone, but to provide them with the support and leadership of their Lord Regent. It gave their forces strength to see their leader fighting beside them.
They covered about twenty miles when Jaik spotted the rider galloping towards them from the west. They slowed their horses and let the rider catch up with them. It was immediately apparent that he had been riding hard and for a long time; his horse was almost dead on its feet.
“My Lords,” the man said breathlessly, “I come with word from Lord Tallson. Tarron Heights is about to fall to the Vampyres.”
“When did you leave there?” Jagaer asked the man.
“I left two days ago, My Lord.”
“You made it through the mountains in two days?” Jaik asked, astonished.
“Aye, the situation is dire. We cannot hold them any longer. We beg for your assistance.”
Jagaer looked towards the south, in the direction of the gate and then looked at Jaik. He knew what was going through his father’s head; the enemy was at the Gate and their closest ally was about to fall. Whom to help? They did not have enough forces at their disposal to send help both ways, but they did not really have a choice. Jaik saw in his father’s eyes when he made the decision.
“Jaik, take your Guard and the Sentinels and ride to Lord Tallson’s aid. I will ride with Silas and the Night Watch to Greystone. Make haste, my son, save our friends.”
“Yes, Father,” he said, and turned to give the orders to his men.
“I am unable to follow,” the Messenger said, “my horse is at its end. I trust you know the shortest way through the mountains?”
“Yes, fret not; we will get there in time. Rest your horse. There is a Regiment behind us. If you wait here a while, they will be able to provide you with food and water,” Jaik reassured the man.
“Thank you My Lord.”
Nodding to his men, he gave the order to move out. He cast one last glance towards his father, but he had already turned and was galloping the other way. Time was of the essence now. He spurred his horse to greater effort and led his men towards the mountains.
 

 
Through Midnight’s eyes, the distances had not looked so great, but it was another hour before they came upon the first battle. Midnight circled overhead, unable to assist, as there was chaos below. Maia was unable to tell the number of Vampyres and Werewolves on the battlefield. It looked like the dragon riders had spent all their arrows and were fighting on foot now. The dragons, too, were mostly grounded and in battle with their teeth, claws, and tails.
Maia could not see her father in the chaos before her, but knew he would be right in the middle of it. She asked Midnight to see if he could locate his exact position. It was not long before Midnight confirmed the location of her father, but Maia then stopped him from engaging in the battle. Instead, she asked Midnight to fly towards the mountains to assist her brother. She thought it strange that he rode that way, but was sure he had good reason. The group of Vampyres attacking Jaik’s men was large; Jaik was outnumbered at least three to one; Midnight would be needed there.
She took only a moment to watch him fly off and then urged Fire forward and into battle. Rothea gave a fierce shout behind her and followed close behind. The smell of blood all around her turned her stomach, but the adrenaline rushing through her veins kept her from getting sick.
Commander Ridgewell and his men spread out and started eliminating the Vampyres fighting on the outskirts of the battle raging in front of them. Maia felt the horses’ panic as the Werewolves retaliated. Fire also trembled in fear as she raced past the beasts, fighting her way to the position she knew her father to be in.
She used mainly her sword, for the longer reach, but often she would employ her magic to keep the Vampyres at bay. She lashed out with her Firewhip; the technique she had developed instead of throwing a fire ball; and it left horrifying burn marks on the Vanpyres’ skin.
The closer she got to her father, the more crowded the fight became. Fire screamed and kicked at the Werewolves, while Maia battled the Vampyres. Rothea tried her best to keep anyone from reaching Maia, but she was soon swamped by attacking Vampyres and they were separated.
Soon all Maia saw was the spray of blood and the Vampyres’ grotesque faces as they died before her. The sight reminded her of the visions she’d had the day she came back from Earth. Briefly, she wondered if those visions had been a premonition of this event, but then the next Vampyre was upon her and she cut his head off in one clean movement.
“Father,” she yelled as she finally caught sight of him.
He acknowledged her only with a brief glance; he was beset by three Generals and fighting hard; but Maia knew instantly he was upset with her. He had always maintained that she should do all her fighting from Midnight’s back, like she had mostly done during the war the previous year, so that she would remain safe. Midnight fought better and wrought more destruction without her and she believed she needed to fight beside her people. Besides, her fighting abilities were now such, she was able to compete with the best of them, including her brother.
Quickly she shook the annoyance at her father’s accusing glance off and rushed in to assist him. He was surrounded by his men, all battling at least two Vampyres at a time. It seemed that these Vampyre Generals were completely aware of whom her father was and that he was to be killed at all cost. Maia noticed that the lower ranking Vampyres were all on the outer edges of the battle, fending off the dragons and their warriors and all the Generals were here, surrounding her father.
The fight was too thick to charge in on her horse, so she jumped off Fire and sent him away. She hoped he would find his way out of the battle by himself and run to safety. Once on the ground, Maia reached for her Twin Blades. No one, not even Jaik, could best her with this weapon and she now put it to the use it was intended for. Suppressing her nausea, she jumped straight into the fight. Immediately two Generals singled her out and she was hard-pressed to defend herself. Then she found her rhythm and her blades twirled gracefully before her, severing limbs and heads as she advanced, blood spraying around her in all directions.
The scene was all too familiar; visions of the battle of Greystone came to her mind and how she had fought alongside Blaid. With him, surrounded by their magic, the fighting had seemed effortless. Everything had slowed and become clearer. She had felt none of the nausea and revulsion and together they had waded through the masses, dealing death as they went along as if it was the most natural thing in the world. Back then, all her thoughts had been on saving her people, and not on the act itself. She had not been afraid for herself, had not been tired or weary and had revelled in the power their magic unleashed.
Today, things were different. She was all too aware of the strength and speed of the Generals and it took all her concentration to fend them off. Every time her blades hit flesh, a wave of nausea washed over her and she had to fight for control. Soon she felt her arms tire and sweat dripped off her forehead. The sounds of metal striking against metal were overly loud in her ears.
“Get her out of here.”
She heard her father’s command, but was too busy fighting to see who would execute it. Another Vampyre went down before her; she heaved as she stepped over him.
“Maia.”
She turned at the familiar sound of Silas’ voice. He was dirty and there was blood on his shirt, but his grey eyes had a dangerous shine to them. She thought it strange to see him like this; he was her mentor, teacher of magic and wisdom. He was older than anyone else she had ever met, yet at that moment he looked like a young man in his prime.
A sword whistled past her and grazed her sleeve. Quickly she turned and blocked the next slash, but it was Silas who drove his sword through the Vampyre’s neck to kill him.
“Let us go,” Silas yelled and grabbed her arm, dragging her away.
They fought their way through the battle, but it was already clear that it was gradually coming to an end. Although the numbers here had been about even, the dragons had made a big difference in the outcome. Maia noticed, although the dragons ripped the Vampyres and Werewolves to shreds with their teeth, they did not consume the flesh. She was grateful for it.
“What were you thinking? Where is Midnight?” Silas said when they were at a safe distance.
“Midnight has flown to help Jaik. His troop is under attack. Why is Jaik going into the mountains?”
“Tarron Heights is still under siege and they are about to fall. Your father sent Jaik to assist them. How do you know they were being attacked?”
“Midnight showed me. That is why I came here. He said Father was here.”
“Maia,” Silas said, shaking his head, “you know your father does not want you here. It is not safe for you.”
“It is not safe for anyone,” she countered.
They watched in silence for a while as their warriors finished on the battlefield. A few Vampyres fled, but most were dead. The field was littered with the grotesque shapes of the dead. Her father walked among them, dealing the deathblow to anything that still lived.
Finally, he made his way over to them.
“As you are already here, you might as well be useful,” Jagaer said, his voice tight. “The wounded are over there. See to them.”
“Yes, Father.”
Circling the killing ground, she made her way to the small group of people her father indicated. None had fatal injuries, but she hurried to get to them nonetheless. Rothea joined her there to assist and Maia was glad she was all right.
“Lady Maia, you are a sight for sore eyes,” one of the men greeted her, and she smiled at him.
Most of the injuries were cuts, some deeper than others, which were easy to heal. She mainly used the peoples’ own energy to heal them and made quick progress. The worst injury was a missing finger.
“I am sorry, My Lady, it is lost,” the man replied when she asked him where it was.
Had the finger been present, she might have been able to reattach it. Instead, she sealed the wound as best she could and then gave the man a small bag of a powder for pain.
“Thank you, My Lady, may the Mother bless you.”
With the injured seen to, she rejoined her father, now in discussions with his Commanders. Maia and Rothea went to stand next to Evan. She was glad the Commander was all right and she noticed his dragon preening his wing not too far away. Trying not to be noticed by her father, she listened in on the conversation.
“… but a small group. There are probably more up ahead,” her father was saying.
“Aye, My Lord,” Commander Ridgewell agreed. “Midnight showed us exactly where the fighting is happening; that is why we came here with all haste. Braérn’s warriors are fighting to the east, the Gate is overrun, there are smaller battles to the south, and another close to the Dark Forest. Even your son was attacked, but Midnight has flown to aid him.”
Lord Longshadow was silent for a moment, considering this new information and his options. Maia watched his emotions play across his face; he had difficult decisions to make. Her father was here with the Night Watch; about forty-odd people. Commander Arkenbay had fifty-one men and Maia came with about sixty. They were not a large group; roughly one hundred and fifty warriors, plus fifty-one dragons. Their options were limited.
“We ride for Greystone,” her father was now saying; she had expected it. “If we ride fast, we can make it there in less than two hours. Commander Arkenbay, may I ask you to fly ahead and assist where you can until the rest of us get there?”
“Yes, My Lord, we will leave at once.”
“Thank you.” Her father nodded to Rowlean, and the Commander turned to give his orders.
Evan briefly touched her on her shoulder before he left and Maia gave him an encouraging smile.
“Everyone else, mount up,” her father shouted and the crowd that had gathered around him dispersed. “Maia,” he said once most of them were gone, “I want you to remain here until you are able to join up with Midnight. I do not want you on the ground. Rothea, these are my orders, see that they are followed.”
“Yes, My Lord,” Rothea said.
“Father …”
“No,” he said with force, but then put his hand gently on her shoulder, “this time you need to listen to me. This is too dangerous and your mother would never forgive me if anything happened to you. We will have need of you soon enough, until then I want you to remain safe.”
“Yes, Father.”
He kissed her lightly on her forehead and mounted his horse, the white stallion prancing restlessly as her father put his foot in the stirrup. She watched the assembled men mill for a moment and then they were in formation, riding towards the Gate.
They were left standing in a cloud of dust, with Rothea’s horse snorting nervously at being left behind.
“What do we do now, My Lady?” Rothea asked.
“We follow, of course.”
Rothea grinned at her. “I am not the only one that doesn’t listen,” she said, and then whistled.
They heard a whinny and through the dust Fire galloped towards them. He came to a halt, snorting and shaking his head. Maia touched his sweaty neck to calm him and then climbed into the saddle. He pranced beneath her as she waited for Rothea to mount.
“Let us go to war, my friend. Are you ready?”
“Aye, My Lady, I am ready.”
 

 
Jaik reined in Firestorm as soon as he got the mental nudge from Midnight. Quickly he had his men spread out in formation and face the direction Midnight had indicated. Within moments, the horde of mounted Vampyres came into view; their Werewolves running full tilt towards them.
“Hold your ground,” Jaik ordered.
Their horses snorted in fear at the sight of the advancing Werewolves and they were hard pressed to keep them steady. Jaik knew they had reason to be afraid; he counted at least seventy Vampyres, if not more, and all were mounted. His group only numbered forty-one. He drew his sword.
“Hold!” he repeated his order.
He felt the tension roll off his men as the horde advanced, but, as they came closer, Jaik realised that these were not Generals, rather simple soldiers. At least that was something to be thankful for.
“Now!” he yelled when the enemy was almost upon them.
They came together with swords clashing and the hounds and horses screaming. Within moments, Jaik was covered in blood as he slashed and stabbed at the creatures around him. Firestorm kicked out furiously at the snapping Werewolves and more than once Jaik heard a satisfactory yelp as her hooves made contact; she was turning out to be a brave warhorse, just as he had known.
Soon, though, it was obvious they were not only outnumbered, but also at a disadvantage; the Werewolves were as dangerous as the Vampyres. Slowly, but steadily, they were driven back; it was not long before he saw some of his men fall to the Vampyres’ weapons. He watched in horror as the Werewolves fell on the downed horses and started to eat them. Some of them were not dead yet and their screams as they were eaten alive grated against Jaik’s nerves.
He fought wildly on and yelled encouragement to his men, but the situation became more hopeless the longer they fought. His Guard were holding their ground. The Sentinels, however, not trained for this sort of battle, were falling one by one. Jaik estimated at least ten of them dead already. All seemed to be lost.
“Fall back!” he yelled, suddenly elated. “Retreat. Ride as fast as you can.”
His men did not hesitate and they fought their way out of the milling horde and broke free, galloping towards the mountains. Behind them, the Vampyres urged their Werewolves to greater speed, but Jaik knew they stood no chance.
A wicked grin spread across his face as he heard the first screams and the sound of Midnight’s fire washing over their pursuers. He chanced a quick glance behind and briefly saw Midnight’s huge, black form emerge from an enormous fire cloud, before he dived back into it.
As they put distance between them and the beset Vampyres, the screams began to fade. None would escape Midnight’s wrath, yet he did not slow their pace until they eventually reached the tree line of Grildor-Bron Forest.
 
Jaik led his men through the mountains. A path that led to Tarron Heights was well trodden and safe, but would take them at least three to four days, even at a steady canter. Instead, he took the route the Messengers took. It was steep in places, with unsure footing at the best of times, but it was the shortest way to Tarron Heights.
He thought about what the man said. He left two days ago, and Tarron Heights had been about to fall. By the time they reached the city, four days would have passed. He wondered if there would be anything left to save when they got there.
Tarron Heights was a mountain stronghold, built on the side of a cliff; tall, white turrets pointing into the sky; narrow, cobbled streets winding through the houses built into the mountain. He always thought it a wondrous place; a white city clinging to the cliffs, surrounded by forest and the river rushing past it.
The city was not just pretty. Its position on the mountain gave it the unique ability to defend itself from any attack below. Tarron Heights had been under siege for a few Quarters now, but until now they had no trouble holding the Vampyres off. Jaik did not think the people of Tarron Heights had run out of food or water, so he assumed that somehow the Vampyres must have found a way in.
He guided his horse over the uneven footing as fast as was possible. All their horses were already sweating and breathing hard; they would be half-dead by the time they reached the city.
“Hold on, Firestorm, I know you can do this,” he whispered to his young mare and she pricked her ears at his voice.
His men were equally tired; the fight had been hard. Had it not been for Midnight, they might not have made it. He shuddered at the thought and sent a silent thank you to his sister, for it was surely she who had sent Midnight to his aid. He wondered where she was now and if she was safe. They had been preparing for war for Moons now but, now that it was upon them, they seemed to be as unprepared as if they had no forewarning at all. He wondered how they had gotten themselves into this situation. They took precautions; guarded the Gate, rode patrols, hunted stray Vampyres; how was their country so overrun by these creatures? They seemed to be everywhere and this time they seemed to be more organised. They were also well equipped; somehow having acquired uniforms that were undoubtedly elven made. Even their weapons seemed to be of better quality.
As they rode higher into the mountains, a thick mist formed, clinging close to the ground. It slowed them, but they did not stop; they had to push on through. Soon clothing was soaked through to skin and they shivered as they rode higher and higher up the slopes. None of his remaining men complained, but he knew they were as miserable as he was.
Eventually they broke through the mist bank, only to be confronted by massive storm clouds brewing overhead. He heard distant thunder roll across the sky and their horses snorted nervously. To be caught on this trail during a storm could mean all their deaths; the rain could wash out what little footing there was and they would plummet into the gorges.
He gritted his teeth and urged Firestorm to greater speed. The spirited horse responded, but he knew he could not push her like this for much longer. The others were not faring any better.
On and on they rode, even as the first raindrops fell. Jaik only saw the narrow trail before him; trusting Firestorm to find her own way on the slippery rocks. The breathtaking scenery of the forested ridges and gorges through which they rode was completely lost on him; his only aim was to reach Tarron Heights. His men followed stoically behind.
Day eventually turned into night and still they rode on. The rain fell heavier the higher into the mountains they went and the thunder rolled ever closer, echoing loudly through the valleys.
Sometime around midnight they stopped beside a river to water the horses and to consume travel bread. His own legs shook when he dismounted and he saw that his men fared no better. The horses’ heads drooped and their dripping coats made them a sorry sight. He hated to have to push them so hard.
“Mount up,” he ordered, after what he thought had been too long already.
His men followed his order without complaint and the horses stepped out on the uneven footing of the narrow, rocky trail without faltering; there was still some strength left in them yet. They would need it; Tarron Heights would only come into sight by the evening of the following day.
 

 
It was easy to follow the spoor the warriors left as they rode into war and the black mare ate up the ground as if she was flying. He was now not far behind and he hoped to catch them soon. He leant closer to her neck and whispered in her ear. Her ear twitched and he felt her muscles bunch up as she gathered for more speed. She was truly a remarkable animal.
To his right, he noticed storm clouds building over the mountains and could not shake the ominous feeling that something terrible was about to happen. He scanned ahead, but there was no sight yet of the people. The mare’s thundering hooves became overly loud in his ears as his worry mounted.
Finally, he came upon a sight that confirmed all his fears. Before him lay a battleground, strewn with Vampyres and Werewolves, all dead. He jumped off his horse and investigated the scene from the ground. Pools of blood had turned the ground to mud and his black mare snorted disgustedly at the smell as he led her behind him.
He took no comfort in the fact that there were no Elves, for he knew, had there been casualties; they would have already been removed. He spent a short time reading the signs of the struggle and found the place where Maia had fought on foot. Anger built within him at the thought. Why was she not with Midnight? Then he found the place where she had healed her people; at least this told him she was all right. What he discovered next, though, worried him the most. The main group of warriors had moved off and Maia and another had been left behind. He assumed it was Rothea, her red-haired bodyguard that was with her. The two had not stayed, but had followed the warriors after a short while. Blaid assumed Maia had been told to stay away, but he knew she would not.
He remounted and followed the tracks left by Maia and her companion. Their tactics impressed him; close enough to the main group to catch up with them within moments, but far away enough that no one would notice. Nevertheless, they were moving at speed towards Greystone and even the black mare was hard-pressed to close the distance between them.
The Gate was not much further; maybe another twenty miles or so; because of the rolling hills, it was difficult to see more than five hundred strides ahead. He was slowly catching up, but Maia remained out of sight. Therefore, when he came upon the point where Maia and Rothea ceased following the warriors, he almost missed it. Assuming that the main aim was to rejoin the warriors once they reached Greystone, he simply followed the broad path left by the warriors. When the two single tracks veered off to the right, it was subtle at first and, had he not by chance looked that way, he might have never noticed.
He reined his mare in and studied the ground. From the tracks, he could tell it was definitely Maia and Rothea but could not tell what made them change direction. They were moving slower now, stopping every now and then as if trying not to be seen. He kept to a steady trot; fast enough to catch up with them, yet wary as to what was going on. If Maia was being this careful, he did not want to put her in danger by barging in on what could, potentially, be a dangerous situation.
After about an hour, he reached the first trees that marked the beginning of Grildor-Bron Forest. He wove his way between the trees and it was clear here that Maia and Rothea had hid from whomever they were following. Steadily, their tracks went deeper into the forest, until at one point Maia’s tracks suddenly crossed those of a group of riders. Scanning the ground, he guessed their number to be around twelve.
Following Maia and Rothea, he now hurried to catch up. There was a smell that lingered here he was all too familiar with; Elves who had been with Vampyres. Whoever these riders were, they were no friends of the Longshadows.
By the time he finally caught sight of Maia, it had started to rain. The wind rushed through the canopy overhead and despite the thick foliage he was soon soaked through. His mare shook her fine head in irritation at the wetness, but then caught scent of the stallion ahead of her. She pricked her ears and danced beneath him. He was worried that she was going to call out, and talked to her, trying to calm her. His voice distracted her and she remained quiet, but then Fire caught her scent and Maia turned in her saddle to look back.
His heart almost stopped when he saw her. It was the same every time. She was the most beautiful, perfect being he had ever met and the circumstances, such as her current, sodden state, would never change that. She was like a bright light amid the dark, wet forest shining just for him.
For a moment, there was complete stillness and he watched her silently form his name with her lips. Then his mare screamed at the two horses, now only about thirty paces ahead, and Rothea charged, sword drawn and held high. Maia yelled and urged Fire after her.
Quickly Blaid turned his mare to the side and Rothea raced harmlessly past him, before she managed to rein in her horse. The trees were tall and thick here and there was little space to manoeuvre. By the time Rothea had turned her steed and was ready to charge again, Maia was beside him, reaching for him. Their horses pranced around each other; snorting and stomping; but he only had eyes for her.
“My Lady?” Rothea said behind them, a note of panic in her voice.
“It is all right, Rothea,” Maia replied, and then laughed.
They held hands while their horses circled each other, Rothea looking on in amazement.
“What are you doing here?” Maia finally said.
“I’ve come for you, of course. Do you know who you are following?”
“No,” she replied, “but it is strange. I felt something from them that is not right and I am sure they have ill intentions. My father has ridden for Greystone, so we decided to follow them.”
“I know who they are,” he said, “or rather what they are. They are the traitors helping the Vampyres come through the Gate and outfit them with their equipment. I have met a few of them during the past few Quarters and they have some strange beliefs.”
“They are only about a mile or so ahead of us. Will you come with us?”
“I will lead the way,” he replied. “These people are dangerous.”
He squeezed Maia’s hand before he let it go and then urged his mare into a trot. He felt Maia and Rothea follow him and heard them whispering behind him. It was clear that Maia had not confided in Rothea about what he meant to her and Rothea was visibly upset that Maia could be so relaxed in his company.
Concentrating on the wet ground in front of him, he picked up the tracks. The spoor was easy to follow. Their horses’ hooves left deep imprints in the mud. They were making their way deeper into the forest. When the group had reached the wide forest path that led to Shadow Hall, they crossed it and carried on even further into the forest and higher into the mountains. The forest could be a treacherous place and one could easily get lost. It seemed this group knew the forest well, for they wound their way through the trees with confidence and speed. He wondered why he had not come across this group before, but figured that these must have been stationed close to Greystone and they were now fleeing in light of the fighting there.
“Is that Gothra you are riding?” Maia suddenly asked behind him.
“Gothra?” he asked, looking back at Maia. “Is that her name? It’s ghastly.”
Maia giggled. “No one has ever been able to get close to her. She hates everyone. She suits you.”
“I will pay for her,” he said, suddenly aware that he had stolen the horse, “but I will not give her back. She is meant to be with me.”
“I can see that,” Maia replied with a smile that took his breath away. “And she is yours. Consider her a gift from me.”
His heart skipped a beat at Maia’s proclamation. “If she is mine, then I shall call her Lilith. Beautiful and dangerous Lilith.”
“My Lord, Lady Maia.” Rothea interrupted them, her voice anxious.
Blaid quickly sent his attention to what lay ahead. Being around Maia was distracting; he would have to be more careful. He squinted through the rain; the forest now almost dark around them; and then saw what had caught Rothea’s attention. There was the light of a torch; just a flicker of it between the trees, maybe a hundred strides ahead. They would have to be quiet now, or they would be discovered.
“Let us leave the horses here,” he whispered to the women. “We can get closer on foot.”
He would have preferred to sneak up on them alone, but knew Maia would not listen. This was her quarry and he was only here to help. His boots squelched in the mud as he dismounted. Lilith stuck her head under his arm and he laid his hand on her wet forehead.
“Stay here,” he whispered in her ear.
He motioned with his hand to the women and then moved off towards the flickering light. Although the rain, and now also the thunder, muffled their footsteps, he took no chances and used every bit of cover to sneak up on the people who seemed to have stopped as well. He was glad to learn, not only Maia, but also Rothea was accomplished in tracking and walking silently. If he really thought about it, he had not expected anything less. Only the best would protect Maia, and Rothea had given proof of her abilities on more than one occasion during the course of the past Moons.
They were so close now, they could hear talking. The forest was thick here with underbrush and there were plenty places to hide as they approached the small clearing the people had gathered in. He saw that he had guessed their number correctly at twelve, but one of them was injured and they had laid him down on the ground. Blaid could feel that the man was close to death. He was probably the reason the group had stopped here.
Blaid felt some emotion from Maia wash over him and glanced over to her. They were looking at their enemy, yet Maia’s urge to help the man was strong. She was struggling with a decision. He raised his hand to forestall any action on her part; he wanted to listen first and learn what these men were about. The man meant little to him; he had dealt with his kind before.
“We should just leave him here,” one of the men said. “There won’t be a safe place within a hundred miles by nightfall and I want to be long gone by then.”
“Don’t worry. They will have their hands full with this first wave. No one will be looking for us,” a second man said.
“I am not relaxing my guard until we reach Bron. It is still going to take us days to get there and the longer we stay in Grildor, the more dangerous it will become. You know the plans, Ergrin.”
“Theodon is right. We cannot let our guard down. There will be warriors streaming in from all parts of the country to protect the Gate. Just because we know what is coming, does not mean we are safe.”
“At least we know we can safely travel past Tarron Heights,” Ergrin replied to the third man who had spoken. “I must say, those people put up a good fight, holding off Lord Darken for that long.”
“It’s Lord Drokan, Ergrin, and it still won’t be easy. That is heavy going through the mountains. I think we should rest here now and travel at first light. Sander won’t to be able to travel with us, so we might as well make his last few hours as comfortable as possible,” Theodon said.
“Those royals all sound the same to me,” Ergrin sneered and cast a derisive glance at the man lying on the wet ground. Then he went to his horse to take its saddle off.
The others followed his example and began to erect shelters.
“The torch is almost out and there is no dry wood to make a fire.”
“No fires,” Ergrin said. “We don’t want to let everyone know we are here. Just everyone keep quiet and get what rest you can. And someone help Sander. His moaning will attract the wolves.”
Blaid had heard enough. He signalled to Maia and moved away from the clearing. Once they were out of earshot, they took shelter within a thicket.
“What are we going to do with them?” Maia asked in a hushed voice.
“They must not be allowed to leave,” Blaid replied. “I think we need to get what information we can from them and then secure them, so that your father might hold justice over them later.”
“And how do we do that?”
Blaid looked at her; her dark hair was in wet disarray and she was shivering. Rothea hovered protectively by her side and gave him dark looks. He needed to be diplomatic about the solution to Maia’s question, as he wanted Rothea to report favourably about him to Lord Longshadow, but how to capture these men without hurting them? Besides, he could still feel Maia’s urge to heal the injured man, Sander.
“I think we will just have to ask them nicely. I have an idea.”
Quickly he laid out his plans to the women and then they went to take up their positions.
“Good evening, gentlemen,” he said as he stepped into the small clearing.
Around him, the horses spooked as he let them see him for who he was. They pulled on their tethers and soon they were fleeing into the forest. The men, just as taken aback by the full force of his Eläm, reached for their weapons and huddled around the man on the ground.
“What do you want? We haven’t done anything.” Ergrin’s normally derisive voice now had a note of fear in it.
“No? I must be mistaken then. I thought you might be the ones who have betrayed our nation and sided with the Vampyres.”
“We … certainly did not,” Ergrin said haltingly.
“I don’t believe you, so I will take you into custody and deliver you to Lord Longshadow.”
“Ha, you and who’s army,” Ergrin said, suddenly more confident.
As if on signal, an arrow suddenly buried itself into the earth in front of Ergrin’s feet. He took a startled step backwards.
“Even if I was alone, taking you would not prove difficult for me,” Blaid said. “But as you can see, I am not alone. Besides, it is not my wrath you should be afraid of, but hers.”
Blaid indicated with his head to the right and, as the men looked in that direction, Maia stepped out of cover. There was a moment of silence, before the men felt Maia’s Prime Eläm. Two of the men dropped to their knees and averted their eyes. The others, including Ergrin, remained standing, but the fight went out of them.
“You have betrayed your country and your people and I herewith withdraw my protection over you. You are no longer my charges and I have a good mind to let Death do with you as he pleases.”
Blaid almost smiled; she was truly magnificent when she was angry, even in her sodden state.
“Kneel before me so that you may be judged,” Maia commanded, and without fail they all complied.
In an instant, Rothea was in the clearing and binding the men’s hands behind their backs. Blaid rushed to help her, while Maia stood before them, head held high and looking down at the men with disdain.
“You will be taken to Shadow Hall. The dungeons await you there until the time I have decided apt punishment for you. Tell us everything you know about the Vampyres and I might be more lenient with my justice.”
There was nothing the men could do; the force of the Prime Eläm radiating from him and Maia cowed them.
It was easy to open oneself to let others see Eläm, but to push outward their Prime Eläm like this took incredible energy. Luckily, the men did not know this and remained on their knees while Rothea secured them and then collected their horses. One by one, the men revealed what they knew, while Maia healed the sword wound Sander had received to his abdomen. More than once Blaid heard Maia gasp at the atrocities the Vampyres had planned as she listened in.
Then, stripped of their weapons and tied to their horses, which were, in turn, tied to each other; Rothea led the men away towards Shadow Hall. Just before they were out of sight, she cast one last, worried glance back towards them. Blaid nodded to her and was pleased to see that Rothea acknowledged him with respect.
“Easy now,” he said as Maia collapsed beside him.
He knelt in the mud with her and they hung on to each other for what seemed like hours. He could feel her shaking in his embrace; not just from the cold, but also from exhaustion. She leant her head on his shoulder and he savoured her closeness while they regained their strength.
Lilith finally brought them back to the present. The mare stood before them; Fire close behind her; and snorted, stamping her feet.
“It is time to go,” Blaid said. “Time to save Grildor.”
 

 
The ground was crawling with the foul vermin and he did not know where to fly first. He had lost sight of Bright-Shining-Silver-Star, but felt no danger for her. He scanned the plains below. The Vampyres’ tactics had changed from the last time they had been here. There were not only a lot more of them, but they were also better equipped and more organised. More than once their anti-dragon weapons had pricked his skin as he flew too close. The spears they used were tipped in steel and, although they could not inflict serious damage on him, they were still annoying.
The other dragons, however, did not fare as well. The little dragons that were so tame and loyal, yet brave beyond compare, did not have his tough hide and the steel-tipped spears punctured their wings and soft underbellies and brought them down in droves. It infuriated him. He circled overhead once more and then commenced his destruction. He had spent the past few hours trying to destroy as many of the anti-dragon weapons as he could, but sometimes it was difficult, as he did not want to hurt any Elves that happened to be nearby.
He now screamed his fury and dove on a crowd of Vampyres loading spears into a weapon. He heard their screams as they saw him approach, but it was too late. His dragon fire engulfed the machine and the Vampyres alike, and he savoured the smell of their burning flesh as he sailed over them.




 
She was cold, wet, muddy, and worried, yet she could not have been happier. Riding towards the battle next to Blaid gave her the kind of hope she had longed for all these past Moons. It would be all right now; they would win. They had the information they needed and all they had to do was deliver it to her father so that they could take appropriate action. There was no doubt in her mind that there would still be fighting, but now it was a fight they could win.
Their horses’ hooves squelched in the mud as they cantered through the driving rain. Maia’s hair was plastered to her face and she shivered. Fire had his ears laid back and she knew he was not enjoying this weather either. Blaid’s horse, on the other hand, had her ears pricked forward and Maia felt an excitement from her that the mare was barely able to control. Blaid patted her neck often and there was a joyous grin on his face, even though he was as drenched and as muddy as Maia was. She wondered how the two had found each other. She would ask Blaid later; but it was plain to see that they belonged together. Strangely, Maia felt a small jab of jealousy as the thought crossed her mind.
“There is trouble ahead,” Blaid suddenly shouted across to her.
At the same time, Fire tensed and she squinted through the sheets of rain to see what awaited them. They reined in their horses and proceeded more carefully.
“It seems to be a small group,” Blaid said. “No Werewolves.”
Maia nodded. Vampyres’ Eläm was faint and so different from their own that she often had difficulties detecting it, but she did not need to see their Eläm to know they were there. A bolt of lightning flashed across the sky and lit up the dark sky, briefly illuminating the plains ahead and exposing the group of eight Vampyres huddled together about five hundred paces away. It seemed they had not noticed their approach.
“Let us get closer.”
Maia urged Fire on to follow Blaid, who kept his mare to a slow walk. Darkness, black as night cloaked them; if lightning streaked across the sky again, they would be exposed. For now, the Vampyres were unaware of their presence. Whatever these Vampyres were doing here might be of importance and she agreed with Blaid’s unspoken decision to find out what was going on first, before they attacked.
Afraid they might be discovered, Maia made the decision to hide their presence. Going to Naylera had enhanced her ability with Air and, even in this rain, she was confident she could hide herself and Blaid, as well as the two horses. gradually she let the energy spread and for a moment the wet air shimmered in front of her. Fire gave a soft snort as he felt the magic take effect and then he stopped, his limbs stiff and his muscles quivering.
“It’s all right,” she said soothingly, stroking his neck. “Trust me.”
“Are you doing this?” Blaid asked with what sounded like admiration in his voice.
“Yes,” she replied. “I am not sure how effective it will be in this rain, but the layer of air around us is thin, so most of the rain should fall through it. How is Lilith? Fire seems a little scared.”
“She is brave. She will go wherever I guide her.”
Maia smiled; she had no doubt that the horse would do whatever Blaid asked of her. She gave Fire another pat and sent him reassuring thoughts. She felt her stallion relax and he soon walked calmly alongside Blaid’s black mare.
Lightning flashed once more, followed almost immediately by a crack of thunder. In the brief light, they saw that they were now only a hundred paces from the group. As they neared, Maia noticed how miserable they looked; it seemed rain did not agree with them. Soon they heard them speaking in agitated voices. Hearing them reminded Maia of what the General said before her father had him executed. The General had called her the Princess of Light and Blaid the Prince of Darkness. They were terms she had never heard before, but seemed appropriate. She suspected that the Vampyres knew more than they gave them credit for. They should proceed with caution; it was clear orders had been given to eliminate them and even this ragged group would know who they were.
“Do you know what they are saying?” Blaid asked quietly.
“Not all of it,” she replied. “It seems they are arguing about which route to take. They have a map.”
As lightning flashed overhead, she was glad she had taken the precaution to hide them. They were now only about thirty paces away and, in the bright light of the flash, they would have surely been discovered. As it was, the Vampyres remained oblivious of their presence. Both horses sensed the need for caution and were silent. Maia attempted to make out what they were discussing, but it was difficult. The driving rain, the thunder and her haphazard understanding of the language made it hard for her to follow the conversation. They were also arguing and often more than one spoke at the same time. She was frustrated, but eventually the different pieces fell into place and it make sense.
She lightly touched Blaid on his arm to let him know to follow her to a safer distance. Even that brief touch sent tingles along her fingertips.
“They are talking about prisoners,” she said to Blaid once they were a distance away. “I think they were the first ones taken when the Vampyres came through the Gate. It sounds like they are being taken to the dark forest, but I cannot make out who is taking them. It seems this group is supposed to join up with them. From what I understand, the prisoners are to be held until after the battle, at which time they will then be moved to Naylera. Some of the Vampyres disagree with this decision; they think the prisoners should be killed and used as nourishment for the battle.”
A shudder that had nothing to do with the cold rain ran down her back.
“Then we will follow them and rescue the prisoners.” Blaid said. “How close are they to figuring out which direction to go?”
“They should be about ready to move out,” she replied, “but we are needed at Greystone too. We cannot abandon my father and the rest of the army. What do we do?”
Blaid looked at her for a long moment and her trepidation rose; she knew what he was going to say.
“We cannot leave the prisoners in the hands of Vampyres. We need to find out where the camp is in the dark forest. Who knows how many might be hiding there. Find Midnight and join your father. I will follow this group and see what I can find out and try to rescue the prisoners. I will meet you at Greystone as soon as I can.”
Maia saw the sense, but she did not want to part from him again. Their power was in being together, not apart. Blaid must have sensed her disappointment, for he reached across and took her hand; his was surprisingly warm.
“There is no other way. I will be with you as soon as I can. You are strong; you can do this. Find Midnight, do not fight alone. Tell your father everything we have learned. We need to hurry now. The Vampyres are already on their way.” He nodded in the direction of the Vampyres now shouldering packs and marching south-west. “Be strong, my love.”
He leant over and kissed her on the cheek. Then he let go and his black mare leapt forward in pursuit of the Vampyres. Fire fought her for a moment; eager to follow the mare; but Maia held him back and watched Blaid ride away. Finally, she turned Fire’s head and headed in the opposite direction. Her people needed her; her own feelings would have to be put aside for now.
 

 
The thunder drowned out all other sound as she galloped across the plains towards Greystone. In her mind, she replayed everything they had learned from the Elves captured in the forest. She did not want to forget anything they said; their very lives depended on her relating every fact to her father. 
The driving rain and the ever-deepening darkness made it difficult for her to see what lay ahead and she trusted in Fire to find his own way. The stallion was hot and breathing hard, but his strong legs flew over the uneven ground. She paid attention to his senses, for they would warn her should they suddenly come upon danger.
An hour later, cold and soaked, they arrived at the first battle. They were still a few miles from Greystone, but even here Vampyres were scattered over a large area, and Elves on foot and horseback tried their best to hold them off. Maia was unable to distinguish which city the warriors belonged to; in the darkness of the storm everything appeared grey. She felt their pain and exhaustion and wished she could help them more. As it was, she only spent a short while riding between the battling enemies, dispatching as many Vampyres with her Fire-Whip as she could in passing.
Renewed hope and strength now emanated from the warriors and they carried on fighting as she rode on past. She wished there was someone she could draw strength from, giving in to a moment of weakness. Then she pulled herself together and drove Fire on to even greater speed. Her blood-coloured stallion, his red coat darkened by the rain, responded willingly.
A while later, she sensed Midnight in her mind. Quickly he filled her in on the current situation; it was worse than she had hoped.
Midnight did not have news of her brother; he was too far away by now. It troubled her that she had no way of knowing how Jaik was doing, but pushed the thought to the back of her mind.
Small battles raged all across the southern Yllitar Plains and around Greystone. Seeing through Midnight’s eyes, she noticed there were never more than two to three hundred Vampyres involved in each skirmish and she assumed their main army had not made it through the Gate. At least not yet.
Her father, and the men he fought with, had almost reached Greystone and they were driving the enemy hard. She knew his aim was to secure the Gate. They needed to quash the smaller fights and rally their troops around the stones. When the Vampyres made their move and sent their main forces, the warriors of Grildor needed to be ready.
The enemy was coming; the traitors said as much. What frightened Maia was the fact that the men battling the Vampyres were already fatigued. She knew there was worse to come. Quickly she searched Midnight’s mind and found Silas fighting alongside her father a few miles north of her location. As far as Midnight knew, Silas had not handed out any of the Silva they manufactured. It gave Maia a glimmer of hope.
“Just a little further,” she encouraged Fire, and his ears twitched at the sound of her voice.
She knew her stallion was tired, but he had the heart of a warrior. Gamely he strode out and his legs drove him at speed through the rain-drenched grasslands of the plain. Where there had been fighting, the grass had disappeared, replaced instead with ankle-deep mud. She tried to avoid these patches as much as possible.
When Greystone eventually came into sight, she breathed both a sigh of relief, as well as despair. On the one hand, she was glad she had finally reached it, but she had not expected the carnage that now greeted her. Most of the men that were encamped close to the Stones had been slain with the first wave of Vampyres that came through. Their mutilated bodies covered the ground in all directions, interspersed with dead horses, trampled tents and equipment, and she noticed a few downed dragons.
Her stomach heaved at the sight and Fire snorted his displeasure. Even with the driving rain, the stench of death was almost overwhelming.
Midnight roared high above her in the roiling sky; a welcome distraction to her current thoughts. She looked up, but rain blinded her and heaving clouds obscured her dragon’s body. He roared again and she followed the sound, glad to leave this battlefield behind.
A few miles later, she came upon where her father battled Vampyres. She noticed that the rain had lessened and visibility was better. She was soaked through and shivering; nevertheless, she had been glad of the rain, as the Vampyres seemed to dislike it. She remembered her trip to Naylera and judging by the landscape that greeted her there, rain was a rare occurrence.
“!!!” Midnight sent his warning just in time.
Quickly she drew her blades and dispatched the Vampyre that suddenly appeared to her right. His dark blood gushed out of the wound on his neck and splashed over her right thigh. She gagged at the sight and smell of it, but Fire went by so quickly she had little time to think about it.
The closer she came to the centre of the fighting, where she knew she would find her father, the bloodier she became. More than once, Midnight swooped down from above and cleared the way for her, but by the time she eventually reached her father, she had lost count of the Vampyres she had slain.
“Maia!” Jagaer screamed over the sounds of battle as he caught sight of her.
Fighting alongside her father were not only Silas and Commander Goldsbane, but also Commander Hollowdale. Maia noticed their men spread out around them, protecting their Lord Regent as best they could. The Battle Dragons fought along the edges and Maia was glad to see none of the war machines here that had downed so many dragons during the last battle. Midnight now joined the dragons and his fire bathed the surroundings in a blinding light, starkly outlining the low-hanging, grey clouds.
Fire whinnied in panic as a Vampyre staggered against him. Three arrows stuck out of the Vampyre’s throat at odd angles and, when Maia kicked him away, he immediately toppled over. Angry, Fire lashed out and struck the Vampyre on the head with his hoof. Maia heaved again, sickened by the crunch of the skull.
“Father, we need to talk,” she yelled when she was finally close enough.
Her father cast her a quick glance, before beheading a General who had managed to get through the Guard him. He was wet, dirty, and Maia noticed how tired he was. They had been fighting for hours without respite and, even with Midnight’s assistance, had only just kept the Vampyres at bay. As it stood now, it seemed that the armies were evenly matched. Every pocket of fighting, as Midnight had shown her through his eyes, had just enough Vampyres and Werewolves to stall the Elves and prevent them from reaching Greystone. Divided as they were, the forces of Grildor were weakened and Maia could see the Vampyres’ plans coming together.
“I need to speak to you now.”
She had put the force of her elemental power behind her words, desperate for him to hear her, and this time she received his full attention. She watched him give a signal and then they were on the move. Commander Goldsbane rallied his men and prevented the Vampyres from following the retreating Lord Regent and his adviser.
Both her father and Silas were on foot. Their boots were caked in mud, but both strode determinedly away from the battle. Maia followed on Fire, often circling them, using her Fire-Whip again to incinerate any Vampyres that dared come close. She noticed Silas give her an approving look, but her father only scowled.
It was another ten minutes or so before they were finally out of reach of the battle. Maia felt her father’s disapproval for removing him from the fight, but there was no other way.
“This is far enough,” he finally said and grabbed hold of Fire’s reins.
The stallion threw his head in the air, but at Maia’s touch, he stood still. Feeling somewhat apprehensive, she climbed out of the saddle. Her legs were shaky as she landed and Silas caught her before she fell.
“What is it, Maia?” Jagaer said, not hiding the irritation in his voice. “I told you to stay away. We know they are commanded to kill you first chance they get.”
“I know, Father, but I have information. Rothea and I were riding towards the Gate when we noticed a group of Elves heading towards the forest. We followed them and discovered them to be the traitors helping the Vampyres.”
“More traitors.” Silas gasped at the betrayal.
“We learned that masters of Air have been assisting the Vampyres entering and leaving Elveron through the Gate unseen, which is why we were unaware of their movements. If I myself had not been to Naylera, where I also had to disguise my arrival and departure, I would not have believed it possible.”
“At least now we know how they have been coming though,” her father grumbled. “What else?”
“The Vampyres’ strategy all along has been to divide our forces and weaken our defences. They are planning a mass attack on the Gate with the bulk of their army. They plan to overrun what is left of our forces and then take Grildor. Their ultimate plan is to spread out to the neighbouring countries and eventually rule Elveron. Plans to attack the other Gates are also underway.”
“When is this supposed to be happening?” Her father’s voice was hoarse.
“I don’t know how much time we have left. We spoke to the traitors only a few hours ago and they were in a hurry to get away. I do not believe we have much time.”
“Where are these traitors now?” Silas asked, worry in his eyes.
“We bound them and Rothea has taken them to Shadow Hall to be put in the dungeons.”
“You and Rothea did this alone?” Silas asked.
“We need to act swiftly then.” Jagaer cut in before she could answer. “Rally our forces. We need to get to Greystone before the Vampyres do. Maia, do you know where the rest of our forces are?”
“Yes, Father, Midnight has shown me. They are spread far and all are engaged in battle, but if I fly with Midnight, I believe I can reach them all to give them your orders.”
“Aye,” he replied, “so be it. Summon your dragon and bring as many as you can. I will gather what is left of my troops and make for the Gate immediately. Meet us there, but I want you to remain with Midnight. Do you understand?”
“Yes, Father.”
“Then go. Fly fast and may the Mother be with you.” He stepped forward and for a brief moment wrapped his arms around her. “I love you, my daughter,” he whispered in her ear. Then he stepped away and, with a nod to Silas, turned and strode off towards the battle.
Silas touched her arm and she felt a tingle of his power run through her. Old as he was, Maia knew there was still strength left in him. He would be alongside her father every step of the way.
She watched them walk away only for a moment before she reached out and summoned Midnight. Her dragon acknowledged her and she knew he would be with her within a moment. Quickly she removed the saddle from Fire’s back and then took off his bridle. The stallion shook his head, unsure of what was happening, but she stroked his face and whispered in his ear.
“Run now, you have done enough. Stay away this time. Go home.” She kissed him on his wet nose.
Fire snorted as the wind of Midnight’s wings buffeted them, but then he was running even before Midnight had landed. Maia watched her stallion go, glad in the knowledge that he would be safe.
It was almost completely dark. Maybe the roiling thunder clouds made it seem like night. Maia had no sense of the time. It had been early morning when they interrogated the General in the dungeons. They had been fighting ever since. She knew the men would be tired, and she was about to ask even more of them.
“Time to go,” she said, more to herself than Midnight, and ran up his outstretched leg.
His wet hide was slippery and she had to hold onto his spikes so she did not fall. Finally, she was in position, holding one of the larger spikes on his neck. Kicking off powerfully with his hind legs, he jumped into the air. With a few strokes of his leathery wings, they were soon high and soaring over the battle below. They were already too high for her to recognise her father in the melee, but she knew he was down there.
Focusing ahead, she thought about what she had to do. From Midnight, she knew where their forces were, but now that she was on her way, she was not so sure she would reach them all in time. And, even if she did, she did not believe all of them would reach Greystone in time to protect it.
Her mission seemed futile and she had to fight rising despair. Midnight gentled her thoughts, but she knew that even he had his doubts.
 

 
Although it was barely evening, it was already fully dark by the time he reached the dark forest. This part of Grildor-Bron Forest did not have its own name. The term ‘dark forest’ was only used to describe its location, rather than its name. People believed that naming such a place would bring to life all the myths the forest was known for. It was notorious for its impassable terrain and dark, dense trees and underbrush. It was a haven for wolves, owls, lynx, and all sorts of forest creatures, including Riven if the stories were to be believed. Now, it seemed, this dark part of the forest had become a haven for Vampires too.
He followed the small group of Vampyres from the spot where he and Maia had separated. Although on foot, they had moved at speed. Nevertheless, it had not been difficult for Lilith to keep pace. The rain and thunder muffled her hoof beats and the Vampyres were oblivious to the fact that they were being followed. They led him steadily in the direction of the forest and then disappeared into it.
Blaid dismounted and led Lilith behind him. A drooping, wet branch touched his shoulders as he stepped into the forest and it gave him the strangest sensation: fear. Quickly he looked about him, but was unable to detect anything untoward. Lilith seemed completely unconcerned and he took comfort from that. He wondered what could have made him feel like that. Other creatures were supposed to be afraid of him. Death did not feel fear.
He shook the thought off and followed the trail the Vampyres left behind. It was tough going through the thickets and thorn bushes and the narrow path was treacherous with mud and loose rocks. Soon it was too dark to see and he had to rely on his other senses to make any progress at all. Elves had incredible eyesight, even at night, but it seemed Vampyres had better night vision yet. He soon fell behind and, had it not been for the faint smell the Vampyres left, he would have lost them completely.
The trail became narrower and less manageable as he went along and, after about an hour, he realised there was no trail at all. The Vampyres had split up, fanned out, and were making their way through the forest individually. He hesitated for a moment, indecisive as to which trail to follow, but then instinct told him they would head to the same place eventually.
He followed the trail that led straight towards the west, always checking his surroundings to make sure he was not being followed himself. Although he picked up no traces of Vampyre or Werewolf behind or left and right of him, the sensation that he was being watched became more intense the deeper he went into the forest. He was wary and proceeded with caution. Even Lilith picked her way with care and sensed that she was tense and alert.
Finally, he heard sounds other than the constant dripping of water off the branches above. At first, they were almost too faint to pick up, but as he closed in he could make out footsteps, muffled voices that were unmistakably Vampyre, and the rattling of chains.
“Stay here, my sweet,” he whispered to Lilith and stroked her wet face. “I will come back for you.”
The mare shook her head, displeased with her orders, but she stayed and watched after him in the darkness as he headed towards the camp.
Soon the light of their torches came into view. At first there were only two or three, but then the forest thinned out somewhat and more torches were evident. He was startled by the extent of the camp. He spent some time circling it, always careful not to be discovered, and finally estimated the camp to be home to at least a hundred Vampyres. He was also surprised to discover that they had an almost equal number of Werewolves with them. These were not accommodated separately, as you would livestock, but each Werewolf seemed to share the same quarters as his or her Vampyre companion. It brought into focus the relationship between the two species, which he had not noticed before.
However, the camp was divided into two sections; the lower ranking Vampyres, as well as the elven prisoners, occupied one side, and the other was reserved for the Generals. The status of the Generals was clear by the way they were treated; the others tended to all their needs and they were spoken to with deference. Although Blaid could not understand their language, the respect in their tone was unmistakable.
By just observing, Blaid learned more about the Vampyres than he had until this point. He had dealings with them often, especially in the Crystal Mountains, but here the Vampyres seemed at ease, acting as they would at home. It was clear they felt completely safe.
Unfortunately, he had to admit to himself that was entirely true. There were simply too many of them for him to defeat alone. The prisoners were being held in a stockade, shackled to stakes driven into the ground. The stockade was made from sturdy wood and was constantly patrolled by six Vampyres with their hounds. He estimated there to be about fifty prisoners. They had not been given blankets and sat shivering on the muddy ground. Blaid could feel their discomfort, but also their defiance; they had not yet given up.
He was about to take a closer look at the stockade, when he noticed one of the Werewolves look in his direction. Although the Vampyres seemed more relaxed here and less on guard as they would be otherwise, the Werewolves were always alert. Blaid pressed himself deeper into the thicket and completely suppressed his Eläm. If he could successfully hide from Midnight and Wolf, the Werewolves should not prove a problem. He waited and it was not long before the Werewolf lost interest.
Sneaking closer, Blaid noticed other things about the camp. There were some items, unmistakably from Naylera, such as black crates that seemed to hold equipment, but most of the items around camp were of elven make. Tents, weapons, lamps; had he not known better, it could have passed for an elven camp.
Anger rose within him at the degree of betrayal from his own people. Kanarel’s notions of modernising Elveron and then ruling it were the ravings of one man. How had he managed to sway so many over to his side? It was madness to think that the Vampyres would honour any kind of promises they made to receive this amount of assistance.
As evening became night, Blaid made no progress with freeing the prisoners. There were simply too many Vampyres to overcome. He had, by then, circled the camp three times and checked for weak spots in their defences and found none. If it had not been for the Werewolves, he might have sneaked in and opened the stockades. He might even have had time to unlock the shackles. As it was, the Werewolves were all around and it took all his skill not to be detected. He would need a miracle to accomplish anything here and he was desperate to get back to Maia. He shuddered to think about what was happening at Greystone and hoped that the main Vampyre army had not come through yet.
He was about to abandon his mission, hoping to free the prisoners at a later stage and instead rush off to help Maia, when there was a sudden commotion in the camp and the Werewolves started howling. The hairs at the back of his neck stood erect as the feeling of fear he felt earlier crept over him anew.
Warily, he attempted to pierce the dark forest around him, to no avail. The noise within the camp grew louder. The Vampyres struggled to control their hounds and soon there was complete pandemonium.
Blaid struggled to control the fear that spread through him, which he assumed was the same reason the Werewolves were so frantic. At the same time, he realised he could use this situation to his advantage. With the Vampyres and Werewolves distracted, he finally had a chance to reach the stockade.
Keeping to the shadows as much as possible, he made his way through the camp. A few Vampyres looked in his direction, but were too busy trying to restore order to worry about him.
Quickly he dispatched one of the guards patrolling the gate to the stockade. The Vampyre wrestled with his Werewolf on the ground and it took only a moment for Blaid to slit both their throats. He searched through the Vampyre’s pockets and retrieved a set of keys. Fumbling in his haste, it took him longer to unlock the gate than he would have liked, but then the heavy gate swung open and he was through.
The prisoners were on their feet and looking at him in astonishment. They were an assortment of warriors, some from Rathaés, some from Tarron Heights and even some from Dragonfort. The fear was intensifying within him and he saw the fear reflected in the warriors’ eyes. They felt it too and thought he was the cause of it. Quickly he made his way from one to the next to release them from their shackles.
“We cannot fight them. There are too many,” he told them as he freed them. “Run into the forest and get as far from here as you can. I will delay their pursuit for as long as I can.”
The warriors did not have to be asked twice. One by one, they ran out of the stockade and disappeared into the darkness of the trees. Blaid was the last to leave and was relieved to discover the camp still in disarray. Werewolves howled, tails tucked beneath their bellies, and even the Vampyres now seemed to feel the fear.
Blaid did not waste time wondering what was going on. The prisoners were free and he wanted to get away from this cursed place as fast as possible. He ducked low beneath a branch and stepped out of the light of the camp. Almost immediately, the fear intensified and it brought him to a dead halt. He stared into the darkness, unable to move, and then he noticed the eyes staring right at him. The eyes were grey, but glowed even in the almost completed blackness of the night. They seemed to look right through him and for the first time in his life, he knew what true fear felt like.
Then the creature moved. His fear shifted and he was able to think more clearly. He noticed long, black strands, something waving through the air. Spikes sticking up at odd angles. The swish of a tail. The hiss through sharp teeth. Then, one last time, he felt the eyes on him, before the creature was finally out of sight.
Blinking in the darkness, he realised he had been face to face with a Riven.
 

 
Midnight flew at speed and they covered the distances between armies quickly, but Maia was frustrated. There was fighting everywhere; to the north, the east, the south and the west. Even with Midnight, she could not get all in time.
When she reached the waylaid army of Braérn, she discovered that half the men had already been slain and the enemy surrounded the rest. The fight looked to be at its end and the warriors defeated. She swooped in with Midnight and incinerated every Vampyre and Werewolf pair on the perimeter. Even with her newfound ability with Air, Midnight was not able to use the full force of his dragon fire, but it was enough. Soon the air was rank with the smell of burning flesh and hair. It sickened her.
The men on the ground rallied at the sight of her and fighting on the ground resumed with full force. Nevertheless, it was another half hour before the enemy had been defeated and she was able to land and give the Commander his new orders. She knew it would take them at least four hours to get to Greystone.
It was the same everywhere she went. Although the men rallied when they saw her fighting for them, they were worn out from the hours of fighting they had already endured. Their troops were depleted and none was close enough to Greystone to be there anytime soon.
She took little comfort in the fact, in the process of seeking out the Commanders, every Vampyre and Werewolf on the ground was killed. She made sure none was left standing before she gave the Commanders the order to march for the Gate.
Night descended on Grildor, but Maia hardly noticed. It had been so dark because of the storm all afternoon, it really made no difference. Midnight could see perfectly well, and they flew all across the Yllitar Plains, assisting where needed and relating Lord Longshadow’s orders.
As evening progressed, the weather turned for the worse again. Rain came down hard and pelted her skin, stinging. Thunder rolled, lightning flashed, and eventually even Midnight conceded that it might be too dangerous to fly. Once, lightning struck so close to them, Maia could feel the electrical charge vibrate through her body.
They made their way back towards Greystone and were relieved to find her father’s forces already encamped around the Gate. Midnight landed on the muddy ground, his talons leaving deep furrows in the soft earth. Maia hated to leave him out in the open in weather like this. There was no safe place for him to roost, but he refused to leave her to seek shelter in the forest. She hugged his neck, warm even in this weather, and then followed a Server to her father’s tent.
The command tent had been set up about half a mile from the Gate. They had set it on one of the highest rises of the rolling hills surrounding Greystone; from there they had a direct view of the stones. The rest of his men, as well as those that had already managed to make their way here, were encamped in a wide circle surrounding the Gate. Maia noticed the Battle Dragons resting on the western perimeter, looking miserable in the rain.
The drenched guard at the entrance to the tent admitted her with a bow. Inside, it was blissfully dry, but the howling wind was barely muffled by the tent’s walls. A small fire had been lit in a grate and it seemed that her father’s men had scavenged some furniture from the destroyed camp around them. Her father sat on a stool in front of the fire and Silas studied a map by lantern. A Server made tea.
“Father,” she said as she stepped in.
He rose from his stool immediately and went to her, embracing her.
“I am glad you are all right. The weather is frightful. This must be the worst summer storm we have had in a century. How did you fare? Were you able to reach many?”
“Yes,” she replied, and stepped closer to the fire to dry her sodden clothes. “We spoke to every Commander we could find. They are all on their way here. Some, however, are further away than we had hoped and might still take a few hours to get here.”
“You have done well, Maia,” her father said. “Rest for now and warm yourself. We have been monitoring the Gate; there has been no movement in or out.”
Lightning struck close to the tent and the crack that followed made them all duck in fright.
“I think they are also waiting out the storm,” Silas said and joined them at the fire. “They seem to have an unusual aversion to rain.”
“Thank you,” Jagaer said as the Server brought him his tea.
Maia took hers gladly and sipped it carefully, the hot liquid warming her from the inside.
“What is the situation on the plains?” her father finally enquired. “Are there still many of them about?”
“All we encountered were involved in battles with the troops. All have been slain, Vampyres and Werewolves alike. We did not come across any others.”
“At last, some good news,” Jagaer said, retaking his seat by the fire. “We should get some rest now while we can. Maia, there are some blankets in the corner. Get some sleep.”
She had been so wound up from the fighting, so cold from the rain, she had not realised just how tired she was. Here, safe and warm in the tent, she felt the weariness in her body and was suddenly too tired to even finish her tea. Gladly she took the blankets, spread them out by the fire and settled herself on them after taking off her boots. She was asleep almost instantly.
 

 
The path was treacherous and the pace gruelling, but Jaik kept pushing. When they watered the horses, he added a few drops of Silva to their water to keep them going, but knew they were as exhausted as he was.
They had been riding all day, ever since they left Shadow Hall and then met the man from Tarron Heights. They rode through the night and the storm and only rested for short moments to water the horses. Morning was dawning, but with the heavy cloud cover it was still as black as night. They lit torches during the night, but they were running out of fuel and Jaik hoped some light would break through the clouds soon. His eyes were tired from scanning the ground ahead for a safe path. He was sure Firestorm felt the same, but the young mare carried him willingly.
He chanced a glance behind him and it felt as if a vice gripped his heart as he beheld the sorry sight his men and their mounts made. All were sodden and dirty, the mud caked to their horses’ legs and the men’s boots. There were dark rings beneath their eyes and frowns on their foreheads. He knew they would never complain, they had a job to do, but he felt for them and was sorry to have to push them so hard. At this time, he was unsure if they would make it. It seemed an impossible task.
“Just a few more hours,” he encouraged them.
“Aye.”
“Just a few more.”
The answers sounded as weary as the men looked. None of them even looked up, but concentrated on the path ahead. Jaik shifted his attention back to the way ahead. He had ridden this path before, but never in these conditions. It was a difficult route to take at the best of times, but this weather made it a murderous undertaking. Water gushed down the steep cliffs to either side, flooding the narrow path. The wind had blown branches from their trees and often they had to dismount to clear the way before they could carry on. Mudslides obscured the path in many places and rock falls blocked their way. During the night, the storm at its worst, they had to make their way on foot, leading their horses, just to make any progress at all. It had been especially difficult for Glark; the dwarf’s short legs making it difficult for him to navigate the deep mud.
Now the storm had lessened, the rain abated to a drizzle and the wind was not trying to rip them from their saddles as it had during the night. Clouds still prevented the sun from shining through, but the light gradually strengthened and they were finally able to increase their pace. Firestorm perked up at the better weather and easier going, and he suddenly felt it was possible after all.
The sun rose higher behind the curtain of clouds and slowly the day warmed up. Jaik was reminded that it was summer after all and this storm had been just a freak of nature. He increased their pace and although they had been going for almost thirty hours, their horses responded willingly. He was unsure of the effect of the Silva on the horses. Usually the drink was only used for men; but he was glad for the extra stamina it provided them.
Three and a half days ago, Tarron Heights was on the brink of being overrun by Vampyres. The chances that Tarron Heights was still under elven control were slim, but it was his job to save as many as he could.
A ray of sunlight broke through a thin gap in the clouds and, for a moment, the rain-drenched trees around them glistened like stars on a dark night. It was like a ray of hope that brightened his heart. He thought of his sister and his father, riding to war. He thought of his home and his people. They had so much to fight for, so much to live for. This was their planet and he was not going to let another take it away from them.
When they eventually broke from the trees and into the narrow valley that led up to Tarron Heights, it was with renewed hope that he urged his men forward. The city was built on the cliffs on the other side of the valley and soon its white turrets came into view, surrounded by the deep green of the forest around it.
However, today it was not the city’s beauty that made him rein in his horse, but the dark columns of smoke that rose from every corner of the city. Even from this distance, he could see where the outer wall had been breached and where the Vampyres had gained access.
“Herrod,” Jaik said to the Commander of the Night Watch, “take six of your men and scout the perimeter. There might yet be Vampyres hidden in the forest.”
“Aye, My Lord.”
“Archer, Munnar, you’re with me. Fili, you take the rest and scout along the city wall. Make sure the perimeter is secure, then meet us at the breach.”
The group split up. Herrod and his men rode out into the forest. Filithrin and the rest of the Guard and Night Watch rode for the city walls. Archer, Munnar and Jaik made straight for the breach in the wall.
They were out in the open now and, if anyone cared to look, they would surely be seen. The sky was still hidden behind thick clouds, but it was light enough to see clearly. Jaik kept checking the wall for archers as they approached, but the city seemed ominously quiet. All his senses told him that something was not right. They approached with care, but eventually reached the breach in the wall unmolested.
It seemed the Vampyres had used some incendiary method to breach the thick stone wall. The white stone was charred black, cracked, and crumbled. The gaping hole was large enough to admit four riders abreast.
Jaik signalled for his men to dismount. They left their horses in the shade of the wall and carefully stepped through the breach. The streets beyond were wet and strewn with debris, but were otherwise completely deserted. Quickly they checked the surrounding houses and secured the area. By the time Filithrin and the others joined them, they had searched a large perimeter and found nothing, not even dead bodies.
“I do not like this,” Archer said.
“Let us proceed with caution. There are Vampyres in the city; we just need to find them.”
On foot, they made their way through the forsaken streets. Arrows, broken weapons, baskets, clothes, and all manner of things littered the narrow passages between the houses. Broken windows and splintered doors adorned every home. The smell of death hung over the streets and the whitewashed walls of the houses were splattered in blood where the rain had not been able to wash it away.
Jaik knew the city well. Each street formed a semi-circle around the citadel, which was built into the cliff face. He knew there to be twenty-three rows of streets, each connected to the next semi-circle by a series of passageways. The distance from the outer wall to the citadel measured roughly half a mile as the crow flies, but the way through the streets was considerably longer.
Their progress was slower than he would have liked, but he was taking no chances. In the maze of the streets, they could easily fall prey to an ambush. Yet, as they went deeper and deeper into the city, they encountered no resistance. On occasion, they would come upon a slain Vampyre, crows already picking at its rancid flesh. The signs of struggle were everywhere.
“Jaik, listen,” Munnar suddenly whispered.
They all stopped and strained their ears. Without the sound of their footfalls, they could now hear sounds, not far away. They were now two streets down from the citadel, the residence of Lord Tallson and his family. Silently they moved along the next passageway and into the last street before the citadel. The sounds were louder now. Keeping close to the walls, they crept along, following the noise.
“There,” Archer said, pointing towards what looked like a trading store.
The store was positioned directly opposite the entrance to the citadel. The building was large and it was dark inside, so Jaik was unable to tell how many Vampyres occupied it. From where they stood, they were only able to see eight Vampyres standing guard at the citadel’s gate, as well as four pacing back and forth in front of the store. It was clear from the sounds coming from the building that more Vampyres were inside.
Jaik and his men were well hidden behind a low wall, but to attack the Vampyres, they would have to step out into the open. They would lose the element of surprise. He frantically thought about the passages that led into this street, but could not think of another approach. Without knowing the exact number of Vampyres in the building, it would be foolish to attempt an attack. They needed to find another way.
Suddenly there was the soft sound of wings and Jaik had only a moment to react and to raise his arm, before the hawk landed on his gloved fist. The bird cocked its head and looked at him with dark eyes.
“It is carrying a message.” Archer pointed to the tiny scroll fastened to the raptor’s leg.
Carefully Jaik undid the string that held the scroll. Once the paper was loose, the bird took to the air again and was soon out of sight. Quickly Jaik unrolled the small piece of paper and read. He smiled.
“The Mother favours us this day,” he said. “Lord Tallson and the rest of the city have taken refuge within the citadel. They took heavy losses during the fighting and only half his Guard remains. They are out of arrows and most of their warriors are injured.”
Archer frowned at him. “That does not sound like the Mother favours us.”
“Aye, but Lord Tallson also said there are only about thirty Vampyres left. They are all within that building. They appear to be out of arrows too and are not accompanied by Werewolves. We are almost evenly matched. Aari, go back and fetch Herrod,” he ordered. “Once they join us, we attack.”
Jaik took the time to study the layout of the street and its buildings while they waited for Herrod and his men to arrive. This street was wider than almost all the rest of the streets of the city. It was the main trading street, lined with shops, stalls, and warehouses. On a normal day, it would be bustling with people flitting from stall to stall, going about their business.
The entrance to the citadel was always open. Visitors were always welcome, and he had never seen the gates closed, nor ever noticed that they were made, not out of wood, but stone. It looked like quartz, but he could not be sure. Sunlight sparkled off the doors as if it were studded with diamonds.
The street was cobbled, smooth from millennia of feet passing over them. Last night’s heavy storm had left them slippery and half the path was still covered in water. Even as he watched, the water slowly drained away, flowing down channels along the side of the road and then down into the ground. He knew from previous visits that Tarron Heights had an extensive underground drainage system that managed not only the rainwater, but also their waste. He wished he knew more about it, considering for a moment that it might be used as an escape route for the people of Tarron Heights. Then, he dismissed the idea. If it were possible for the people to leave the citadel by any other means than the main gate, surely they would have made use of that option.
As afternoon turned to evening, the street grew dark. The Vampyres did not light lanterns, nor did Jaik see light from the citadel. The moons were hidden behind a thin cloud cover and it drizzled again. He did not mind fighting in the dark, nor the rain. Herrod and his men had arrived and it was time to make their move. He gave the signal; they all knew what to do.
Silently, Jaik and Archer crossed the street about two hundred strides from the trading store. There were no stalls on this side of the street; only the high wall that surrounded the citadel. Archer shot an arrow with a hook and rope attached to it over the wall, hoping it would catch on something on the other side. It struck something, making a dull clanging sound and both cringed, hoping the Vampyres had not heard. After a moment, they yanked on the rope until it was taut and then quickly climbed the wall.
Once balancing on the narrow precipice, Jaik took a moment to look across the street. In the darkness, he could barely see the other eight men he had sent to climb the roofs of the buildings opposite. They were all up and stealthily moving along the rooftops towards the trading store. He nodded to Archer and they moved along the wall. Then they were in position. He heard an owl hoot to his left and knew the rest of his men had also made their way to their stations. It was time.
Suddenly, the deathly swish of arrows filled the air. Jaik and Archer had fired at the same time, taking out the four Vampyres guarding the storefront. His eight archers on the rooftop had loosened their arrows at precisely the same moment and the eight Vampyres patrolling the citadel gate now lay dead and silent.
He heard a commotion from within the trading store, but it was too late. The rest of his men moved in from either side of the street and stormed the entrance to the store. Jaik and Archer abseiled from the wall, while the others climbed off the rooftop. Quickly they entered as well and now the silence of the night was broken by the sounds of swords clashing and Vampyres screaming.
All in all, there had been nineteen Vampyres in the store. They had been at rest, not expecting an attack, their weapons resting against the wall. It was over within minutes, the Vampyres slain, lying in pools of their own blood.
“Jaik, look,” Archer said, pointing to the far wall.
Besides them, one of the Sentinels retched.
“There must be at least ten of them in here,” Jaik replied in horror.
“Looks like they drained them and then ate their hearts and livers first.” Glark observed, kneeling next to one of the dismembered Elves stacked in the corner.
“There is nothing we can do for them now,” Jaik said. “Let us free Lord Tallson. He will be able to give these poor souls the burials they deserve.”
nauseated, they made their way across the street. Jaik had seen victims of Vampyre attacks before, but to see them so meticulously dissected for their parts was unsettling. He wished he could erase the sight from his memory.
The thought that their entire country might fall victim to a similar fate frightened him. He wondered how his father was faring. Had the Vampyre army breached Greystone? He was glad he had been able to help here, but at the same time, he cursed the fact that he was not there to lend his strength to Grildor’s forces at the Gate. Intense worry beset him. He had been gone for two days. For all he knew, Grildor could have already fallen.
“Lord Tallson,” he shouted up at the solid stone gate. “It is safe. You may open the gate.”
For a few minutes, nothing happened, but Jaik had the distinct feeling that they were being watched. Then, with a dull grating sound, the two halves of the heavy gate were dragged open. Lord Tallson, followed by what was left of his Guard, stepped through to greet them.
“Jaik.” Cinaed Tallson embraced him with relief, then remembered whom he was addressing. “My Lord, we cannot thank you enough for what you have done.”
“I am only sorry we could not have been here earlier.”
“Up until a few hours ago, there were about two hundred Vampyres at our gate,” Lord Tallson said. “Had you come earlier, you would have been outnumbered.”
“What happened here?”
“The Vampyres laid siege to our city a few Quarters back. Most of our Legion and Regiments and whomever else we could spare had already left for Greystone, so we locked all the gates and defended the city as best we could. It seemed a fairly simple thing to do. We had the Guard, most of the Night Watch and the Sentinels. We were about evenly matched and we held them off with few casualties. Then, four nights ago, a small group of Vampyres arrived from the east. It was not long before they had set up some kind of device at one of our outer gates. The thing exploded with such force that it blew a sizeable whole into the wall and the city was breached. The Vampyres stormed us. My men fought bravely, but they were no match for the vile creatures and their hounds.”
“Aye, we know how difficult it is to fight them.”
“We retreated to the citadel, hoping that its thick walls would withstand a blast such as they had used on the outer wall. The Vampyres surrounded the citadel for three days, firing burning arrows over the wall. We retaliated as best we could, but eventually ran out of ammunition. All we could do was wait it out.”
“So where did the rest of them go?” Jaik wanted to know.
“They left just before noon today, marching towards the dark forest. Only these thirty or so were left behind to guard the gate. I have too many sick and injured inside to have risked an attack. Then I saw you in the street and I knew our messenger had gotten through.”
“Do you have medicine to see to your injured?”
“Yes, now that we have access to the city again, we will be fine.”
“Cinaed,” Jaik said, using his first name, as they were not only allies, but also friends, “there are some of your men within that trading store that will require a burial. Send only your strongest in there to see to them, they have been badly mutilated. I am sorry, my friend.”
“Thank you, Jaik. We will rebuild the wall and secure the city as best we can. Has there been much fighting elsewhere?”
“We were riding for Greystone when we came across your messenger. We believed there to be an imminent attack. I do not know what has happened in the meantime, so we will not stay. Our horses had a few hours’ rest while we were in the city and they should be strong enough to carry on. We will follow the trail left by the retreating Vampyres. I have a feeling, if they moved off towards the dark forest, then they were probably being recalled to the main fight.”
“Aye, we will give you what provisions we can. Please send my regards to your father. May the Mother ride with you.”
After some quick refreshments, food for their horses and a brief farewell, Jaik led his men away from Tarron Heights. His anxiety grew. Two days had passed since they left. Two days in which the Vampyres could have killed everyone he loved. He knew it was madness to ride through the night yet again, but this time they were following the Vampyres’ trail and they seemed to be sticking to the main Trade Route for the time being. Even once they reached the edge of the dark forest, it seemed the Vampyres had not entered it, but had chosen to stick to the Trade Route. It seemed speed was more important to them now than stealth.
Something was happening at Greystone and he needed to get back there with haste. He had a bad feeling and the longer he thought about it, the more worried he became. Tired as he was, he kept seeing visions of Maia on the ground, bleeding. Midnight downed, riddled with arrows. His father dead and the armies decimated.
Like a madman, he drove his men and horses to even greater speed, yet deep down he knew he was already too late.




 
It was almost dark by the time they reached the outskirts of Shadow Hall. They had travelled most of the way through the forest, but the storm had been such, even sheltered by the canopy of trees above, they had all been soaked through to the skin.
Rothea did not mind so much. She was wearing her leather uniform and armour, which was keeping her warm. Her prisoners, however, had been stripped of what armour they had been wearing and were huddled, cold and miserable, on their horses when they finally reached the city.
“Halt. Who goes there?” The Night Watch challenged her as she led her sorry group onto The Axis.
“It is I, Rothea Goodheart of the Regiment,” she replied. “I am here on orders of Princess Maia, delivering traitors to the dungeons.”
The Night Watch gathered what men they could spare and helped her escort the prisoners to the dungeons beneath the Hall of the Guardians. She felt no pity for the men as she ordered them into the damp cells. She had seen first-hand what the Vampyres were capable of and, after hearing what they planned, she was sickened to think that these men would condone such atrocities. She did not spare them another look once the last key was turned.
Her focus now was to get back to Maia. She had lost precious hours riding to Shadow Hall and she would have to ride through the night just to reach Greystone. She had to hurry.
“Rothea.”
She turned to look who had spoken. “Aaron, what are you doing here?”
“Word has spread that you rode in with prisoners. Is Maia all right?”
“I left her a few hours ago. She was all right then, but I fear they might have been riding into danger. I need to get back there with haste.”
Thunder cracked overhead and all other sound was drowned out for a moment.
“Let us get out of this weather so we can talk,” Aaron said. “I want to come with you.”
Aaron led the way into the Hall of the Guardians. Some of the Night Watch was still inside, receiving their orders as to guarding the prisoners. They ignored them and went to stand in a quiet corner.
“Aaron, you cannot come with me. It is madness.”
“Just as mad as it is to ride to the Gate in this weather. The storm is gathering and it will get worse before it gets better.”
“I do not have the luxury of time. If I leave now, I might still be in time to help.”
“Rothea, even if the weather was good, it would take you at least six hours or more to reach it. Even that would only be possible with a fresh horse. I am just as anxious as you are, but in this weather you might never reach Greystone at all. Rest yourself and your horse and we can ride together once the storm lets up.”
She narrowed her eyes at him. What he was saying made sense, but it did not change what she felt. After hearing what the Vampyres had planned, their armies could use every bit of help they could get. She wondered where Maia was now. Had she reached her father and had she updated him on everything they had learned? Last she knew, the armies were scattered all over Grildor. For them to be able to have any chance against the main force of the Vampyres, Grildor’s forces would have to come together.
“How many fighting men have you here at Shadow Hall?” she asked Aaron.
“I am not sure. Half the Night Watch and most of the Sentinels are still here, but they have been tasked to defend the city.”
“The city is not in danger anymore,” she replied. “We have learned that the Vampyre’s main aim is to take out our armies and kill our Elementals.”
“Kill Maia, you mean?”
“Yes, they seem to be aware of what she is to us and the danger she can pose to them. When Shadow Hall was attacked, their motive was only to kill Maia.”
“I see now why you want to leave immediately,” Aaron mused. “The need would outweigh the risks. How can I help?”
“Find whoever has been left in charge of the Night Watch and the Sentinels. Let us assemble as many as we can and only leave a small force to guard the city. I will talk to the Horse Masters. There are no more horses at the stables, but the brood mares are on the Grazing Grounds. We will need them if we are to reach Greystone before morning. Go now. Make haste. I will meet you back here within the hour.”
Rothea and Aaron rushed out of the door together. While he turned right towards the city, she headed through the Silver Forest and on over the rise to the Grazing Grounds. All around her, the storm raged; cold rain pelted her face, leaves and branches twirled through the air and lightning kept illuminating her surroundings, casting the trees into bizarre creations. She had seen many storms in her lifetime, just never during this time of year. She wondered if it was a bad omen.
Cold, hungry, and tired beyond words, she eventually arrived back at the Hall of the Guardians, almost fifty horses in tow. Five Horse Masters had agreed to accompany her. She was glad to see that Aaron did his job. The remaining Night Watch and Sentinels were assembled and ready to march. Aaron wore an assortment of battle gear and armour, no doubt borrowed from the Armoury, but his sword hung from his belt and a crossbow was slung over his shoulder. He looked ready for battle. Wolf, tail wagging, waited patiently at Aaron’s feet. She was not sure if she was doing the right thing by allowing them to come along, but she doubted she would be able to stop them.
“Who is left to guard the city?”
“Everyone who is able to carry a weapon,” Aaron replied. “Even the children have taken to the trees to act as sentries.”
Rothea nodded. It was not a perfect solution, but she knew the people of Shadow Hall would do anything to protect their home. She tried to remember the number of people still in the city. Besides the Night Watch and the Sentinels who had remained to guard the city, only the very old, very young, or infirm had been left behind, as well as some essential services, such as Sanitors, some Hunters, Luke the Healer, and so on. Every man and woman able to fight had been enlisted into the Legion and were already deployed somewhere across the Yllitar Plains.
“Let us move out,” she shouted, and mounted her own horse.
Aaron moved up alongside her, still a little awkward in a saddle, and handed her a piece of Travel Bread.
She nodded her thanks to him and then they were galloping down Warriors Walk and onto Legion Crossing and finally out onto the open plains. They had a war to go to.
 

 
Maia woke with a start. Thunder rolled heavily overhead and a flash of lightning briefly illuminated the tent. Rain drummed against the sodden material.
“What time is it?” she asked, rubbing her eyes.
“Two hours before sunrise, although I doubt we will be seeing one today,” Silas replied.
Silas sat by the small fire. Her father sat on the floor resting against one of the poles of the tent. His eyes were closed.
Maia threw the thin blanket off her and sat up. Linking with Midnight, she enquired about his wellbeing. He was all right, but she knew he was uncomfortable out in the storm.
“Any news?” she enquired.
“Some of the Regiments arrived during the night. Even the warriors of Rathaés and Dragonfort have finally made it here. They had to fight their way through and suffered some casualties, but all in all we now have almost ten thousand warriors encamped around the Gate.”
Maia rose and went to join Silas by the fire.
“It still will not be enough,” she sighed.
“It is more than we had hoped for.”
“Let us hope more will come. Has there been any activity within the stones?”
“None,” Silas said, a deep frown on his face. “I even went to investigate myself and found no traces of magic within the circle. At first, we thought that maybe the information you were given was incorrect, but I now believe it is the weather that has given us this respite. I fear that once the storm abates, the Vampyres will attack. We will need to be ready.”
“How fare the men?”
“This weather has not made it easy for them to rest and many have spent much of the night marching through the storm. Our troops are exhausted, but our supply of Silva remains largely untouched. I fear we might have need of it soon. Here,” he said, handing her a bowl of steaming broth, “you also need to keep your strength up.”
“Any word from Jaik?”
“I am afraid not.”
Maia took a sip from her bowl, the broth hot and salty in her mouth, instantly warming her. She was worried about her brother, yet she somehow felt that he was safe. At least for now.
Her father stirred and came to sit by the fire. Maia was worried about how tired he looked, his eyes ringed by dark circles. She knew it was worry aging him like this. The fate of Grildor rested firmly on his shoulders. Maia knew what that felt like. Quickly she poured him a bowl of broth as well.
“While we still have the time, why don’t you tell me more of what you have learned? Any detail you might have left out yesterday might be of help today. How did you come across these traitors in the first place?”
She almost coughed into her broth at Silas’ question. She felt a flush of heat colour her cheeks. The fact that she had been with Blaid had been omitted during her report yesterday and for some reason she suddenly felt too afraid to tell them. She looked down at her hands holding the bowl, hoping to hide her flushed face.
“Rothea and I followed you. At a distance, so you would not notice. I am sorry, Father, for disobeying your orders, but I could not sit by idly while you rode into battle.”
She looked up at him, expecting him to be angry, but there was only concern in his deep, brown eyes.
“After a while I had the strangest feeling. I cannot explain it, except that I felt some negative forces towards the direction of the forest. We decided to follow to find out what it was. By the time we reached the forest, we crossed their spoor. There were twelve of them, one badly injured.”
“Twelve?” Jagaer asked. “Yet you still followed them?”
“Rothea and I were only trying to find out what was going on. Once we realised they were Elves, I knew something was wrong. I had to know more.”
She paused, unsure on how to proceed. She knew the truth would upset her father even more, but she did not want to lie to him either.
“Carry on, Maia,” Silas encouraged.
She swallowed hard. A bead of sweat was forming on her forehead.
“They eventually stopped in a small clearing on account of the injured man. We sneaked up on them on foot and overheard some of what they were saying. They were fleeing the country in light of what was to come. This was when we decided that we could learn much from them.”
“So how did you manage to overcome twelve Elves and got them to give up their secrets?” Jagaer asked, now with keen interest.
“I projected my elemental power onto them and cowed them into submission and …”
“You projected?” Silas asked in astonishment. “When did you learn to do that?”
“Let her finish, Silas. I am sure she will be able to share this with you later.”
“While I questioned them, Rothea bound them. I also healed the injured man. The things we learned from them made me shudder, but it put many things into perspective. We have been betrayed, Father, and not only by Kanarel. Although Kanarel seemed to have been the main contact that negotiated with the Vampyres, he had a whole host of people working for him. He had … has … spies positioned in every city, all around Grildor. None of our secrets, none of our plans, are safe. That is why the Vampyres always seemed to be one step ahead of everything we do.”
“But why?” her father asked, the betrayal cutting deep.
“Kanarel believed that we, as a race, have stopped evolving. We are still doing things the old way, honouring our time-old traditions. He believed that what the country needs is progress. New inventions. Industry. Even a monetary system. Over the past few years he searched for like-minded people and they formed the Secta Ĕ Novicus. The Sect of Modernisation. When the Vampyres first made contact, he used the opportunity to his advantage, offering them assistance in exchange for certain titles, lands and … me.”
“You?” Jagaer was aghast.
“I think he realised that I would never agree to marry him willingly, but with me by his side he would be able to rule Grildor as the mate of a Prime. The men said that Kanarel had drawn up trade agreements with Naylera for when the war was over, but then something happened and the Vampyres decided that Kanarel was not getting things done swiftly enough. They were threatening him with attempts on my life if he did not produce results. After the attack on me at the inn, Kanarel decided to remain close to me, which is why he travelled to Shadow Hall with us after we passed through Braérn.”
“I cannot fathom what drove Kanarel to such actions,” Jagaer wondered. “Our systems have proven themselves for millennia. Just look at what happened to Brath. Their modernisation killed their planet. Earth is heading the same way. I simply do not understand why anyone would want that.”
“Neither do I, Father.”
“Now, tell us about their plans, Maia,” Silas prompted.
“Like I said, they have been infiltrating the cities and placing their sect members for years. It was a well-established network by the time the Vampyres made contact. Nevertheless, the Vampyres were impatient. Instead of waiting for Kanarel to give them all the information they needed, they decided to attack right away. We won that battle, of course, but for them the war was not over. Having been defeated, they decided to listen to what Kanarel suggested and took their time gathering, not only information, but also supplies. Kanarel arranged for their entire army to be outfitted with proper armour, weapons, tents, food, as well as providing them with several minor Elementals to assist them with passing into Grildor unnoticed. For Moons, they have been positioning their forces, waiting for the right time to attack. Cities were targeted for the resources they could provide, as well as to split our forces. Their plans worked. Our armies are spread across the country, leaving Greystone all but unprotected. I have seen the war camp on Naylera for myself, so I believe the men when they say that the Vampyres’ army numbers over forty thousand.”
“Unchecked, their entire army could come through the Gate in under four hours. We only have ten thousand warriors at hand, as it stands. Unless more reinforcements arrive, we stand little chance against such overwhelming odds.” Her father sounded defeated.
“All is not lost yet, Jagaer,” Silas said. “They did not succeed in killing our ‘Princess of Light,” he winked at Maia, “and we do have Midnight. I believe, so far, he has slain more Vampyres and Werewolves than all our forces combined. All we need to do is hold them off as they come through the Gate, while the rest of our forces make their way here. Maia said some were further away than others, but they are all marching for Greystone, even as we speak.”
“Then let us hope this storm does not break too soon.”
As if in answer, lightning flashed overhead, followed immediately by the crack of thunder. They were all silent then, listening to the wind and rain battering the tent. The storm had been raging all night; it could not last forever.
The entrance flap to the tent opened and a Sentinel stepped in. He was dripping wet, leaving puddles on the floor. “Pardon, My Lord, but you requested to be informed should there be any developments.”
“Speak, what has happened.” Jagaer rose to address the Sentinel.
“Lord Brimstone has arrived with his Guard and all eleven Regiments. They have also brought with them some of the scattered Legions of various cities. Their total number stands at eight hundred and fifty-three.”
“Thank you. That is good news.”
The Sentinel bowed and left the tent.
“Stoneloft’s Regiments were posted at the Gate until their city was attacked,” Jagaer said. “Lord Brimstone then had his army march for home. I believe that when he received news that his city had been defended successfully, he turned his army around again. Was he one of the people you spoke to during your flight yesterday?” Jagaer asked Maia.
“No, but Midnight did inform me that Lord Brimstone was already marching for Greystone, so we did not waste time speaking with him. He must have come across the others along the way. Those were probably some of the ones I saw last night.”
“Stoneloft’s warriors came from the east. The armies of Rathaés and Dragonfort came from the south. Most of the Regiments of Thala Yll and Alea Yll are already with us, as are about half of the Legions of various cities. Let us hope the rest has only been scattered and not slain. We will need them when the time comes.”
“We will indeed, Jagaer,” Silas said. “Yet, you have seen the battlefield around the stones. We lost many men before we got here. It is impossible to say how many are dead.”
“We saw the same during our flight last night,” Maia added. “Every Commander I have spoken to had been in battles and suffered casualties.”
Jagaer retook his seat by the fire and ran his large hands through his thick hair. Worry made his shoulders hunch.
“The best we can hope for is twenty thousand,” he said. “We have managed to reassemble some of the damaged war machines and they are positioned around the Gate. Silas, summon the Commanders. Dawn is almost upon us. We need to be ready.”
 

 
Blaid spent the night, and the worst of the storm, within the shelter of the dark forest. Yet he had not slept, but sought out the warriors he freed from the Vampyre camp. They had scattered into the undergrowth of the forest and it took him most of the night to track them down. It had then taken the rest of the night to convince them they had nothing to fear from him. They had also felt the fear that gripped the camp; and had ultimately allowed him to free the prisoners; but they assumed he had been the cause.
With fifty-four men and women, he now stepped out of the forest and onto the plains. He knew the sun was rising to the east, but the dark storm clouds prevented any light from shining through. They were all wet, cold, and tired, and they had a long way to go to reach Greystone. Even Lilith’s spirit seemed subdued for the moment, following close behind him, her head hanging low.
He desperately wanted to tell the warriors to make their own way to Greystone, so he could ride there with haste. One look at Lilith told him that he could not do that to her. They had been going for almost twenty-four hours, riding hard and fighting, without rest or food. She was as exhausted. Yet he fretted about Maia and hoped she was with Midnight. Somehow, he knew the Vampyres had not breached Greystone yet; surely, he would have felt it. The storm had been terrible, but it was letting up now. It sill rained and thunder rolled overhead, but the winds that had scoured the land had abated and lightning was less frequent. The breach would come and it would come soon.
They marched on, as fast as their tired and battered bodies would allow. They encountered no resistance along the way, no Vampyres. Yet, as they marched, their numbers swelled. Legions that had been battling to the south, two Regiments involved in fighting near the forest and an assortment of Night Watch, Sentinels, and Scouts; all were returning to the Gate. Some wore the colours of Rathaés, others hailed from Tarron Heights and Shadow Hall, but he noticed even the crests of Braérn and Alea Yll on some breastplates. Soon he was at the head of an army almost a thousand strong. He wondered how he had managed to find himself in this position. He was no Commander. He did not lead people. Yet, they all united behind him, trusting him for the time being.
It was a tenuous trust. Some still regarded him as the enemy, no doubt having heard the stories about him, and he relied heavily on the accounts of the fifty-four he rescued. To him, it did not matter what they thought of him. His only concern was to reach Maia and help her save her nation. If, in the process, he could win favour with her father so that he might be with her, then that would be reward enough. 
They marched another few miles before he noticed that the rain had abated to a drizzle and the light was strengthening. He looked up into the sky and saw the clouds thinning. A heavy feeling settled in the pit of his stomach; the time had come.
He picked up the pace, encouraging the already tired warriors to give even more. They lengthened their strides, their tired legs pounding through the rain-soaked earth. A nervous energy rippled through Blaid and his entire body tingled. It felt as if the air was electrically charged, as if he was walking through a lightning storm. The hairs on his arms stood erect and he started to shake. He knew the feeling; he had felt it before. Maia’s life was in danger and he needed to get to her now.
Turning to the nearest Commander, he let him know he was riding ahead, they were now only about three miles from Greystone, but before he could utter the words, a dull thud shook the earth, followed closely by a mild shock wave. They all stopped, staring towards the north, wondering what had happened.
Blaid knew.
The Gate had finally been breached.
 

 
The meeting with the Commanders went well. As the morning progressed and the weather improved, so their forces moved into their final positions. This time their strategy was different. Thala Yll’s Dragon Guard and Regiments formed a circle around Greystone, about a hundred paces between them and the stones. Behind them were the archers, ready to take out any that slipped past the dragons. Everyone else, on horse and on foot, guarded the rear. The war machines, each able to shoot up to ten bolts at a time, had been placed in different locations; each location chosen in such a way that the machines could be used without inflicting injury to their own men.
The main difference, however, was that Midnight would be their first line of defence. He paced the space between the stones and the Battle Dragons, ready to rain down dragon fire on any that came through the Gate. Without having to worry about Elves getting in the way, Midnight could unleash the full torrent of his might and incinerate them as they came through. As per Silas’ calculations, Midnight would have about five minutes between intervals. Each time, up to forty Vampyres could come through simultaneously. Midnight confirmed that he could summon his fire in rapid succession, but was unsure of how many times he could do it. If the Vampyre army was indeed forty thousand strong, that would mean a thousand blasts of dragon fire.
Maia worried about him. He would try, even if it killed him. She sat now on a borrowed horse, alongside her father, Silas, Commander Ridgewell and Commander Willowbay. They were on the same rise that the command tent had been set up on and had a good view of the battlefield before them. 
Silas had been given instruction to stay with Maia once the battle commenced. Her father did not want her anywhere near the fighting.
“We need you to heal the injured,” had been his reasoning.
Even from this distance, Maia could hear Midnight’s impatient rumble. It was a sound so deep that it was almost imperceptible. The horses all twitched nervously. Maia watched in awe as her father’s plan came together. It looked like a well-rehearsed play; all the pieces melding to form a whole. Midnight circled the stones, the other dragons stood still all around him, the archers were already in position and the rest moving up behind them. They would be ready; it would not be long now.
Then, Maia felt the air change. Something was wrong. There was a static charge in the air that made the hairs on the back of her neck stand erect and her heart fluttered with the terrible premonition brought with it.
“Father, something is not ri…”
BOOM!
Maia watched in horror as Greystone exploded. For a brief moment, she saw a flash of light and the stones broke and tumbled, then the shock wave swept over them, flattening everything in its path. Dragons, horses, and warriors alike were all brought to their knees by the wave. Maia found herself on the ground; her horse fled; eyes closed and holding her ears, which were bleeding from the shock wave.
When she opened her eyes again, there was pandemonium all around. The Gate lay broken on the plain before her. Vampyres swarmed through; at least a hundred at a time. Midnight seemed to have recovered from the blast and did his utmost to burn as many as he could before they reached the army, which was still trying to recover from the shock wave.
“It should not be possible,” Silas whispered beside her, also horseless.
She looked at him, wondering why he was whispering, but then realised she could not hear the sounds of battle from below either. There was a loud ringing in her ears and she could barely hear Silas as he continued talking. She looked around, but her father and his Commanders were gone.
“What is happening?” she yelled at Silas, unsure if he could hear her.
In reply, he grabbed her by the arm and led her away. She resisted him, but he was strong and determined. They descended the rise on the far side, away from the battle. Once out of sight, he stopped.
“I don’t know how they did it,” Silas said, and Maia could hear him better. “Somehow they have managed to enlarge the portal. That is old magic. They should not possess the knowledge of it.”
“Silas, we have to go and help them,” she pleaded.
They heard Midnight roar in the distance. The sky beyond the rise was bathed in red light. The air was filled with screams and howls.
Silas took her by the arms and looked at her. “Are you all right?”
“I am fine. We need to go.”
“Then let us …”
“Lady Maia,” Rothea suddenly shouted behind them.
They turned at the sound of her voice. Maia blinked at the sight before her and then Wolf ran to her, jumped up and licked her face. She ran her fingers through his fur, baffled as to what he was doing here and looked at the people. Rothea and Aaron leading an army of Night Watch and Sentinels, their horses caked in sweat and mud. Rothea raised a hand and someone came forward, leading Fire.
“We found him along the way. I thought you might have need of him yet. What has happened? We felt the earth shake beneath us.”
Maia gave Wolf another pat and then stepped forward to mount her horse, falling in beside Rothea. She gave Aaron a brief nod. He appeared determined. Another warrior gave up his horse for Silas.
“The Gate has been breached. The Vampyres are coming through faster than should be possible. Midnight is trying to hold them off, but I fear there are simply too many of them. We need to ride now.”
Without another word, they urged their horses forward. They crested the rise and then galloped down towards the battle. The scene that greeted them took Maia’s breath away. In the short time she had been hiding behind the rise, Vampyres had overrun the battlefield. In the centre, Midnight was creating a pyre with the bodies of Vampyres he burned, but there were so many, most of them slipped past him. Werewolves besieged every Battle Dragon. It seemed that they had been ordered to specifically target the dragons and take them out of the equation. The archers were shooting their arrows, felling the Vampyres as they came on, but more and more came through, taking the places of the ones who had gone before.
Maia tried to see where her father was, but in the chaos before her, everyone looked the same. The fear she saw on the warriors faces after the blast had been replaced with determination. Everyone charged into the fight, Maia joined them, Rothea and Aaron by her side. Wolf ran ahead, snarling. She thought she should be worried about Aaron and Wolf, but they looked as fierce and determined as any of the other warriors around her. Besides, they needed every man - and wolf - they could get.
There was a moment, just before they entered the melee, that Maia had a perfectly clear picture of her surroundings. Everything slowed down, the scene laid out in detail before her. Midnight, huge and magnificent, bathed in a mantle of his own fire. Battle Dragons, most of them rider-less, tearing into Werewolves, ripping them to pieces. Archers, still trying to hold their formations even in the face of the onslaught, loosening arrows faster than the eye could count. Warriors, on foot and on horseback, fighting with swords, knives, lances and all manner of weapons, their faces grim. Low-ranking Vampyre soldiers, with their grotesque, angular faces, and taught skin, attacking mercilessly. Generals, more refined than their lower-ranking counterparts, fighting with equal ferocity, slaying everything in their path. Things were so clear to Maia that she saw every drop of blood, every slash of a sword, every arrow fired. Then the world swam before her as a wave of nausea suddenly overwhelmed her and she almost toppled out of the saddle.
A strong hand grabbed her arm and steadied her. Rothea nodded to her, a question in her eyes. Maia steeled her resolve and then they were upon the enemy. Fire screamed as they met their first Werewolf, but Maia’s Twin Blades sliced its throat before it had a chance to do her horse damage. Rothea shouted beside her, voicing her battle rage. Maia had lost sight of Aaron and Wolf, but Silas was still fighting beside her. In the midst of battle, she was unable to tell where anyone else was. All she saw now was the enemy in front of her.
On and on they came, an endless stream of creatures from another world, intent on taking theirs. The smell of burning flesh and fur choked the air, as did the smell of blood. Maia lost all perception of time as she wielded her weapons, concentrating only on the next foe ahead of her. If she thought about it too much, it would debilitate her. She wished Blaid was here, taking from her the affliction that assailed her when she killed.
She felt herself become weaker and weaker. She had lost count of how many she had slain, but it took its toll on her. Her vision started dimming and her arms became heavy, but there was no respite. A Werewolf opened a gash on Fire’s rump and Maia had to rally to defend her horse. Then two Generals singled her out and, had it not been for Rothea, she would not have had the strength to fight them off alone. Everything became a blur; she felt the pain of everyone around her, felt every bite, every cut with the sword, every arrow piercing skin.
Maia knew she had nothing more to give. She swayed in the saddle as Fire stumbled, his wound weakening him. She turned to look at the extent of his injury, but the sight of the large chunk of flesh hanging off his rear was the final straw. Everything around her went black and then she felt herself fall.
Strong arms caught her just before she hit the ground. The tenderness with which they held her brought her back to the present and she opened her eyes to look into Aaron’s worried face. Wolf, Silas and Rothea surrounded her, protecting their downed princess. It looked hopeless, they were surrounded. Maia thought it could not be any worse, but then a sound so terrible filled the air, that even the Vampyres around them cringed in fear for a moment.
The sound rallied her; she had never heard her dragon this angry, nor in this much distress. Still leaning on Aaron, she looked up into the grey sky and what she saw there frightened her more than all the Werewolves and Vampyres combined.
 

 
The blast temporarily disorientated him, but he shook it off. The force with which the shattered rocks pelted his skin angered him beyond measure. All around him the vermin that meant Bright-Shining-Silver-Star harm swarmed over the fallen rocks. Outraged, he shot a blast of fire over the advancing creatures and the rancid smell of their burning flesh delighted him. Their screams were music to his soul. He flew around the centre of destruction, unleashing his dragon fire on anything that moved. There were so many of them, swarming all around him. Wise-And-Older-Than-The-Hills had warned him that there would be many. He struggled now to contain them to the centre and many of them escaped his wrath. However, the sounds of battle behind him infuriated him even more and he concentrated his fire, roaring as the flames burned up his throat and engulfed the vile creatures before him.
Soon, spears were flung at him, pricking his skin, irritating him. He turned, trampling, and burning the despicable devices the Vampyres had brought with them. Anything else in his path was obliterated in the process. He was starting to enjoy himself.
Then he felt the distress from Bright-Shining-Silver-Star. She was in danger and feeling ill. He turned, taking out a group of creatures that had just come through the Gate with his tail. Scanning the battle before him, he searched for her. The mate of his soul was in danger. He had to find her. Everywhere he looked, her kind was battling the vermin. She would not take kindly to him killing her people, but he was prepared to face her wrath later, if it meant saving her life now.
He located her and crouched low to take flight. He had just spread his wings, when something heavy settled on his back and a burning pain shot through his body where long talons ripped through his hide. He screamed first in pain and then in anger. What kind of creature was this that could inflict such damage to him?
Folding his wings, he dropped to the ground and rolled. The creature screeched as it scrambled out of the way.
“Dragonzzz,” it hissed at him.
Midnight looked at the creature before him. Neither bat, nor dragon. A third of his own size. Red as blood, with a black spiny ridge along its back. Two legs to walk on with sharp talons. Two wings to fly with, tipped with long claws. Its ugly maw was a mess of needle-like teeth. It hissed at him again as they circled each other.
Memories centuries old; memories of his ancestors; rose to the surface. It was an age-old foe, long forgotten. It was a Lava Bat. They were native to Naylera, known to roost in volcanoes. Besides the Werewolves, they were the only other fully sentient animals on that planet. They were demented; if the stories were to be believed. He searched its soul now, found it to be mildly intelligent, but with an undercurrent of vicious thoughts that made his spikes stand on end.
As the creature attacked, he had no time to wonder what had made it side with the Vampyres. The Lava Bat rose into the air and launched the attack. Midnight met him half way, unleashing a stream of fire so intense, the people below screamed.
“Firezzz,” it taunted him, in no way harmed by the flames.
Higher and higher they rose, circling. The Lava Bat used the talons on its hind legs to scratch at his belly. Midnight tried to grab hold of the creature with his front legs, so he could bite its neck, but the Lava Bat was agile. Again and again, it managed to avoid him. He screamed his fury at the beast, but it just hissed at him as he chased it through the sky. They twirled and dove, rose and plummeted, each seeking the advantage. Midnight was learning its manoeuvres and flight patterns. It might be fast and agile, but predictable. At the next turn, he angled his body and lashed out with his tail, slicing through one of the creature’s wing membranes with his caudal spade. The creature screeched and flapped about for a moment, adjusting to the tear in his wing. Midnight took the chance and went on the attack. He took hold of it with his claws and while it struggled in his grasp, he bit down hard on its leathery neck. Immediately, acrid blood filled his mouth, burning his tongue and he had to let go.
The Lava Bat flapped pitifully for a moment longer, before it could sustain flight no longer. Midnight watched as it dropped to the ground.
“Dragonzzz.”
He whipped around at the sound. Two more Lava Bats hovered right behind him. The one to his left went on the attack right away, going for his underbelly. He warded it off with a downward swipe of his tail, but then the second creature was on his back, digging its talons into his hide and sinking its teeth into his neck.
He arched his neck, erecting his spikes in the process. The Lava Bat screeched, but it held on. The other one had taken advantage of his momentary distraction and lacerated his softer belly skin with its sharp claws as it flew by beneath him.
Screaming with fury, he unleashed a torrent of fire all around him. The pain was building his rage. He felt his blood dripping off him. The creature on his back still held on, deepening his wounds. The other was making passes, slicing here and there, as it went by.
Midnight, mightiest of all dragons; he who had defeated the Mad-One; would not be taken down by these low creatures. Furious that they had so far managed to get the better of him, he changed his tactic. Just as the second one came in for another pass, Midnight dropped out of the sky. Folding his wings tightly to his sides, he let himself fall. The creature on his back held on, but he could feel its distress.
The ground rose up to meet him. He was so close now. Just before the moment of impact, he spread his wings and turned in mid-flight. It was a dangerous manoeuvre for such a big animal, but it served its purpose. The Lava Bat connected with the ground with a sickening crunch, dislodging it from his back as he soared on back up into the sky.
Quickly he sought out the remaining creature and went on the attack. He did not try to out-fly it; it had much greater manoeuvrability, but rather tricked it into coming to him. Two, three times, it flew past him, opening a new cut with each pass. Then it was his turn. He waited for just the right moment. Angling his wings, he changed his position. Then he spun, slicing his tail through the air as the creature came past and with the satisfying sound of tearing flesh, ripped the creature in half.
 

 
Blaid urged his tired horse forward. Lilith had already done so much for him, but she had more to give. They covered the remaining distance to the Gate so fast, he had barely time to take in the scene before him as it came into sight. Shattered stones, almost invisible beneath the heaving and writhing bodies of the enemy scrambling over them. Midnight, concentrating his fire into the middle of the circle, light so bright, that it rivalled even the most brilliant sunrise. Warriors, fighting for their lives and their land, the sounds of their weapons not quite drowning out the screams of the wounded.
He crashed into the outer ring of fighting, swinging his blades. Two, three, then four Vampyres fell in quick succession to his sword. He tried to orientate himself - he had to find Maia - but there was fighting all around him. He fought on, slashing as he pushed forward. Lilith lashed out with her legs, ears laid flat against her head, but Blaid felt no fear from her. She was in her element.
Then he felt it; Maia’s distress. He screamed in rage, taking out a Werewolf that got in his way. Turning Lilith’s head, he headed the other way. He had to get to the other side of the battlefield and the fastest way would be to go around. Beheading two Generals, he eventually broke free of the fighting. He urged Lilith to a gallop, but the scream that washed over the battlefield at that very moment brought her to a quivering standstill.
His heart raced as he watched Midnight rise into the air, fighting what looked like a smaller, red dragon. Although smaller, Blaid could feel the danger from it and Midnight was having obvious difficulties. He put his hand on Lilith’s neck to steady her and then urged her forward once more. Every minute, more Vampyres came through Greystone, bringing their Werewolves with them. In the short time that it took him to circumvent the battlefield, at least a thousand more had come through. With Midnight fighting his own battle in the air, the Vampyres were now free to swarm the battlefield.
Once, he thought he saw Lord Longshadow, surrounded by his Commanders, locked in battle with a number of Generals. He rode past, however, Maia his main concern. More than once, he was waylaid, adding to his frustration. It seemed that no matter how hard he tried, he simply could not reach her. He yelled for her, but the sound of battle drowned out his voice. He needed to get back into the middle of the fight if he wanted to find her.
“Run, my sweet,” he said to Lilith as he jumped off her and gave her a slap on the rump.
She neighed in defiance, but he had already turned and was striding towards the nearest Vampyre. Soon he was in the thick of it and Lilith out of sight. Within moments, he was covered in blood, killing without pausing. The fact that he could not find Maia, brought on his black rage. He tried to suppress it, knowing Elves would pay with their lives if he were to give in to it.
Then, the strangest feeling suddenly overcame him. He still felt the black rage building, stronger than ever before, but it was held in check as if by a gentling hand. For a second, he closed his eyes, feeling Maia within his mind. When he opened his eyes again, they were cold and focussed. He was Death and he had a job to do.
 
Watching Midnight fight the red creatures, almost brought her to tears. She felt so weak. Fire was gravely injured. Aaron still held her up and Rothea was doing her best to keep the enemy off them. All looked lost; she had nothing left to give.
Then, suddenly, she was angry beyond words. It was a similar feeling to what she had felt during the battle at Shadow Hall where she had slain all the Generals. For a moment, she did not understand, struggling to control the rage. Then it became clear to her and a deep calm settled over her. For a second, she closed her eyes, feeling Blaid within her mind. When she opened her eyes again, they were cold and focussed. She was Life and she had a job to do.
She pushed herself away from Aaron and stepped past Rothea. She did not hear the words they shouted at her, but only saw the battle in front of her. In her mind, she saw Blaid somewhere else on the battlefield, and although they were not physically together, they were now fighting as one.
Like the last time they fought together, the power that now coursed through Maia was too much to contain. She unleashed it upon the foe, unafraid, relentless. Like a tornado, she whirled through the throng of Vampyres, Werewolves, Elves, and Battle Dragons, placing her Twin Blades with such precision that with each swipe an enemy fell.
She did not see the stunned faces of the warriors around her, nor did she notice how they rallied around her. All she felt was Blaid in her mind and all she saw were targets. Tirelessly, she fought on and on, slaying the Vampyres by the hundreds. How much time passed, she would have been unable to say. Nothing else mattered, but to save her people. She cared nothing for the small cuts she received from passing blades, nor did she care about the gash on her forehead from a club. She felt no pain.
The sun rose higher into the sky, now peeking through the cloud cover in some places, shining bright spotlights down upon the battlefield. It was grotesquely beautiful; the sunlight illuminating the bloodied and mutilated bodies left in Maia’s wake. Those who watched Maia dance through the scant sunlight, dealing death as if she were born to it, were left feeling awed and somewhat richer for having been allowed to witness it.
 
By noon, the Vampyre army was decimated. What was left of them, were either desperately fighting to escape, or had surrendered and were huddled amid the shattered stones. Slowly, Maia came back to her senses, the danger over. For a moment, she stood, in a pool of her own blood, surveying her surroundings. The stench of blood and gore was suddenly all she could smell and the familiar feeling of nausea settled over her. Fatigue draped her like a heavy blanket. Her multiple injuries pained, as if she were receiving them anew. She gasped as the senses overwhelmed her and with a long, rasping sigh, she collapsed.
For a while, all she felt was the pain. The world around her did not exist. She did not hear, nor see, so she was oblivious to the commotion around her. However, after a while, the shouting became louder, intruding even through the heavy fog of pain.
“… ever touch her.”
She was not sure if it was her father who had spoken, but the anger in the voice was unmistakeable. She drifted off again for a moment.
“… not here while she was fighting,” she was sure it was Aaron who was speaking this time. “Maia was the one who won this battle for us.”
She felt nauseous. The world spun behind her closed eyes. The pain burned within her like fire. For a while, the ringing in her ears prevented her from hearing more. Then she heard her father speak again.
“You have done this to her. Look at her,” he shouted. “She is almost dead because of you. I hereby banish you from Grildor and forbid you to see Maia ever again. Leave at once. Do not ever come back. I shall put a price on your head should you ever step foot in our country again.”
Maia wanted to sit up to find out what was going on, but she was unable to move. She tried to lift her head, but to no avail. She tried to speak, but no sound came out of her mouth. She was so tired. So sore. She felt herself drifting off again and fought it with what will she had left. She must have failed though, because what she heard next was only the end of a sentence, spoken by Blaid.
“… then I will leave and never bother your clan, or Maia, ever again.”
She thought it would have been impossible for her to feel more pain, but as she heard Blaid utter those words, her heart ripped asunder and her world shattered. How could he leave her? She was only whole if they were together. She needed him. The sob stuck in her throat and she felt the salt of her tears sting the cuts on her face. Finally, tired of fighting the pain and exhaustion, she gave in to her weakness and drifted off into a feverish sleep.
 

 
A Moon had passed since they defeated the Vampyres for a second time. Many had given their lives for the victory. Lord Longshadow had decreed that day an official day of mourning, which he added to their calendar and it was to be observed every year from now on.
The twelve traitors had been sentenced to imprisonment. Many had voted for them to die, but Jagaer hoped to get as much information about the Vampyres from them as he could. The threat of the Vampyres remained.
Maia was unable to attend the burial of their own fallen, due to her injuries. Silas and Luke treated her in the cave, with her family and Aaron, Jasmin and Rothea often sitting by her side. They were worried, as she was taking too long to get better. Although some of her injuries were severe, with the medicine administered by Silas and her own healing powers, she should have been back on her feet within a few days.
Yet, day by day, she lay on her cot, feeling like the world had ended. She had no motivation to get better. Blaid was gone from her life. He would never come back.
At first, she did not even speak to anyone, but, as she started healing, she could not avoid it. Everyone came to visit her. Family, friends, the warriors whose lives she saved.
And Aaron. He was with her every day. Sometimes the entire day. As she got better, she also noticed that Aaron and her father became close and they would often sit around the fire in the cave, deep in discussion.
Yet Maia cared little about what was happening around her and it was many days before she spoke in more than one-word answers.
“It is time for you to get up,” Silas announced. “You have been here for a Moon already and there is nothing further I can do for you.”
He sat by the fire, his back turned to her, and had not even looked up to speak to her. His back was hunched and he looked old and tired. She knew that her state of mind weighed heavily on him, but she could not change it. Her heart was broken and no herbs or powders could heal it.
“And you should really see to Fire,” he added. “We have done what we could for him, but without your magic, I don’t believe he will ever be the same again.”
Maia frowned. She remembered the horrific injury Fire sustained during the fight. A Werewolf slashed his rump and the flesh had hung off his rear, bleeding profusely. A rush of adrenaline shot through her at the thought that she had forgotten about her horse in her misery. And Midnight? She knew he had been injured during the fight with those red creatures, but he had not mentioned anything to her during their mind links while she had been in the cave.
She asked him now and, although he assured her he was fine, she could tell he was hiding something from her. She probed his mind, but he shut her out.
Could she feel any worse? Not only was her heart broken, but now the guilt of neglecting the ones she still had in her life and loved dearly, completely overwhelmed her. She started to cry.
“Maia,” Aaron said gently and sat on the bed next to her, draping his arm around her shoulders.
She leant her head against him and let herself cry. She had not shed a tear since she overheard her father speak to Blaid. The pain had been too much. However, the thought of her neglect was finally bringing it all to the surface. She let it out, letting Aaron hold her. She did not know for how long she cried, but felt better for it. 
Finally, she rose from the bed.
“Thank you, Silas, for your care. I will be a burden no longer.”
She nodded to Aaron and then packed the few things that had been brought to the cave for her. Whether she liked it or not, she was still alive. Life had to carry on. Somehow.
Aaron accompanied her out and they walked together to her home. He carried her satchel for her. It was a beautiful day, so very different from the storm that had raged during the days of the battle. Sunlight dappled through the trees, birds flitted about in the canopy above, the stream gurgled to their right and she could hear singing from somewhere across the Gathering Grounds.
Along the way, people stopped and bowed when they saw her, a look on their faces she had never seen before.
“They revere you,” Aaron said to her. “You saved us all.”
“I did not do it alone,” she replied.
“Our armies were losing, Maia. Had it not been for you, the ending would have been much different.”
She wanted to tell him that it was Blaid who had helped her save the people, but the words stuck in her throat. She could not bear to think of him.
Her home was empty and they dropped the satchel on the stairs and headed for the stables. Aaron told her that Rothea was with the Regiment, for the moment taken off guard duty. Her mother was probably in the pottery workshop and her father had his affairs to tend to. She felt relieved that she did not have to speak to anyone.
It felt good to be walking in the fresh air, but when they reached the point where, but a few Moons back, Maia and Blaid had made love in the forest, she almost lost her composure. Aaron was quickly at her side, assuming it was fatigue that made her stumble. They walked the rest of the way with Aaron holding her. She did not mind; his calm demeanour made her feel better.
They eventually reached the stables and she went straight to Fire’s stall. Her stallion whinnied when he noticed her and limped over to the door. She caught her breath at the sight of him and tears rolled down her face.
“Silas and Luke, with the help of some of the Horse Masters, had to cut off a fair amount of flesh, before they were able to sew the wound closed,” Jaik said behind her. “They are still treating it every day to prevent infection.”
“Jaik,” she said and he opened his arms for her.
It felt good to be in his embrace. No one else could make her feel this way; he was her brother and they had a connection so deep, it could never be shaken.
“See to him first, then we can talk,” he said, and kissed her on the forehead.
With shaking fingers, she opened the latch to the door. Fire immediately came to her and stuck his head under her arm. She rubbed his soft nose and stroked his neck, and then went to see his hind leg. She moved her hand over the deep indentation, his skin puckered and still crusty in places. Fire twitched and she knew it was still sore. They did what they could for him and he would live, but he would never be able to run the way he used to. There was little she could do for him now, except finish the healing and take away his pain. Even she could not grow back what had been cut away.
She concentrated and let the energy flow out of her. After spending a full Moon in bed, she had plenty to spare. Maia talked to Fire quietly while she healed him as best she could. From time to time, he snorted, but he stood still for her until it was done. She was crying again. He was a magnificent stallion and could still be used for the stud and produce beautiful offspring. However, he would never be able to gallop over the Grazing Ground or round up his herd of mares.
“I am sorry, Fire,” she whispered before she closed the stable door behind her.
 
That evening they gathered at the royal home. Her entire family was there, including her great-grandparents and grandparents. Aaron and his children were there, as was Archer. Rothea had come and so had Silas and his life-partner, Becci.
Maia understood they were trying to help her cope with what had happened, but it was difficult for her to smile for their benefit. The only time she felt truly interested was when Jaik told her of his adventure at Tarron Heights.
“Once we had secured the city, we rode immediately for the Gate. I had a terrible feeling that something had gone wrong, which, of course, was confirmed once we arrived there.”
“Were you there during the fight?” she asked, unsure if she had seen him during the battle.
“No, we were still at Tarron Heights while you were fighting,” he said. “We only arrived two days later and helped dispose of the dead. By that time, you had already been taken home. We rode as fast as we could, but then came across the rest of the Vampyres that had attacked Tarron Heights. We managed to kill most of them, before some managed to escape. We lost five good men in the process, including Munnar.”
“I am sorry, Jaik.” Maia took his hand, knowing how much each of his Guard meant to him.
The evening progressed and they ate dinner and then had tea around the hearth. Maia was quiet as she listened to her family and friends. She loved them all dearly and she realised how lucky she was to have them in her life. They were the ones who made her who she was. They were the reason she fought, they were the reason she was. She was their Prime.
Nevertheless, the heartbreak gnawed at her and she wished she could still it. It was like a black serpent that slithered its way around her soul, devouring her happiness. Without realising it, she leant against Aaron for comfort and he cradled her in his arms, his tenderness comforting.
Her father cleared his throat and stood. She looked up at him.
“There is a matter that we have been discussing since the war and I think now is as good a time as any to speak to you about it.”
She straightened, wondering what matter he could be talking about.
“Since the Humans have come to live with us, they have proven to be productive members of our clan. Aaron has built himself a reputation as a Builder and has done well for himself. In light of this, I see him as an equal to any good man of our own people. Considering all that has happened, your mother and I believe that it would be in your best interest that you marry. I have given my consent for Aaron to court you and, if you agree, a wedding date can be set for next spring.”
“Father, I …” She did not know what to say.
“Maia,” Aaron said and knelt in front of her, “I know what you have been going through and how difficult this must all be for you. Let me take care of you. Let us be a family and make you whole again. I promise to respect you, cherish you and love you with everything I have. You have been my wife once and I would like that to be again. You can take as long as you need to recover, as long as you agree. I will wait, for however long it will take.” He reached into his pocket and pulled out a ring. “I know this is a tradition we have on Earth, but will you accept this ring as my promise to you that I will look after you for as long as I shall live?”
Her body trembled. She looked at him. He had grown into a handsome man; the elven magic had wrought many changes within him. His hair was now long and dark, held together at the back with a leather band. His skin was smooth and youthful. His grey eyes sparkled with intelligence and the love he had for her was written all over his face. She thought about everything he had done to win her approval, not least winning his category at Spring Feast and then riding into war to save her.
She did not love him, but he was a good man. The man she wanted had been banished and wanted nothing more to do with her. Riker, whom she had genuinely liked, had been killed. What else was left for her? A life alone, in misery? If she married Aaron, at least she could be with Luke and Jasmin every day. A single tear ran down her cheek.
“Yes, Aaron, I shall be your wife.”




 
He walked. There was nothing else he could do right now. Being one with Maia during the fight had been the most amazing moment of his life. She was the other half of his soul.
Then to see her broken and bleeding on the battlefield had ripped his heart asunder. He rushed to her, but the others got there before him. The clouds above darkened, as if in anticipation of what was going to happen. All he wanted was to be by her side in her time of need, but Lord Longshadow saw him as a threat. Somehow, Maia’s father was convinced that everything that had happened to Maia was his fault, yet everything he did since he came into Maia’s life was to protect her.
Lilith nudged him from behind. He had not heard her follow him and he was surprised to see her. At least she knew him for who he was. He stopped and took the bridle and saddle off her and dumped them on the ground. She deserved to be free.
He carried on walking.
The emptiness he felt inside consumed him; like a black hole, it threatened to devour him, never to be seen again. He felt only pain and disappointment. What was his life without Maia in it? What had made Lord Longshadow react to him the way he had? He recalled every word spoken on that battlefield.
“She needs my help,” Blaid said.
“You shall never touch her. Not for as long as I live,” Lord Longshadow replied.
“I have only ever tried to help her. To help you. Do you not see?”
“You were not here while she was fighting. Maia was the one who won this battle for us. I did not see you do anything that helped us win this battle,” the Human, Aaron, said.
“You have done this to her. Look at her,” Lord Longshadow then shouted. “She is almost dead because of you. I hereby banish you from Grildor and forbid you to see Maia ever again. Leave at once. Do not ever come back. I shall put a price on your head should you ever step foot in our country again.”
The announcement had taken him aback. Never to see Maia again would surely kill him. He could not live without her. Yet, there was nothing he could do about it. Lord Longshadow’s army surrounded her and they would not let him get to her. He had to let her go. For now.
“You cannot keep me away from her forever. We are meant to be together. One day you will come to realise this and let us hope it will not be too late by then.”
Lord Longshadow made a strange sound at the back of his throat, but Blaid carried on before the King of Grildor could interrupt him.
“Only if Maia speaks the words that she does not want to be with me herself, then I will leave and never bother your clan, or Maia, ever again.”
He had swung away, before anyone could speak. He needed to get away. The pain had been too great.
Lilith snorted behind him and brought him out of his reverie. He had not realised she was still following him. He did not even know where he was going. All he wanted was to get away from this pain and emptiness. Absently, he reached out and stroked her neck.
She was shaking with fear.
He stopped and looked around. They had entered the dark forest. How had he gotten here? What made him come here? He felt Lilith quiver beneath his touch and suddenly he felt it too; that debilitating fear that had gripped him while he rescued the prisoners from the Vampyre camp.
“Go, Lilith, get away from here,” he told her, and then watched as she ran back onto the open plains.
A plan formed at the back of his mind. He was consumed by emptiness and pain. What if he could replace those feelings with something else? Something that would make him forget - at least for a while - the ache within.
He drew his weapons and moved deeper into the forest. He was spoiling for a fight. He needed the distraction. As he progressed into the forest, the fear intensified. He wondered how the Riven managed to project such fear upon others, but was grateful for it. For the moment, agony was forgotten and all he could think of was the fear. He carried on regardless.
Suddenly a black shadow crossed the narrow gap between the dark trees ahead of him. His heart raced. He readied his blades. All his senses were alert, but the danger seemed to come from all sides. He spun, trying to see into the thick undergrowth of the forest. Even during the light of day, the forest was almost completely dark. He strained his eyes, but the creature was so well hidden, he only saw it when it leapt down on him from a branch above.
If asked, he would have been unable to describe the creature. It was black, but at the same time, it was the colour of the forest around it. Its hide was smooth, yet had the texture of tree bark, or moss, or river stones. It had four legs, then two. It had claws, then wings. It had fur, then feathers. The image of the Riven changed a hundred times in the blink of an eye; and it moved just as quickly.
Blaid had the presence of mind to raise his blades as the creature leapt and it hissed, or growled, as it connected with his swords. He spun, searching for it, but it was hiding again.
“Come on; fight me like you mean it,” he yelled at the beast.
Faster than should have been possible, the Riven swept down from a tree and slashed its tail, or whip, across Blaid’s legs. Screaming, he fell. Blood oozed out of the gashes on his calves and with it came a burning sensation, such as it felt when poisoned.
Grimacing, he struggled back to his feet. He turned wildly, swinging his swords. The Riven roared, or screamed, and with one smooth swipe of his arm, or wing, slashed his ribcage open.
Blaid shoved a hand against his chest, but his hot blood poured over his fingers, dripping dark red to the ground. He was having trouble breathing. The forest spun before his eyes. A raven, or a bear - he was obviously not thinking clearly - knocked him down. Teeth sunk into his neck and the weight on his chest stopped him from breathing.
Then it flew, or crawled, away. The world around Blaid went completely black. He could feel the blood leave his body, felt the poison spread through his veins, heard the faint beating of his heart.
Ba-bum, ba-bum, ba-bum …
He weakened further. His hands were slick with blood. His veins burned as if they were on fire. His heart slowed.
Ba … bum, ba … bum …
He thought of Maia. His last thought. With him until the end.
Ba … bum.
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Belura sat down and tilted his head to the side, looking at the strange creature before him. He did not know why it followed him into the forest, or why it attacked. Blood spread around its body, sinking into the forest floor. He could hear the faint sounds of the insects in the soil scurrying to safety.
The creature made a noise; almost imperceptible, but he could hear everything. The forest around him was abuzz with life; the very reason he existed. Here was his home and this creature had invaded it and threatened him. He had no choice but to defend himself. Yet, looking at the dying life-form before him, he felt regret.
There was a pureness surrounding the creature that was at odds with the terrible rage and sadness he felt from it before. When it came, its intentions had been to fight. Belura was scared; not just for himself, but also for the forest he protected.
He shifted form and glanced at the dense trees surrounding them. Belura spent most of his time here in the darkest part of the vast forest that encircled the mountains, but now and then he would feel the need to travel and knew every part of the entire mountain range intimately. Some parts were populated with these strange creatures and he never went close to their settlements. They were different from him and, so far, he experienced no good experiences with this species.
Changing form again, he sighed. He needed to do something or the creature would die. As it was, it barely clung to life. Blood still flowed, now creating puddles on the sodden dirt.
Rising from the stone he sat on, he took the few steps that separated him from the dying, two-legged creature. He knew not whether it was male or female, but it mattered little. Suppressing his disgust, he lifted it as gently as he could and headed for his den.
The entrance to the cave he currently called home was hidden behind the roots of the large tree that stood upon it. It was a steep slope and it was a marvel how the tree had managed to use the cave entrance as its anchor to the forest floor.
Shifting the weight of the dying creature over one of his shoulders, Belura gently stroked two of the roots until they quivered. Then, with a soft sound like wind rushing through the trees, the two roots split apart to admit him. He stepped through, taking care not to bump the limp form he carried and, as soon as he was inside, the roots closed behind him.
It was dark inside, but he did not need light to see. Dirt, leaves and moss covered the ground, soft and springy under his feet. Moss covered the rock walls also, and hundreds of roots dangled down from the top. Glowworms were the only form of light within his home. There was a small spring at the back of the cave, cold, clear water bubbling gently to the surface.
Belura heaved the creature off his shoulder and onto a leaf litter, which he normally used to sleep on. The creature was quiet now and he knew it was dying. If he wanted to save its life, he needed to act fast.
Reluctantly, he gathered sticks and prepared to make a fire. The tree did not like fire, but for the medicine he needed to prepare, he had to boil water. He shifted form again; he needed opposing thumbs for holding the stone to grind the herbs.
Belura worked quickly, but carefully. Everything he needed was at hand. He had a store of every herb, seed, leaf, berry, root and everything the forest had to offer. It was his life’s work, having studied the properties of every plant. Often, when he found an injured animal, his medicines were the only factor that kept it alive and made it well again. That was his duty, to protect the forest.
He cast a glance at the form lying on his cot. The creature did nothing to harm his forest and, the more he thought about it, he did not believe it meant to do him any harm. It almost felt as if the creature came to him to end some kind of internal pain.
Finally, the mixture was ready. It was black, like tar, and smelled even worse, but Belura knew there was nothing better for the injuries he had inflicted on the creature.
Taking care not to hurt it further, he removed the peculiar items the creature had draped over its skin. Then, using some of the boiled water, he spent time washing the body before applying the reeking mixture. In a few places, he had to realign the skin before applying it, and he was horrified at the damage. Belura only wanted to defend himself, but now he regretted it.
 

 
Days passed. Nineteen times the sun rose in the mornings, travelled across the sky and then hid behind the mountains, before the creature finally woke. Belura had hoped for this day, yet dreaded it at the same time. He kept the fire going, keeping the inside of the cave light and warm. Now, as the creature opened its eyes, he was startled to find that they were a deep violet. He was not sure what he had expected, but the sudden despair and hopelessness he felt as the creature came to consciousness, took his breath away.
He should have let it die.




 
Maia breathed slow and steady and then raised her bow. The target was set at a hundred paces, a distance Maia excelled at. Yet Jasmin had matched her arrow for arrow and Maia could not gain the upper hand in this contest. Aaron cheered her on as she loosened her arrow and it hit the target dead centre.
“I believe it is time to move the target,” Archer said, smiling as he looked toward Jasmin.
“One hundred and fifty paces?” Jasmin asked, smiling back at Archer.
Maia watched them. They made a beautiful couple. She did not begrudge her daughter her happiness, but seeing it so openly brought her own loneliness to the fore.
Aaron was overjoyed when she agreed to marry him and had been at her side ever since. As was custom, he would court her for a while before they could marry. During this time, he would have to prove himself to her, and she to him, to ensure they were a match. Elven marriages lasted millennia and one had to be sure before making the final decision.
She would never marry Aaron, but did not have the heart to tell him. Coward, she thought to herself.
After the war, there had been a moment when she was absolutely certain that Blaid was dead. That feeling, coupled with what Blaid said on the battlefield, had emotionally crippled her for many Moons.
“Your turn,” Jasmin challenged her.
Maia lifted her chin and took confident aim. The arrow flew true. She gave Jasmin a crooked grin as she walked back to the side-line.
Now, however, she believed Blaid to be alive. She could not exactly explain how she knew, but with every passing day the feeling became stronger. Although upset about what he had said, her longing for him could not be denied. It was not what drove her to such competitiveness now on the archery field, but it was one of the reasons she was feeling better.
She felt a level of confidence she had never experienced before. Suddenly, so many factors made sense and she could see how everything fit together. All she needed to do now was to wait for the right moment. She had a job to do. She was Shadow Hall’s Prime Elemental. The fate of her nation rested on her shoulders.
“Well done!” Archer shouted and clapped his hands.
Jasmin’s arrow quivered dead centre on the target.
Maia took her position, raised her bow and took aim. She could see the feathers of Jasmin’s arrow clearly and knew she could hit Jasmin’s arrow out of the target if she wanted to. Letting out a steady breath, she let the arrow fly. It hit the target, a thumb’s width left of Jasmin’s still quivering arrow.
“I won! I won!” Jasmin shouted, and danced around Maia, grinning proudly.
Maia took her hands and danced in a circle with her until Archer came and swept Jasmin up in his arms.
“I know what you did,” Aaron whispered in her ear.
Suppressing the urge to shudder, Maia looked at him. “Did what?”
Aaron smiled and took her hand. His hand was warm, even in the frigid air. “Come,” he said, “let us roast chestnuts over the fire.”
Unresisting, she let herself be led to the Gathering Grounds, where a group of people were making the most of the fine autumn day. The others followed at a distance, giving Maia and Aaron space, as they usually did.
At first, it had annoyed Maia, but now she accepted it. Until the time she could tell Aaron she would not marry him, she had to play along. She felt guilty about it, so never did anything to give Aaron more hope. Defiantly lifting her chin, she stuffed the guilty feeling back down the black hole she had dug for it in the back of her mind.
 

 
Storm clouds darkened the sky, intermittently lit by short blast of fire from Midnight, fighting the red creatures from Naylera. Maia looked around at the fighting. Vampyres everywhere. Wounded and dead strewn across the battlefield. The cries of pain loud in her ears.
Then the energy grabbed her. She was now connected to Blaid. He was not with her, but he was close for her to feel his power. Without fear, she stepped forward into the battle, swinging her twin blades, mutilating the enemy as she moved closer to the centre of the fighting. Vampyres swarmed around her in their thousands.
She ignored her own pain. The energy coursing through her was so strong, she hardly felt the wounds inflicted on her. Like the storm raging in the sky, she moved along the ground, destroying everything in her path. Nothing could stop her.
Around her, warriors rallied to her side. With renewed confidence, they engaged the enemy again, this time gaining control. Blood sprayed in all directions. Maia’s vision turned red. Her heart raced. Midnight’s roars of fury accompanied her graceful twirls as she beheaded another Vampyre.
Her people were safe. The battle was won. Exhaustion now took over. She collapsed. Agony shot through her, paralysing her. She needed Blaid. Where was he?
Then her father spoke. She could barely pay attention, drifting in and out of consciousness. Blaid was there. He was leaving. Forever. The pain was too much. Blackness took over.
Screaming, Maia sat up in her bed. Wolf whined and crawled towards her, nudging her hand with his muzzle.
“Just a dream,” she whispered, and wiped the tears from her face. “Just a dream.”
It was always the same dream. She relived the battle almost every night. She should be used to it by now, but it affected her every time. Wolf already knew to come to her and sit with her, so she could hold him, rock him, until her tears dried.
“I cannot do this much longer,” she said to Wolf, still rocking him. “I need to get out of here.”
Wolf raised his head and licked her face. She confided in him every night. He knew her secrets; so did Midnight.
She could not stay at Shadow Hall. The time for her to sit idly by and wait for the Vampyres to attack again had passed. She needed to take action. Over the past two years she had learned that, alone, she was not strong enough to defeat the Vampyres, not even with all the armies of Grildor at her back.
When she was with Blaid, however, she had immeasurable strength. Together, they could defeat the Vampyres.
There were a few minor problems. One, Blaid claimed he did not want to be with her. Two, she did not know where Blaid was. Three, her father did not want her to be with Blaid. Four, she was supposed marry to Aaron in the spring.
Sighing, Maia rose from her bed. She wanted nothing more than to save her people. And to be with Blaid. Both of these desires seemed impossible tasks.
Twice already had the Vampyre army come through from Naylera and slaughtered thousands of Elves. The Vampyres wanted to invade Elveron for its resources, as food was scarce on Naylera.
Some Elves had colluded with the Vampyres, helping them infiltrate Elveron, arming them, feeding them. Most of those traitors had been dealt with, but no one knew the true extent of the problem. How many more traitors were out there?
Also, they had learned that not only Grildor was in danger. Thus far, the Vampyre attacks had centred around Greystone, the Gate in Grildor, but the Vampyres planned to attack on multiple fronts. Blaid and Maia had extracted much information from the traitors they captured and her father got more out of them while they were imprisoned.
There were five different Gates on Elveron. If the Vampyres were to attack all five Gates, Maia did not know if the elven race would survive. The Vampyre race was far more populous, outnumbering them almost ten to one.
Her father and the Elders, as well as all the leaders from around the globe, spent the past few Moons strategising, trying to find a way to avert another war and protect the people.
It was futile. The Vampyres did not want to negotiate. They kept sending raiding parties of warriors on their Werewolves to terrorise smaller villages, decimating the elven population one by one.
Three times already there had been an attack on Shadow Hall, Maia their target. They knew who she was and how important she was to her people. With every attack, people died because of her.
Grildor’s army was severely depleted after the last war and every Commander now attempted to rebuild their forces. Grildor needed help, but the neighbouring nations were either too scared to assist, or did not believe the severity of the threat, as they had not been affected by it yet.
A plan formed at the back of her mind. It was still in its infancy and not well developed, but every day it grew and Maia grew restless. She needed to leave Shadow Hall.
She put on her boots and coat and headed downstairs. The embers from last night’s fire were cold and dark, the common room chilly. Her skin prickled as she headed for the door, her home seeming unfriendly.
Shaking the feeling off, she stepped out into the frigid night air, Wolf at her heels. She let Midnight know she was on her way. Her dragon acknowledged her briefly.
“Come, Wolf,” she whispered, “let us hunt.”
Maia ceased hunting a couple of years ago, as the killing sickened her. As a Life Elemental, she preserved life. She did not terminate it. Now, however, she had these sudden urges to go hunting and did not have the inclination to stop herself. It felt like a primal need and she suspected it had to do with Blaid.
The Night Watch nodded to her as she passed them at their posts, but did not stop her. They would report to her father in the morning, as she was not supposed to be out at night due to the attacks. For now, though, no one got in her way. They had tried once and incurred her wrath.
Finally, she reached The Crags, the odd-shaped granite formation Midnight used as his roost. Maia looked up, but was unable to see Midnight’s black form in the dark of night. Then, she heard the distinct rustle of leathery wings as Midnight took flight. He flew off towards the north, knowing the direction Maia was heading.
The forest here was thick and Midnight could not penetrate it. He was simply too large to fit between the trees, and their branches would lacerate his wings if he tried. He had only recently fully recovered from the Lava Bats’ attack.
Midnight flew overhead, circling from time to time. Maia ran. The forest was dark and, with Vampyres lurking all over Grildor, dangerous. But so was Maia. She was confident in her ability to defend herself, and she had Wolf running at her heels.
Finally, they came to a large clearing. Not so long ago, Maia had been attacked by a bear within these woods and it was in this clearing that she had skinned the bear and then given the carcass to Midnight to eat.
Once she was out of the trees, she slowed to a walk. The meadow was grey in the moonlight and the large lake to her right shimmered eerily.
The stillness of the night was interrupted by the sound of large wings and then the dull thud of Midnight landing. His heavy dragon smell wafted over her as he folded his wings and lay down on the ground so she could reach him.
Maia jogged the last few steps towards her dragon and leant against his chest. She could have sworn he had grown since last winter, but he was already so large, it was difficult to tell.
Her head vibrated as Midnight made a rumbling sound in his chest and she felt his thoughts in her head. They mostly communicated with their thoughts and feelings and there was no need to talk, but Midnight enjoyed the sound of her voice and she often spoke to him.
“I know you are only two hundred and ninety-six years old,” she said in answer to his thoughts. “Still a baby dragon,” she teased him, knowing full well that dragons were considered mature and ready to mate at the age of fifty.
Smoke curled out of Midnight’s nostrils and Wolf whined behind them.
“It is not an insult,” she defended her comment, although not hiding her internal laughter. “You said you never stop growing. Soul Dragons live even longer than Elves. If you are this big at barely three hundred years old, how big are you going to be when you turn five thousand?”
Another puff of smoke rose into the cold air, this time accompanied by a feeling of pride. Soul Dragons could live to eight thousand years, if they did not die in a fight with another dragon, the main cause of a dragon’s death.
“Or drowning in quick sand,” Maia teased him, reminding him of how they had met.
This time, Midnight rumbled dangerously and Maia had to step away as he shifted his weight.
“Yes, yes, I know you could crush me whenever you wanted to,” Maia said, stepping closer to him again and leaning against his foreleg, “but you would miss me too much.”
Insolent, indolent, arrogant.
“Now, what’s this, Midnight?” She frowned at him. He had not called her such since the first time they met.
Quickly, a series of images, thoughts and emotions played through Maia’s mind as Midnight let her know his thoughts. When he was finished, she felt winded, but not shocked by his thoughts.
“I know,” she sighed, “I have not been feeling myself lately and I feel, the longer I stay here, the worse it will get. I cannot help my people by hiding within the city. As a matter of fact, remaining here endangers them even more. I become more frustrated by the day.”
Leave now, seek what you desire.
“I cannot leave now. Winter is almost upon us. We would travel through snow storms and blizzards. Besides, we do not even know where to go, or where to start looking.”
Listen!
“Listen to what?”
The wind.
“You are not making sense, dragon. What does the sound of the wind have to do with where we are to go?”
Listen.
Wolf cocked his head, ears erect, listening intently. The wind sighed around them, whispering through the trees. Nothing out of the ordinary. Yet, Wolf suddenly rose, focusing on the treeline. Midnight gave her a mental nudge and, her curiosity piqued, she strained her ears and listened.
At first, all she heard was the sighing of the wind. It truly did sound like whispering and, the longer she listened, the more she thought she could understand what the wind was saying.
She shook her head. “You are teasing me, Midnight. Now my imagination is playing tricks on me.”
Listen with your heart.
Wolf suddenly howled, then lay down and put his head on his paws, looking sad.
Frowning, Maia pressed closer to Midnight’s warm body to ward off the chill night air, closed her eyes and concentrated on her hearing.
At first, all she heard was the sound of moving air. Then, concentrating, she began to distinguish between the sound of air through trees, air through bushes, air over grass, air over rocks. Never before had she paid such attention to the sound of the wind and she was astonished by the differences in pitch over diverse surfaces.
Finally she heard it. She gasped out loud.
Listen.
She closed her eyes again, intrigued and also a little scared.
The wind had spoken to her.
 

 
Silas nodded as he took a sip of the tea Maia prepared for him, appreciative of the herbs she had chosen.
They sat around the fire of Silas’ cave. Maia could not think of a more comfortable place. Silas had been her mentor since she was born and the old Elf understood her better than anyone, even her parents.
“I am glad I cannot see into your head,” Silas suddenly said.
“Why do you say that?”
“You have a lot on your mind. I do not wish to be in your position. The worries of Prime Elementals would be too much for an old man to bear. Yet, if you wish to talk, I am always willing to listen. It might make it easier for you.”
Silas had tried to make her talk about her worries since the war. She remained tight-lipped. There were things she could not share even with Silas.
“You know what troubles me,” she said evasively. “I worry about Fire. He is only twenty-six years old. He is too young to retire. Especially being a Midland Swift. That breed is known to live to over a hundred years old. Fire should be enjoying his youth. Yet, here he is, put out to pasture because of my negligence.”
“Fire got injured in battle, same as you. There was hardly anything you could have done about it.”
“You know that is not true, Silas. Do not patronise me. Had I not wallowed in my own self-pity for Quarters after the war, I could have healed him.”
“You were ill, Maia.”
“I was stupid, you mean. I am a Life Elemental. I should put the wellbeing of others before my own. You cannot deny, had I the will, I would have had the power to heal not just myself, but Fire, Midnight and all the wounded warriors as well. All of them had to suffer because of my selfishness.”
Silas finished his tea and put the cup down on the wooden table beside his bench. The candle on the table flickered with the passing of his hand.
“I cannot deny the truth of your words. You do have the power to heal and many of the warriors could have healed faster with your help. Still, no one died and everyone, even Fire, has been able to resume a normal life. You have learned your lesson and you should stop feeling guilty about it.”
“They all have scars because of me,” Maia grumbled.
“Scars they are proud of.”
“Midnight, maybe,” Maia conceded, knowing her dragon was proud of the scars he carried, “but the men and women are forever disfigured because of me, and Fire … “ she swallowed hard, “Fire will never be the same horse again, let alone lead a normal life.”
“Stop it, Maia,” Silas said forcefully and rose from his seat. “You have since seen to everyone who was injured and you know their scars are minimal. Fire is happy. He does not know his rump is disfigured and it does not hinder him from doing his stud duties. As a matter of fact, I believe he rather enjoys them.”
Maia blushed slightly at the thought of Fire’s sole purpose in life being to make foals.
Silas carried on, pacing in front of the fire. “I also know these issues are not what keeps you awake at night. Will you not speak to me about the real reasons you have these rings under your eyes, have lost so much weight and why you suddenly eat meat again?”
Maia looked at him, shocked. She didn’t think anyone had noticed.
“I also think you should tell Aaron that you will not marry him. It is unkind to let him think he has your heart when even I know it belongs to another. Maia, I am tired of waiting for you. You will not open up to me, so I will tell you what I think.”
Maia looked up at him with dread.
“I cannot fathom your reasons or understand the Primes phenomenon. I do know, however, the only man you ever think of is Blaid. I have not told your father, or your brother. Their feelings about Blaid are quite clear. I may not like it either, but the ultimate decision rests with you. Only you know what is best for you and I think it is time you listened to yourself.”
Speechless, Maia stared at him. Silas was the only person who knew about what had happened between her and Blaid after the first war. He was also the only one who knew about the incident in the forest. He did not approve, but he had never reprimanded her for it. Sexual contact between unmarried couples was forbidden by law. Sexual contact between Primes, married or not, was not only forbidden, but seen as an act of abomination. If her people ever found out, they would surely shun her. Disown her from their clan. Disavow her as their Prime.
She shuddered.
“There are events happing in our time that have not happened on our planet in millennia. We thought we would defeat our enemy, but after two wars, it is clear mere force will not resolve our problems. We can rebuild our war machines, train new warriors, shore up our defences, but in the end I believe it will come to naught unless we change the way we approach the problem. I also believe that the solution lies with you. Did you not have those dreams before the Vampyres attacked in the first war? Do you not still believe that the outcome could have been different had you listened to them? And do you now have strange dreams that keep you up at night? Listen, Maia. Believe in yourself. I know you have the power. I have taught you everything I know. The rest is up to you.”
Silas took his seat again on his bench. He looked old. Haggard.
Maia worried about him. Her mentor was the oldest, and wisest, man she knew. She should have confided in him. The only reason for her silence, now, was shock. They had spoken many times, but never like this. Never before had Silas acknowledged that Blaid and her dreams might be the answer to their problems. Even she had not been sure about it until a few Quarters ago. Now, with Silas talking about it openly, the urge to leave Shadow Hall to search for Blaid was hard to resist.
She took the old Elf’s hand. “I did not know you felt this way. I am afraid to talk about what troubles me in my sleep. The repercussions of what might happen run deep, yet I cannot deny that what you say is true. I do want to be with Blaid and I know, for certain, if we were together, we could find a way to neutralise the threat to our people. Yet, I am also afraid of what will happen if Blaid and I ever got together again. It would be against every law of our people. I would never be able to return to Shadow Hall.”
She looked down then, a tear rolling down her cheek.
“My Child,” Silas said, sitting up taller and returning the pressure of her hand, “I will always love you, no matter what you decide. Your family will always love you. These are strange times and sometimes strange times need strange measures. I know this is hard for you. The worry weighs on you and it is starting to show. Your parents have come to me with their concerns. I cannot tell you what to do - only you know that - but I do believe the time for you to act is now. Do not wait. Do not hesitate. I will stand by you and help you in any way I can. I have already made plans to accompany Jaik to Braérn in the spring, so I can do more research in Dorien’s library. There are many things we do not understand about our current situation and the issue with you and Blaid. Go; do whatever it is you need to do. We cannot fight the enemy right now and, with winter on its way, the raids will become fewer as well.”
Raising a hand, Silas wiped the slow tears from Maia’s face. For the past fortnight, she had agonised over her plan of action and now, with one simple speech from Silas, her path lay clear before her.
“I know what I have to do, Silas, but it will make many people unhappy. Until now I have lacked the courage to go ahead with my plan, even though I received another sign last night when I went hunting with Midnight. Thank you for understanding. I cannot promise I will find the answer to all our woes, but every fibre of my body vibrates with the possibilities.”
“Will you tell me of your plans?”
“I have no definite plans, except that I must find Blaid first.”
“Then say your goodbyes to those you wish to. I will inform everyone else that you are on a quest, as a Prime Elemental, and that they should pray to the Mother for your safe return.”
“Thank you, Silas.” Maia hugged him around his thin shoulders.
He returned her hug fiercely. “I will miss you. Come back to us, Maia.”
“I promise, Silas.”
 

 
Maia left Silas’ cave that evening feeling more confident. What she planned would upset a lot of people, but she had no choice. The only way to find Blaid was to leave.
No one would understand and everyone would try to stop her. Her only option was to slip away quietly during the night. Before she could leave, though, there were preparations. Winter was almost upon them. She needed provisions, weapons, clothes.
Midnight knew of her decision before she had even exited the cave. For the first time since the war, Midnight wholeheartedly approved of her and his excitement for the upcoming adventure was contagious. She had to be careful if she did not want anyone to notice the change in her.
When she entered her home, only Jaik sat near the hearth in the common room. His shoulders were hunched and there was a despondent look on his face as he absently stroked Wolf’s head. As Commander of the Guard, he had as many worries as she did. His responsibilities to keep Shadow Hall and their people safe weighed on him. The continued attacks on her worried him even more.
Just another reason for me to leave, she thought.
Suppressing her excitement, she went to sit with her brother. As her twin, he would pick up on her mood easily, if she was not careful. Wolf wagged his tail as she sat and she patted him, knowing he could as easily read her.
“Everything all right, Jaik?” she asked.
He shook his head. “It feels like we are going in circles. We are attacked, we prepare our warriors, we battle. Twice now we went to war and a third war is coming. I can feel it, yet there is nothing I can do about it. The Elders and Commanders meet every second day, trying to come up with a solution, but it is no use. Vampyres are still coming through. Although we have contained Greystone, The Pyramid of Senza has seen a lot of fighting over the past two Moons and they have now even breached the Gate in Salhandra.”
“Salhandra? The Gate to the far east?”
“Yes, the Wall of Andra. Word came to us yesterday.”
Maia fought her urge to panic and thereby alert her brother to her emotions. Her plans were based on the assumption they had some time. Never had the Vampyres attacked during winter, or even spring, and she thought she could use the winter Moons to find Blaid and a solution before they attacked again.
“Don’t worry, Maia.” Jaik laid a hand over hers, obviously having felt her distress. She further suppressed her Eläm, her Life-Force. “The numbers coming through are low and the raids sporadic. We believe the only reason they still do so now, this close to winter, is for more resources. We have established that the Vampyres despise the cold and will not go to war during winter. The only country that does not have a cold season due to its proximity to the equator is Velador, and they have not been attacked yet. I think the only Gate truly safe is the one in the deep south. The Maze is covered in perpetual snow.”
Jaik’s comment stirred something within her, but she could not quite grasp it. She would think on it later and find out what triggered the feeling. For now, she worried about her brother. He appeared as haggard as Silas.
“When last did you get some sleep, brother? You look exhausted. Can I make you some food before you go to bed?”
Jaik shook his head. “I have eaten. I need to get back to the Hall of the Guardians before shift change of the Night Watch. I will be home late. I do not mean to trouble you with my duties. You look like you have not slept much either.”
“Nightmares,” she confided. “About the war. Maybe I should take some of Luke’s sleeping tea to help me get rest.”
“Yes. Do you have it here, or should I send Luke over? I worry about you, little sister. You have become so thin.”
“I have some, thank you. I think I will retire early. Where are Mother and Father?”
“Still at the Elder Hall. They should be back soon.” Jaik stoked the fire and then looked at her with a slight frown. “I did not see you around today. Aaron was looking for you.”
“I was hunting with Midnight this morning and spent the afternoon with Silas.”
“Aaron has changed.”
Maia waited for Jaik to continue. She knew what was coming. Jaik told her at least once every few days.
“He is a good man. Dependable and steady in his work. Even his fighting has improved. I dare say he has become quite the swordsman. From a distance, it would be hard to tell that he is Human. The changes are starting to tell.”
“He is a good man, Jaik,” Maia agreed, knowing where the conversation would end.
This time she would agree with Jaik. When Jaik looked at her to deliver his final thoughts on the matter, she grinned, causing Jaik to frown before he spoke.
“Are you sure you want to marry him? No one would think differently of you if you broke off the engagement. You were distraught after Riker’s death and after the war and you were not thinking clearly when you accepted his proposal.”
“I do not believe him to be the right partner for me.”
“But …” Jaik broke off, his reply stuck in his throat. “What?”
“I agree with you. Aaron is a good man, but I do not want to marry him. I never have. You are right. I was distraught after the war and I was not thinking clearly. I have decided to tell Aaron by the morrow. Silas already knows.”
With a broad smile and a sparkle in his emerald eyes, Jaik leaned in to embrace his sister, clearly happy with her decision. “I was so worried about you. I am glad you have come to your senses. He is not the right man to make you happy.”
“Talking of happy,” Maia said, shrugging out of Jaik’s arms, “I hear you are going to Braérn. Is it final then? Will you marry Siya?”
“I will not wait, Maia,” Jaik said, suddenly serious. “I will be wed before there is another war. Our parents have agreed. We have been courting for over two years and I will make Siya my wife before I go into battle again.”
“Oh, that’s wonderful news,” Maia said, smiling, but crying on the inside. She would not be here for their wedding.
“Silas wants to go with me to Braérn when I fetch Siya. Research, he says. Will you accompany us as well?”
Cringing, Maia searched for an answer that would not include lying. There were some things she could not hide from her brother. “If I am available at that time, I would be honoured to accompany you.”
“I love you, Maia. I am so glad you have decided not to marry Aaron. I have come to like the man, but he would not be the right partner for you. Please let me know if you need me tomorrow. For now, I have to be on my way. Hope you find some sleep tonight.”
Jaik rose and kissed her on the forehead. He smelled of leather and pine needles. She would miss him.
“Good night, Jaik. I love you, too.”
Maia waited at the fire until her brother closed the door behind him. His mention of Riker made her sad. She still missed him and visited his grave often. With a lump in her throat, she suppressed her heartache. Riker was gone. Forever.
Rubbing the top of Wolf’s head, she rose and went to the pantry. Wolf followed, wagging his tail, hoping for a treat. She threw him a piece of sausage to keep him busy, and then looked for items she could take with. She had to hurry, as her parents would be home soon. She took a travelling food bag from the hook on the wall, added travel bread, biscuits, dried meat, dried fruit, dried mushrooms and a few fresh items, such as a small hunk of cheese and apples.
This would not last her long, but she could hunt along the way. Fresh vegetables would be more difficult to come by as it got colder. She decided to go to the storage caves before she left, for dried vegetables.
Quickly, she threw the bag over her shoulder and hurried up the stairs to her room. Wolf bounded ahead of her. Once in her room, Maia sorted through her clothes, deciding on what to take. She did not want to be burdened, but she needed warm items to see her through the winter. By the time her parents came home, frustration had already made her cry twice.
Once Silas gave confirmation that it was best to follow her instincts, all she wanted to do was leave. Now, however, she conceded it might need a little more planning than simply taking a bag of food and clothing.
Hiding the evidence under her bed, she went to greet her parents and to tell them about her decision not to marry Aaron. Although she was leaving, she wanted to leave as few loose ends as possible.
“I am sorry, Father. I know you were looking forward to the bonding.”
“Maia,” Jagaer said, lifting her chin to look at him, “I only want what’s best for you. Aaron is a good man and I hoped you would find the love you shared on Earth. You have been struggling, had to endure so much, my hopes were to make your life easier with a partner.”
Surprised, she looked into her father’s gentle eyes, then at her mother. Malyn smiled at her. Maia had expected a different reaction from her parents. She had been sure that the reason her father encouraged Aaron’s courting of her was because of Blaid. Now, she was not as certain anymore.
“Luke and Jasmin will be disappointed,” her mother said. “Have you thought of how to tell them yet?”
“I only made the decision tonight. I will speak to them tomorrow. I cannot carry on pretending. It is wearing me down.”
“We know,” her mother said. “We are worried about you. Look at you.” Malyn stroked her face, running her thumbs softly over the dark rings under her eyes. “And you have lost so much weight. There is nothing left of you. I am glad you have finally come to speak to us. You will see, it will be better from now on. If only I had known your misery was about Aaron, I would have spoken to your father.”
Malyn looked at Jagaer accusingly, making Maia feel bad.
“This is not your fault, only my own. Aaron is but a small part of my worries, Mother.” Turning to her father, she added, “Jaik told me another Gate has been breached. How is Salhandra dealing with the threat?”
With that, their conversation thankfully moved from the subject of Aaron, and they sat for a while discussing the threat of the Vampyres on their planet. It was nothing Maia did not already know, but she enjoyed the few hours alone with her parents.
By tomorrow night, she would be gone.
 

 
Later, Maia crept out of the house with her bag of clothes and her small supply of food. She took care this time not to encounter the Night Watch.
When she reached The Crags, Midnight glided down into the clearing at its base and took the small parcels from her to carry them to a location about ten miles from Shadow Hall. It was one of Midnight’s favourite lookout points; a sheer cliff, inaccessible from the ground. Her things would be safe there until they were ready to leave.
Once Midnight had left, Maia made her way to the storage caves. Evading the Night Watch along the way was not difficult, but getting into the storage cave without the guard on duty noticing proved more complicated.
As princess, she could simply demand access, but then her father would find out in the morning. Swallowing her pride, she decided to resort to magic. The whole endeavour she planned meant breaking the rules. Breaking into a storage cave using magic would be the least of her worries.
Cloaking herself using her Air magic, she crept past the guard. Once inside the tunnel, she felt for one of the crystal lanterns along the wall and removed it. She walked a few steps in darkness; when she was sure the guard would not notice the light from the crystal, she removed its covering.
The crystal was a light blue one and it shone an eerie glow around the narrow tunnel. She walked another eighty strides before she reached the door to the cavern that housed their winter supply.
Taking out a small, leather-bound bundle from the inside of her coat, she opened it and selected two of the thin utensils it contained. It took her longer than expected to pick the lock and she was sweating by the time she heard the satisfying click of the levers inside. Silently, she thanked Jaik for having shown her how to pick locks when they were younger.
Maia muffled the squeak of the door with her Air magic, and then she was inside. She placed the crystal lantern in the middle of the room, and went to take the covers off the lanterns hanging on the walls.
The cave, large as it was, appeared crowded with the amount of barrels lining its walls. The people of Shadow Hall spent all summer gathering food for the winter and Maia suffered another twinge of guilt.
She could ill afford this kind of sentiment now. If she let guilt get the better of her, she would never leave. Steeling herself against the feeling in the pit of her stomach, she went from barrel to barrel and took two to three portions from each. When finished, she had filled a large, materium crate. It wobbled slightly as it floated about a stride off the floor, and Maia steadied it. It contained supply enough to last her up to two Moons, if she rationed well.
Maia made sure everything was back in place and then re-covered the lanterns. Only the light blue one lit her way as she floated her materium crate along the tunnel towards the exit.
When she reached the last bend, she draped the cloth over the crystal and hung it back on its hook. As she leaned forward, she bumped the crate. Even heavy and loaded as it was, the floating materium crystals made it feather-light. With a dull thud, it banged into the wall.
Maia quickly reached out to steady it, and then held her breath.
“Who’s there?” the guard on duty yelled into the tunnel.
Cloaking herself and the crate with Air, she remained still as the guard entered the cave to investigate. The man walked a few steps around the corner and Maia saw him look directly at her. More accurately, through her.
When he did not see anything, he eventually resumed his watch at the entrance. She let out her breath and proceeded to the exit. The man was alert, but she managed to get by him unnoticed.
Again, she met Midnight at The Crags, and he took the crate from her to carry it up the mountain. Mentally, she thanked him, because her plan would simply not be possible without him.
Maia did a few more trips. She visited the Armoury, the Weaver’s workshop, the Builder’s yard and some others, gathering supplies and taking them to Midnight to heft to the mountain.
As the Moons dipped towards the morning, Maia finally sank into her bed and into a deep sleep.
 

 
Maia ran through the forest, the ground soft beneath her paws with weak sunlight filtering through the thick canopy overhead. The earth smelled fresh from last night’s rain.
She could hear herself panting, the burning a familiar sensation within her lungs. Soon, she picked up a scent and slowed to a stealthy walk. The forest here was darker, but she could see the doe clearly in the small clearing between the trees.
Nestled on a bed of dry grass, the deer was still drowsy from the night. It would be almost too easy, but her grumbling stomach told her she needed to hunt. Saliva dripped from her canines at the thought of the doe’s hot flesh. She crept closer, staying downwind. Her large paws made barely a sound on the springy, forest floor. Finally, she was close enough and she felt her muscles tense as she readied herself for the attack.
Then she ran, covering the short distance between her and the doe faster than the eye could blink. Surprised, the doe bleated feebly as Maia’s mouth closed around her neck. As the hot blood from the carotid artery filled her mouth and then spilled over onto the ground, the doe finally fell silent.
Maia held on for a moment longer, until she was sure the doe was dead, and released the animal from her grip. It dropped with a soft thump. Panting, she walked around the lifeless body once, sniffing the still warm body.
It was a sad sight. The animal was in her prime and would have mated to have many fawns in her lifetime. Then, saying a prayer to the Mother, she took her first bite, starting on the soft underbelly of the deer.
More blood coated her tongue and then, finally, she tasted its tender flesh, warm from the life only moments ago.
Maia woke up screaming, the taste of the animal fresh in her mouth. Tears ran as she tried to erase the dream from her mind.
Shaking and sweating, she climbed out of bed. Wolf lay whining at the foot end, looking at her, frightened.
“Just a dream, Wolf, just a dream.”
She reached out to him, but he ducked under her touch and jumped to the floor.
“The time has come, Wolf. Blaid has hunted. He is alive. It is time for me to leave.”
 

 
The dream followed Maia all the way to the stables. She could not forget the feeling of the springy forest floor under her soft paws or the taste of hot blood in her mouth.
Only when she reached the buildings on the other side of the ridge, did she finally shake free from the hold the dream had over her. The smell of wood shavings, hay and horses finally erased the last vestiges and, by the time she reached Fire’s stall, she was calm.
“Hello, handsome,” she greeted him and he nickered back at her.
Maia retrieved her grooming kit from the tack room, and entered Fire’s stable to give him a good clean. She took her time, enjoying the nearness of her stallion.
“Do you remember when you first came to me? You were only three years old. Your red coat gleamed so brightly in the firelight, I named you Fire.”
Fire snorted, as if to acknowledge her statement, and rubbed his head on her leg, making her stumble.
She laughed. “You were the fastest horse Shadow Hall had ever seen. Even at only three years old, no other horse could compare to you on the race track. Father was so proud of us when we won our first race. Do you remember it?”
Maia packed the brushes away and selected the hoof pick. Picking up his left foreleg, she carefully cleaned out his hoof.
“And on the battlefield, you were as brave as any of the battle-hardened chargers. Even Father’s stallion, Cloud, could not compare to your grace and beauty when you kicked and bit your way through the throng of Vampyres. I am so proud of you.”
She put down his last hoof and packed the hoof pick into her bag.
“I am sorry for what I have done to you,” she said, leaning against his neck, stroking his gleaming coat. “I know you don’t mind your new duties and I know you will make many beautiful foals. I am going to miss you, Fire.”
Her stallion snorted and pressed his head against her back, hugging her to him. They stood like this for a long time, until she eventually found the strength to let go.
She nodded to the Horse Master on her way out, but was unable to speak to him. Tears flowed as she made her way over the ridge to the city.
By the time she reached Aaron’s house, her tears had dried and she steeled herself for what was to come. She looked up at the staircase, wondering if Aaron was home. It was almost midday, so he should be home for lunch.
Although the Humans had taken on many of the elven traits, they still needed to eat and sleep more than the Elves. Aaron usually came home for lunch, as did Luke. Jasmin was out most of the day, hunting.
She had just taken the first few steps of the staircase, when Aaron called her name. She turned to see him running up the path.
“Maia,” he smiled brightly at her, “have you come to join me for lunch? I don’t think Luke is here yet. Shall we wait for him out here?”
Maia had to smile. Aaron took the chaperon idea seriously and never spent time alone with her. It was one of the few reasons she had endured his courtship until now.
“If it is fine with you, I would like to speak to you alone. Do you think we could go inside before Luke comes home?”
Aaron frowned at her, worry etched on his face. “As you wish,” he agreed, his voice clouded with uncertainty.
They climbed the stairs, Aaron ahead of her. It was considered impolite to walk behind a lady up the stairs. Aaron observed every decorum. Maia could not fault him on it.
He opened the door to his home for her and went to pour her a glass of water before taking a seat opposite her at the dining table.
“I have a feeling you are the bearer of bad news,” he said. “What is wrong?”
Maia looked at him. His once grey hair had returned to its former brown and grown long, held together in the back by a leather band. His face no longer held the lines of age or worry and it made him appear years younger. There was an air of confidence about him even Maia found attractive. She also knew how charming he could be and, if he gave it a chance, he would find love again among her elven people.
She fidgeted with the glass in front of her. There was no easy way to tell him. She had considered not talking to him before she left, but her conscience would not allow it. He needed to know, so he could move on with his life and not live in hope that, one day, she would return to him.
“I am terminating our courtship,” she said, unable to find kinder words. “I …”
“Maia, what has happened? I thought we were happy? I know you have troubles beyond our relationship. I understand and will give you all the time you need. If you want to postpone the wedding until the Vampyre problem has been resolved, then I am happy to wait. Please, Maia, I only just got you back.”
“Aaron, I am truly sorry, but I cannot be with you. You deserve to be happy and I cannot give that to you. You deserve someone who truly loves you. There are aspects of my life that you … that most people, are not aware of. I am a Prime and that comes with responsibilities that reach further than just the wellbeing of Shadow Hall. There are things I must do, things that will make you see the person I truly am. We will never be able to find love together.”
“You agreed,” he whispered, his voice hoarse. “I do not understand. What things are you talking about? I love you, Maia. I want you to be my wife again.”
Maia shook her head. She liked Aaron and this was breaking her heart. She wished she could make it easier for him. She reached out and put her hand on his. At first, he tried to pull back. Then, as she let him feel her Eläm, the parts she wanted him to see, he relaxed.
No words could ever compare to feelings conveyed via touch. It was not common and few people had the ability. Most Elves could project or hide their Eläm, as well as read the Eläm of others if shown. Being a Prime Elemental, however, gave Maia the ability to convey her Eläm via touch, which was how she often communicated with animals and, as Aaron felt her emotions, he began to accept. She only showed him what he needed to see. She showed him her worries for her people. The strain the responsibility put on her. The love she had for Luke and Jasmin as her children. The affection she had for him. The need she felt to protect them. And she let him feel her certainty that she could not be with him.
He looked up at her in wonder when she let go. “How did you do that?”
“It is my Eläm you felt. I could not find the right words to tell you how I feel, so I showed you. I do not want to hurt you, Aaron. Please, accept that we cannot be together. As a Prime Elemental I have responsibilities far bigger than my own needs. You need to let me go. Please, will you accept the termination?”
Aaron stared at her for a moment, and then blinked rapidly a few times. “Accept?”
Oh, no, Maia thought, just as Luke walked through the door.
 

 
Grinding her teeth in frustration, Maia made her way to her home. Why did Aaron have to make this so difficult? She should not have asked him if he accepted her termination of the engagement.
Shaking her head, she cursed their traditions. An engagement had to be terminated by both parties and, if the one did not agree, both parties were made to work on the relationship until they either continued with the courtship, or both agreed to the termination.
Of course, once she asked Aaron if he agreed, he realised she could not make the decision alone and promptly declared that he would not, under any circumstances, accept.
Maia had hung her head, but did not argue. She would be gone by tomorrow and, if she wanted to save her people, she might never be able to come back.
Luke had watched his parents in silence, but the hurt was written all over his face. He had been looking forward to his parents getting back together. Jasmine and Luke were the two people she would probably miss the most and she regretted having to hurt them. She would not even get a chance to say goodbye to Jasmine, who was still out on a hunt and would not return today.
Angry, she pulled the door to her home open and stepped inside the large common room. It was empty. She took a seat at the dining table.
Too long had she sat idly by. Leaving on this quest, though, proved to be the most difficult thing she had ever done. She could not tell anyone where she was going, or what she planned to do. She did not know herself yet, but as it involved Blaid, whatever was going to happen, it would be forbidden.
So far, her plan was to fly with Midnight over the Grildor-Bron Mountains until she picked up some kind of sign from Blaid. The wind had whispered to her, called to her, told her about Blaid, so she knew he was within the forest somewhere.
With Midnight’s extraordinary senses and her elemental powers, she was confident they would find him. Eventually. This was not what had her sitting at the table with her head in her hands. No. What worried her was leaving her people. Leaving her family and friends. Leaving Silas.
What upset her most was that she could tell no one, except Silas, who said he would keep her secret. Not even her parents could know, for they would surely stop her.
Once she was gone, everyone would speculate. They would think she had abandoned them, even if Silas did tell them she was on a quest to save them. Some might even think worse. Rothea, for one, knew about Blaid, and Maia was sure Rothea would put it all together 
Letting out a harsh breath, she stood up, determined. The only way to save her people was to be stronger. To be stronger, she had to be with Blaid. This was something she had to do, no matter how much it hurt or upset her.
In her mind, she felt Midnight agree with her. Her dragon had seen into Blaid’s mind and found the Death Elemental worthy. Dark-Silver-Moon was what Midnight called him and the depth of respect that came with that title was staggering, especially considering how Midnight regarded Blaid before.
Feeling slightly better knowing her dragon agreed with her decision to leave, Maia went to her room to pack the rest of her belongings. Her parents would be home soon and she wanted to have everything ready, to at least spend one last evening with them.
Once in her room, she rummaged through her kist for boots, took underclothes from her chest of drawers and selected warm clothes and coats from her cupboard. She had to pack sparingly due to space constraints. Even Midnight could only carry so much.
When she heard the sounds of someone coming in downstairs, she stashed her heavy bag under her bed. Standing in front of her mirror, she looked at herself for a long time. Tired, thin and worried, she almost looked like a different person. She pulled back her slumping shoulders, put a smile on her face and then left her room to spend some time with her family.
After tonight, they would not see her again.




 
Silently, Maia rose from her bed and got dressed. Wolf watched her with interest, his head tilted and ears forward. He sensed something was happening.
“I am sorry, Wolf. This is one adventure you cannot accompany me on.” She patted his head and he wagged his scruffy tail.
Being careful not to make a noise, she dragged the bag with her clothes from beneath the bed, and put on her thick, winter coat.
Now really excited, Wolf jumped off her bed and paced in front of her door.
“Wolf, you have to stay. Someone needs to look after Jaik. Promise you’ll be a good boy.”
Maia let her emotions flow to him and he whined softly as he realised she was leaving without him. Kneeling, she hugged him, remembering all the good times they had together.
“I must leave now,” she finally told him and rose to her feet. She signalled for him to jump on the bed again. Obediently, he complied. “I’ll leave the door open a little, so you can go out in the morning. Now, stay quiet. I love you.”
Maia kissed the top of his head one last time, picked up her bag and left without a backward glance. If she thought about it too much, her resolve started crumbling.
Stepping lightly, she made her way down the stairs. At the front door, she grabbed her bow and quiver off the hook and slung them across her free shoulder.
Cold wind hit her as she opened the door. Quickly, she stepped through and shut it behind her. Standing outside her childhood home in the middle of the night, a half-formed plan in her head and provisions for a few weeks stored up on a cliff in the mountains, she suddenly felt very lonely.
She had given this much thought, she told herself. Ever since she recovered from her injuries after the war, she thought about nothing else. Of course, Blaid was one of the main reasons she was going, but not only because of her own desires for him. Guilt, for not having been able to protect her people thus far, was her driving force.
There was no other solution but to join up with Blaid to become strong enough to defeat the enemy. She realised this came with potentially detrimental side effects. She had studied the story of the two Primes that joined up over eight thousand years ago to save their people. She also knew, afterwards, they had not only destroyed each other, but their nation as well.
Yet, she did not see another way. Midnight agreed and, to her surprise, so did Silas. Although her mentor did not know of her plans, what they had discussed in his cave made it clear he trusted her judgement.
A mental nudge from Midnight made her realise she was still standing on the porch. She gave herself a shake, pulled her coat tighter and then took the narrow path that led to The Median.
She had decided against walking across The Gathering Grounds, although it was the shorter route. It was too open. As it was, she passed many of the Night Watch patrolling the city’s paths and only her Air magic, allowing her to cloak herself in invisibility, made it possible for her to sneak past them.
When she finally reached The Crags, she was tired, having expended so much energy to hide herself from the eyes of the Night Watch.
With a rustle of wings, Midnight dropped down from the granite formation and landed in the small meadow below it. Midnight was so large, he almost filled the entire space. His heavy dragon scent wafted over her as he settled on the ground.
Dropping her bag and leaning her bow and quiver against it, she ran to him. She leant against his chest and his deep rumble soothed her.
“It is time, Midnight. Are you ready?”
Ready. The thought materialised in Maia’s head, along with images of them flying over the mountains.
“We need to put your saddle on first. I swear you have grown over the past few Moons and I can only hope the straps will be long enough. Come,” she pointed towards the large, wooden contraption that held Midnight’s saddle, which they used to lower it onto his back, “let’s see if it still fits.”
Rising to his feet, Midnight prowled on over to the device, treading as softly as he could. Although The Crags were somewhat removed from the city, the Night Watch still patrolled the paths surrounding it. The last thing they needed now was to be discovered.
Once Midnight stood beneath the framework, Maia got to work turning the wheel that lowered the saddle. The saddle was made from thick, black leather, made especially for Midnight and intricately carved with dragons and battle scenes. It had been a gift from Galassan, their Leathersmith. He made it for her before the first war.
Midnight let her know once the saddle touched his back. She stopped the wheel, then ran deftly up Midnight’s left foreleg. Careful of the large spikes on his back, she navigated to where the saddle was. Once she had guided the saddle to the exact place over Midnight’s back where she knew it would be the most comfortable for him and would not chafe him even during longer flights, she released the clip that held the saddle on the large hook of the crane.
Maia shifted it some more, until Midnight was completely happy, then released the many leather straps that tied around his stomach and chest. The buckles clanged as they smacked against Midnight’s tough hide. Maia cringed, but Midnight assured her there was no one within hearing distance.
Walking along his shoulder, she draped one of the straps over his left leg. She then climbed over Midnight and brought the strap from the right hand side to drape over his right leg. Hanging precariously off one of Midnight’s neck spikes, she buckled the two straps together in front of his chest.
“This is difficult alone,” she complained. “I wish we didn’t need it, but I don’t know how to carry all my things without it.”
Midnight rumbled in agreement.
Running down his leg, Maia set to fastening the various straps around his stomach. Midnight had, indeed, grown and she was happy for the extra holes the Leathersmith had punched into the straps.
Sweating even in the cold of night, Maia finally stood back and inspected her handiwork. The saddle was made to carry her into battle and the seat was shaped in such a way as to keep her securely on Midnight’s back, even during the riskiest manoeuvres. It also had various pouches to stash her smaller weapons and items such as water flasks. Then it had metal rings, to which she could fasten larger things, such as the sheaths for her Twin Blades. It also had leather loops, through which she could stick her bow and quivers.
Maia had brought an entire bag of rope the day before; once they reached the cliff where Midnight had hidden her food and other gear, she would use these ropes to attach all her items to the saddle.
The weight would not bother Midnight. She was, however, worried about balance. If the weight was unbalanced or shifted during flight, Midnight might have problems flying.
“We will have to think about this carefully,” she told him, and he agreed, also showing her images of his wings smacking against anything that was not tied down correctly.
Maia checked Midnight’s saddle one last time, and then went to retrieve her bag and bow. Midnight followed, settling on the ground for Maia to climb on. She was just fastening her bag to the saddle, when Midnight sent her a warning. Someone was coming!
 

 
“Let us be gone,” she urged him.
Midnight showed her an image of Colours-Of-The-Rainbow, the name Midnight had given to Jasmin when she overcame the trauma of her childhood. She ran past The Crags at speed and would reach them within moments.
“Go, Midnight. Rise.”
Midnight did not spread his wings, but instead shifted towards Jasmin as she entered the clearing.
“What are you doing, Midnight?” Maia ask, exasperated.
Jasmin would surely try to stop her and, if not, saying goodbye would be hard.
Patience. Colours-Of-The-Rainbow is wise.
With a sigh, she took Midnight’s advice and ran down his leg to meet Jasmin.
“Maia, I am so glad I caught you. I was worried you had already gone.”
Jasmin stepped close and hugged Maia. Maia returned her embrace, leaning her head against Jasmin’s and enjoying the brief contact. She would miss her so much.
“What brings you out here in the middle of the night? I thought you were still out hunting.”
“We returned this evening and father told me you requested for the courtship to be terminated. It got me thinking.” Jasmin took Maia’s hand. “I know you are leaving. I have been expecting it for some time. You are unhappy here and although I want nothing more than to see you and Papa back together, it breaks my heart to see you so miserable.”
“I have to go, Jasmin. Please do not try to stop me.”
“That is not why I am here. You have to go. I see that now. Whatever it is that you have to do; Shadow Hall is not the place for it. I just wanted to say goodbye and give you this.”
Jasmin let go of Maia’s hand and dug in the bag slung over her shoulder. From it, she produced a leather-wrapped parcel.
“What is it?”
“Do you remember when you gave me the sheepvine before we were sent to Tarron Heights? You were right, the sheepvine proved to be a popular trade item. I managed to get a number of items, including this. I thought it might help you on your journey. It is a torchlight.”
“A torchlight? They are rare. Not many people know how to manufacture them. Thank you, Jasmine.”
The girls hugged again, longer this time.
“Be safe, Maia. And, whatever you are planning, please come back to us.”
“I will try. I don’t even know where I am going yet or how I am to accomplish what I have set myself to do. Keep me in your thoughts, daughter. I will miss you.”
Wiping a tear from her cheek, Jasmin stepped back and looked at Midnight. Maia knew they were talking, but Midnight kept her excluded from the conversation. Then, without another word, Jasmin ran back the way she had come.
Maia stared after her until Midnight’s rumble made her turn and run up his leg to settle in the saddle. She hid the leather parcel containing the torchlight in one of the saddle pouches, slid her legs through the straps and fastened a buckle around her waist. She was proud of Jasmin. The girl had accomplished so much since she came to Elveron.
Maia looked one last time toward the twinkling lights of Shadow Hall through the dark trees ahead of her, and let Midnight know she was ready.
Her mighty dragon took two steps further into the small meadow and, with two powerful strokes of his wings, they were airborne.
The icy wind of autumn night stung her bare face and she leant closer to the large neck spike in front of her saddle. Even this thick, calloused part of Midnight’s body was always warm and she now sought its heat as her dragon flew higher and higher until they reached his cruising altitude above the tips of the mountains.
It did not take long to reach the cliff where Midnight hid her supplies over the past few days. The cliff was so high up that, from the bottom, it looked like nothing more than a narrow ledge. Maia was surprised by its size when Midnight landed and he had plenty room to turn and settle well away from the sheer drop.
Elveron’s two moons, almost full at this time of Frost Moon, shone just enough light on the mountain for Maia to see and she soon found there was a small overhang on one side of the broad ledge that would make for a perfect place to sleep. She noticed, too, that Midnight had dropped most of her gear at this overhang to protect them from the elements.
While Midnight turned in circles, looking for the perfect spot, Maia arranged her gear and looked over everything she had. Silently, she thanked Midnight, for without him she would never be able to take this much.
She had a supply of food to last her two Moons, even if she never hunted or used fresh food from the forests. She had a sleeping mat, blankets, her bag of clothes, a small kettle, pot and a small all-in-one eating utensil set. She’d brought an axe, flint, her skinning knife, twine and two water flasks, plus the bag of rope to tie everything to Midnight. Her medicine bag was stocked with her essentials, as well as a flask of Silva.
The last item she checked was a bag with trade goods. She hadn’t taken much, but she had to think about every eventuality.
Determinedly, she set everything out in the order she wanted to pack it in the morning and then went over to Midnight. She could not make a fire, for it would be seen for miles. The wind was strong this high up the mountain and stung like icy needles on her exposed skin.
“I am sorry I cannot remove the saddle from your back. You might have to carry it for a while,” she told him, but Midnight compared the saddle to a fly on his hide, making her feel better. “It is freezing up here on the cliff. May I sleep with you tonight?”
Always. Safe and warm.
Gratefully, Maia settled beneath Midnight’s left wing. She lay on his outstretched hind leg, nestled close to his warm skin.
In the dark, she thought of everything she had just left behind. Her family, her friends, her people. But she had also left behind the young, insecure Elf she used to be. There was no time for that now. Now, she needed to be strong and put the needs of others first.
Again, the thought of Blaid crossed her mind and how much she wanted to be with him. No, she scolded herself, it is not Blaid I am doing this for.
Feeling Maia’s guilt, Midnight put some thoughts in her head on how he felt about the situation. He agreed that Blaid was a driving force in Maia’s decision to leave, but it was not the main reason. Her foremost thought was to save her people. Maia put the people of Shadow Hall at risk with her mere presence in the city. To keep them safe, she had to leave. To keep the rest of her race safe, she had to become the best she could possibly be. She could only accomplish it if she teamed up with the one person that made her almost invincible. That person happened to be Blaid and she should not feel guilty about it.
“You’re right, Midnight, but we need to find him first.”
Hiding. Maia will find him. Forest knows.
In the dark, Maia tilted her head, wondering why Midnight had ‘spoken’ to her recently instead of relaying his thoughts as he normally did. When she probed him, she noticed he had put up his mental walls and she could not read his thoughts.
Sleep now, little one. Travel far we will tomorrow.
But Maia could find no sleep. Safe and warm beneath Midnight’s wing, Maia lay awake, thinking about the enormity of the task ahead of her.
 

 
“This is not working, Midnight.” Maia sighed. “We might have to leave something behind. I don’t know how to attach all this to you.”
Midnight craned his neck and looked at the packages lined up next to him. Images of him incinerating the lot flooded Maia’s mind. She frowned, but it was soon replaced by a laugh.
“Yes, Midnight, I know. It would be easier to travel without it. If we were only going for a short while, I’d agree, but we don’t know where we are going or how long we will be. I will need the extra clothes for winter, especially if we are spending it in the mountains.”
More images flooded her mind, this time of certain packages attached to the saddle and others carried in Midnight’s front claws.
“And how will you land?”
Hind legs.
Maia thought about it for a moment and conceded that it might work. If Midnight thought he could land on only two legs, he could carry things with his front legs. Carefully, she hid the thought of him as a pack horse from him.
An hour later, Midnight did, indeed, look like a pack horse. Her dragon was large; the largest and fiercest living creature on their planet; yet the various packages tied to the saddle and some neck spikes, as well as the two packages resting between his front legs, made him look as if he were some ordinary, domesticated animal.
It was impossible to hide the thought from him as Maia tried hard to suppress her laughter. Resisting the urge to shake himself, thick smoke curled out of Midnight’s nostrils.
Maia coughed and waved a hand in front of her face, while she ran up his leg and settled on the saddle. “Today it begins, my trusty steed. Come on, gallop into the clouds.”
With a roar so loud it hurt Maia’s ears, Midnight took a few steps forward and then dived off the cliff. Screaming, Maia held on to the saddle, thankful she had strapped herself in.
The wind stung her eyes and the mountainside rushed past them so fast, she could not see detail. Frantically, she reached out to ropes that held her belongings, hoping they would hold under the strain of Midnight’s vertical dive.
“I am sorry,” she yelled. “Oh mightiest of dragons. Ruler of the sky. Killer of Lava Bats. Master over the Mad One. My Lord. Forgive me.”
Midnight spread his wings and the abrupt force of their deceleration slammed Maia’s face into the neck spike in front of her, breaking her nose.
As Midnight levelled out and slowed to travelling flight, Maia gingerly touched her nose, tears streaming down her face, suitably chastised.
Midnight was silent, ignoring her. Channelling her energy, she concentrated on healing her nose as they flew. For a while, she was so distracted, she was not aware of the direction Midnight had chosen. Once her nose was healed and she had wiped the blood from her face, she looked down at the scenery below them.
They were heading south, flying high over the Grildor-Bron Mountains. Soon they would fly over Tarron Heights if they maintained this general direction. Maia questioned him about destination, but Midnight remained silent until he went to land in a high meadow.
Insolent, indolent, arrogant. Over half a century and the partner of my soul is still the same.
“You are right, My Lord. I should not have joked as I did. We are so close, I sometimes forget the mighty beast that you are.” Maia sat quietly on his back, ashamed.
Close we are, partner of my soul. Many things I learned from the Shining People. Now learn respect from a dragon.
Midnight settled on the ground for her to climb off. The two parcels he had carried in his claws stood unscathed on the grass in front of him.
“I am sorry, Midnight,” she said as she stretched her legs and surveyed the meadow. It was secluded, with mountains all around and a waterfall tumbling over a low cliff. “I did not mean to insult you.”
Then, without warning, Midnight let her back into his mind. She much preferred it when he communicated via thought, instead of his strange words, but the onslaught of thoughts that hit her now took her breath away.
Silently, she sat on the grass and listened to what Midnight had to say. For the first time in her life, someone showed her exactly what she looked like to others. Midnight knew her better than anyone, as they shared their thoughts, and this time he held nothing back from her.
When he came out of his dive so abruptly and broke her nose, she thought it was because she had insulted him. Now, as his thoughts streamed through her, she realised that the incident had been a trigger.
He showed her clearly how most people saw her. Beautiful, strong, intelligent and powerful. Some looked at her with respect, some with love and some with fear. Then he showed her how her family and friends saw her. They saw past the glamour of her status and saw her flaws beneath. Saw her insecurities, her uncertainties and indecisions. Yet they still loved her.
Finally, Midnight showed her how he saw her. He saw this bright, shining light coming from her soul. A source of power so strong, nothing could contain it. Except for Maia. He showed her how she crippled her powers with her doubts, how second-guessing every one of her decisions dampened her spirit, how her suppressing her real feelings drove her to depression. He showed her how pathetic she looked when she felt sorry for herself. A dragon would never allow himself to wallow in self-pity and neither should a warrior such as her.
Then, her dragon showed her images of herself during those moments when she had let go of her insecurities and how she had shone brighter. He showed her how she saved her people when they were attacked by the bogferns. When she healed everyone after the syphon attack. When she slew fifty Vampyres alone when they attacked Shadow Hall. How she healed Midnight after his fight with the Mad One.
Many more moments he showed her when she had been who she truly was. Through his mind, she clearly saw how much brighter she shone during those moments and how her light dulled when she was full of doubts and indecision. Maia felt his disappointment that she could not see how beautiful and powerful she was, felt his disappointment that she had not taken charge of the situation until now. Midnight felt that she could do so much more if she believed in herself and told her to stand tall, to be her true self, to make use of her power the way it was meant to be used.
The sun had set behind the mountain tops to the east when Midnight finally released her from the mind bond he held her in, and she slumped to the side, too depleted to remain upright.
Midnight moved, carefully lay down next to her, curled his tail around her slumped figure and then draped his wing over her. My Bright-Shining-Silver-Star. Always.
 

 
Maia woke in the morning with the aftermath of Midnight’s mind-share still stirring strong feelings within her. She lay curled up next to her dragon and thought about everything he shared with her.
Reluctantly, she decided that her dragon was right. She could not even blame her youth and inexperience for her failures. She had all the power in the world, just not the strength to use it. Maia felt shame that her dragon, mightiest of beasts, thought her so weak. After what he had shown her, she now knew certain others also saw the weakness within her.
It was time to stop feeling sorry for herself; to stop doubting herself. As of today, Maia decided, she would approach everything with more confidence. She knew, if she put her mind to something, she usually succeeded.
Crawling out from beneath Midnight’s wing, she blinked in the bright morning light. Thinking back, she realised they had landed in this meadow early afternoon of the previous day. She had slept far too long.
Well rested. Ready for journey.
“You’re right. I haven’t had a good night in a long time. I feel well this morning and ready for what lies ahead of us. Do you need to hunt while I make myself something to eat? I will remove the bags from the saddle for you.”
No need. Not hungry.
Images of the herd of deer he had decimated the morning before flooded her mind. Midnight would not need to eat for at least another Quarter.
“Alright,” she said, walking towards the stream. “I shall clean up and then have some travel bread while we fly. I do not want to linger here longer than necessary.”
Midnight rumbled his agreement.
After she had relieved herself and then quickly washed in the stream, she climbed into the saddle. Pushing off with his hind legs, parcels clasped in his front claws, Midnight took off almost vertically.
Soon, he levelled out, flying low over the forest below them. From Midnight’s mind, she learned that Tarron Heights was to the west and the dark forest to the east of them. They were close to the area where they had waited for the Vampyres to emerge from the dark forest during the first war.
Thinking about the dark forest gave Maia a peculiar feeling. At first, she dismissed it, but then remembered what Silas said about trusting her instincts. She asked Midnight to bank left to fly over the dark forest towards Menandril Fields.
The dark forest was one of the few unchartered territories within the Grildor-Bron Mountains. It spanned the entire area between two mountain ridges and could only be accessed from the east or the west. Within, the forest was dense, with more undergrowth than in any other forest in these mountains.
Strange stories were told about the dark forest and, although everyone referred to it as the dark forest, it did not have a name. The Elders told stories about what would come alive if it was given a name and everyone feared going into these woods.
During the first war they tracked some Vampyres into the forest. They had not gone deep in, as they were ambushed soon after entering it. It had been a bloody fight and they lost good warriors that day. Maia would have lost her own life had Blaid not come to her rescue.
Thinking about the incident intensified the odd feeling within Maia and she let Midnight know that she suspected Blaid might be near the dark forest. Her dragon did not like the thought. If Blaid was in the dark forest and Maia wanted to look for him there, Midnight would not be able to accompany her. The forest was too thick, the trees too close together, for Midnight to enter.
“Let us get to Menandril Fields and we will see from there,” she told him. “I may be wrong and Blaid is simply on the other side of the woods. We need to be careful and find a place where we can land and set up camp away from the paths that run past the forest. I do not want to be seen. Word will surely get to my father. The last thing we need is for him to send a search party.”
With Midnight flying at a comfortable cruising speed, it only took a couple of hours to reach the eastern side of the dark forest. Before they reached the plains beyond it, Midnight rose higher into the sky. So high, he appeared as a mere bird if seen from below.
From this height, Midnight surveyed the surrounding lands, looking for movement. From up here, Maia could just see the charred area around the broken stones that used to be their Gate, Greystone. Only when Midnight was absolutely certain the plains and Menandril Fields were deserted, did he begin his descent.
They then spent some hours flying along the edge of the dark forest, searching the treeline. Maia hoped to see Blaid, or some kind of sign of him, but they found nothing. In some places, though, they found evidence of the last war. A helmet here, a spear there. They even saw bones and Midnight confirmed they were Vampyre remains.
Eventually they chose to settle near the small forest between Greystone and the dark forest. It was about ten miles to the forest’s edge and as good a place as any to camp for the night. There they would have shelter and water from the stream that ran through it. The forest was not large, but had open glades even Midnight could fit into if they needed to hide.
“I can feel it again,” Maia said as she untied the bundles from his saddle and stacked them beneath bushes. “I am not sure what the feeling is, but it is definitely stronger now.”
I feel it. See it in your mind.
“Silas said I should trust my instincts. I have been hesitant about them so long, I find it difficult. What do you think this feeling is?”
Calling. Calling you.
Goosebumps formed on Maia’s arms. Whoever was calling her was not Blaid. The thought frightened her, yet she was inexplicably drawn to it.
“All right,” she loosened a few saddle straps to make Midnight more comfortable, “we will investigate it tomorrow. If it turns out to be nothing, so be it. Then we will leave this area and find ourselves a hideout in the mountains from which we can fly every day to search for Blaid.”
Midnight rumbled.
“Do you also feel like we are being watched?” she asked, turning towards the trees.
Midnight scanned the treeline with her, but assured her there was nothing there. Believing him, but feeling unsettled, Maia set up camp. The forest floor close to the river was covered in springy moss and she chose a spot close to the water to light a fire. It was sheltered enough for no one to see it and, not much further into the forest, there was a clearing large enough for Midnight to lie down for the night.
Midnight suggested that she sleep by him again, and she still might, but for now, she wanted to make notes. So much had happened over the last two years. If she thought back, she realised all her dreams, or visions, had either come true or had something to do with the events that unfolded. It was time she took note of her inner warning signs.
Maia heard Midnight’s wings flap loudly as he tried to land in the small clearing. Although big enough for him to lie in, with his wings spread for landing the area was too small. She heard branches break as she dug in her bag for her papers.
By the time she settled beside the fire, her inkwell, notebook and pen on her lap, Midnight was silent. She dipped the metal tip of her pen into her ink and then started writing.
 
The wind whispered to me. Midnight helped me hear it.
It was difficult to hear at first. I felt afraid, for it spoke to my soul rather than my ears. I struggled to understand it, but the message I got from it was that I must search for what I am looking for.
What does it mean? Am I right to think it has to do with Blaid? Midnight thinks so. Now I am searching.
Today, this strange feeling settled over me. It drew me to the dark forest. We have camped across Menandril Fields for the night and I will investigate this feeling further tomorrow. It may be nothing, but
 
With a start, Maia dropped her pen. Strange sounds rushed through the trees around her. She tried to see where it was coming from, but could not pinpoint it. It was as if the sounds came from all around her.
Listen.
Knowing Midnight was awake calmed her. She listened, eyes closed. It was difficult to define. It sounded like wind rushing through trees, but also like wild animals running through undergrowth. Goosebumps soon covered her skin.
“What is it saying?”
Calling.
Maia listened until the eerie sounds eventually stopped. Then, she picked up her pen and dipped it in her ink.
 
The wind whispered to me again. This time it was louder, but more difficult to understand. I think I am to search for something, because it needs to leave. It does not make any sense. Hopefully, when I go into the dark forest tomorrow I will find some answers.
 
Maia wiped her pen and put it back into its box. She stoppered the ink bottle and then packed everything away.
She doused the fire and made her way through the trees to where Midnight lay. After hearing the sounds, the feeling that she was being watched had intensified and she did not want to sleep alone.
Afraid.
“I am, Midnight,” she said as she snuggled close to his chest. “This is all so strange. Of one thing I am certain, though. If I find Blaid, together we will be strong enough to vanquish the Vampyres from our planet forever.”
 

 
That night, she had a peculiar dream. Her skin crawled as if beset by millions of bugs. She scratched and clawed at her skin until she bled. Then she scratched and clawed some more, the feeling of crawling and burrowing insects intensifying.
Pieces of her skin started to come off and she yanked on them, pulling tattered strips of her skin away. The more skin she pulled off, the faster she wanted to get out of her skin. Panic soon took over and she ripped and tore at herself until she stood naked. Naked in nothing but her flesh, clean and bloody.
With disgust she looked down at the heap of her old skin on the ground, squirming, roiling and rotting as she watched. Gagging, she turned away, revolted that it had belonged to her. She now looked at her new self. She could see all her muscle, her sinew and tendons. But, even as she looked on, new skin formed. Skin soft and smooth. Skin pale and perfect. A new skin. A new Maia.
When she woke in the morning, the first thing she did was look at herself. The dream was vivid in her mind; she could almost feel the new skin on her.
Midnight uncurled and Maia had to get out of the way. Hurriedly, she stepped from him so he could rise.
You understand now.
Maia tilted her head and looked at her dragon. His black, leathery skin gleamed in the morning sunlight streaming through the trees. He was beautiful just the way he was. He did not need a new skin.
“I think so, Midnight. I have been immature and foolish long enough. I am a Prime. It is true that no Prime as young as me ever had to deal with such tragedy as I have over the past two years, but that is no excuse for my failures. We have lost so much.” She swallowed hard. “I lost Riker. He need not have died had I recognised the threat earlier. I have been selfish, stupid even. I was scared and insecure, but neither of those are reasons for not being the Prime my people needed. It is time I shed this old self. You showed me clearly yesterday what my failures are. I cannot promise that I will become everything you think of me in one day, but I do promise you I will try. The people need their Prime and the only way to save them is to put on my new skin. I must put my insecurities behind me and finally live up to everyone’s expectations.”
Midnight shook himself, his wings rustling against his body, and yawned.
Long speech.
“Not any longer than the speech you gave me yesterday,” she countered.
What else?
“I realise now that sometimes I will need to bend, or even break, our laws at times. I cannot accomplish what I have set myself to do by staying within the parameters of our laws. As a Prime, I need to do what must be done, and not necessarily what the law dictates is correct. You are right, Midnight; when it is to the benefit of our people, I should not feel guilty about what I must do.”
Maia hesitated and Midnight lowered his head to look at her.
“It will be hard. I can still feel the insecurities, and the guilt, within me. But, I am determined. The time to feel sorry for myself has passed. I must be strong. Not just for my people, but for myself, too. Will you help me, Midnight?”
Always, partner of my soul.
Midnight lowered his head some more and Maia pressed herself against his snout, fitting in perfectly between his large nostrils. The thought that he could eat her with just one bite crossed her mind.
“Midnight,” she shouted in outrage, realising the thought came from him and she smacked him playfully on his leathery hide. 
Trust. Love. Respect now found.
“I don’t know what I would do without you. Thank you, My Lord. He-Who-Has-Skin-So-Dark-As-To-Rival-The-Blackest-Night-Of-All-Nights.”
Midnight acknowledged the compliment of Maia using his full name with a deep rumble in his chest. Behind them, a flock of birds rose noisily from a tree, frightened.
“Today will be the first day of my new life. In my new skin. Today, I go into the dark forest.”
Midnight rumbled again, this time in disagreement.
“I am drawn to the forest. Every instinct tells me to search there. It calls to me. The whispers through the trees, they are stronger here. We heard them at Shadow Hall, but they were much louder last night. I think they originate from the dark forest. I must go.”
With angry smoke curling out of Midnight’s nostrils, he turned, telling her he was going hunting. The trees around the clearing bent and their branches whipped around as Midnight flapped his wings in the confined space. Maia shielded her face behind her arm and retreated.
Feeling somewhat confused, she made her way to the river Midnight agreed that she needed to be stronger, take charge, become the Prime she was meant to be. What had she now said to upset him so?
Maia managed to take a quick bath in the cold river, make tea, cook herself a warm breakfast, check that none of her bags broke during the flight yesterday and pack herself one to carry into the dark forest before Midnight finally returned.
He did not share with her what he had found for breakfast and he was silent while she tied her bags onto his saddle. He shielded his thoughts well and she climbed into the saddle wondering what was going on.
Midnight rose into the clear sky and flew over Menandril Fields, first flying west toward Grildor-Bron Forest, then angling south to fly along the edge of the tree line. With Midnight, she could cover great distances in a short time. She was grateful, as this journey would have been difficult on horseback.
This time Midnight agreed, acknowledging how well they travelled together. Midnight put special emphasis on his speed, as well as the protection he provided. By the time Midnight landed on the barren earth that led up to the dark forest, Maia understood.
“There is nothing I can do about it. I need to go in there. What’s the worst that could be in there?”
Riven!
“Those are folktales. I’m more worried about stray Vampyres. Or even Werewolves. But you know I will be able to handle them on my own now.”
Chills crawled across Maia’s skin as Midnight released the sounds he made when he uttered a challenge, usually to a rival male, or to an enemy. It was a sound Maia had never been able to define before. Only Soul Dragons could make it. She had never heard anything scarier.
“I cannot help it that the forest is so dense. Or that you are so large. For today, I will make a foray, but I will be back by evening and camp out here with you. I will see if I can find trails, or signs. I might do this for a few days, until I have gathered enough information about the forest to go in knowing what I am up against. This will also give me time to pack the right supplies. And, if it makes you happy, I will only stay in the forest if I am certain that it will yield results.”
Reluctantly, Midnight agreed. He was not happy he could not accompany her and made his irritation known. It took Maia twice as long as yesterday to take the bags off Midnight, as he could not stand still. He was too upset.
Once she had all her bags off, Midnight even refused to help her move them to the edge of the forest to hide them. Annoyed, Maia at first carried each the hundred or so paces to the trees. The bags were heavy and, after the third one, she’d had enough.
“It would be easier with your help,” she huffed at him.
Don’t need help. Power.
Maia was looking for an appropriate retort, when it dawned on her. Narrowing her eyes in annoyance, she scolded herself for not thinking about it herself. She did have the power. She would use it.
Maia looked at the pile left on the ground. There was her materium chest with her food, a kist with her trade goods, and then bags with the rest of her gear. Only her clothes bag and her weapons bag were already at the trees.
The materium crystal used in the chest was not big enough to float all of it across. It was just large enough to float a chest that size. But, if she piled the rest of her things on top of the chest, she might assist the materium with Air power to raise it all off the ground and float it over.
Earth and Water magic were the most common powers, followed by Fire magic. People used their skills to not only make their lives easier, but also to accomplish most of their work tasks during the day. Air, however, was such a rare power; it was not normally used to lift things.
Shadow Hall had used Somas’ ability with Air to employ him as a spy, as he could make himself invisible. During one of those spy missions to Naylera he had been injured and, subsequently, died. Maia employed the same Air magic to go to Naylera herself. Later, they had learned that Kanarel, the Elf that betrayed them all, had kidnapped almost every single Air user within Grildor in order to bring the Vampyres through the Gate.
Air was a powerful magic, but because it was so rare, she thought it was not fully understood. Even Silas had not been able to teach her much about it.
Midnight lay on the ground and watched Maia as she lumped the other items on top of the food chest. By the time she added the last bag, the chest no longer floated. Maia nudged it with her foot and the pile wobbled. The chest was not sunk into the ground, but only lightly touched it. She took a rope out of one of the bags and secured the items, then stood behind the pile and concentrated.
Silas had made her practice with Air and she had almost mastered her invisibility. It was all about deflecting light and hiding within a bubble of trapped air.
Lifting the chest off the ground could theoretically work on the same principal. If she could create a bubble of air and slip it beneath the chest, she would be able to float the pile along as if it had a much bigger crystal underneath it.
“Your laughter does not assist me in my quest,” Maia complained to Midnight at his silent chuckles.
She concentrated harder, focusing her energy on the area below the chest. In her mind, she saw the bubble forming, taking shape, lifting the chest. She closed her eyes, sweat appearing on her forehead as the energy drained out of her.
At a mental nudge from Midnight, she opened her eyes again. The chest, and everything that was piled atop it, now floated a hand’s span above the ground. The pile rocked dangerously as she whooped with joy, but she quickly regained her concentration and started pushing.
A few moments later, she released the magic and unpacked her things along the treeline of the dark forest, feeling accomplished.
 

 
“There,” Maia said, dusting off her hands on her trousers, “that should do it.”
She looked at the scraggly bush that now covered her goods, hiding them well. She had used magic again, making the branches of the small bush grow larger to encompass her things, effectively concealing them.
Feeling Midnight’s worry in her mind, she hoisted her bag onto her shoulders. It could not be helped. They finally agreed that he would fly over the forest, while she explored. He also made her promise to be out before nightfall.
Midnight stood tall before her and he had to drop his head all the way down for him to see her. The dragon had been with her for seventy years now and she thought she knew everything there was to know about him. He had shown her, over the past two days, this was not the case. There were depths to his understanding of her people she had not known about. She always assumed the affairs of the shining people, as he liked to call the Elves, were of no interest to him.
As Midnight brought his lager muzzle close to her, she thought again how much he had grown, especially over the past few Moons. He looked more fearsome than ever.
“I promise not to take unnecessary risks and I will be back before you know it,” she said, leaning against his snout. “Fly high, partner of my soul.”
His rumble accompanied her as she turned and breached the treeline of the dark forest. Immediately, the sounds around her changed. The gentle wind rustling through the dry grass on the plains was replaced by the eerie sounds of the wind whistling through the dark trees.
There was no path and it took Maia some time to find one of the narrow game trails that criss-crossed the forest. Once upon it, she had her first opportunity to take a look around. Although as tall as those at Shadow Hall, the trees here were gnarled and twisted, giving them weird shapes. Their bark grew darker and thicker as well.
As an Elemental, she was intensely aware of the eerie magic that spread through the forest. When she entered the western part of the dark forest with the warriors of Thala Yll during the first war, she had been unaware of this magic. She now wondered if it had existed then, or she had simply not the experience or power to notice it. It was also possible that the western part was not possessed by this magic.
She let Midnight know of her findings and they agreed to fly over to the western side to find out. Determined to trust her instincts, Maia wound her way deeper into the strangeness.
The gnarled trees’ thick canopies let in little light. Not wanting to draw attention to herself, she resisted the urge to take out her lantern. Straining her eyes in the gloomy light, she followed the twisting path.
The forest groaned and creaked, raising goosebumps on her arms. Opening her senses, she picked up the Eläm of a multitude of animals. She always assumed that the dark forest was almost deserted. Thinking about it now, she could not say where this assumption came from.
The Elves thought of the dark forest as evil and dangerous. Dangerous to Elves. As she beheld the animals’ Eläm around her, she realised they were healthy and content. She felt no malicious presence, except for the odd noises that accompanied her as she walked.
Soon, though, she discovered that the kerkerker-kok-kok-kok sound came from a beautiful, purple bird with a long green tail and a blue crest on his head. The bird watched her, flitting from tree to tree as she walked, uttering its eerie sound every time it landed on a branch. Maia reached out to it with her mind, but found herself unable to communicate. She had the feeling that the bird already communicated with something else. A shudder rolled down her back and she tried to ignore the purple feathers that followed her doggedly for most of the day.
She discovered more unknown species. Most were variations of common animals. She saw a Black-Crested Falcon, except this one’s crest was silver instead of black. Once she startled a Red Deer, but it had unusual markings in the form of dark brown stripes down its back.
Every time she spotted a new animal, she made a note in her book. She doubted anyone had ever recorded these animals and wanted to find out more about them when she got the chance. She assumed, because no one had entered the dark forest in millennia, people had simply forgotten about these creatures.
Maia also took note of the thick undergrowth. She was glad for the narrow game trail, as she would have difficulty making her way through the multitude of shrub that grew beneath the trees. She made a special mention in her book that most of the shrubs were either night-blooming or shade-loving plants. She discovered three different types of fern that did not grow in other forests on the Grildor-Bron Mountains.
By noon, she reached a broader path. Perplexed, she stopped and studied the trampled ground before her. The spoor that had made the trail had almost faded and it was clear this path had not been used in a while. It was also clear Vampyres and Werewolves made this trail. Although worn, Maia could clearly identify the distinct paw print of Werewolves. And Werewolves never went anywhere without their masters.
Maia looked down the trail to her left. It led south-east and she was sure it would come out on the eastern edge of the forest. She looked down the path to her right. This led deeper into the dark forest, but she could not see far, as the path took a left turn.
I will only follow it for a short while, she sent to Midnight. I promise to turn around and head back to you as soon as I have seen what is around the bend.
Midnight’s frustration followed her as she went right. The moment she stepped on the path, the eerie sounds of the forest dulled as if nothing lived along this path. She opened her senses again, but the Eläm she picked up was deep into the forest on either side.
This path has seen death and torment. It feels strange to be on it. I wonder if this path leads to the Vampyre camp where Blaid went to rescue those warriors.
Too late. Turn back.
I will, I just want to follow it around the corner. Maybe I can see something.
Maia felt Midnight circle over the part of the forest she walked. She looked up, but the canopy was so dense, she could not see daylight. Mixed feelings accompanied her as she walked towards the bend. The closer she got, the more hesitant she became.
Listen to your instincts. 
Maia opened her senses fully, searching for the pinpricks of Eläm all around her. They were all faint, and well off the path. They belonged to animals, nothing for her to be afraid of. There was nothing on the path as she began to round the corner, although the forest appeared to be more … she struggled to define it. Alive was not the right word. The forest was simply more and, although afraid, it intrigued her.
The next fifty paces were the most difficult she had ever taken. She felt both drawn and repulsed by whatever was around the corner. She had never felt anything like it. Her skin crawled with premonition and Midnight’s warnings resounded in her head.
Can you not identify what is there?
Cannot see. Only forest. It is the fear in you I am afraid of.
Maia ground her teeth and pushed on. If Midnight could not pick up anything with his senses, then it was unlikely there was anything at all around the corner. It was simply her irrational fear of the unknown that had him worried. Determinedly, she pushed on, rounding the bend with caution.
Her relief, and disappointment, was tangible when there was nothing to see but more path. It carried on for about a mile in the same direction, before it turned to the right and she could no longer see along it.
!!!
Midnight’s warning rang loud in her head and she instinctively took her fighting position, drawing her Twin Blades. I do not see anything.
I can see it through your eyes. Midnight retorted, calmer than she felt. Look with your soul.
Maia blinked, still crouched, holding her swords. She strained her eyes, but saw nothing. She opened her senses, but saw nothing. Scared, she took two shaky steps back. At exactly the same time, it moved.
With her heart hammering wildly, she stared at the indentation in the sand not even ten paces ahead of her. At first she thought it was invisible, but then, as it moved again, she realised it was exactly the same colour as the path and forest around it.
She could not see its Eläm, any Eläm, and this frightened her more than anything. Midnight roared overhead, the sound muffled by the canopy of the forest, but it made the creature look up.
RIVEN! Maia screamed to Midnight, and her dragon roared more fiercely.
The Riven moved again, coming closer. Maia could now clearly see its shape. Or so she thought. She saw multiple shapes, all blending in with the colours of their surroundings. Its arms, or wings, moved, and Maia had seen enough.
Without even sheathing her Twin Blades, she turned and ran back the way she came. Terror gave wings to her feet as she hurtled down the path. Midnight screamed again and she knew he flew overhead, keeping pace with her. She felt his frustration at not being able to help her, but she did not even glance back to see if it was following her.
Her rucksack banged painfully against her back as she ran. Her blades hindered the motion of her arms. She felt as if she stood still, ran through mud. Sweat dripped off her forehead and into her eyes. Her vision swam, seeing only the vague outline of the Vampyre path ahead of her.
She hoped it was the shortest route out of the forest and carried on along that path until she finally saw faint daylight ahead. When she reached the treeline, Midnight was waiting for her. Without missing a stride, she ran up his outstretched leg. He was airborne before she had even settled in the saddle and she clung to him, swords in her left hand, her right arm draped around a neck spike.
With a mighty roar, and a terrified sob from Maia, they flew north to their campsite.
Only once Maia had a fire going and had made herself tea, did she relax enough to shake the feeling of being followed, and finally stopped quaking.




 
Four days. That’s how long he lasted. Aaron paced in front of the stout oaken door to Jagaer’s chamber at the Hall of the Guardians, fidgeting nervously with the collar of his coat.
He had requested a meeting with Jagaer after spending the last four days thinking about what he could do to fix this situation. Maia was gone. Silas said Maia was on a quest to find answers to their problems, but not even Maia’s parents believed that.
Aaron was sure Maia left because he had refused to agree to the termination of their engagement. She ran away from him and he felt it was his duty to bring her back. He still wanted to marry her, but if the only way she would come back was to terminate their engagement, then he would give his consent. Just to bring her home. He could work on their relationship anew and, maybe in the future, they could renew their engagement.
“You may go inside now,” the guard at the door finally said, pushing the door open to admit him.
Jagaer’s large desk dominated the chamber. Two upholstered chairs stood in front of it and Jagaer sat on an ornate, throne-like chair behind it. He currently had his back turned to Aaron, studying the expansive map of Grildor that took up the entire back wall of Jagaer’s council room.
The guard closed the door behind him with a soft wumpth and Aaron stepped up to the desk, studying the map as he went. Grildor was a large country. A million square miles, the size of Alaska, of mostly wilderness. His heart sank.
“My Lord,” Aaron greeted Jagaer.
Jagaer turned in his seat. His dishevelled hair and deep frown made him look as if he had aged at least a hundred years over the past four days.
“Aaron, please, sit,” Jagaer said, gesturing to one of the chairs.
Taking a seat, Aaron said, “Thank you for taking the time to see me. I know you have a busy schedule, but I feel this is important.”
“If it is about Maia, I am afraid I cannot help you.”
“It is about Maia, but I am here with a suggestion of how I might help you.”
“I am listening,” Jagaer said, leaning forward over his desk and clasping his hands in front of him.
“Maia came to me the day before she left, asking me to consent to terminating our engagement.”
“Yes, I am aware. She spoke to us before she went to see you.”
Aaron clenched his jaw. In retrospect he could not say why he thought her parents had not been aware of it. Now he felt stupid. He cleared his throat and ploughed on. “I did not agree to the termination and I believe that she left as she saw no other way out of the relationship.”
Jagaer nodded, making Aaron feel worse.
“I feel responsible for her leaving. Selfishly, I did not want to let her go and it drove her even further away. If I convince her that I am willing to terminate the engagement, I believe she would return to Shadow Hall.”
“We do not know where she has gone, Aaron, or the reason she left. I am sure this is not your fault. You have no reason to feel guilty.”
Determinedly, Aaron shook his head. “No, I am sure of it. I saw her face when I declined; saw the despondency in her eyes. She is gone because of me and it should be my responsibility to bring her back. If you will allow it, I would like to search for her.”
“Aaron, even we do not know where to start looking. She took Midnight and, for all we know, she could be out of the country already.”
“I am aware of that,” Aaron said, “but I don’t believe she has left the country. I think she left only as an escape from me. She is hiding somewhere, biding her time. Are there any places you can think of where she could hide out for a while without being noticed? The Hollow Tree, maybe?”
“She is not at the Hollow Tree or at any of the other stopover points in the forest, or guesthouses along the Trade Route.” Jagaer sounded despondent.
“Then I will look for her in the mountains, and in the forests, and on the plains. I will do whatever it takes to bring her back, I promise. But I cannot do this alone, which is why I have come to you. I will need a horse and another for provisions, as well as the provisions themselves. A map of Grildor would be helpful, too. Can you spare this for me?”
“Aaron, I cannot let you ride out to look for Maia. There are Vampyre attacks in the country almost every day. What you are proposing is far too dangerous. Besides, you do not know our country, or how to fend for yourself. Please, do not be offended by my words. You have come a long way since you first came to Grildor and you are now more Elf than Human, but I do not think you are ready to take on such a quest by yourself.”
“Then give me people to accompany me. Two or three men from your Legion. Someone who can handle a sword and knows the country. They can guide and protect me, if necessary, but I have honed my own fighting skills. I am proficient in the use of the sword, as well as the crossbow. Jaik will attest to that. He has seen me fight.”
Jagaer brushed a hand through his thick hair, and closed his eyes for a moment. When he opened them again, Aaron thought they were moist.
“I cannot consent to this right now. Let me discuss it with my Commanders and I will call for you once we have made a decision.”
“Thank you, My Lord.”
“It would be a futile mission, Aaron; you do understand that?”
“If there is even a remote chance I might find her, then it is not futile. I believe I have an advantage, as I have known her as a Human. She might not be thinking as an Elf. I do not think she would abandon her people in this time of need, which leads me to believe that the Life Elemental within her is being suppressed by her more human qualities.”
Jagaer looked at him strangely, narrowing his eyes.
“Please, I mean no offense,” Aaron added quickly. “All I am saying is that she might not have thought this through and, if I find her, I would know what to say to her to bring her back.”
“Very well, Aaron,” Jagaer said, rising from his chair. Aaron did the same. “Let me talk to my Commanders. You are not the only one who wants Maia back. I have had other requests. I will send for you once we have reached a decision.”
 

 
Jaik buttoned his vest, and then donned his Commander’s jacket. He looked at himself in the mirror, but did not recognise the person staring back at him. On the outside, he looked the same. It was the eyes that were different.
Maia leaving had been a shock. The fact that she had not confided in him hurt him more than he liked to admit. The last two nights he had been plagued by terrible nightmares and knew they were related to whatever Maia was doing. She was in trouble and there was nothing he could do about it.
She had her reasons for leaving. His sister never did anything without a purpose. He just wished he knew what she was up to. He feared for her.
The day they discovered she was gone, he attempted to contact Midnight with his thoughts. The dragon had not answered. They were either too far away, or the dragon had closed off his mind to him. Jaik wished he could communicate with his sister the way she communicated with her dragon.
Silas came to their home that day to tell them Maia was on a quest to save their people from the Vampyres. They knew the statement was no lie, but they also knew it was not the whole truth. No matter what they said to Silas, or how they pleaded with him, the old Healer would not tell them more. It frustrated Jaik that Silas potentially knew something that could help them find Maia and had tried on numerous occasions to get information from him. Whatever Silas knew, he kept it to himself. Silas maintained that he did not know where Maia went, or to what end, only that it would help their people.
Most of Shadow Hall was aware of Maia’s disappearance. The news had spread quickly and now it was time to contain the rising panic.
Jaik put on his coat over his Commander’s jacket and then left the house for the Elder Hall, where they would hold the briefing to inform the people of Shadow Hall of what was happening.
Between Silas, his father and himself, they came up with a story, as close to the truth as was possible, without spreading fear or worse. Maia was their Life Elemental, their protector. It was Maia who had rallied the warriors during the last moments of the battle to win the war. The people looked to Maia for protection as much as they did to Lord Longshadow, or even himself. With Maia gone without reason, the people would feel vulnerable. They needed to be convinced that she left for their benefit.
Jaik hoped no one would ask too many questions. He could explain her absence with the reasons Silas had given him, but if asked a direct question, he would not lie.
His breath formed silvery clouds of steam as he strode across The Median towards the Elder Hall, Wolf at his heels. The wolf had not left Jaik’s side since Maia left and he knew the wolf missed her as much as he did.
“You would tell me where she is if you could,” he said to Wolf. “She probably told you, didn’t she?” Regretfully, Jaik shook his head. “Even if you could tell me, I would not be able to go after her. I have too many responsibilities here. The war is far from over and I am needed. I cannot run away from my duties.”
Wolf looked up at him, his dark eyes shining in the moonlight. Jaik ruffled the wolf’s shaggy head, and then took the first step of The Elder Gate up towards the Elder Hall. A crowd had gathered outside and their muffled voices carried down to him.
Wolf whined once, licked Jaik’s hand and retreated a few steps to turn onto The Arrow and lope away from the gathering crowd and noise. Jaik wished he could do the same.
“My Lord,” Commander Ridgewell greeted him, “your father is waiting for you.”
“Aye, let us get this over with.”
Together, the two Commanders pushed their way through the crowd. The people fell silent as they walked by and the eeriness of their stillness gave Jaik cold shivers.
Once inside the Elder Hall, they had to push through more people. Jaik had never seen the Elder Hall this full. It was a large structure, sturdily built and supported by many trees, yet the oaken beams creaked with the weight of that many squeezed inside. His cold shivers turned to sweat.
Jagaer and Silas were waiting for him on the speaker’s platform, surrounded by Elders and two other Commanders. When his father noticed him pushing through the crowd, he gave a signal, and the Elders and Commanders went to find their seats. Even Commander Ridgewell left him then, and Jaik joined the Lord of Shadow Hall and his adviser on the ornately inlaid speaker’s platform.
Jagaer banged his staff. The wooden sound resonated and everyone’s attention focused on him. Even with the peoples’ unrest and uncertainty about Maia, their respect for his father was written all over their faces. Jagaer stood resplendent in his uniform, his head held high and his eyes firm.
Jaik knew the pressure his father had been under and not just since Maia left. In his private chambers, Jagaer looked worn and tired, but today, even Jaik had to admire his father’s exceptional strength.
“People of Shadow Hall. Thank you for coming. I would like to make you all aware that tonight’s gathering is only to inform you of the whereabouts of my daughter and that the next war council will be held tomorrow night at sundown and the Shadow Hall maintenance meeting has been postponed until next Quarter. Please remember to hand in your grievances and suggestions to Silas at least two days before the meeting.”
A general murmur went through the crowd and Jagaer watched them through narrowed eyes until they settled again. Jaik noticed his father’s right eye twitch before he continued.
“As you all know by now, Maia has taken a leave of absence from Shadow Hall.” Another murmur, louder this time, interrupted Jagaer’s speech. He waited for it to lapse into silence. “We have called you here today to inform you of her quest. Due to the nature of her mission, as well as the constant threat of Vampyres, we thought it best she leave in secret. There have already been three attempts on her life since the last war, putting not just Maia, but all the people of Shadow Hall in danger.”
This time, the people in the crowd nodded in agreement and some shouted aye before Jagaer could continue. Jaik watched in fascination as his father slowly won the people over, folk who had been worried and upset only moments before. Jaik listened, and learned.
“Now, I know you all worry about my daughter, so I would like to remind you that she is a Life Elemental. Has she not proven to you that she is a brave warrior? Has she not shown you that she is capable of defending not just herself, but Shadow Hall, or armies, as well?”
Again, shouts of aye and yes, My Lord filled the hall.
“We should therefor trust that she is safe and doing everything in her power to find a solution to our troubles. She is with Midnight and they have vowed not to return until a solution can be found. As your Life Elemental, she is doing her duty to protect you from whatever may come, and she needs you, the people of Shadow Hall, to support her. Go home; spread the word to your loved ones. Pray to the Mother for Maia’s success and safe return. There may come a time when she will need our prayers and it is never too early to start.”
Now Jaik found himself nodding along with the people. His father was convincing. Jaik started to believe it himself. Although Jaik knew his sister usually had good reasons for the things she did, even he thought she had abandoned her duties
“I must ask you to keep this information within our community. Maia has chosen winter to travel, as it is the safest option to her. The Vampyres are mostly dormant in winter. Yet, what she is doing is still dangerous and there may yet be traitors within our country.”
Another uproar rose from the crowd. Jagaer raised his voice. It boomed across the hall, raising goosebumps on Jaik’s flesh.
“We must support her venture. Pray for her. Keep her secret. She is the chosen one. She is the one to keep us safe. She is the Mother’s child. Our Life Elemental. Our hope. May the Mother’s light guide her and keep her on the right path.”
“May the Mother’s light guide her and keep her on the right path,” the crowd chanted in unison.
In a quieter tone, Jagaer continued. “I know you will miss her as much as I will. But, until she is ready to return to us, we must do our part in protecting our people. The war council is tomorrow. Those from the community that may have something to contribute, please be there. Those with relatives in the countryside, or in neighbouring countries, please join us tomorrow. It is important that we keep our vigil. There is much to do and I expect every one of you to do your part.”
“Aye.”
“Of course, My Lord.”
“We will pray for her.”
“Yes, Lord Regent.”
The shouts of agreement from the crowd carried on for a while. Jaik stood next to his father and Silas, and waited it out. The plan had been for Jagaer to speak and for Silas and Jaik to answer further questions. There were none. Jagaer’s speech had convinced them, even Jaik, that Maia’s sudden departure had been a planned mission and that she was on a quest to save them all.
 

 
Wolf found Jaik after the meeting and now bounded ahead of him on the path leading to the Hall of the Guardians. Jagaer and Silas walked behind him, deep in hushed conversation. Behind them were the rest of the Commanders.
Once in the hall, Jagaer briefly spoke to the Commanders, as he did every night now. These were dangerous times. Jagaer firmly believed that regular reporting and communication was key to their Warrior Houses working at their optimal.
After the briefing, the Commanders left, filing out to give their seconds their orders.
“A word, please, Jaik,” his father called him before he could exit.
Together, they entered his father’s chamber, and Jaik and Silas took their seats on the two chairs in front of the desk, while Jagaer settled heavily into his own chair. Wolf curled up on the rug in front of the fireplace along the left wall.
“That went better than expected,” Jagaer said. “The last thing we need is for the people to feel that we are not doing everything in our power to protect them.”
“You even had me convinced, Father.”
Jagaer’s brow furrowed when he looked at Jaik. “There is no reason why we should not believe it ourselves. Only we know she left without telling us why, or where she is going. Silas told us everything he is at liberty to say. I do not begrudge him the fact that Maia may have told him secrets only for the ears of Elementals. I may not like that she has left, but we must trust that she knows what she is doing. She is with Midnight and, between the two of them, they are perfectly capable of protecting themselves.”
“Yes, Father.”
“It is now up to us to bring everything else in line. We cannot spend our time worrying about Maia and neglecting our duties. There is much to do this winter. The cold Moons are precious few and we must utilise the time wisely. During the war council tomorrow, I will announce that I am invoking the Council of Kings; the Rule of Grildor. The time has come for our neighbours to come to our aid. This is a fight we cannot win alone and I am tired of begging for assistance from Lords that think themselves above their status. By now, the Sirens have spread the news all over the globe and it is not just Grildor under threat anymore. We, as a people, need to stand together to fight this threat. And, although I am not pleased with your sister’s behaviour, I do hope that whatever she is doing is in the best interest of all our people.”
“The Rule of Grildor?” Jaik asked, awestruck. “This has not been implemented in a long time. Does the alliance of nations still hold?”
“Once chosen, the alliance cannot be broken unless another ruler is elected. I am King of Grildor. I am the Ruler Elect over the alliance. I will call on them to serve and protect, as they have sworn to do.”
“Your father was elected over a millennium ago,” Silas cut in. “It may seem like a long time to you, Jaik, but alliances of nations have lasted for much longer than that. They are sworn to our flag and, now that the Vampyres have spread so far, they are as much in danger as we are. It would be folly to disavow the alliance now. You can be assured they will heed the call. We will rally an army such as Grildor has not seen in a very long time.”
“There is hope, then.”
“There is always hope, Jaik,” Jagaer said. “We have seen war and hardship and we have endured. Have faith, my son.”
“I have much to learn.” Jaik bowed his head to his father’s wisdom.
“You are already a strong leader. You always have been. You would not have been made Commander of the Guard if it were not so. It is only experience you lack, but, fear not, there shall be plenty of that in the Moons ahead of us. For all we know, this war may last years, not Moons, and we will need strong leaders like you. Tomorrow, we will finalise the plans we have discussed. You have but a short time to see to your personal affairs before the fight begins anew.”
“Thank you, Father.” Jaik turned to Silas. “Are you still accompanying me to Braérn?”
“Aye. I have my own affairs to settle. Your father has also asked me to search for history on dealings Elveron had with Naylera in the past. There may be something there to aid us in our quest to defeat them.”
Jaik nodded; they had discussed Naylera’s history a few days ago, hoping to find some reasoning behind everything. “When, then, should we leave, Father?”
“It is best you leave soon, before the first snows. A pigeon arrived this morning from Lord Sparrow confirming that all is as we have discussed. You may bring Siya back with you, so you may court her here for the duration of the winter. You will need to spend more time with her than the brief encounters you have had on your visits to Braérn. Then, if you both still feel the same by the end of winter, we will arrange for a royal wedding. Fear not, Jaik, you shall be wed before the next war. The future is so uncertain, it may do us all some good to have something positive to look forward to.”
“Thank you, Father.”
“I must warn you, though. You do not have much time. We cannot spare you here for more than a fortnight. Three Quarters at the most. Both of you see to your affairs in Braérn and then hurry back to Shadow Hall. I will be travelling to our neighbours during the winter Moons to discuss the terms of the alliance and, Jaik, you will need to take my place as Lord of Shadow Hall in my absence.”
“Aye, Father, but …” Jaik leaned forward, worried, “… travelling during the winter Moons is dangerous even in fair weather. Will you only be visiting the southern countries where there is less snowfall?”
“I have spoken to Lord Hazelwatch of Thala Yll and he has agreed to give me an escort of his Regiment. We will be travelling on dragon back. Commander Hollowdale will lead us and we will visit all countries, even the northern ones.” Jagaer raised a hand to forestall Jaik’s protests. “I have been assured the dragons can fly even through the worst of blizzards if need be. As I said earlier, we do not have much time. The winter Moons are my only chance to bring our nations together. We will discuss the details during the war council tomorrow and inform the rest of the Commanders. I will take with me half of your Guard for my personal protection, so you have until tomorrow night to decide who will accompany me.”
“Yes, Father.” Jaik’s cheek muscles bulged as he clenched his jaw.
“I bid you both a good night, then,” Jagaer said, rising from his chair.
“Good night, Father.”
Jaik and Silas stood, bowed to their lord and then exited the chamber. They walked together in silence for a while, their coats drawn tightly around their bodies as the wind that blew that night robbed them of warmth.
“You are much like your father, Jaik,” Silas said as they reached the fork in the path where they would each walk their own way.
“How so?”
“You both worry much for your people and for your family. There is not much room in your thoughts but for your worries. As a leader, it is not a bad quality; you should always put your people first. However, if you worry too much, there will not be time in your life for anything else. You need to learn to address your concerns at the right time and let go of them when other matters are called for.”
“I am not sure I follow.”
They stopped at the fork and Silas turned to Jaik.
“Your leadership is about to be tested to its limits with your father away. I see how you struggle to hide the worry on your face from the people, and your family. Work on controlling your facial expressions when dealing with the people first, so that when you speak to them, they do not doubt you. Then, once Siya is here, do not take your worries to her. Once you have been married for as long as Malyn and Jagaer have, matters of state may be discussed at home. Until then, use your time with Siya for private matters.”
“I shall, Silas. Thank you for your advice.” Jaik bowed his head to the old Elf.
“Good night, young Lord Longshadow.”
The old Elf turned down his own path, his white hair glowing silver in the moonlight. Jaik watched him for a while, and went his own way, Wolf quietly at his heels.
He had much to think about. Every time he thought knew his father’s next move, his father surprised him with a new development. They discussed everything relating to matters of state before they were discussed with the rest of the Commanders, for which he was glad. Had he only found out about his father’s decision to invoke the Council of Kings during the war council tomorrow, he might not have been able to hide his surprise.
Silas was right. He showed his emotions too often and needed to work on retaining neutral expressions when speaking in public, or even to the Commanders. His father had demonstrated tonight how effectively convincing he could be, even though Jaik knew how Jagaer worried about Maia. None of that had shown during his speech.
Jaik went through a range of emotions after Maia left. He had been surprised, angry, jealous, sad, worried and, he had to admit, annoyed. He realised that he was very much like his sister. Her emotional turmoil often showed through her outer facade. Jaik could not afford to be that open with his emotions, especially not as Commander of the Guard.
A low growl from Wolf made him stop in his tracks. At another growl, Jaik drew his sword and took a step back into the shadows of the bushes along the path.
“Jaik?”
Wolf suddenly wagged his tail and ran ahead. Further along the path, the wolf crouched low in front of a shadowy figure that came out from under a tree. The figure bent to stroke Wolf’s head.
Jaik sheathed his sword and returned to the path. “Aaron. You are out late. It is well past curfew time.”
“I know, but I was hoping to catch Jagaer on his way home. Is he still at the Hall of the Guardians?”
“He is. Is there anything I can help you with? My father does not want to be disturbed right now. How did you manage to get past the Night Watch?”
“With difficulty, My Lord,” Aaron answered, “but I am not as clumsy as I once used to be.”
Jaik laughed softly. There had been a time he had not liked the Human much. Over the past Moons, though, the man had changed. It was his daring and tenacity he now admired most.
“Very well, Aaron. Walk with me then. We can talk until we find a Night Watch to take you home. Now, what troubles you?”
“I proposed a venture to your father and I wanted to find out if he had spoken to his Commanders about it yet. I am desperate for an answer, as the matter cannot wait much longer.”
“I know of no venture, so I must assume my father will discuss it during our war council tomorrow.”
“Ah.”
“You look disappointed. May I ask the nature of your venture?”
Aaron was silent for a moment as they took stairs up to the next level of the tree city. The Human looked worried, yet determined, and by the time they reached Lower Walk and turned right onto it, his voice was strong when he carried on speaking.
“I have asked your father for permission to take a search party to look for Maia. I believe it is my fault she left.”
Jaik frowned, unsure if he heard correctly. “Your fault?”
“I did not agree to her terminating the engagement.”
“I see. And my father thinks there is a possibility that Maia leaving is because of your decision?”
Aaron hesitated. “I don’t think so, but he is worried about her and either wants to know where she is or for her to come back. I am hoping, if he thinks there is a chance I might be successful, he will agree to provide me with the horses and warriors needed for the mission.”
“Did you attend the meeting at the Elder Hall tonight?” Jaik asked.
“No,” Aaron replied, shaking his head. “I already know everything Silas told you, so I did not see the point.”
“My father was convincing. The people are now sending prayers to the Mother for Maia’s success on her quest. Only because she left without telling us anything do we not believe Silas’ story, but now I am not so sure anymore. She may have other reasons, too, but she is a Life Elemental with a duty to her people. My sister would not neglect that duty simply to get out of her engagement to you. Also, what you are proposing might not only be futile, but also dangerous. Are you sure that is what you want to do?”
“I am sure, Jaik, and I am aware of the risks. I would have left already, but I cannot leave without the supplies, horses and an escort of warriors, if your father can spare them.”
“Then I shall speak to my father in the morning. If you cannot be swayed from your decision, then you should at least go well prepared. There will be a war council at the Hall of the Guardians tomorrow night. Be there before the meeting and I will arrange for my father to see you before he confers with the Commanders.”
“Thank you. I appreciate your help in this matter and I swear I will find her for you.”
“I do not doubt that you will try.” Jaik stopped and nodded to the female Night Watch leaning against a tree at her post. She immediately stood to attention. “Karinthia will see you home, so you will not be accosted by the other Night Watch. Give my regards to Luke and Jasmin. Sleep well, Aaron.”
“Good night, My Lord.” Aaron bowed to him and then turned to follow Karinthia.
Jaik watched them disappear down the path, and moved towards his own home, Wolf padding ahead of him.
He believed going after Maia was a wasted effort. If she did not want to be found, no one would find her. After the discussions tonight, Jaik now thought that Maia had not left without reason or purpose. He had been upset with her, but now gave her the benefit of the doubt. Although he hated that she had not confided in him, he hoped she would succeed in whatever she was doing. He would add his own voice to the prayers to the Mother.
“Come, Wolf.” Jaik held the door open for the shaggy animal and Wolf bounded through straight to the fire, where he curled up on the rug.
The nights were getting colder and Jaik thought they would have snow early this year. If Aaron was to leave, he would have to do it soon. Even he needed to properly prepare for his trip to Braérn. It was one of the few events he looked forward to.
Because of the war and Jaik’s duties as Guard, he had not seen Siya much over the past two years and they communicated mostly via letters. He could not wait to bring her home.
In his room, he took off his heavy coat and Commander’s jacket, and then sat down at his desk to pen a letter to Siya. Taking Silas’ advice to heart, he refrained from mentioning anything about the war or matters of state. He did, however, tell her about Maia, hoping, as a woman, Siya might have a better understanding of Maia’s reasons than he did. At the very least, it felt good telling Siya how he felt and he slept better that night than he had in a long time.
 

 
Jasmin stalked carefully through the tall trees of the forest. During autumn, it was especially difficult to walk silently, as the rustle of dry leaves or the snap of a twig could give away your position at any time.
But she was now as adept as the Elves at stalking prey without making a noise. Today, as on most days, she was out hunting with Joscelyn and they had spotted dainty Reed Deer not far ahead. Their meat was rich and flavoursome and would be a good catch.
With care, the two girls crept closer, using what little undergrowth there was to hide behind. Finally, they were within range and, with the almost silent language of the Hunters, they agreed on which animals to shoot.
Two thuds, almost perfectly timed, resounded through the forest as their arrows hit. The group of deer scattered and the girls rose in unison to go after them. Jasmin’s doe did not get far. She collapsed after only a few strides and Jasmin was by her side, dealing the killing blow swiftly with her hunting knife. Joscelyn’s doe made it a few paces further, but the animal was dealt with as swiftly. Together, the girls said the hunting prayer to the Mother and then each strapped their kills to their backpacks.
Had they hunted something larger, they would have only killed one, so as to be able to carry it home. The Reed Deer, however, were not much larger than a wolf and they could carry one each.
The two Hunters made their way home, still vigilant, but no longer walking as silently as they were before the hunt. There was a smile on Jasmin’s face. It was there most days now. She had everything she had ever dreamed of.
It had taken her two years on Elveron before she had the courage to speak up about her life on Earth. Now that her issues had been dealt with, she felt like a new person. She took every day on Elveron as a gift and appreciated everything she had been given.
“Thinking of Archer?” Joscelyn asked teasingly.
“How did you guess?”
“I think it was the smile that gave it away.”
Jasmin giggled, but she no longer blushed. Everyone at Shadow Hall approved of Archer’s courtship of Jasmin and she could not be happier.
“Has Archer said anything further of what is to happen?” Joscelyn asked, carrying on an earlier conversation.
“No.” Jasmin’s smile faded and a frown formed on her forehead. She wiped a strand of her blonde hair out of her eyes. “There will be a war council tonight and he hopes decisions will be made then. Jaik plans a trip to Braérn and it is likely that Archer will accompany him. Further than that, we don’t know.”
“I dread to think of the state of you while Archer is away. Mother, give me strength.”
Jasmin laughed and her frown disappeared. “I am not that bad, am I?”
“Worse.”
Joking and laughing, the trip back to Shadow Hall seemed short and they soon reached the outskirts of the tree city. Approaching from the northern side, they did not have to descend the cliff face that dominated the south-western part of the city. They walked past The Crags and Jasmin looked up with sadness in her eyes.
“I can’t believe you just let her go,” Joscelyn said, also looking up at the empty rock formation.
“Shh, we are too close to the city; do not speak of it here. You know I don’t want anyone else to know I saw her.”
“I can’t believe she didn’t tell you where she was going,” Joscelyn now whispered. “You are the only one to see her before she left and you didn’t even ask.”
Jasmin stopped and stepped closer to her friend, speaking in a hushed voice. “I did not want to know, Joscelyn. There was a look in Maia’s eyes that was only too familiar. She has her own problems to deal with and if she needs to leave in order for her to do so, then who am I to stop her? I have found my happiness and I want Maia to feel the same. If she cannot have that happiness with my father, then I cannot fault her for it.”
“I can see how much you miss her, though. It must be hard for you. I can’t even begin to understand how your father must be feeling.”
“He thinks it is his fault she left, even though I told him it is not. He can be so stubborn sometimes.”
“Well, I am glad I know the truth from you. Lord Longshadow did a good job of convincing the people that she is on an elemental quest. It gives them hope.”
“She is on a quest, Joscelyn. Maia would never abandon her people. It is only my personal belief that she is combining some kind of personal matter with this quest she is on. Please, my friend, do not tell anyone what we know or what my thoughts are on the matter.”
“Jasmin, you know I would never discuss anything we talk about in private. I swear I will keep your secret. Now, let us go, this deer is getting heavy.”
“Thank you. And you’re right. Let us be rid of this burden so we can go home to eat. I am famished.”
Joscelyn laughed as they turned back onto the path. “You are always hungry.”
“Elven food tastes good; I need to make the most of it.” Jasmin grinned.
“Do not worry; you are going to be eating elven food for another three thousand years.”
“Not unless we deliver our kills. It is still early and I am hoping to trade this deer for more than potatoes. If we hurry, there might be some rhubarb left.”
“You are strange, Jasmine.” Joscelyn laughed again, a hearty sound that alerted a Sentinel to their position.
“Lady Hunters,” he greeted them. “You were successful, I see.”
“And you have managed to get yourself posted here again to catch a glimpse of Joscelyn, I see,” Jasmine countered.
“No harm in taking the same position more than once a Quarter.” The Sentinel winked at Joscelyn as they walked by. “Fare thee well, My Ladies.”
“Until the morrow,” Jasmine called over her shoulder.
The girls walked in silence until they reached the end of the path and swung towards the Butchery.
“You should really not leave Elgan hanging like that. He is trying so hard.”
“It does not hurt a man to work a little harder for what he wants.”
Now it was Jasmin’s turn to laugh. “He is one of the most charming men in Shadow Hall and you resist him as if he matters nothing to you. I know how you feel about him, so why not give in?”
“No,” Joscelyn said adamantly as she dropped her deer on the marble slab of the receiving hall. “He still needs to earn the right to court me.” She winked. “Come; let us see if there is any rhubarb.”
Finally free of their burdens, they checked in their kills with the clerk, before making their way to the trading hall. It did not take Jasmin long to find exactly what she was looking for. Rhubarb, mushrooms, onions, potatoes, cheese and sausage. Joscelyn teased her one more time about food before the girls went their separate ways.
Tired, but feeling good about her day, Jasmin ascended the steps to her home. Even now in autumn with the trees bare of leaves, the house blended in so well with its supporting trees that it was difficult to tell where house ended and tree began. She loved her home, as she loved everything about Shadow Hall.
Opening the front door, she immediately noticed a heated discussion in progress. She dropped the bag with the food in the kitchen, stashed her gear at the entrance to her bedroom and then went through to the common room.
There she found Rothea and her father sitting around the table, while her brother paced angrily in front of the fireplace.
“That is madness. You barely know how to fight, or even ride a horse. You do not even know how to hunt.” Luke stopped for a moment, looking at his father. When he did not get a response, he continued. “Why did you not speak to us before you asked Lord Longshadow for permission? Jasmin and I should have at least some say in this matter.”
“Ah, Jasmin.” Aaron rose from his chair and greeted his daughter. “How was the hunt?”
“It went well, thank you,” she told her father before addressing the elven warrior at their table. “Evening, Rothea, nice to see you again.”
“A good evening to you too, Jasmin. A delight, indeed.”
“Jaz,” Luke cut in, “please listen to what our father has planned and tell him that it is simply crazy. He cannot go out there by himself.”
“I will not be going by myself,” Aaron defended himself.
“Can we start from the beginning?” Jasmin asked as she sat, a scowl on her face.
Her brother did not often lose his temper, but she could see he fought for control.
Luke started pacing again.
“I went to speak to Lord Longshadow to ask for permission to go after Maia,” Aaron explained. “I have asked for provisions, horses and an escort. Rothea has volunteered to accompany me.”
The Elf nodded; Luke shook his head. Jasmin stared at them all in turn.
“Papa, you do know that Maia leaving had nothing to do with your decision not to terminate the engagement? We spoke about this. Maia had her reasons for leaving and I doubt she wants to be found.”
“I spent a lot of time with Princess Maia over the last year and I believe she might be in need of our help,” Rothea said. “I do not know what triggered her leaving. It might have been Aaron’s refusal. What I do know is that she thinks she is not strong enough to deal with this threat on Elveron and I am afraid she will seek drastic measures to …” Rothea hesitated, “… make herself stronger.”
“What do you mean make herself stronger?” Jasmin asked.
“What I am about to tell you must never leave this room,” Rothea said, looking at them all sternly. “The only reason I have this information is because I was present during some of the events that unfolded and because Maia confided in me about some matters. There is still much I do not know, but I have been doing my own research and I am slowly piecing it together. I also believe that Silas is aware of what I am about to tell you, but I do not think Lord Longshadow knows.”
“How can that be?” Luke asked. “Silas is Jagaer’s adviser. Surely he would tell him if he had information about Maia.”
“I cannot answer that, Luke. I just think Silas knows and hasn’t told Lord Longshadow. Silas will have his reasons.”
“Then what is it you know, Rothea?” Jasmin asked.
“You are by now familiar with the Death Elemental,” Rothea said in a low voice, and they all leaned in closer to listen. Even Luke came to sit at the table. “We have won two wars because Maia, a Life Elemental, joined with a Death Elemental to defeat the enemy. This kind of action does not come without a price. The last time a Life and a Death joined forces, they not only killed each other, but their entire nation as well. The amount of power the two possess when together is irresistible, but detrimental in the long run. I believe Maia has gone looking for Death.”
Aaron sat back, folding his arms on his chest, looking smug, knowing his children could not argue with that kind of information.
Jasmin glowered at him. “So you believe Maia could be in real danger?” Jasmin asked Rothea.
“I do, which is why I support your father’s decision to go. It is also the reason I have volunteered. There is a war council tonight and we hope Jagaer will make his decision then. I must leave here shortly if I want to be present for the meeting.”
“His name is Blaid, is it not?”
“It is,” Rothea confirmed. “How much do you know about him?”
“Very little, I admit. Most of what I know is from the gossip around the city. People are scared of him, yet also in awe that he helped save their lives. The people admire Maia for her courage in working with him. I cannot believe Maia would want to seek him out if there was even a remote possibility it might destroy us all.”
“She is so worried about us, her people, I believe she is not thinking clearly. She only sees the benefits of what might come from it and not the detrimental effects it could have. I see it as my duty to stop her. She is not only my princess, but has become my friend. We must help her. Silas has let her go, despite what he knows. Lord Longshadow is unaware of this information, so is not acting on it.”
“Can we not tell Lord Longshadow? Maybe if he is aware of it, he will send Jaik and the Guard to look for Maia.”
“I have considered it,” Rothea answered, “but my instincts tell me not to. If Silas has kept this information from Lord Longshadow, then so should we.”
“Is there nothing else we can do to convince Lord Longshadow to send out a search party? Why do you and Papa have to go? Luke does have a point. Papa does not ride well, his fighting is mediocre at best and he does not know how to hunt. You are proposing to go into the mountains with someone untrained in almost every skill needed to survive.”
“Your father might surprise you, Jasmin, and he would not be going alone. I can teach him everything he needs to know along the way and we would have warriors with us to keep us from harm. But we are running out of time. Maia has been gone five days and could be anywhere. We need this decision tonight, so we can leave on the morrow.”
“How do you know where to start looking? You just said it yourself, she could be anywhere by now,” Luke commented, imitating his father by crossing his arms over his chest.
“I have an idea of where she could be. We will look there first. Now I have to go. The war council will start soon and I need to speak to my Commander before they convene, as I will not be allowed in the chamber during the meeting. Speak some more with your father. He will surprise you with the knowledge he has. I will come by as soon as Lord Longshadow has made a decision.”
Rothea rose, nodded to them and then strode from the room. Jasmin listened for the click of the door before she turned to her father.
“I don’t like it,” she said, frowning. “It is bad enough that my mother is missing. I do not want my father gone as well. Speak to Jagaer again and ask him to send someone else.”
“Lord Longshadow has enough to worry about what with rearming for the war and keeping his country safe. From what I hear, he is even going to ask the neighbouring countries for assistance. I don’t think he can spare anyone to go after Maia.”
“What about the warriors you asked him for? If he can spare those, surely they could go without you. Why do you have to go?”
“Jasmin, you know I love you both dearly and it pains me to leave you.”
“Then don’t.”
“I have to. I know she left because of me. I feel it inside. Rothea’s reasons just amplify the need to go. This is something I must do. Please, do not make this harder than it already is. I could really use your support in this matter.”
“I cannot give it, Papa.. You will get hurt, maybe killed, and I do not want to have any part of that.”
“Please, do not cry.” Aaron leaned over and wiped a tear from Jasmin’s cheek. “I have to do this.”
“Then you have to do this on your own,” Jasmin said forcefully, knocking the chair over as she stood, before storming off to her room.
 

 
Jaik watched Rothea’s animated discussion with Commander Ridgewell from across the room. He wondered what it was about, as Rothea was not supposed to be at this meeting. War councils were strictly for Commanders only.
When Commander Ridgewell and Rothea made their way across the hall to where his father stood, Jaik stepped away from the wall he leaned against and followed at a slow pace.
Halfway across, Jaik was delayed by Commander Goldsbane of the Night Watch, asking him about tonight’s schedule. By the time Jaik had answered the man’s questions, the rest of the Commanders and their Seconds had arrived and Jagaer called them all into the council room. Rothea left quietly though the side door.
Jaik took his place at one end of the long, oval table and watched his father take his seat at the opposite end. There was some shuffling and scraping as the others found their seats. Jaik tried to catch Jagaer’s eye, but his father was distracted by the stack of papers and scrolls Silas placed in front of him.
Finally, even Silas took his seat, and Jagaer opened the meeting by having every Commander report on the state of their commands. Jaik had his report ready and it did not take him long to present it. Those of his men who had died during the last war had been replaced by equally good men and their training was going well.
To Jaik, it felt like hours before his father finally came to the point where they discussed the Rule of Grildor. The Commanders were unanimous in their support for the decision and his father wasted no time in discussing the details of the mission.
“As Ruler Elect over the alliance, I will have to travel to all the countries myself. I cannot send an ambassador. I cannot stress enough how important this mission is, so it is imperative that I can leave Shadow Hall knowing it is in good hands. Jaik will take my place in my absence as Lord of Shadow Hall and I expect every Commander to work with Jaik as you would with me.”
The Commanders around the table nodded, not one doubting Jaik’s ability to rule in Lord Longshadow’s absence. Jaik felt a weight settle on his shoulders.
“Jaik will be leaving for Braérn in two days. His trip should last no longer than a fortnight and I will leave the moment he gets back.” Jagaer looked down at the papers in front of him. “Jaik, I would like to take seven Guard with me on my trip. Please give a list to Silas of the men you will assign to me. Commander Ridgewell, please prepare a list of twenty from your Regiment. Commander Kastenbrink, we will require five Horse Masters for the first leg of our journey. They will only accompany us as far as Thala Yll. Please prepare your list. Silas, as discussed, I will only be taking two Servers with me. I expect you to make the final preparations so that there are no delays when Jaik returns from Braérn.”
“Yes, My Lord,” the old Elf said.
“Lastly, Commander Ridgewell, please assemble twenty warriors from your Regiment to leave on a scouting mission by tomorrow morning. Rothea Goodheart will lead the mission. Commander Kastenbrink, please have an additional five horses ready to carry supplies, as well as one extra riding horse. Silas will discuss further details with you after the meeting.”
“Aye, My Lord,” Commander Kastenbrink answered.
Commander Ridgewell nodded.
“If anyone has any further questions, please raise them now,” Silas said, looking around at the assembled Commanders.
Jaik waited impatiently for the war council to finish. Some of the Commanders had reasonable concerns, though, and Jaik was glad they were addressed before his father left. He got drafted into the Legion at a young age and worked his way up through the ranks, then into the Regiment, and finally into the Guard. He became Commander of the Guard on his centenary, and with it the youngest Commander of the Guard Grildor had ever seen.
Jaik had worked hard for his position and now, with almost twenty-four years’ experience as Commander of the Guard, he thought he knew what it meant to be a leader. Yet, the thought of taking over the position of Lord of Shadow Hall frightened him. As heir to the throne, the position had always been his; he had just not expected it to happen within the next two millennia. Although it was only a temporary position, he suddenly felt ill-prepared for it.
Finally, with the scraping of chairs over the marble floor, the meeting was over. The Commanders filed out of the council hall, talking quietly amongst themselves.
Only Silas and Rowlean Ridgewell remained behind and Jaik went to join them.
“I do not want to undermine your decision, Father, but do you think it is wise, or even effective, sending Aaron after Maia?”
The tired look in his father’s eyes made him regret his question instantly.
“I do not know how effective it will be, but I would like to know where my daughter is and that she is safe. Aaron feels it is his fault she left and I cannot stop him if he wants to search for her. Rothea has volunteered to accompany him, for her own reasons, so I have agreed to give them the supplies and warriors they have requested.”
“Aye, Father. Maybe something will come of it yet.”
“We can hope,” Jagaer said.
“As we have discussed with Rowlean, this mission is of a sensitive nature. We have decided to explain Aaron’s absence by telling the people we have sent him to Eiken to learn about a new design for a war machine,” Silas said.
“Rothea is waiting outside for an answer. If they are to leave tomorrow, they will need to start preparing tonight. Might I be excused, My Lord?”
“Yes, Rowlean, we are done for tonight. Please wish Rothea well for me and I trust you select the best of your warriors for this mission.”
“Aye, My Lord.”
Rowlean bowed and turned for the door. Jaik felt the weight on his shoulder settle in deeper. Had he been in charge already, he would probably have declined Aaron’s request. They could hardly spare any men, let alone for a mission that was sure to fail.
He guessed his father had his reasons for agreeing, but as far as Jaik was concerned, his sister did not want to be found. It made him wonder if Aaron was delusional or if Aaron had information he did not know about. The thought troubled him.
Silas and Jagaer were going over the notes made during the meeting. Jaik tried to concentrate on the various points as they discussed them, but his thoughts kept turning back to Maia.
Their connection had always been strong and he often felt things from her even if she was far away. Once, she had been attacked by a Vampyre and, although he was halfway across the country, he felt her distress.
During the past few days, he had felt her distress again. He knew she was all right, sure he would know if something serious happened to her, but it worried him that she found herself in situations causing her such misery that he felt it too.
Maybe, sending Aaron to look for her was not such a bad idea.




 
Heavy drops of rain dripped through the canopy, soaking her supplies. Thunder crashed in the sky, followed by blinding streaks of lightning that illuminated Midnight’s branching blood vessels of his wing in brilliant purple.
Midnight lay right up against the treeline of the forest, sheltering Maia under his wing from the terrible storm as it raged all night. There was not much she could do about her supplies, except hope the rain would not soak through to her food.
She could not sleep anyway; the image of the Riven burned forever into her memory. Trying to recall its shape proved difficult. She kept thinking she had seen more than one.
One. Calling you.
“So you’ve said, but I am not going back in there to find out.”
Calling you to him.
“Oh, so it is a him now. You did not even see it. Besides, it was you who didn’t want me to go into the forest in the first place. Now you get your wish.”
I was mistaken. Riven is calling.
“Mpfh.”
Saw it through your mind. Your fear blinds you.
“You did not hesitate to fly away from it either.”
Your fear drove me.
“Midnight, I really don’t want to argue with you about this any …”
Look, Midnight interrupted her and opened his mind to her, showing her what he saw through her eyes.
He tried to do the same earlier, but Maia had refused to look. Now, he had caught her unawares and the images rushed through her mind so fast, she could not stop them.
She saw the path in front her, the trees all around. Through Midnight’s mind she could hear her breathing, her heartbeat and her own footsteps. Then, as she rounded the corner, she now saw the creature her kind called the Riven. To her, it had been almost invisible, with no discernible form. To Midnight, the creature exuded a range of delicate colours, glowing softly. It still had no shape Maia could name, but she suddenly felt silly for being afraid of something so beautiful.
“I don’t understand.” Maia shook her head in the dark confines under Midnight’s wing. “I looked for its Eläm. It did not have one. What are the colours you are seeing? What does it mean?”
Eläm is Life-Force. Glow is different. Bright-Shining-Silver-Star. I named you for your soul, not your Life-Force.
“Do you mean to say that what you just showed me is his soul?”
Indeed.
Maia was silent then, thinking. Why had she felt such fear from a being with such a beautiful soul? Was it a trick to lure people in? Midnight denied the thought in her head. She believed him. Then why the fear? She had been terrified. She would rather face another Vampyre army, than one more Riven. She shuddered at the thought. The fear had been real.
“Why does it want me, Midnight?” she whispered.
Help.
“It needs my help? With what?”
The forest whispers it.
Again, Maia remained silent, listening to the storm raging around Midnight’s body. She had heard the forest call to her. It convinced her to go into the dark forest in the first place. Had it been the Riven calling her? To what end? She could not deny that she had heard the whispers. The voices had clearly come from the forest around her and she had understood them, calling her, asking her to come. If the Riven did have something to do with the voices in the forest, then how did it do it?
For once, Midnight did not have answers either and they discussed the topic all night while the storm blew itself out.
In the morning, Midnight lifted his wing to let her out and, once she was safely under the trees, he stretched and shook himself, stiff from lying in the same position all night.
Maia went to check on her equipment. Even hidden underneath the branches she had grown to cover it, everything was drenched. Luckily, only on the outside, the contents still safe and dry. Digging through her supply of food, she found some travel bread to eat for breakfast.
She did not bother with a fire, or tea. She had made up her mind to go back into the forest. Midnight still did not like the fact that he could not accompany her, but he agreed with her decision to seek out the Riven. Midnight did not fear the Riven, but only the possibility of Vampyres or Werewolves still lurking around. Maia promised to be watchful.
After sheltering her supplies more carefully, Midnight carried her back to the path where she had exited the forest the day before. The path was barely visible from the outside and anyone riding by was likely to miss it. The Vampyres had been careful when they created this road.
Tread carefully, partner of my soul.
“I will.” Maia leaned her forehead against his large muzzle and breathed him in. Musty, warm, wild … dangerous.
Pulling her rucksack over her shoulders, Maia left Midnight behind and stepped into the gloom. The dark forest was aptly named, even here at the edge, where it wasn’t so dense. She brought a small crystal lantern, as well as the torchlight Jasmin gave her.
Maia looked back once and Midnight’s face filled the space that was the opening. His concern for her flooded her mind and her heart swelled with love for her dragon. She hated to leave him behind, especially when he worried for her so.
Determined, she concentrated on the path ahead of her. It did not look any different from yesterday, even though it was morning now and it had been afternoon yesterday. She guessed, except at night, the time of day had no impact on the amount of light that filtered through the thick canopy overhead.
Maia looked up. She remembered looking up yesterday, looking for Midnight, but she had not been able to see him. A frown now creased her forehead as she scanned the canopy and could not see any place where the sun shone through.
Where does the light come from if not through the canopy?
Maia felt Midnight examining the question, but he had no answer for her either. Goosebumps formed on her arms as she went further and further along the path. She drew her coat in, more for comfort than warmth.
It took a lot longer for her to reach the bend than she anticipated. Midnight told her it was almost noon by the time she carefully rounded the corner.
You ran fast yesterday.
Maia scowled at his teasing as she proceeded with caution. She took her time investigating the area, asking Midnight every few heartbeats if he could see anything through her eyes.
When her searching yielded no results, she decided to carry on with the path. At the very least, it would probably lead to the prison camp where the Vampyres kept the warriors and there might still be clues there as to what the Vampyres had planned.
Maia had no idea where to start the search for a Riven, so her plan was as good as any. Midnight circled over the forest, with her in her thoughts as she stepped out fast, yet with caution.
The path, no wider than two could walk side by side, wound its way through the forest. At first, there was a turn every mile or so, but soon, the path wound around ever bigger trees and skirting undergrowth so thick, no hatchet could hack through it.
Eventually, the path was no more than a game trail and Maia could hear the sounds of the forest again. She listened to the the birds around her and almost missed the split in the path.
She stopped, looking down both paths. They looked the same, neither one friendlier than the other. The undergrowth here was so thick, Maia assumed the Vampyres had to cut more than one path to get all their people to their camp. Midnight suggested the right one, so she took it.
Maia kept her mind open to the Eläm around her. The forest was full of animals of all shapes and sizes, but none meant her harm. Because she was walking with such caution, trying not to make a noise, she startled deer and birds on more than one occasion. She eventually reached out to them with her mind to warn them of her approach, so that they could move without giving her position away by fleeing wildly through the forest.
Soon, she reached a point where her elemental senses warned her of pain and suffering. The feeling was stale, as if it had happened long ago, and after rounding another corner in the path, the abandoned Vampyre camp came into view.
It was set in a clearing, but Maia could see where the Vampyres had to cut down trees and underbrush to enlarge it. They used the cut trees to make a prison camp and thick chains still dangled from some of the poles.
The place held only anguish, but she made herself investigate the area thoroughly. The whipping posts held the most horror for her and she did not linger long. Instead, she spent some time looking around the bizarre huts the Vampyres built for their own accommodation. It was clearly deserted and no one had been here in Moons. Vampyres equipment still lay everywhere. It looked as if they had left without taking anything.
The most interesting thing Maia found was a chest full of maps and she took them, one by one, and spread them out on the table of the hut she found them in.
Too late to turn back. Dark soon.
I know, Midnight. As much as I hate it here, I will use one of these huts to sleep in tonight. I think it will be safe enough.
In Maia’s mind’s eye she saw the smoke curling from Midnight’s nostrils with displeasure, but he reluctantly agreed. It was safer to remain at the camp, than to walk through the dark forest at night.
Maia spent the remainder of the afternoon looking over the maps. They were similar to the ones she had seen when she travelled to Naylera - maps of Grildor with its major cities, rivers and mountains. Some, though, were more detailed and Maia was horrified to find a map of Shadow Hall.
Yet, the most interesting one was a map of the dark forest. It was crude and Maia could clearly see they had drawn it as they had made their way through it. Large parts were still blank, but the path she had taken to get to the camp was clearly marked as the main road, with numerous smaller ones branching off in various directions.
Maia could not read the writing so could neither tell how old it was, nor what the marked locations were. One was clear. She was there now. The camp was marked on the map with a symbol of a shackle.
Macabre.
Indeed, she agreed.
There were other locations nearby, as well as a few far to the west, close to where Maia and the warriors of Thala Yll had been ambushed. The road that led there was also clearly marked, but in places drawn in as a dotted line, instead of a solid one. Maia could only assume that the path itself there was not solid; maybe swamp, cliffs or other obstructions one needed to overcome.
That must be the reason those Generals took so long to get through the forest that time and we were able to stop them from getting through to Tarron Heights.
Midnight agreed, but, knowing Maia’s thoughts beyond the words she spoke, cautioned her that it would be a bad idea to find out. Even though it was evening now, Midnight still flew in circles above the area of the camp. He could not see her and it irritated him.
Go rest, Midnight. I will be fine.
Fly forever.
Even Soul Dragons need to rest on occasion. There is nothing you can do for me right now. You have been in the air for over twelve hours. Go rest your wings.
Maia could hear his roar of frustration through the thick canopy overhead, but he banked and made his way east, back towards where she had hidden her supplies.
Once Maia finished looking over the maps, she set out her meagre belongings in the hut and made her bed on a wooden crate she turned upside down. There were no beds in the camp and Maia wondered if they slept at all. She knew they did not need to breathe as often as Elves or Humans did, but was certain even they needed to rest sometime.
Maia set her crystal lantern beside the crate and left it unshuttered while she slept. The feeling that much hurt had happened in this place left her unsettled and she tossed and turned fitfully during those few hours until morning.
Midnight’s thoughts woke her before sunrise and she quickly packed up, eager to be away. Chewing on fruit, she took a path heading west, not once glancing back at the place that had held so much misery.
This time of the morning, the forest around her was dark, eerily lit in places only by the night-flowering plants that grew along vines winding their way up trunks of tall trees. She held her crystal lantern high, lighting the way until the light in the forest strengthened.
Again she wondered where that came from, but could see no ray of sunshine penetrate the canopy. The thought disturbed her more than she cared to admit. It was as if the forest knew it was day and it needed to be lighter. When she scanned the area around her, she only saw the Eläm of contented animals going about their daily routine.
Disconcerted, she packed her lantern away. The path she now followed had seen no footsteps in a long while and she saw only spoor of deer, foxes and various kinds of birds. She should have felt safe in this environment - forest, peaceful animals - but the further she walked, the more troubled she became.
By noon, her feeling of unease shifted to fear. She stopped with her back against a massive pine tree, her hunting knife ready in her hand. Her senses open to the fullest, she looked around, giving Midnight the opportunity to see through her eyes to find the Riven. Only the Riven ever made her feel this kind of fear.
No Riven.
Shaking, Maia paid more attention to her own senses, wondering what could have triggered this irrational fear. There were deer grazing in a small clearing not far from where she stood. A woodpecker sat on a branch not twenty paces from her. All seemed well.
Then, a faint Eläm caught her attention. She almost missed it; it was more dead than alive. The moment she spotted it, the fear left her and she stumbled forward. She stared at the spot where she had seen the faint Eläm, taking a hesitant step towards it. Her elemental senses prickled with her urge to help it and she took another step, her fear forgotten.
Disturbed from its sleep by her footsteps, it opened its eyes, the whites glowing eerily in the gloom of the forest. With a sob so hard it hurt her chest, Maia sank to the ground.
 

 
“Blaid,” she called to him as she knelt next to the emaciated wolf.
His scrawny head lifted up, eyes sad, and she took it in her hands, his fur rough on her skin.
“Oh, Blaid, what has happened to you? You are so weak. Can you hear me?”
The wolf whined.
Maia dropped her bag beside her and rummaged through it. With her recent unusual desire for meat, Maia had packed some dried meat for her journey. She now opened the packet and held a piece of it out for the wolf.
Blaid sniffed it, then gently took it out of her hands. He struggled to chew and his head dropped lower with the energy he expended to eat. Feeling helpless, Maia stroked his shaggy fur, letting some of her energy flow into him. It helped and Blaid chewed with more vigour, soon looking for another piece.
“There you go,” she cooed to him, holding out piece after piece until the packet was empty.
Finally, Blaid looked up at her one more time, then dropped his head onto her lap and closed his eyes. She felt his exhaustion, but knew the food had helped. She kept up a constant stream of energy, stroking him and speaking to him softly.
Riven!
Maia startled at Midnight’s thought, but did not move. The need to protect Blaid in the state he was in was stronger than the fear she knew was to come.
She stared around the forest, giving Midnight an opportunity to look for the beautiful colours of the Riven’s soul. When Midnight saw it and told her where to look, Maia was surprised to find she could see the Riven.
It leaned against the same pine tree she had earlier. It almost looked like a tree itself; all brown branches, twisted to form the shape of a person. Maia felt no fear and she stared at it for a long time. Although it had taken the form of a person, she instinctively knew it was not its true form.
Carefully, the Riven stepped away from the tree and approached them. It moved awkwardly on its two branchy legs and Maia suddenly felt bad that it tried so hard not to scare her.
She now felt foolish for having been so fearful before. Where had that fear come from? The wooden form walking toward her now exuded nothing but calmness and she almost had the urge to get up to help it walk over the uneven ground.
Belura call. You come. You help.
Maia froze as the alien thoughts reverberated in her head. The wolf in her lap whined in his sleep. Had the Riven just spoken to her?
I hear him, Midnight sent.
Wolf hungry. No energy. No change.
Maia frowned, but her concern for Blaid made her overcome her shock. He has no energy to change back to his other form?
No energy.
I have fed him and given him some of my energy. He is sleeping now. How long has he been like this?
One cycle of the moons.
Maia looked down and stroked Blaid’s head. His ears twitched, but otherwise did not move. She concentrated her energy on him and checked his body for injuries. She was horrified at what she found. Injuries, a few moons old, most healed, but still tender, others still open, but without pus. Maia remembered Blaid speaking to her father after the war, so the injuries could not have come from the fighting.
These injuries felt like they should have been fatal. Severed arteries, broken spine, and sliced tendons and muscles. How had Blaid survived? Without help, he would have been dead within minutes.
Did you save him? Maia looked up and found the Riven sitting beside her. The fright made the hairs on her arms stand erect, but she felt no fear.
Saved him.
Maia noticed some hesitance in the Riven’s thoughts, but dared not ask about it.
Thank you, she thought to him instead. I will look after him and help him get stronger. Is there anything I can give you in return for your kindness?
Come. The Riven stood and, to Maia’s horror, bent to gently lift the sleeping form of the Wolf into his arms. Come, the Riven repeated and then moved slowly away from her down a narrow game trail leading east.
What do I do now? Maia asked Midnight, panicking.
He means to help. Go with him.
Maia stood. She shouldered her bag and followed the stick-like form ahead of her.
As they walked, calm settled over her and she became more at ease with the thought of the Riven carrying Blaid. Opening her mind, she searched for the Riven’s Eläm, knowing the calm was emanating from him; as before, she could not see it.
With her mind open as it was, she was intensely aware of the forest around her. It appeared dark, forbidding, malicious, yet it felt peaceful, happy, and vibrant. From the Eläm of the plants and animals around her she learned that they were all thriving, even more so than the plants and animals around Shadow Hall. She had never seen, or felt, anything like it.
After a short while, the Riven turned off the narrow trail and climbed a steep embankment. Maia followed, struggling to get a good foothold on the moss-covered ground. Once at the top, Maia stopped briefly to look around. The forest looked wilder here, overgrown with vines, ferns, and lichen.
Holding on to the branches around her, Maia stepped carefully over rocks and roots as she followed the Riven, which went ever deeper into the dense forest. Often, the straps of her bag would snag on branches, or roots would grab hold of her foot to trip her up. The Riven moved completely unhindered, even with his burden.
Struggling along, Maia watched the peculiar creature suspiciously. Now that she was paying attention to it, it seemed as if the forest made way for him as he passed, retracting its branches and roots. Once he had passed, they would reappear, just in time for her to walk into them.
At first, she cursed the trees, yanking the branches out of her way in irritation, but the Riven’s calming influence eventually got through to her again. With her irritation gone, she felt the life of the forest around her and a thought popped into her head. Feeling a little uncertain, she silently, and politely, asked the forest to let her pass.
To her utter amazement, the moment she thought her request, the trees complied and let her follow the Riven unchecked. She suddenly felt a oneness with the forest such as she had never experienced. It was as if the forest itself had a mind, a combined consciousness of all the living beings within it.
Maia was so engrossed in the feeling, she almost missed it when the Riven stopped. Standing still, his tree-like form was near invisible against the backdrop of the roots of a large tree that clung to life atop a steep cliff.
Then, the roots moved. Apprehensive, Maia took a step back and watched in awe as the roots twisted and curled, unveiling the entrance to a dark cavern.
Come.
Maia obeyed and followed the Riven into the darkness. Smooth ground, covered in leaves and moss, made walking the first few steps easy and then, when the ground became more uneven, thousands of silvery glow-worms hanging from the roots that dangled from the roof of the cave lit their way.
The narrow passage soon opened up to reveal a well-used space, complete with sleeping quarters and a fireplace. The Riven made straight for what Maia thought to be a bed and gently laid Blaid on it. The wolf whined softly, but did not wake.
Want fire?
Maia glanced around the cave. Although most of it was hidden in darkness, the glow-worms cast enough light for her to see by. She would not need a fire to see. One look at Blaid, though, made her reconsider her need for a fire. She had the dried meat, as well as some vegetables. She could cook him a broth to put some strength back into him. He also needed to be washed.
A fire would be nice, thank you.
The Riven made a strange sound, and strode over to the fireplace. Maia watched him lower awkwardly to his haunches and dig through a straw basket with his twig-like fingers to produce two objects. After placing sticks and dry moss in the fireplace, the Riven took the two objects and smacked them together.
Maia realised one object was a flint stone, the other iron ore. The Riven struggled to hold them with his strange fingers and the way he smacked them together did not produce any sparks. It was obvious that the Riven either did not make fire often, or he did not use this form to make fire. Feelings of annoyance washed over Maia as the Riven struggled, and she eventually plucked up the courage to step closer to the fireplace.
May I help?
The Riven made that sound again; like bark rubbing together. Maia took it as confirmation. Moving slowly, she knelt beside the fireplace and piled logs on top of the sticks and moss. The Riven tilted his head, watching her, probably wondering how she could start a fire without lighting the kindling first.
Once she had a good pile of logs, Maia leaned forward and waved her hand once over the logs. Channelling her energy to produce the magic for fire was second nature to her and she did not even have to think about it. Instantly, the logs caught fire and within moments all burned evenly.
With a terrified shriek, the Riven fell over backwards and scrambled away from her. Getting a fright herself, Maia jumped up and away from the terrified Riven, who looked from her to the fire and back again.
Suddenly, that intense feeling of fear washed over Maia; the same feeling she had that first day she met the Riven. At the same time, the Riven transformed. No longer was he a figure made of sticks to look like a person, but shifted in and out of so many different forms that Maia could not decide which his true form was.
She backed up until her backpack hit the cave wall. She stood there, rooted to the spot, terrified, all the while watching in horror as the Riven shifted. Wings, then hooves, then claws. A snout, a beak, more teeth.
When the wolf whined on his cot, the Riven’s shifting suddenly stopped and that terrible fear that held Maia incapacitated, released her. She sank to her knees, blinking rapidly to comprehend what she was seeing.
The Riven, now focused on the whining wolf, was finally in what Maia thought to be his true form. Black, shadow-like, humped back, flowing appendages and either six or eight legs, Maia wasn’t sure. His head, and face, probably the scariest thing Maia had ever seen, with strangely silver glowing eyes, odd-shaped nostrils on a broad nose that appeared squashed to his face and a disgusting dangly bit underneath his chin.
Maia shuddered, but watched in morbid fascination as the Riven moved over to Blaid and gently laid one of his black hands on the wolf to calm him. Maia noticed seven fingers on each hand, about twice the length of her own. With precision, unlike his clumsy attempts with the stones with his stick fingers, he checked the wolf, all the while stroking him to keep him calm.
Finally, the Riven stood. Maia looked up with wide eyes as the Riven’s head nearly touched the roof of the cave. He cast her a quick glance, then walked on two legs over to a corner where he retrieved a bowl and a few little bags, each made from a different material.
Back by the wolf, the Riven crouched again, set the bowl on the ground and then proceeded to untie each of the little bags. Carefully he added measured amounts of their contents to the bowl before rising again to fetch a cup. This he took to the back of the cavern to fill with water from a little spring, which Maia had not noticed before.
Carefully, the Riven added some of the water to his mixture of herbs and whatever else he had put in the bowl and then stirred it all together with one of his long fingers. Maia felt, although Blaid was clearly in pain, the Riven did not rush this part of his task, but took his time to do it correctly.
Only once the creature was completely satisfied with the consistency of his creation, did he attend to Blaid again. Taking a few steps forward, Maia watched the Riven take the dark paste and gently apply it to one of the few unhealed wounds on his chest, well hidden within Blaid’s thick, black fur.
Blaid whined louder as the Riven touched his wound. Worried, Maia reached out to Blaid with her mind, but she was shut out, Blaid too focused on his pain to let her in. She stood ready to defend Blaid from the one creature Maia was truly afraid of, when Blaid’s whining stopped.
Maia halted halfway between the cave wall and Blaid’s cot, unsure of what to do. Whatever the Riven had applied to the wound seemed to be helping Blaid deal with the pain, so she did not want to interfere, but she also did not want to stay here. All she really wanted was to take Blaid and go truly far away from this forest.
Female.
Maia started at the Riven’s thoughts in her head and she looked up into his face.
You save him now. My magic not strong enough. Care for him long. Injuries in his head, not his body.
Maia frowned at the Riven’s comments. She knew Blaid had physical injuries; even if most of them were healed; so why would the Riven say his injuries were in Blaid’s head? She had so many questions, but was afraid to ask them. Never in her life had she been in a situation like this. She had met different races before, but nothing ever as strange as the Riven.
He wants you to heal Dark-Silver-Moon. Riven only knows Earth magic. Blaid needs more.
Midnight. Maia quickly mind-linked with her dragon, glad for his company. In her terror, she had forgotten he was still out there. He scares me. I feel like a child. I don’t know what to do.
Be yourself. Be Elemental. Be Healer.
Maia stood a little straighter, and removed her bag from her shoulders. Clenching her jaw, she purposefully moved past the Riven and sat down in front of Blaid’s cot, which, she now noticed, had a support structure made from branches and a mattress made from moss and leaves.
She propped her bag up against the cot, then started by gently moving her hands all over the wolf’s body. She noted where his injuries were and how serious they were, before she set to work. Closing her eyes, she channelled her energy.
Again, she was astounded by the fact that Blaid had survived. Any normal Healer would not have been able to save Blaid’s life. This fact alone made Maia desperate to discover what the Riven kept in his little bags. She decided to find out if the opportunity presented itself.
For now, she concentrated on the small but gaping wounds on Blaid’s body. Maia had healed Wolf often enough to know the physiology of a wolf and now had no difficulty in repairing the physical damage to Blaid’s wolf form.
Blaid was so weak, even when she healed some of the deeper wounds, he merely whined softly. She considered her datura, for the pain, but decided Blaid was not strong enough for this type of medication. The datura could kill him just as easily as it could help him.
Maia was unaware of the time, or her surroundings, totally focused on the man she had set out to find. She had not expected to find him so soon. Neither had she expected to find him in his current state.
Now that she thought about it, she didn’t know what she had expected. Her only thought had been to find him, plead with him to help her save her people and then form a plan with him on how to accomplish this. She had some ideas, but without Blaid’s input or consent, none of them were viable.
With her hands on the wolf’s body and her mind on knitting the fabric of his being back together, she forgot about the Riven hovering behind her. She forgot about the dark cave around her and did not notice her own discomfort of sitting awkwardly on her knees on the uneven rocky ground.
Once she had healed his external injuries, she delved deeper and deeper into his body, repairing what she could. There were limits to what even she could do. Just as she had not been able to regrow Fire’s missing flesh after the wound had already healed, she was now not able to reattach some of the blood vessels that had been severed. They were small blood vessels and Blaid would be able to function normally even without her reattaching them, but it made her feel inadequate. She was just glad, however he did it, the Riven had managed to repair Blaid’s spine.
A heavy hand settled on Maia’s shoulder and she opened her eyes. Bewildered, she looked around, trying to comprehend where she was. The cave came into focus, so did Blaid and the cot he lay on. The smell of earth and damp rock assaulted her senses, as well as an intense smell of forest, which, she realised, came from the Riven, standing so close beside her.
Startled, she tried to stand, but immediately toppled over. The Riven reached out and steadied her, then set her gently on a woven mat next to the fire. Fighting her dizziness and exhaustion, she looked up at the black creature and felt like she knew him.
The Riven, with its smoky, shadowy form, came to rest before her and looked her in the eyes. She stared at him, stared at his eyes that now glowed red, instead of silver, and she felt no fear.
Rest now. Wolf will sleep. I will get food.
Maia nodded, unable to speak, or think the words, and the Riven left without another comment. Feeling confused, but not uneasy, Maia turned on her side and rested her head on her hand, staring at the red flames in the fireplace.
Healing Blaid had cost her a lot of energy. She had not noticed it at the time and, had the Riven not stopped her, she might have pushed herself too far. She wondered exactly how far she would go for the man she was in love with.
 

 
The smell of mushrooms bubbling in a pot on the fire brought her out of her sleep. She blinked a few times to shake off her sleepiness and considered the fact that the terrifying form of the Riven hovered around the fire, cooking.
Maia sat up and turned to look at Blaid. The wolf lay curled up, his tail tucked beneath him and his large snout resting on his hind legs. She wondered how she had ever been afraid of him.
Female did well. Wolf better. I feel gratitude.
It is I who should be thanking you. Without you he would not have survived those terrible injuries in the first place. Thank you.
Do not deserve your gratitude.
The thought felt like a mumble in Maia’s head, accompanied by feelings of embarrassment. She now focused all her attention on the Riven. Although she could not see his Eläm, she could feel his feelings when he spoke to her. A novel sensation.
You saved his life and for that I am grateful. This man means a lot to me and I have come a long way to find him. Please, accept my gratitude for that.
Maia could hear that sound like bark rubbing together even over the crackling of the fire. The Riven had made it before and she now thought it might be his way of speaking. So far the Riven had made that sound every time he, grudgingly, agreed to something.
Food. The Riven moved his head, looking toward the pot and then pushed a wooden bowl towards Maia.
In response, Maia’s stomach rumbled. Thank you.
The Riven moved backwards and came to rest on a log some distance from the fire. With her stomach still growling, Maia picked up the bowl and then ladled some of the bowl’s contents into it. The smell made her mouth water and she quickly sat down to eat.
From the inside of her coat, Maia produced her travelling utensils. A knife, a fork and a spoon, made from silver, all folded up neatly into a rectangular casing. With her fingernail, she prised the spoon free and dipped it into the bowl.
She was a little apprehensive about the Riven’s cooking. It was obvious he did not use fire often, so she did not expect much from the mixed mushroom’s he had cooked for her. Then, she took her first mouthful, and she closed her eyes in appreciation of the exquisite taste that flooded her mouth.
The mushrooms were perfect. Cooked, yet still firm, seasoned with only forest herbs, some of which even Maia could not identify. It was the best mushroom ragout Maia had ever eaten; not even her mother’s came close to this perfection.
Your mushrooms are the best I have ever eaten. I feel stronger now. Thank you for your kindness.
The Riven tilted his head to the left, the movement accompanied by the grinding bark sound. Maia felt a sense of accomplishment from him as his words resonated in her head.
Not better food than mushrooms. Wolf show me how to cook them.
Startled, Maia almost dropped the bowl. Blaid taught you how to cook?
Wolf was man last moon cycle. Man eats cooked food. Wolf eats raw food. Both like meat. I like mushrooms.
Maia almost smiled; that was the most the Riven had said to her. Blaid had lived with the Riven. As a man. How long had he been here? Why was he here? She wished she could ask Blaid.
The thought made her look at the sleeping wolf. His feet twitched in his dream.
No food for wolf. The Riven sounded defeated, sad. Cannot kill. Wolf not eat mushrooms.
Matters became clear in Maia’s mind. While Blaid had been a man, the Riven had fed him his cooked vegetables. But, being who Blaid was, he craved meat and decided to change into his wolf form to hunt. He might not have been strong enough to hunt, though, and thus started to starve. With not enough nourishment, his wounds ceased healing, which is why he was now in the state he was in.
Did you call me here to help Blaid because you cannot kill animals for him?
Cannot kill. Belura protect.
Belura? Is that your name?
Belura. The Riven pointed at his chest.
I understand. Thank you for looking after him the way you have. I will make him food now. May I use your utensils to cook meat?
You may.
Maia retrieved her bag and took out her dried meat. If she wanted to make a meat broth from it, she would have to cut it small and cook it for long, but the nutrients Blaid would get from the broth would give him strength.
She set to work, finding a pot to cook in, a board to cut the meat and a spoon to stir with. Maia was surprised to find that the Riven had a fair amount of items in his cave, from woven baskets to carved spoons. He also had a vast selection of herbs and dried vegetables and, after asking for permission, Maia added a lot of these items to her broth.
During her preparation, Belura observed her carefully, asking questions from time to time. His curiosity fascinated Maia. Although he looked terrifying, especially in his true form, he was a creature of the forest and Maia felt a kinship develop between them.
While the broth cooked, the Riven left the cave and Maia was alone. She sat with Blaid for a while, stroking his shaggy fur. Then she rose and took a walk around the cave. She went to the very back to have a look at the spring that bubbled out of a crevice in the wall and trickled over some rocks into a shallow depression. From there it ran down a narrow channel and then disappeared into the ground.
She drank of the cold, clean water, then went to the other side of the cave. Here, away from the fire, Maia noticed the glow-worms again. They hung from the many roots that penetrated the cave ceiling and lit the space enough for her to see. This side of the cave Belura used as his sleeping quarters and she did not linger there.
The cave had many nooks and rock shelves, each of which the Riven had filled with items he had either made or found in the forest. Belura had an obvious fascination with stones, as he had an impressive collection of igneous, sedimentary and metamorphic rocks, including crystals, diamonds and other precious stones. Other shelves held skulls of forest animals, bones, odd-shaped roots, and intricately made wood carvings.
When Maia re-entered the space she thought of as the living quarters, the silver glow from the worms faded, replaced by the red glow of the fire. She checked on her broth, gave it a stir and then went to sit next to Blaid again.
This is the strangest situation I have ever found myself in, she told Midnight. He is the most fascinating creature I have ever met. I almost think he is more forest than creature.
Pure. Soul of the forest.
Yet he is also the most frightening being I have ever encountered.
His defence.
Fear? She nodded to herself.
Yes.
Blaid whined, interrupting their thoughts. Maia spoke quietly to the wolf, stroking his head. Then, he opened his eyes and, after a few moments, she thought she saw recognition in them.
“It’s me. I am here. I am making you food. Are you hungry?”
Blaid’s tail wagged weakly and Maia quickly rose to check on her broth. After tasting it, she decided it was cooked enough and she ladled some into a bowl. She carried the steaming bowl over to Blaid’s cot, and used her Air magic to cool the hot broth enough so he could drink it straightaway.
At the smell of it, the wolf’s ears perked up and he struggled into a sitting position. Maia helped him, draping her arm around him to hold him steady, while he lapped up the broth before him.
Maia couldn’t help comparing Blaid to Wolf, even if Blaid’s wolf form was black and twice the size of Wolf, and an almost maternal instinct to protect him settled over her. She tried to shake the feeling off - this was not how she wanted to feel about Blaid - but he was so weak and helpless that she could not help it. Love was about caring also.
“There you go. How do you feel?” Maia asked as Blaid lapped up the last of the liquid from the bowl.
In reply, he licked her face and wagged his tail. She laughed, just as the Riven entered the cave.
Feeling better?
Yes.
Blaid’s weak reply to Belura’s question startled Maia. Why had she not thought to communicate with him like that? He was Death, after all, and if she could communicate with Midnight and the Riven, it made sense that Blaid would be able to do so as well.
Mate is good. Good female.
Maia’s eyes widened at Belura’s thoughts and Blaid’s tail wagged again. She could now hear his mental chuckle in her head.
“Oh, it is time we get you back to strength so we can have a proper talk. When I set out to find you, this was not what I expected. You sure have some explaining to do.”
Blaid whined, but the tail kept wagging. Shaking her head, she reached out and stroked his fur. She couldn’t help it. She felt so protective that even the thought of what Blaid had discussed with the Riven about their relationship could not stop her from caring for him.
 

 
“Oh, stop behaving like a puppy and try again,” Maia scolded Blaid, who sat on his haunches in front of her, his tongue lolling out of the side of his mouth.
Blaid retracted his tongue and turned in a circle, his tail smacking into her legs. Maia narrowed her eyes dangerously and clenched her jaw. They had been trying for the past hour for Blaid to change form, but he simply could not concentrate enough to perform the change.
“You are strong enough. Now focus or you are getting mushrooms for dinner.”
Blaid whined and sat down again.
“I cannot help you. I cannot change form, so I do not know how it is done. This part you have to do yourself. Concentrate.”
The Riven sat silently on the other side of the cave, watching. He had tried to help in the beginning, but then retreated to leave them alone. Maia now looked at him for help, but Belura only shrugged.
“I know you can do this, Blaid. Do you not want to hold me? Would you not like to kiss me?”
During the seven days she had taken care of Blaid, she never once thought about them in such a way. Now, desperate for a reason for him to change, the thought sprung up in her mind and she blushed at the way it had spurted out. She was about to say something to undermine her questions, when the air in front of her vibrated and the black form of the wolf began to shimmer and shift.
Maia took a step back and watched with widening eyes as the wolf before her transformed. She had not seen it before, always imagined it to be quick, instantaneous, but it was almost as if it happened one body part at a time. It looked difficult and painful.
Blaid’s fur retreated, his forelegs became arms, his back arched to take on the shape of a man, the tail shrank and then Maia turned away as she realised that Blaid was naked underneath his shaggy wolf fur.
The sound of Blaid collapsing made her swing back Naked and shaking, he lay moaning on the ground. Maia rushed over to her cot to grab her blanket, and draped it over Blaid’s naked form. Gently, she tucked it in around his shoulders and then lifted him into a sitting position and held him in her arms until his shaking stopped.
“So, may I kiss you now?” Blaid asked, his voice raspy from not having used it in so long.
Maia laughed and held him tighter. “First, you need a wash and then clothes. Then, more food. I think vegetables are on the menu tonight.”
Vegetables. Belura rose, took one of his baskets and left the cave.
“See what you have done now,” Blaid said, and coughed. “It will be mushrooms, with mushrooms and a side of mushrooms tonight.”
“What’s wrong with mushrooms?” Maia asked, laughing and feeling slightly giddy at the thought of Blaid in her arms.
“Urgh, I’d rather eat more of your broth than any more mushrooms. That is all I ate when I first came here.”
She stared into his eyes. He was real. He was in her arms.
He touched her face. “I know.”
Clearing her throat, she said, “Come, let’s get you up.”
Taking him firmly by his shoulders, she lifted him to his feet. He was unsteady for a moment, but then straightened his spine and stood firm.
“Ah, it feels good to stand on two legs again.” Blaid turned in her arms to look at her. “Thank you, Maia. I still don’t quite understand how Belura managed to get you here, but I am glad he did.”
“So am I,” she said, pulling the blanket into place around his body.
“Maia,” Blaid lifted her chin with his hand to look at him, “after the war, after what your father said, I thought I would never see you again. And now, I …”
“Shh, there will be time enough for that later. Let’s get you washed and dressed and then I will cook us dinner. Here,” she led him to her cot, “sit while I heat water for you.”
Obediently, Blaid sat on her bed, watching her. Maia tried not to notice that the blanket was not large enough to cover all of his nakedness and moved towards the fire.
Over the past few days, they had been communicating with their minds and, although she already knew a lot about how Blaid came to be here, she did not know all of it. There seemed to be issues neither Belura nor Blaid wanted to talk about and she did not push the matter.
She knew Blaid had been injured and Belura brought him here to look after him. With Belura’s extensive knowledge of healing plants, he managed to save Blaid’s life, but the healing had been a slow process. Belura said that Blaid had not wanted to heal because he had been injured in his mind. Blaid had not wanted to get better because he could not be with her. Maia understood, because she had been similarly affected by his absence and his apparent unwillingness to be with her.
During these discussions, Maia also learned from Blaid what had been said that day on the battlefield, and the rage she felt towards her father now simmered just below the surface. She was not ready to talk about it yet, which was why she stopped Blaid from finishing his sentence.
While she heated water over the fire, she went to find Blaid’s clothes. When she first found them, she was horrified. She could see where Belura had cut to get them off Blaid’s body, but there were other cuts made by whatever had attacked him.
Maia had worked on his clothes every day since and they were now ready for him to wear again. He had no underclothes though. She assumed Belura had thrown them away as most people soiled themselves after having sustained such injuries, but she had not dared ask him. Instead, Maia used one of her shirts and made new underclothes.
She now laid his clothes next to him on her bed, and went back to the fire to check the water. It was warm enough and she removed it from the fire.
“Will you be able to wash yourself?” she asked as she set the pot down in front of him and laid the wash cloths next to him.
“Some help would be nice.”
Blushing, Maia picked up a cloth and dipped it in the water. She didn’t know why this was so awkward for her; she had seen Blaid naked on more than one occasion. Removing the blanket from his shoulders and draping the ends over his lap, Maia began to wash his back and his arms.
Blaid sat with his eyes closed and although Maia could feel his enjoyment, she could also now sense his weariness. The change had taken a lot of energy from him; energy she had fought to re-instil in him over the past seven days; she now felt bad for expecting him to wash himself.
The Healer in her took over then and she approached the matter with clinical precision, and not as the borderline sexual act she had been thinking about.
While she was washing Blaid, Belura came back in and sat on his log. Without paying them any attention, he started to peel carrots, then potatoes and finally he chopped some mushrooms. Belura’s presence helped Maia to concentrate on washing Blaid and soon she did not feel embarrassed about it. She only drew the line at his private parts, which he had to see to himself.
Finally, she helped him dress. When he eventually stood in front of her in his black leathers and boots, she could hardly believe he was the same man.
“The people always believe we are invincible,” Blaid said, noticing her stare at him. “They do not realise we are just as mortal. Thank you for restoring my dignity to me.”
Blaid swayed then and Maia rushed to his side to help him sit. He might appear steady and handsome in his gear, but he was far from strong. After making him comfortable, she went to take the peeled and chopped vegetables from Belura and started cooking.
 

 
“I did not realise how far Belura’s cave is from the edge of the forest. Are you sure you can make it?”
“Yes, the exercise will be good for me.”
A fortnight had passed and Blaid became stronger with every passing day. They took short walks around the cave to get Blaid’s muscles working again. Finally together, Blaid was only too ready to heal and made every effort. He was fast becoming the man Maia used to know.
This morning they decided to fetch some of Maia’s things from the edge of the forest. Although Midnight reassured her that they were safe, she longed for a change of clothes. She had only taken provisions for a few days, almost a moon cycle ago. Belura had something to take care of, so Maia packed lunch and they left just after sunrise. Belura gave them directions and, once they found the Vampyre road, they made good progress.
The forest felt friendly today and Maia thought there was more light and the greens were brighter. She could even hear the sounds of the animals in the forest while on the Vampyre road, whereas before, their sounds had been muted.
“Belura feels well disposed towards you,” Blaid said when she mentioned it to him. “He is the one that asks the forest to be dark or light. When he is afraid, it is dark. When he trusts you, it is light.”
Maia frowned. “You have mentioned something similar before. How does he get the forest to do what he wants?”
“Belura is to the forest what we are to our people. It took me a while to understand the extent of his powers, but it is all just Earth magic. He is the protector of the forest and because of whom he is and what he does to protect the trees and flowers, and the creatures, the forest responds to his requests. I believe he has roamed all over the Grildor-Bron Mountains, as he has extensive knowledge of the entire range, but he has made the dark forest his home. He has shaped it, grown it and turned it into what it is now. It is his castle. It protects him too.”
“Are you saying this part of the forest used to be like the rest of the woods around the mountains?”
“Yes. Only when he decided to settle here, did the forest become the dark forest.”
“I do not remember a time when it was not the dark forest. Even the ancient histories speak of it. Belura must be as old as the forest itself.”
“I believe so, but time means little to him. I asked him when the Vampyres first invaded his forest and he said it was during a time of great confusion.”
“They must have had their camp already when we battled them the first time. Maybe they came through while I was still on Earth.”
“We can ask him again when we return, if you like, but I must warn you, he does not like the Vampyres and when he speaks about them, he often projects that fear that had you running for your life.”
“I wonder how he does that,” Maia mused.
“Do you remember when we found the traitors and made them bow to us? We projected our Prime power on them. I believe it to be the same principle, only he has mastered it. The first time I met him …” Blaid shook his head and chuckled. “I owe Belura more than just my life. I wish I knew how to repay him.”
They were silent then, for even Maia could think of nothing; Belura already had everything he desired.
Finally, the edge of the forest came into view. Bright sunshine shone through the small gap in the trees and they hurried towards it. Then the bit of sunshine disappeared as Midnight stuck his head in the small gap. Maia laughed and ran to him, leaving Blaid to catch up.
“I have missed your nearness.” She hugged the black skin of his muzzle.
As I have missed you, Bright-Shining-Silver-Star.
They stood, Midnight’s head resting on the ground with Maia pressed to his face, until Blaid reached them.
“Greetings, oh Mighty One. It is good to see you once again.”
Midnight rose to his full height and then looked down at Blaid. Maia knew Midnight’s feelings about Blaid and she was no longer worried he would eat him.
Dark-Silver-Moon. You are looking better.
“Thanks only to Bright-Shining-Silver-Star and your patience in keeping watch. I believe I was close to death when she found me.”
You are Death. Death should not become you.
Blaid frowned in confusion, but Maia only smiled.
“Come; let us fly the rest of the way. Midnight has given his consent for you to ride him. Can you make the climb up to his back?”
!!!
Midnight sent the warning with such urgency, both Maia and Blaid staggered back as it hit them.
Maia mind-linked with Midnight, to see what he had seen. She noticed riders heading their way. Distance was difficult to tell from Midnight’s point of view, but he told her they were less than five miles away and riding fast.
When Midnight settled his view on one of the riders, it took Maia a few moments to recognise who he was.
“Aaron.”




 
“I still do not think this a good idea, but I wish you a successful hunt. Be safe out there, Papa.”
“Thank you, Jasmin. And there is no need to worry. Commander Ridgewell has put Rothea in charge of an entire Regiment to accompany me and we are taking Wolf with us.”
Aaron draped his arm around his daughter and pulled her close. They had argued about him leaving, saying that love could not be forced and if Maia felt she needed distance from everything at Shadow Hall, she should be left alone. If he didn’t feel so guilty, he might have agreed with her. Love could not be forced. However, that was not the reason he was going. He had forced her away; he needed to undo it. That was his driving force now and Rothea agreed with him.
Jasmin stepped away from him and briefly talked to Rothea before walking away without a backward glance. Aaron watched her for a moment. She had grown into a beautiful and strong young woman and he was glad she had finally found who she truly was. If that meant that she was now a little more wilful and opinionated, then he was fine with that. She was confident and she walked along the paths of Shadow Hall as if born to this world.
With a smile in the corner of his mouth, he stepped up to his horse. Mist King was a grey charger, retired from the regiment and now mostly used by the city folk for errands and such. The gelding had been part of the second war and had proven he still had more to give than running errands. When Aaron had asked for a horse, Horse Master Eruben thought them a good pairing. Aaron hoped he was right.
“Thank you, Luke,” Aaron said as he took the reins from his son and put his left foot into the stirrup. Hopping on the spot a few times, Aaron eventually gathered enough momentum to pull himself into the saddle.
“I wish we had more time so I could teach you about healing and herbs. My notes are in the medicine bag if you need them. Be safe, Father.”
Aaron smiled at his son. Luke had tried to teach Aaron everything about medicine while he packed last night. Aaron had listened and, surprisingly, much of it he already knew. However, there was no real need to worry. Rothea was proficient enough in the healing arts to stabilise an emergency and two of the men from the Regiment had training as Healers. Even the others had basic knowledge, as every warrior had.
“Look after yourself, Luke. I hope this quest will not take long, but if it does, you might be a qualified Healer by the time we get back. I wish you all the best with your studies.”
“Thank you, Father. Silas has already planned out the next two Moons’ schedule for my training, but he has not set an examination date. I hope you will be back before then so you can attend my test.”
“Let us hope so.” Aaron looked up and nodded to Rothea, who was already mounted on her black gelding, Black Rain. “It is time for us to leave. Take care of your sister for me.”
“I will. May the Mother smile on your quest.”
Aaron clicked his tongue and nudged Mist King clumsily in the sides with his calves. Trained as he was, Mist King immediately started walking, unbalancing Aaron, who snatched at the reins to steady himself. With the pull on the reins, Mist King obediently stopped immediately, throwing Aaron forward in the saddle and he had to grab Mist King’s mane not to fall forwards off his horse.
“May I?” Rothea asked, suddenly beside him.
Aaron nodded, unsure of what she would do, but grateful for the assistance. The barely suppressed laughter from Luke irked him.
Deftly, Rothea clipped a lead rein onto Mist King’s bridle and held the end of it in her right hand, holding her own reins only with her left hand.
“It might be easier if I lead you for today until you get used to the motion of the horse. Do not fret, Aaron, by this evening you will feel as confidant as you did during the war.”
“Thank you, Rothea,” Aaron replied, feeling embarrassed.
Aaron did not glance back at Luke, or the twenty men that rode behind them, as they left the stables behind and headed towards the open plains to the west. He concentrated on the movements of his horse, reminding himself that he had successfully ridden one during the war only a few Moons ago, and soon the only thing on his mind was the task ahead.
 

 
“I cannot believe you agreed to this folly, Jagaer,” Malyn scolded, pouring his morning tea and setting the cup on the table with so much force, half of the liquid spilled out. “Why did you not consult me about this yesterday?”
“It was late when we made the decision. I did not want to wake you.”
“And how long have you known? When did he ask you?” Malyn glared at him.
“My Love, I am sorry, I did not think this would affect you so. It is merely a search party for Maia. One Regiment and Aaron, with Rothea as their Commander.”
“Jagaer,” she said, exasperated, “Maia does not want to be hunted down like some lost pet. I might not agree with her leaving and, yes, I do worry about her, but I also have faith in her. Sending Aaron after her is probably the worst decision you have ever made in your time as ruler. What were you thinking?”
Jagaer dared not look at his wife; he had not seen her this angry since … he could not even remember. They never fought and seldom had disagreements. He included or consulted her in almost every affair of state and she had proven herself an exceptional adviser. More often than not, he would consult her before making a decision, especially ones that concerned their children.
“Jagaer, answer me.”
“Malyn, I do not know what else to tell you. I worry about Maia and I would like to know where she is. I have a bad feeling about her absence and, since I cannot go after her myself, Aaron seemed the best person for the task.”
“Bad feeling? Jagaer, we talked about this and agreed that Death is not the reason Maia left. She will always put her people first, no matter the circumstances. I know she has a plan and just because she did not tell us, does not mean she has run away to defy your orders. And,” Malyn stepped dangerously close to his side, “even if that were the case, then that would be her decision to make and not yours.”
“Malyn, how can you say such a thing?” Jagaer looked up, shocked. “It would be against every law, every belief. The mere thought of it should be forbidden.”
Malyn rested a calming hand on his shoulder. “I am only saying that Maia should be free to choose who she wants to be with. Aaron is not that person, yet that is who you have sent after her. It will only drive her further away.”
Jagaer tilted his head. Her sudden change in demeanour worried him. He was sure a moment ago she insinuated that Maia would chose Blaid if she were allowed.
“I don’t think that is all you meant. Your comment only increases my fears and I am even more convinced now that sending Aaron after her was the right decision.” He stood, his tea untouched. “It pains me that we disagree on this matter, but I will not be sending out a rider to stop Aaron. If anything, I will send out more Scouts and send messages to all the cities of Grildor for any information on Maia. If she is, indeed, in league with Death, then she needs to be stopped at all cost.”
“Jagaer, do not do this. You will drive her away from us. Stop seeing her only as your daughter and acknowledge the fact that she is a Life Elemental.”
“That is precisely my concern, Malyn. As a Life Elemental, she should be here with her people. And, if my concerns have basis, then we have a lot more to worry about than a missing daughter.”
Clenching his jaw, Jagaer moved to pass Malyn without looking at her. He grabbed his coat from the hook by the door and was outside before he had even put it on.
The fresh morning air made him shiver and he put his arms through his coat as he made his way to the Hall of the Guardians. Aaron had left at sunrise and would by now be at least ten miles from Shadow Hall. Aaron could be back at Shadow Hall within the hour if he dispatched a rider now.
Angrily, he shook his head. Malyn had gotten under his skin. He did not understand why she was against Aaron looking for Maia. Jagaer had been disappointed when Maia told them she did not want to marry Aaron. He knew she did not love him, but it was the thought of her settling down that made a marriage to Aaron so appealing. He would rather have Maia marry Aaron, than be seduced by that … that …
The scene from the battlefield played out before his eyes as he walked. They had been losing, about to be overrun by the enemy, when Maia joined the fight. There had been something different about her, similar to how she was during the first war, when she had also teamed up with Death to save them.
This time, though, Death was not fighting by her side, yet she fought as if he was. Maia appeared completely unaware of her surroundings and had blown through the enemy like a tornado. Jagaer could not say how many she killed that day, only that she had not cared that she was injured along the way.
When the fighting was over, whatever had driven Maia left her, and she collapsed, bleeding from so many wounds Jagaer could not count them all. Maia had barely been conscious when Blaid came to find her.
Jagaer’s blood boiled at the thought of the Death Elemental. The man had corrupted his daughter and put thoughts into her head that she was stronger than she was. Maia was a Life Elemental and wielding death as she had that day on the battlefield was not what she was made for. Jagaer was convinced it had killed part of her soul.
It had taken Maia a long time to heal from those injuries and, when she finally got out of bed, she had not been the same. So, when Aaron asked to marry her, of course Jagaer had given his consent. It was the safest option for Maia.
Now, she was gone. Had she told them of a plan to save their people, he might have believed her and even given her warriors to aid her cause. But she left during the night, taking her dragon, without telling anyone where she was going or what she planned.
Malyn might not believe it, but Jagaer suspected Maia ran off to find Blaid. Jagaer had not wanted to speak to Jaik about it, but he mentioned it to Silas and his most trusted adviser gave him the same practiced speech he had given them when they first noticed Maia was missing.
The fact that Silas kept Maia’s secret - Jagaer was sure Silas knew where Maia was - infuriated him, but no matter what he said, the stubborn old Elf would not be swayed. Jagaer now only spoke to him during their meetings and war councils and it took all of Jagaer’s willpower not to let anyone see the tension between them.
By the time Jagaer reached the Hall of the Guardians, he needed a moment to compose himself. He had work to do and he could ill afford to let his anger dictate his actions. Besides, Jaik was to leave for Braérn soon and they still had much to discuss.
When he walked through the doors into his chamber, not a visible trace of his anger remained on his face. Composed, Lord Longshadow sat down at his desk and began his work, with Commanders coming and going throughout the day.
 

 
After a quick chat with Aaron and Rothea before they departed on their journey, Jaik made his way to the Hall of the Guardians. There was a chill in the air this morning that forebode colder weather; maybe even snow.
The cold weather meant less attacks, but it also made travelling more difficult. He hoped the weather would hold until he got back from Braérn, or even until his father reached Thala Yll.
Pulling the hood of his coat up, he stomped along the path towards the Sparring Grounds. As he neared the Hall of the Guardians, other Commanders joined him, also called to the meeting his father had ordered for this morning.
Jaik knew today’s meetings, of which there would be many, were to sort out the last of the arrangements for when Lord Longshadow was away.
Again, doubt gnawed at the prospect of becoming Lord of Shadow Hall, even if it was only temporary. Normally, he tackled any task; no matter how difficult; with a confidence rivalled by few. This uncertainty he felt inside was new and it unsettled him. He had never been this unsure in his life and suspected it had to do with Maia’s absence.
He hated to blame his sister for his shortcomings, but could find no other explanation for his sudden change. If he did not want the other Commanders to notice his newfound uncertainty, he would have to pull himself together. They would lose respect for him.
Working the muscles in his jaw, he stepped through the heavy doors of the Hall of the Guardians and pushed his way through the assembled crowd. He was the first in his father’s chamber and they went through some notes before they called the first Commanders in for their meeting.
For hours; with only few, short breaks in between; they discussed the running of the city, from setting the Night Watch to maintenance, from posting Sentinels to dispatching the Hunters. All of this Jaik dealt with on a daily basis in his capacity as Commander of the Guard. The actual tasks fell to the leader of the particular group, but final orders were usually given by Jaik, after receiving them from his father. During his father’s absence, though, he would make the decisions for final orders alone. Suppressing his urge to panic, he paid more attention during those long, strenuous hours than he normally would have.
By evening, he was exhausted. He preferred action and being out in the field. Sitting behind a desk, discussing plans, was more tiring than a day on the battlefield.
Drained, he gave the last orders of the day to his Guard and then made his way home. He needed to pack tonight, as he would be leaving at daybreak.
The thought cheered him up. He had known Siya for years and they had always been friends. More recently, they began courting and he wanted nothing more than to bring her home with him.
He had been elated when his father agreed to it. This was a time of war and Jaik would have understood if his father decided that now was not the time for courting or marriage. Yet, he had agreed not only to the marriage, but also that Jaik bring Siya home with him as soon as possible.
Lord Swiftfisher of Braérn, as well as Lord Sparrow, Siya’s father, shared Lord Longshadow’s opinion that showing the people that the nobles carried on with normal life and still valued love above all else was important during this time of war and death.
Thus, trying to keep Siya in the forefront of his thinking, he packed. He would only be gone a fortnight, but during his few days in Braérn there would be meetings to attend. Shadow Hall and Braérn had always had a close bond - a bond which would now be further strengthened by his marriage to Siya - and Braérn was one of their closest allies in this war against the Vampyres.
Angrily, he threw his boots on the floor, where they landed with a loud thud. He closed his eyes for a moment, thinking of Siya and calming his mind, to not think of the war, his new role as leader and all the other issues he had to worry about.
He would need to learn to accept what was and deal with it as it came. He had the training, the knowledge and even the ambition, so he did not know where this resistance came from. He needed to tame it, bring it under control and regain the upper hand on his emotions.
Jaik slept little that night, spending most of it repacking, writing letters and instructions, and going over the agenda for his stay in Braérn.
Just before sunrise, he shouldered his pack and headed out the door. Two Servers already awaited him outside and one immediately took his backpack, while the other went inside to fetch the rest of the gear he would be travelling with.
Together, they crested the ridge to the stables, briskly walking through the eerie morning mist lying low over the forest floor. Again, Jaik wondered if they would see snow early this year and was glad they were leaving today.
The stables already bristled with activity, the men under his command knowing he liked an early start.
“My Lord,” Filithrin greeted him as he stepped into the stable complex.
“Fili.” Jaik nodded to him and Filithrin fell into step beside him.
They had been friends since children and whether as a friend or as a warrior Filithrin had never let him down. With Archer, Jaik’s Second in Command, not accompanying them to Braérn, Filithrin had taken it upon himself to oversee the packing this morning and, as far as Jaik could see, they were almost ready to leave.
“Has Silas arrived yet?” Jaik asked.
“I have dispatched a Server to fetch Master Nightshield and his belongings, so they should be here shortly.”
A soft whinny greeted them as they reached Firestorm’s stable. Jaik still missed Stormborn, his charger killed during the first war, but Firestorm had grown close to his heart and she was a feisty mare with more courage than some stallions he had ridden.
While he waited for the Horse Master to finish saddling his mare, Jaik discussed the details of their trip with Fili. Of course, every item, no matter how minute, had been laid out and discussed already, but Jaik believed one could never be too prepared.
He had been on enough missions to know that the unexpected could happen at any time. He brought to mind the sudden blizzard they had been trapped in last year on their way to Rathaés, or the syphon attack on their way home from Braérn. He hoped they would not encounter any unforeseen disasters, especially not when Siya was with them.
“We are ready to leave, My Lord.”
“Thank you, Henley. Is Master Nightshield present?”
“Yes, My Lord. On his horse and ready to leave.”
“Very well, then. Let us be on the road before the sun breaches the horizon.”
Once in his saddle atop Firestorm, with the mare prancing beneath him and blowing hot steam from her nostrils in the frigid morning air, Jaik’s worry and insecurities finally left him and he was once more the confident Commander everyone knew.
This he was born to do. To lead missions, to lead his warriors. Out in the open, travelling towards the plains of yellowed autumn grass towards his destination, Jaik felt at ease and in control. Gone were the frown lines of the past few days and his heart soared at the prospect of the days of travelling ahead.
He turned in his saddle and looked back at the thirteen men and women following him. It was good group. Three Guard, four Regiment and the rest made up of Silas, Horse Masters, Elders and Servers. Every one of them knew Jaik’s travelling routine and how he liked to conduct himself on the road.
Now, the only issue he needed to worry about were Vampyres. It was not so cold yet as to deter the Vampyres and the possibility of an attack was real. Vampyres, however, was something he knew how to deal with. Even their creatures, the Werewolves, did not frighten him.
As they made their way over the first bridge that led over the Oakin River, Jaik contemplated their situation. Two years ago the Vampyres had started their attacks, but from what they had learned in those two years, the Vampyres had been planning this for many years before and started invading their planet the past five years to establish their network of supplies, spies and traitors. The thought that any Elf could betray their nation made the hairs on the back of his neck stand erect.
Firestorm snorted beneath him as she felt his anger rise and he calmed himself.
All in the name of advancement, they said. The traitors had argued that Elveron stagnated in its old ways and where other races had development and industry, the Elves still did things the way they did them a millennium ago.
Jaik did not understand their arguments. One of the reasons Elveron was still as pristine as it was, was because the Elves lived the way they did. If they now started to condone industry such as the traitors had talked about, Elveron would soon be ruined.
The traitors said they had visited some of the other planets and had seen how technology - Jaik did not fully understand this term - improved the lives of those that lived there. Jagaer had called in Aaron during the debates about industry and technology and what Aaron had to say about it had been frightening. Air so polluted one could not breathe it, water so dirty one could not drink it. All wild animals extinct and the ones that were kept for food were bred in conditions too horrific to think about. Jaik wished never to see Elveron like that.
“We are almost at Cedar Rock. Do you want me to send the Servers ahead to start the fires?”
Jaik startled at Filithrin’s voice beside him. He glanced around and saw that Fili was correct; they neared Cedar Rock, the place usually used as a camp site on the first day of travel to Braérn. Tomorrow night, they would sleep at the guesthouse along the route.
“Thank you, Fili. Send them ahead. There are clouds gathering and it will get dark early tonight.”
“Aye, My Lord.”
Filithrin gave his orders. The two Servers, Nind and Amatphen, rode off at a fast trot, leading a pack horse each. By the time the rest of the party reached Cedar Rock, the fires would be lit and they would have started to erect the tents. He had chosen both Nind and Amatphen for their speed and efficiency, which could be crucial if they were under attack and needed to leave in a hurry.
What concerned Jaik now, though, was the fact that he had let the day pass him by, distracted by the thoughts in his head. He had not paid attention to his surroundings, his fellow travellers or even his horse. He was known for always being vigilant and careful and for putting the safety of those with him above anything else.
He now chided himself for his lapse in attention and the frown that had been plastered to his forehead over the past few days came back and stayed there. Something was not right with his world and, if he did not figure it out soon, it could easily mean injury or death to one or more of his companions, even to himself. He was Commander. He could not afford to lose control like this.
Clenching his jaw, he sat up straighter in the saddle. He saw Filithrin look at him and he nodded to his trusted Guard. No one knew him better than the members of his Guard and there was no doubt in his mind that all three with him today, Filithrin, Tallson, and Glark, were fully aware of his lapse.
He narrowed his eyes against the chilly wind that stung his face as the sun began to set behind the mountains. There was much to do and many hardships to overcome until their nation was at peace once more. Grildor and its people needed him. That was all that mattered. He would have to put his personal difficulties aside and concentrate on his people. He would not let them down. He was heir to the throne and his duty lay only with them.
 

 
When Aaron’s party made camp that evening, Aaron’s legs were sore from riding all day, but he had found his rhythm again and felt more comfortable on Mist King’s back than he had in the morning.
Rothea strutted around camp giving orders while Aaron walked the stiffness off, Wolf at his heels. The wolf had run ahead or wandered off for most of the day, but as evening dawned, the animal returned to them. Once Aaron had dismounted, Wolf came to him for some attention and Aaron scratched the wolf’s head. They had never been close, but he liked the animal and, in the absence of Maia or Jaik, Wolf seemed to enjoy his company.
Aaron walked over to a secluded area of shrubs to relieve himself and Wolf helped him mark the territory. He laughed at the wolf and then they headed back to camp together.
“He seems to know you need protection,” Rothea said, tilting her head towards Wolf, when he joined her by the fire.
“Oh, I thought he just enjoyed my company.”
“Or that,” Rothea conceded with a smile. “How are your legs?”
“Better, thank you. I will get used to it, I’m sure.”
“I have no doubt. I have seen you ride when you put your mind to it. Most people still see mostly the Human that came from Earth a couple of years back, but I can see the changes in you. You are not the same man you were when you came here.”
Aaron was quiet for a moment as he found his seat, Wolf settling at his feet. Indeed, he wasn’t the same man. He had changed; for the better; he felt it with every fibre of his being. Some of the changes were obvious; like the slight tip on his ears, the grey disappearing from his hair, and the extra muscle tone on his body; but other changes were more subtle and, as Rothea said, many people did not notice them.
He could see better, hear better, smell better; basically, all his sense had become super-human. He was faster, stronger, and had more stamina, than any Human could ever claim. Essentially, he became an Elf and, although he struggled with the concept in the beginning, it was now something he was proud of.
“Neth will be serving grilled fish and vegetables tonight.”
“That sounds good,” he replied to Rothea’s statement.
“We are only a day’s ride from Shadow Hall and we have fresh supplies. We will eat well for the next few days, but I must warn you, on a mission like this, there might not always be a warm meal at the end of the day.”
“I am aware of it and prepared for whatever may come.”
“I hope you are, Aaron. You have only travelled a few times since you’ve come to us and all of those trips have been in relative luxury. I just want you to know there may be hardships ahead of us such as you have never encountered.”
“Yes, that was one of Jasmin’s concerns as well, but I am determined, if nothing else. Besides, I have you to look out for me.” He grinned disarmingly at Rothea and she smiled back at him.
“That you do, Aaron, and I promise to do my best. Here is Neth; let us eat.”
Wolf rose as Neth approached with their plates and the smell of grilled fish filled the air. The wolf stuck his nose up and sniffed, following Neth as she handed out the plates.
“Not for you,” the Server said, “I have wolf food for you. Come.” Neth made a motion with her hand and the wolf was immediately at her heels as she walked away from them.
“He is well trained,” Aaron commented before he took his first bite of food.
“Jaik spent some time with Neth and me to show us the commands he uses with Wolf. Did he not show you as well?”
Aaron frowned. “I know Jaik wanted to see me before we left, but there was no time. That was probably what he had wanted to talk to me about.”
“Don’t worry. I will show you. Wolf is well trained and he will listen to you. He likes you.”
“Hmm, I thought you said he thought I needed protecting.”
“Or that,” Rothea conceded, and both laughed.
After their meal, Rothea went around camp to check all was in order. Aaron accompanied her, to learn what a well-set camp should look like and how it should be run.
Aaron enjoyed learning and, during their time on Elveron, had studied diverse subjects - from biology to warfare - and even started his own collection of rare plants. Sometimes, he thought he should have been born an Elf, as he thoroughly enjoyed the lifestyle, even if accepting it initially had been one of the hardest things to come to terms with in his life.
Rothea spent almost two hours with him, explaining why the tents were set up in such a way, and why the fires were placed as they were, and why she had stationed the night watchmen there and not there. She answered every question without becoming impatient with him and only when it was fully dark did she walk him to his tent and wish him a good night.
Aaron slept well the exhaustion from riding all day finally having caught up with him. When he woke in the morning, it was to Wolf licking his face and Rothea calling his name from outside.
“I’m up, I’m up,” he said, and pushed the wolf away. “Oh, Mother,” he groaned and painfully sat back down on his cot.
“Are you all right?” Rothea called from outside.
“Yes, I will be right there.”
“We are leaving in half an hour. Hurry, so you can have breakfast.”
Aaron waited for Rothea’s footsteps to recede before he tried to stand again. Every muscle screamed and it took him most of that half hour just to get dressed. He cursed himself for not riding more often.
“A little sore this morning,” Rothea commented as he joined her at the horses.
“I had hoped you would not notice,” he replied.
“It is hard not to with that funny gait of yours, but, do not fret, your muscles will become used to the exercise and it will not bother you for much longer.”
“I sure hope you are right.”
Rothea helped him into Mist King’s saddle. “Here, I saved this for you as you missed breakfast.”
Thankful, Aaron took the piece of travel bread Rothea offered him and she smiled when he took his first bite.
“Time to go,” Rothea said in a loud voice, and the others sprang into action.
Within moments, their caravan of twenty-six people, thirty horses and a wolf were on the march again, now heading in a northerly direction.
Yesterday, when they left, they took the route as if they were on their way to Eiken, which was where the people of Shadow Hall had been told they were going. Rothea had a few ideas of where Maia could be hiding and Eiken was definitely not one of them.
“Where are we heading today?” Aaron asked, trying to remember all the places Rothea had mentioned.
“Maia has a hide-out on the slopes of The Sentinel, the tall mountain next to Shadow Peak. We shall try there first, but it will take us two days to get there from here. If she is not there, we will make our way south again, hoping she did not go to Thala Yll or any of the other northerly places.”
“You seem confident she has gone south. What makes you think so?”
“I am only trying The Sentinel because it is close to Shadow Hall and if she has not gone to find Blaid, I think that is where she would be. It is close, so she could be back to save her people almost instantly. But, like we discussed, I think she searches for Blaid and the last time he was seen, he was heading south.”
“Let us hope she is at The Sentinel. The mere thought of Blaid gives me shivers, and not the good kind, either.” Rothea looked at him questioningly, and he continued. “I simply cannot fathom why she would want to work with him again after what happened last time. It took her two Moons to fully regain her strength and all because he abandoned her during the fighting. I do understand that working together enhances her strength, but then he should have at least the courtesy to fight alongside her. He is nothing but a rogue as far as I am concerned. I don’t care that he is a Death Elemental. If I should ever meet him again, I shall let him know exactly what I think of him.”
Rothea’s eyes flashed dangerously for a moment and then she looked down at her hands, almost as if she did not want Aaron to see what she was thinking. Her long, red hair fell forward, hiding her face.
“Rothea?” Aaron asked, uncertain. “Have I said something wrong?”
“No, Aaron, it is only that …” she hesitated. “I know it is not my place to tell you and it is something few people are aware of, but given the nature of our quest, I shall tell you now.”
“What is it?” Aaron asked, a sick feeling in his stomach.
Rothea cleared her throat, and turned around to make sure they were far enough from everyone not to be overheard. Her face looked pained when she faced him to speak.
“From what I have learned, Blaid made contact with Maia before the first war, just after she came back from Earth.”
Aaron raised his eyebrows; he had assumed they met for the first time during that war.
“Maia told me once, in confidence, she had dreams of Blaid before the first war and, had she listened to those dreams, they might have prevented the war from happening in the first place.”
“Do you believe that? That they could have stopped the war?”
“It matters not what I believe. Maia believes it, which is one of the reasons I think she is seeking Blaid now.”
“What is the other?”
“Aaron, I …” She hesitated again, but then lifted her chin and carried on. “I am sorry to tell you this, but I believe you should know. Maia has met up with Blaid a few times since the first war. He was there when we caught those traitors. I don’t think we could have done it without him.”
“That does not sound so bad.”
“No, it is not that. It is that I believe them to be more than just two Prime Elementals working together. I think Maia may be in love with him.”
“What?”
The harsh sound of his voice startled even battle-hardened Mist King and the gelding pranced nervously as Aaron leant forward, trying to catch Rothea’s next words.
“Shh.” Rothea looked around at the others, but they had either not heard or were ignoring the commotion. “Calm your voice. This is a sensitive matter. No one must know I suspect this.”
“You are not sure then?” Aaron asked with hope in his voice.
“I am sure there is something between them that reaches past the boundaries of Primes. I do not know how far their relationship has gone, but there is more there than anyone is aware of. I have seen them together and the way they treat each other is as if they have known each other more intimately than is proper between Primes. I love Maia, but I do not approve of it.”
Aaron was speechless, desperately trying to comprehend what Rothea had revealed. Was Maia sleeping with Blaid? He knew enough of elven culture to know that any kind of sexual activity before marriage was strictly forbidden. He did not think Maia was the kind of person to flaunt an important tradition.
“Are you sure? This does not sound like something Maia would do. She always follows the law to the letter.”
“Aaron, I know you do not want to believe it, but I am telling you, I have seen it. The way they look at each other is not how friends look at each other. I may not know much about Primes, but I do not believe that such behaviour is normal between Primes. As a matter of fact, our society frowns upon Primes being together. It is seen as an abomination and, should it be the case with Maia and Blaid, they will be banished from Grildor and never be allowed to come back.”
Aaron shook his head. “Surely, Jagaer should be made aware of this. Does Silas know? Rothea, why have you not mentioned this before? You said you wanted to come along on this mission because you believed Maia to be in danger by working with Blaid.”
“Like I said before, I believe Silas is aware of what is happening and if he is not telling Jagaer I am sure not going to be the one to do so. There is more happening here, but I want to know exactly what before I tell anyone about it. Maia has been my charge for a year now, but she is more than that. She is my friend and if I can help her before she gets into trouble, then I will.”
“I cannot believe it,” Aaron said. “Why would she have agreed to marry me if she had any kind of relationship with Blaid? It just does not make sense.”
Rothea kept quiet until Aaron looked at her, waiting for an answer. When she finally spoke, her voice was heavy with sadness.
“I believe she agreed to the union because she believed Blaid had forsaken her after the war and, at some point, she believed him dead. She confided in me a few times during the time she was ill, as I was the only one who had seen them together. I know she did not tell me everything, but I did not press for more information. The reason it took her so long to get better was not because of the severity of her injuries, but because she was pining for Blaid.” Rothea looked over to him and her eyes held only compassion. “I am so sorry, Aaron.”
Aaron stared out at the landscape around them, the mountains to their left, the fir trees that lined the road, the open plains to their right, but failed to see the beauty of it. His world came crashing down around him and he suddenly realised he had been living a lie.
He had known that Maia did not love him anymore when they came to Elveron, but lived in the hope he could win her heart back. He worked so hard to regain her trust, to make her happy, to become one of them and, after the last war, he truly believed he had won her over again.
Now, armed with this new information and his heart in pieces, he suddenly saw it all for what it was. Likes scales falling from his eyes, everything was clear now.
Maia’s sparse conversations with him, her vacant looks, her guarded answers. The signs had been there, he had just not seen them, because he had not wanted to believe it.
His first reaction now was to turn around and ride back to Shadow Hall and to forget about Maia, but he could not simply change how he felt about her. His feelings for her were real, even if everything he believed about their relationship had been a lie.
“Thank you for being so honest with me, Rothea.” He ground his teeth. “Please excuse me, but I think I will ride at the back for a while. I have a lot to think about.”
Rothea nodded, and he turned Mist King’s head and trotted him past their caravan to position himself just ahead of the rear guard, who rode about a hundred paces behind the main group.
So many emotions warred within him that he could not think clearly for a long time. When they stopped at noon to water the horses, he declined the offer of lunch and was glad when they remounted their horses to ride on. By the time the sun had travelled across the sky and started to set, he had still not come to terms with what Rothea revealed.
That evening, he collected his dinner from Neth and immediately retired to his tent without speaking to anyone. He ate without tasting the food and then climbed onto his cot, staring at the green wall of his tent.
He had thought the tents the most amazing creations when he first came. Light, soft, waterproof and warm. Because he had liked them so much, he did research on how the Elves made them and, although he now knew, it took away none of the wonder.
Thinking back to those first few days on Elveron got him thinking about everything else that had happened in the years they had been here. With his mind clearer now and his thoughts more ordered, he reviewed all his interactions with Maia and her behaviour in general and towards him.
Had it all been a lie? Grudgingly, he had to admit that most of what he thought of as affectionate behaviour from Maia was really only kindness. She had never lied to him, never led him on or in any other way insinuated that she wanted to be with him.
The only time she had actively done anything was when she agreed to marrying him. That, as he now knew, was as a result of her believing Blaid to be dead and, no matter how angry he was, he could not be upset with Maia for looking for comfort in him when she believed the man she really wanted was gone.
Aaron harrumphed and turned over on his cot; he could not believe the thoughts in his own head. He searched for that anger that kept him silent all day, but it had evaporated. Maia did nothing to him to be angry about. In the end, she even came to him, to ask for the annulment, and even then she told him honestly that she did not feel the same way about him as he felt for her.
The heartache remained, though, and so did the feeling that he had been foolish to think Maia would ever choose him. He had twenty good years with her on Earth; Lisa had been his soul mate. All he could blame Maia for was bringing them here, but even that had not been a bad thing.
Still, his feelings for Maia could not just be erased and he loved her still. If she was, indeed, in trouble, or would be if she got together with Blaid, then he should do whatever he could to help her. This thinking was why Rothea agreed to accompany him. She did not agree with Maia’s actions, yet she loved her so much, she would do anything to help her friend. If Aaron could not be Maia’s husband, at least he could be her friend.
His heart broke anew at the thought and he rolled over again. Although he had lived without Maia ever since arrival, he always had hope. Now that hope was gone, he felt adrift.
Feeling himself slip into the darkness of depression, he sat up. He was a practical man, loving order and precision, and was often described as a man driven by his work. No one had ever called him an overly emotional person and he did not usually enjoy being around people whose lives were dictated by their emotions.
What he needed now, was direction. He needed a new goal, something to keep him occupied until his heartache eased. He made the decision to carry on looking for Maia, no matter what it took. His mission would essentially still be the same; to bring Maia back to her people. Besides his outlook, nothing had changed. He would need to learn to live with this heartache. He knew it would take long to go away, for he had loved Maia - and Lisa - for a very long time.
The tent was completely dark and he closed his eyes, trying not to think of Maia. He thought about his conversation with Rothea and the last thing on his mind before he fell asleep was Rothea’s face.
 

 
Jaik rode Firestorm at the front of his group, sitting straight in his saddle, alert and paying attention to every detail as they rode.
After his lapse on the first day, Jaik had not let himself slide again. He had taken charge, as his men were accustomed to and, given the danger of their situation, driven his men to haste.
The two hundred and twenty-five mile journey normally took five days, yet here they were, at the end of the fourth day with only twenty miles to go. It was already dark and Jaik had seriously considered making camp as the sun went down, to continue in the morning, but something drove him to carry on and his instincts were seldom wrong.
Now, riding in the dark with torches held high, he was on full alert. The city of Braérn was tantalisingly close, yet still so far away. The horses had been going all day and he could not ask more of them than a light trot.
They were making about ten miles an hour at this pace and would reach the city in just two hours. Two hours too long in Jaik’s mind, but he could not fathom where his anxiety came from.
“Rider!” Tallson shouted, riding rear guard.
“Carry on,” he commanded Glark, who rode just behind him.
Jaik turned Firestorm’s head and cantered back down the line to Tallson.
“There, My Lord.” Tallson pointed at the speck of torchlight in the distance.
Jaik thought for a moment. The light was too far away to see if it was friend or foe. He could let them come and hope it was a Scout or Messenger from one of the cities, or he could ride towards them with Tallson to lead them away from the rest of his people should they be Vampyres. Jaik decided on the latter.
“Let us greet them before they reach us,” he said to Tallson, who nodded in agreement.
Together, they spurred their horses into a fast canter towards the approaching light. Tallson carried his own torch and the unknown entity would be aware of them approaching.
It did not take long for the two parties to meet and Jaik was relieved to find it was, indeed, a Scout. His horse was lathered and breathing hard, and his torch was almost burned out.
“Vampyres!” the man shouted before they even came together. “And Werewolves. Thirty of them. Chasing me.”
The Scout galloped past them without stopping. Jaik and Tallson turned their horses and raced after him.
“Too many for us to deal with on our own,” Jaik yelled across at Tallson.
“We need to find out how far behind they are,” Tallson yelled back.
They soon caught up with the Scout and Jaik questioned him as they galloped on. The Vampyres were only a mile or so behind and, unless they kept galloping, would catch up with them soon.
Jaik clenched his jaw at the information and considered his options. They were few.
“Tallson, get the others moving,” he ordered.
The Guard urged his horse to more speed to catch up with the group ahead. Although they had ridden all day, their pace had been such that their horses were still relatively fresh. The Scout’s horse, however, was spent, having galloped for who knew how long already.
He asked the question.
“They were hiding at the place where we usually make camp for the night. The last stop-over before Braérn. They killed my two companions,” the Scout answered.
Cold shivers ran down Jaik’s back as he realised that was where they would have stopped for the night had he not chosen to keep going. He did not want to think about what might have happened.
His group galloped ahead of them. Most of the torches had been extinguished, with only the two leaders still bearing light. The bags on the pack horses’ backs bounced painfully against their ribs, but they ran gamely on.
Firestorm pulled on her reins, wanting to catch up with the group ahead of her, but the Scout’s horse was burned out and could not go any faster. Jaik stayed with him, but they fell further and further back.
Soon, they could hear the strange yapping of the Werewolves behind them and Jaik estimated them to be about five hundred paces away. He knew the speeds Werewolves were capable of, even when ridden by their Vampyre masters, and they had the stamina to match. Jaik made some calculations, estimating their current speed and the distance to Braérn.
The main group was by now a mile ahead of them and pulling further away by the minute. The group of Vampyres travelled at about the same speed as the group ahead, so they were catching up to him and the Scout rapidly. At this rate and if the horses could stay the distance, chances were good that the main group would reach the outskirts of Braérn, and the safety of its archers, before the Vampyres reached them.
Jaik glanced at the Scout’s horse. The brave gelding was now bleeding from his nostril, yet still pounded the ground with everything he had to give. It was not enough. Silently, he thanked the animal for his services and asked the Mother to take care of him.
“Your horse will not make it,” Jaik yelled over at the Scout. “They will catch up with us if we carry on at this speed. Jump over onto my horse and we might stand a chance.”
The Scout shook his head. “You ride, I will delay them.”
“I will not leave you to be slaughtered. Come with me.”
The Scout hesitated for a moment longer, then patted his horse’s neck. He whispered something into his horse’s ear, then let go of the reins and pulled his legs up onto the saddle. He balanced there precariously for a moment, before gathering himself and jumping across to land on Firestorm’s rump.
Jaik’s mare staggered for a moment as the man found his seat behind Jaik, and then she gathered herself and shot forward. The gelding, looking defeated, fell back, stumbling. He was soon out of sight.
Jaik concentrated on guiding Firestorm through the darkness ahead of them. He could see little, as the moons above were hidden behind thick clouds. He trusted Firestorm’s instinct to carry them safely and only when the gelding’s terrified scream carried to her did she falter for a moment.
The horse’s death gave them a few moments advantage, but the Vampyres were not delayed for long. They soon carried on with the chase and, carrying two people, Firestorm had to work hard to stay ahead of them. Sweat soon covered her entire body and her breaths came in ragged gasps.
Jaik could faintly see the two specs of light ahead in the distance, but could distinctly hear the sounds of their pursuit. Firestorm’s ears pricked backwards every time one of the Werewolves yapped and she never diminished her speed. Jaik estimated how long they had been galloping. Even carrying two people, Firestorm was running at about forty miles per hour. Shadow Hall only bred Midland Swifts, one of the fastest horses on their planet. Their endurance was legendary, but there was still only so much he could ask of his mare.
He now let her set the pace in her own way. He sat quietly on her back, the Scout clinging to his coat behind him, listening intently to the approaching sounds. She would give her all and the best thing he could do was to let her do it. He tried hard to suppress his fear as the sounds grew louder; the Werewolves paws slapping the earth with great speed; but Firestorm’s own fear drove her on.
The Scout’s grip became tighter and Jaik knew the man was equally afraid. Jaik had seen what a horde of Werewolves could do to a lone rider and tried to push the thought to the back of his mind.
Soon, though, all they could hear was the snarling of Werewolves as they caught sight of Firestorm’s heaving flanks in the dark. Then, the first arrow whistled past Jaik’s ear and he knew there was not much more he could do.
Another arrow flew by, followed by another, which grazed his right shoulder. Firestorm screamed and staggered and, when Jaik looked back, he saw an arrow in her rump.
His brave mare gathered herself quickly and carried on running, blood now pouring from the wound down her flank. Jaik’s jaw clenched and he gathered his thoughts, concentrating on the loose dirt of the road they were now on.
Unable to do anything else, Jaik gathered up the loose earth with his Earth magic and twirled it into a whirlwind, hurling it at the creatures now only thirty or so paces behind them. Magic had never been his strong point, but he gave it his all now.
The Werewolves yapped as the sand stung their eyes, but the Vampyres urged them on through. Jaik kept up the stream of magic for as long as he could, but the arrows kept coming and so did the Werewolves.
In another few moments all would be lost. Jaik looked ahead and saw the two specs of light of his people mingle with other specs of light. Relief surged through him as he realised that his people would be saved.
“You can do this, my girl,” he whispered into Firestorm’s ear. “Just a little further. Come on, you can do it.”
Firestorm’s ears twitched and, miraculously, Jaik felt her try even harder.
“Take my sword,” he shouted at the Scout, who pulled the blade from the sheath immediately.
Another arrow found its mark, high on Jaik’s left arm, and he ground his teeth against the agony. The thundering of Firestorm’s hooves pained the injury with every step she took, but if she could run with an arrow stuck in her rump, he could surely endure an arrow stuck in his arm.
Jaik felt movement behind him and, out of the corner of his eye, saw the Scout swing his sword at the Werewolf running at Firestorm’s heels. The scout swung again, this time connecting with the creature and the Werewolf howled and fell back.
Another immediately took its place and Jaik noticed that the Vampyres had also drawn their weapons. Only two of them had bows and it seemed as if they were now out of arrows. It was a small mercy, but in the end it would not matter much. They were now hurtling down the path almost side by side and only the Scout’s efforts with Jaik’s sword kept them from killing them immediately.
Jaik knew then his time was up. There was nothing else he could do. He tried one last time to summon his Earth magic, but here the path had almost no loose dirt and it was a feeble effort.
“Come on,” he yelled at Firestorm one last time, just as a Werewolf leapt up to jump onto her back.
The Scout could not turn in time to swing the blade and Jaik closed his eyes, knowing they had lost. Then, the anguished yelp of the Werewolf made him snap his eyes open 
Left and right, the road was lined with archers as they galloped past. One by one, the archers took out the Vampyres and their hounds and soon Firestorm left the sounds of their dying behind her and galloped, utterly exhausted, into the midst of the waiting crowd at the gate of Braérn.




 
 
“Aaron? Are you sure?” Blaid asked.
“Yes, it is definitely him. He is with a Regiment and that looks like Rothea riding beside him.”
“Midnight, how much time do we have before we are seen?” Blaid asked the dragon.
In reply, Midnight uttered an angry growl and let them know that the riders had probably seen him fly over the forest, which was why they were now heading their way with such haste.
“Then let us hope you are wrong. Aaron riding with a Regiment at his back can only mean one thing. My father has sent him to search for me. We must avoid them. We can come back for my supplies later.”
“If we fly with Midnight, they will see him and they will follow. It would be our quickest way out of here, but also means they will have a direction where to search for you. We could fly over the dark forest towards the west and hope they think we are heading for Tarron Heights. Do you mind taking the risk of them riding through the dark forest?”
Maia thought for a moment. She did not want them to know where she was at all, but if they had seen Midnight already, they knew she was here too. They could fly over the dark forest towards Tarron Heights. It would take them a few hours, as there were no places in the forest for Midnight to land, but it would get the riders off their backs for now. She wondered if Blaid had the strength for such a long flight.
“No, I think we should fly south. Fly low to the ground so they do not see us again. The rolling plains will prevent a clear line of sight if we stay low enough. We’ll fly south for ten miles and then circle around to come back here. They should have passed here by then.”
Midnight immediately crouched and stretched out his leg for them to climb on. Maia let Blaid go first, following him closely in case he fell, but even wasted as he still was, he climbed with skill and only needed assistance to settle between the spikes on Midnight’s back.
Once they were in place, Midnight took off, staying as close to the ground as he could, flying at speed. The wind whipped Maia’s hair back and brought tears to her eyes and she realised she had missed this. If the circumstances were different, this could be an exciting and enjoyable flight.
As it was, she could not fully appreciate Blaid’s warmth behind her, or his arms around her waist. She hardly noticed the exhilaration of flying so low to the ground, making it seem as if Midnight was flying even faster than he was.
Maia eventually estimated them to be far enough and Midnight banked to the east, flying another ten miles in that direction. There they landed for a brief period, mostly so Blaid could rest, but also to give the riders’ time to pass the spot from where they had taken off.
Eventually they remounted and Midnight headed north. They travelled almost fifteen miles north, before turning towards the forest at a south-westerly direction to get to where Maia’s supplies lay hidden.
The riders linger there still, Midnight warned them as they drew near.
“Why would they still be there? They should have followed us. Midnight, can you show me what they are doing?”
Midnight showed her the images as he saw them and, to her surprise, the Regiment had made camp at exactly the same location as where her things were hidden.
“Garr,” she cussed in dwarfish, making Blaid chuckle. “They found my supplies and have made camp there. Our ploy did not work. How do we retrieve my supplies now?”
Midnight landed, but they remained seated on his back while they discussed their options.
“There are paths other than the Vampyre road. If Midnight heads back towards the north, to the very beginning of the dark forest, there is a narrow game trail that eventually meets up the Vampyre road close to where the prison camp is.”
“Blaid, that is a really long way to walk. Are you sure you can make it?”
“I will have to. I am sorry about your supplies. If they have camped there, chances are they discovered them and are staying in the hope you will return for them. I do not think we will be able to retrieve them.”
Maia thought about it. All she had were the clothes on her back and her hunting knife. They had only taken enough to eat for the day, nothing more. Her other few items, like her Twin Blades, were still at the Riven’s home. Even Blaid’s few belongings were at Belura’s. They would have to return there.
Go there, fetch your things.
Maia shook her head; she did not want to confront Aaron, or Rothea, not even to retrieve her supplies. They would want her to return home. They probably had an entire array of reasons lined up. Going back would not solve anything. She could not help her people by sitting at Shadow Hall. With Blaid ill, they had not discussed their options much, and did not have a plan yet.
Their current situation highlighted the urgency for Blaid to regain his strength and for them to work on a solution for their people. Only with Blaid by her side would she be strong enough to defeat the Vampyres.
Also, if anyone found out she was with him, they would be outraged. Her only option was to remain hidden, and if that meant leaving her things behind, then that was what she had to do.
“We will take the other path. We’ll stay here until dark in case they have Scouts patrolling the tree line.”
“You want to travel through the dark forest at night?”
“Oh,” Maia frowned.
The place was frightening enough during the day.
I will call Belura.
“Yes, that might work,” Blaid agreed. “If Midnight flies over the forest in the dark, they will not see him and he can let Belura know we are on our way. The forest listens to him. We will be safe.”
Questions chased each other around in Maia’s head. How could the forest listen to Belura? Why had Aaron and Rothea come looking for her? Should she confront them to get her things and tell them she would not be going back with them?
Retrieving her belongings would be the sensible option; she needed clothes for winter, at least. Maybe she was being childish, but she really did not want to talk to Aaron. She’d much rather walk through the dark forest at night than be confronted by his accusing eyes and the disappointment in his voice.
Then fetch your things. Need not be seen.
Maia blinked, with the frown back on her forehead.
“What are you thinking, Maia?” Blaid asked.
“Midnight is right. If we wait until dark, Midnight and I can fly close. He would have to remain a distance away so as not to alert the night guards, but I could use my Air magic to hide myself. I could then retrieve at least the smaller bags. I am not sure I could get the heavier kist out without being noticed.”
“I am not good with the invisibility thing, but I can stay with Midnight and tie the bags on as you bring them. The plan itself might work, but it could be dangerous. I think we will need to gather more information before we settle on a final plan.”
I will scout.
Maia nodded. “Let us dismount. Midnight will fly high and let us know what he sees. You need rest if you are to help us.”
Blaid’s jaw muscles moved in frustration.
They had talked a bit about what happened after the war and she was now aware of the fact the Riven himself had inflicted those horrific injuries. He went into the dark forest, seeking a feeling other than the hopelessness the discussion with her father had brought upon him. He wanted to fight; to feel fear rather than the feeling of having lost her forever.
Blaid now regretted that decision, especially because it was taking him time to recover. She could only fix what was broken; to rebuild muscle mass and put on weight again was up to him.
Maia assisted Blaid down Midnight’s leg and they moved over to a big walnut tree, surrounded by smaller maples. The tiny forest did not offer much in cover or protection, but it would suffice for waiting out the rest of the daylight hours.
“Be careful, Midnight. Rothea will have her eyes on the sky and she is not one to mistake you for a raven, even if you fly high.”
I shall watch for her eagle eyes.
Wind buffeted them as Midnight took to the sky and they watched him head east and then climb until he was only a black speck against the backdrop of the surprisingly blue sky.
They settled against the trunk of the walnut and Maia shared out their rations. She wanted to give all of it to Blaid, but had to keep her strength up too if she wanted to be successful tonight. Using the Air magic for invisibility cost a lot in energy; she learned that while on Naylera during the last war.
They kept their eyes open and their minds alert for the remainder of the day, always watchful for signs of Rothea’s Regiment. Thankfully, though, they saw no one and Maia was glad for the rest Blaid was getting.
“I have been meaning to ask you something,” she said some time in the afternoon.
“You may ask.”
“During your training as a Prime, did you not receive training in the healing arts?”
“I did. Why do you ask?”
“Once the Riven had healed your most serious wounds and before you changed into the wolf to hunt, did you not try to heal yourself?”
Blaid looked down, a bitter expression on his face. Maia thought she saw herself in him for a moment; she’d had the same bitter look when she had realised she could not be with him.
“I cannot explain it, Maia, but once I regained consciousness, I had the distinct feeling I had lost you forever. Something had changed. I was mad when your father told me I would never be allowed to be with you, but I would eventually have found a way around his decree. This feeling, though, was as if you no longer existed. I had no more reason to live.”
Maia reached out and took his hand. She knew the feeling he was talking about. It was what she had felt directly after the war; during the time he had been unconscious. His must have happened during the time she agreed to marry Aaron.
“If Belura had not taken pity on me, I would have died. Even if my injuries had not been as dire, I think I would still have died, simply for lack of wanting to live. I cannot imagine my life without you.”
A fortnight she had spent looking after Blaid and working on building up his strength. In that time, they had many conversations; including how miserable they were without the other; but never had they discussed the future.
Maia delayed talking about the future, as she wanted him to be completely healed first. She did not want Blaid to feel that he needed to be with her, simply because she had nursed him back to health.
His violet blue eyes looking at her now conveyed clearly how he felt about her and she struggled to ignore the unsettling pulling sensation in the pit of her stomach.
“Neither can I,” she said, quietly, still holding his hand. “Let us get through today and get back to Belura’s cave and then I think it is time we discuss our intentions. This is not going to be easy.”
“Nothing worth waiting for is ever easy. I was prepared to die because of you; now I want to live because of you. I love you, Maia; I have from the moment I knew you existed.”
Maia blushed, feeling the heat rise to her face. Blaid leaned in and she closed her eyes in anticipation of the kiss.
Unexpectedly , a sound carried to their ears and they pulled apart. Standing, Maia surveyed their surroundings and then spotted the rider, barely thirty strides from their position.
 

 
Maia pulled Blaid further around the walnut tree, trying to remain hidden. “It must be one of Rothea’s men, patrolling. What do we do now?”
“Hide us, make us invisible.”
Maia clenched her jaw and concentrated. There was no time to come up with a different solution. She felt the energy draining her as she extended the bubble of air to cover them both. She had done it before, during the first war, so this was something she knew she could do. She could keep them covered for a while. As long as they did not make a noise, or left footprints, they would not be discovered.
The rider came closer, eventually getting off his horse and tying it to a tree. He walked between the trees, scanning the ground as he went. The man was thorough; Maia had to give him that.
It did not take long for him to discover their footprints from earlier and he was soon circling the walnut tree. They held their breaths while the man looked up into the branches above and then circled the tree once more.
While he was on the other side, Maia made a quick decision and, concentrating, lifted them off the ground. This, however, was much harder than the simple bubble and she soon felt beads of sweat on her forehead.
They came level with the lover branches of the tree and she grabbed one of them to keep them steady, when the man stepped up to the trunk to touch it where Maia and Blaid had been standing but moments before.
Blaid gave Maia a hand squeeze to let her know she did well, when the man looked up again. He had a frown on his face and Maia could now clearly see how their air bubble rubbed through his hair, which had alerted him that something was not right.
The man, dressed in Regiment uniform, waved his hand over his head, trying to figure out what the disturbance was. He was clearly uncomfortable, but did not seem the type easily scared off because something unexplainable had happened.
He walked around the trunk again until he was back at the place where the air stirred his hair. Maia gripped the branch tighter and a few pieces of bark fell off, dropping to the ground next to the warrior.
“Anyone there?” he asked, staring right at them.
A terrified whinny broke through the stillness then and the man turned to look at his horse desperately pulling on its reins, trying to free itself. Dismissing the walnut tree with one final glance, the man ran towards his horse. He caught it just as the reins came undone. The man struggled to keep his steed under control and he eventually just grabbed the saddle and pulled himself into it.
Without being asked, the horse galloped back the way it had come, the man clinging to its back, but looking over his shoulder back at the walnut tree.
“That was close. I wonder what spooked the horse.”
“It’s Midnight. He’s approaching from the east.”
Maia carefully lowered them. While they were in the air, Blaid’s arm was around her. Now, as it fell away, she felt bereft. But, as the bubble of air receded around them, Blaid took her hand and they moved to greet Midnight together.
Nineteen people at the camp, Maia’s dragon told them. Others out, hunting, scouting. Total group close to thirty. Red-Dusky-Sunset changing colour again. Not his usual self.
“What does that mean,” Blaid asked, confused.
“Red-Dusky-Sunset is Aaron. It is not the first time Midnight has given him a new name. He has changed much since I first brought them here.”
“Why did you bring them here?”
Maia shot Blaid a quick, irritated glance. “Maybe I will tell you about it, but now is not the time. What else did you see, Midnight?”
Camp is five hundred paces from treeline of dark forest. Spending the night. One guard making fire at hiding place. And…
“What is it, Midnight?”
And Wolf.
“Wolf is with them? No wonder they found my things. Wolf must have picked up my scent and led them straight to it. It will be difficult hiding from Wolf, as I will need to disguise my smell too, but I have hidden from a Werewolf before, so it will be possible. Did you find a place where you and Blaid can wait for me?”
I did.
“Thank you. It will be dusk in an hour. We shall leave once it is fully dark.”
With some time to spare, Maia went to take a look at Midnight’s saddle. It had been one of the reasons they wanted to see him today, as he had been complaining about the saddle chafing his skin.
The dragon had been wearing it for over a fortnight and it was beginning to tell. Dirt had caked under the straps and had rubbed Midnight raw in those places. Using bushels of dried grass, Maia brushed the caked dirt away and then healed Midnight’s wounds. They were superficial, so she did not have to expend much energy.
Better, thank you.
“I wish you didn’t have to wear it, but we still need it. I promise to take it off you as soon as the opportunity arises.
Midnight rumbled, deep in his chest. The saddle irritated him, but he would bear it, for her.
As the sun sank behind the mountains, Maia and Blaid climbed up Midnight’s leg and settled in. Midnight spread his enormous wings and they were soon airborne.
The evening air had a chill to it that saw them shivering before they even reached the treeline north of Rothea’s camp. Blaid tried his best to keep her warm - as she did him - but he did not have that much energy yet. 
“I think winter will come early this year,” Maia commented as they climbed down Midnight’s foreleg. “I hope that will give us a bit of reprieve from the Vampyres.”
“They do not enjoy the cold,” Blaid answered, “but I have seen them walk through snow without ill effect. It only drains their energy quicker and, instead of only sleeping once every few days, they need to sleep every night.”
Maia looked at him in surprise. “I did not know that. We have always just been glad that they are inactive in winter, as it gives us a chance to recoup after the attacks.”
“They feel vulnerable when they have to sleep, which is the reason they don’t usually attack during winter. Also, because their energy levels are low, they do not fight well. Their bodies expend their energy trying to remain warm, and they become sluggish. Easy prey.”
Maia cocked her head at Blaid for calling them prey, but he had spent a year hunting them. To him, they were probably just that - prey. To Maia, it felt more like her people were the prey, which was the reason she left Shadow Hall in the first place.
With this harsh reminder about why she was now where she was, she shook her head to clear it and assessed their situation.
“So, we are barely a mile from their camp,” she began, recapping what they had discussed. “Your only bit of shelter is this grove of trees. Stay hidden as best you can. I will run along the tree line until it is no longer safe, then enter the forest and skirt around and finally approach my hiding place from within. I will keep going back for bags until I am either discovered, or I have collected all of my things.”
“Be safe, Maia.” Blaid leaned in and kissed her lightly on the cheek.
Touching her cheek, she said, “I will be back as soon as I can. Be ready for me, I will bring the ropes with the first load.”
Midnight rumbled after her as she started running.
Just under a mile. She wouldn’t even be out of breath by the time she got there. Yet, she paced herself, knowing that cloaking herself in invisibility would be draining.
Finally, she saw the lights of the camp ahead to the left and a flicker of a flame straight ahead, which she assumed to be the guard watching over her hiding place. It was time to disappear.
Without any clouds in the sky tonight, the moons shone enough light for her to see by while along the treeline. Now, as she ducked under low branches into the dark forest, almost all light vanished instantly. Maia stopped briefly to let her eyes adjust and then carried on. Walking through the dark forest without a path to follow, even on its outskirts, was difficult. Brambles kept snagging on her clothes, roots tripped her up, branches smacked into her face.
A memory floated to the surface of when she had been following Belura to his home and she had asked the forest to let her pass. She did the same now, hoping the forest would hear her. She thought of Belura and how kind and gentle he was, even though he was the most frightening being she had ever encountered.
Suddenly, a narrow game trail appeared in front of her and she stepped on it gladly. Unhindered, she made good time and soon smelled the guard’s fire.
She treaded cautiously, taking care not to step on any dry branches. She cloaked herself in her bubble of air, concentrating on masking her smell as well. She knew Wolf; once he had her scent, he would find her. She pined for her wolf and wished she could take him with, but he would only get in the way, especially if they travelled by air most of the time. She tried to take him on a ride on Midnight’s back once, and it had not been much to Wolf’s liking.
Creeping forwards, she found her hiding place. It was so well hidden, had it not been for the guard sitting on a low stool by his fire, she would not have known exactly where to look, approaching from this side of the forest.
She first checked for signs of Wolf, but could not see him and assumed he was at the main camp. She noticed someone had slashed at the vines she had grown to conceal her gear. Using Earth magic, she removed more of the vines until there was an opening large enough for her to remove the first bag.
Unfortunately, this one did not contain the rope she wanted and she had to dig around. The dry branches of the shrub rubbed together, making an eerie noise.
The guard turned from his fire, looking in her direction. She froze as she was, with her arm half in the small hole she had made. The guard rose from his seat and walked over with a torch. He paced along the line of shrubs for a short while and, once he was satisfied there was nothing there, went to sit by his fire again.
Maia silently exhaled the breath she had been holding and used her magic again to remove more of the vines holding her stash together. The vines slithering across the branches hardly made a sound, a better alternative than cutting the dry branches, which made too much noise. The only problem she had now, even with all the vines removed from her side, was getting her bags through the various openings in silence.
She started with the smaller bags, which fit through well enough. Once she had as many as she could carry, as well as the rope, she threw it all over her shoulders and headed back.
When she reached the place, she found Blaid pacing impatiently and anxiously amid the trees. Midnight growled low and Blaid ran to her to take the bags off her shoulders.
“How much more is there?” he asked. “Do you have to go back?”
Briefly she stared at him. “Yes, we will need it to get through winter. There are two more bags and two chests, although I don’t think I will be able to carry the kist.”
Float them.
“It wasn’t easy the last time I tried and then I wasn’t trying not to make a noise.”
“Float them? Do you mean levitate?”
“I suppose so.”
“Levitation is difficult. It is old magic. Few of our Elementals still know how to do it. Master Margoth knew how, but he passed on before he could teach me.”
Maia’s lips formed a silent O, not sure how to respond to that. She had not known about the old magic and they had never spoken much about their teachers before. She suddenly realised she did not know Blaid all that well. There had only ever been brief exchanges between them, as well as their physical relationship. She had learned more about him in the past two Quarters than she had over the past two years. It was time they really got to know each other, especially if she wanted him to help her.
“Hurry back to us, Maia. Be careful,” Blaid prompted her.
She took off running again.
This time, she knew where she was going and the forest provided the game trail from the moment she entered it.
The moons stood high in the sky when she reached the bushes once more. The guard poked coals with a stick. Maia more felt, than saw, a rider come past, but he was obviously patrolling the treeline, so did not stop to chat to the guard.
Maia settled and looked at the tangled branches. She needed to distract the guard.
She watched as the man poked the red coals again. He would need to put more wood on soon or it would go out. Unfortunately a small pile lay close to where he sat, so he would not even have to get up to add logs to the fire.
Thinking about the fire gave her an idea. She moved swiftly south, hugging the treeline and gathering firewood as she went. When she thought she was far enough, she knelt and made a fire. At a hundred paces or so away, if she lit the fire, the guard would see it. He would investigate, giving her the opportunity to free her gear from the bush.
Once she had set out the wood in such a way that the first small flames would not be seen, she used her Fire magic to light it. The small fire burned brightly within the centre. Until the flames started to devour the outside logs, the guard would not see the flames, giving her time to return.
She had another idea. One of the items she always travelled with was her medicine bag. Not her big one, but a smaller one that hung from her waist and only contained the absolutely necessary items to save a life. It contained popper nuts. If cracked open and roasted, they could treat almost any poisoning. If thrown into a fire whole, though, the shell would whistle shrilly before popping open. With a grin, she added a few to the fire. They would take a few minutes before they whistled.
Running back, she counted the minutes. She ducked into the dark forest just as the first whistling sounds reached her ears. They were faint, but distinct, and were sure to attract the guard’s attention.
By the time she knelt beside the bush again, the guard had stepped away from his fire and was looking toward the tiny spec of light in the distance. From here, the whistling was barely audible. Maia watched the guard anxiously, hoping her ploy worked.
When he finally left his post to investigate the disturbance, it took her a moment to realise she was alone. Frantically, she yanked on the branches of the bush, trying to get her stuff clear so she might levitate them along the game trail back to where Blaid and Midnight waited.
Sweat dripped off her forehead, even in the cold night air, and in her mind the stack she built took a lot longer than expected. 
A twig snapped behind her. Her heart hammered frantically in her chest and in her panic, she felt the bubble of air around her quiver. A whine made her look down and there sat Wolf, wagging his tail. His big brown eyes looked at her, but unfocused, as if he wasn’t sure exactly where she was. She grinned ruefully; there was no hiding from Wolf.
Kneeling, she quietly called him to her. He hesitated for a moment, but then ran straight at her and licked her face. She had let her guard down just enough for him to smell her, but maybe he would have found her even if she had been paying full attention to disguising her smell.
“You cannot come with me, Wolf,” she whispered in his ear.
He whined.
“You need to look after Aaron for me.”
She sent Wolf images of Aaron and Rothea and with her mind asked the wolf to return to them. Wolf cocked his head at the instruction and whined again. He was not happy about leaving her and she eventually had to order him away.
With his tail between his legs, and Maia’s heart in pieces, her wolf left, trotting across the plains towards the main camp.
Swallowing the lump in her throat, Maia concentrated on lifting her cargo. She cursed as a bag fell from the wobbling contraption. She picked it up and slung it over her shoulder. She did the same with the other bag. Then, with only the small chests and the kist to worry about, she tried again. The object floated steadily and, with of relief, she pushed it along the game trail long before the guard returned to his post.
 

 
Midnight hovered over the dark forest, battering the trees below with the wind from his wings. Blaid had managed to climb down a rope thrown from Midnight’s back and was now on the ground awaiting the first load of bags Maia had tied to the same rope.
Maia felt the effort it cost Midnight to hover on the same spot for such a length of time, but her dragon was strong and fit, and stubborn to boot; he would not give up that easily.
The parcel swayed dangerously as the roped lengthened and at one point Maia was concerned it would get stuck on the trees. Belura now stood next to Blaid, asking the trees to allow the packages to pass.
They repeated the procedure twice until all bags and chests were on the ground. Now came the difficult bit; the kist. Hanging precariously from Midnight’s underside, Maia attached the rope to it and then asked Midnight to let it go. The kist dropped rapidly for about twenty paces, before the rope caught it.
The rope twanged and Maia was sure it was going to snap. Midnight dipped dangerously as the full weight of the falling kist pulled on the rope. Maia lost her grip on the saddle straps and dangled precariously beneath Midnight’s stomach, attached only by her right foot stuck in one of the loops.
Maia swayed, watching the heavy kist swing and, just as she thought the rope would hold, it tore. Free of his burden, Midnight suddenly rose, dislodging Maia’s foot and she fell.
I have you, Midnight’s thought reverberated in her mind as his talons clamped around her.
The last thing she saw before Midnight turned and rose higher to steady himself, was Belura spreading his arms and instantly the trees below her extended their branches, catching the kist before it hit the ground.
Thank you, partner of my soul.
Midnight rumbled deep in his chest and then circled the area three times while Maia reeled in the torn rope and attached herself to it. Her dragon began his descent and, thrashing the canopy of the trees with his wings, hovered to allow Maia to lower herself.
“Are you all right?” Blaid ran to her, helping her detach herself from the rope, and then he took her in his arms.
Her heart still raced from the close call and, with all her senses heightened, she was acutely aware of Blaid’s scent. She let him hold her for a moment longer, savouring his nearness, but then stepped away from him.
Belura, you have my gratitude for saving my belongings. You are truly the master of this forest.
I ask. Not command. Forest is friend, not servant.
Maia inclined her head, letting him know she understood. Even her Earth magic was not as strong as what Belura demonstrated by catching the kist. Never had Maia seen a tree move, unless moved by the wind or stirred into action by Earth magic. This, however, was different; the trees made the motion without outside assistance. Belura had only asked the trees to catch the kist. The trees did the rest. This was a kind of magic Maia had not learnt and, the more time she spent with Belura, the more curious she became.
Find a place to roost, Midnight. Try to stay out of sight, Maia told her dragon.
Will keep watch, he replied, and the wind in the trees lessened as he rose high and then flew south over the dark forest.
“How are you feeling?” Maia asked Blaid.
He grinned at her, a smug look on his roguish face. “Alive. It feels good to be active again. Come; let us get these things to Belura’s cave.”
Been awaiting your return, Belura interrupted them. Belura has gift.
A gift? Blaid asked.
The Riven dipped his head towards Blaid, then uttered a shrill whistle that echoed eerily through the forest.
At first, nothing happened, but then Maia heard sounds behind them and they turned to look down the narrow game trail. With a soft nicker, Lilith trotted around a gnarly rock olive tree and down the path towards them.
Blaid swallowed hard and then he stepped forward to embrace his horse. Maia could clearly feel both their Eläm glow brighter with the joy of being together again.
Maia had wondered what had happened to the wilful, black mare, but had not dared to ask, thinking she might be dead. Yet, here she stood, her black coat gleaming and sleek, as if someone had taken special care to brush her.
She looked towards Belura and felt his acknowledgment in her mind.
She has been waiting. Guest of my forest. Time is right now.
How will I ever repay you for what you have done for me? Blaid asked the Riven. I will forever be in your debt.
 

 
Maia watched in amazement as her gear travelled across the forest floor as if by magic.
Belura walked behind them, waving his black, shadowy arms, giving out requests to the forest Maia could not understand. Yet, she felt the forest respond to him; in her mind, the forest glowed brighter in those places he commanded.
She walked in a trance, watching the roots lift and the branches stretch to carry her goods all the way back to the cave. Blaid rode ahead, sitting atop Lilith and talking to her softly.
When they reached Belura’s home, he helped them carry it all in, lifting the heavy kist as if it weighed nothing. Once inside, Maia set to work to sort through it. Some items had gotten wet with the rain and most of the food was spoiled.
Belura sat watching her, fascinated by the items she pulled out. Once Blaid had seen to Lilith, even he came to join her, looking through her things.
“Looks like you planned for a long journey,” he commented.
“I was unsure how long it would take to find you and we can’t go back to Shadow Hall.”
“I wish it weren’t so,” Blaid said, “but I know the rules all too well. Besides, your father made it clear how he feels.”
“For now, we need to set our feelings aside. I wish to be with you, but we need to save our people first.” Maia looked down at her hands. “I wish I knew where to start. In my head, I thought just finding you would present me with a solution, but I feel as lost as before. Silas said to follow my instincts, but my instincts tell me I am not yet strong enough to deal with this kind of threat. Of course, together we are stronger, but look at what happened after the last war. I was almost defeated.”
Blaid took her hand. “I was not beside you, as I should have been. We still channelled each other’s energy, but we were not there for each other during the fighting. I think, if we are to be together, we need to learn how to do that. We have different powers, and working in harmony might require some training. Please, do not look so crushed.”
“I am not,” Maia looked up, defiantly. “I know there is a way; we will find it. You are right. We should train together, learn each other’s powers, strengths and weaknesses, so that we may compensate where the one is weak and the other strong. I know in my heart we can do it, I just wish I knew where to start.”
Blaid was quiet, stroking Maia’s hand. His touch felt good and she forgot about unpacking her things for a moment.
Not a master of spoken words, but thoughts are clear. I can help. Show you the way. Creatures come, destroy my forest, torture my animals, always killing, burning. Need to fight.
You could help us? How? Maia asked, hopeful.
Teach you to fight like me. Teach you magic of the earth. Make you stronger. Then you go, find your people, end the invasion.
Thank you, Belura. You have done so much already. We will be forever in your debt.
Make the killing stop and your debt will be paid.
Maia and Blaid nodded solemnly at Belura’s statement and their pact was made. While Maia carried on sorting, they discussed their training. Both were surprised at Belura’s knowledge of warfare, but he had already been looking after the forest when the giant red cedars were mere saplings and he had seen many people come and go, often fighting. He had learned then to protect the forest.
After Maia had repacked everything and changed into fresh clothes, she sat by the fire, making dinner. Belura had found them potatoes, cabbage, carrots and various other vegetables, which she made into a stew.
“I really could do with some meat,” Blaid complained.
“Do you think you are ready to change into the wolf to go hunting?” Maia asked.
Blaid tilted his head, looking at her sheepishly. “I would like to eat meat as myself. Grilled, succulent, spiced with herbs. Do you not long for meat?”
“I stopped eating meat some time ago. It is only my connection to you that makes me think of it on occasion,” Maia admitted. “I am a Life Elemental. Eating the flesh of an animal that was alive before makes me feel ill.”
Blaid clenched his jaw. “I am sorry; I did not realise how it affected you.” He paused, thinking. “Did you not have dried meat with you when you came here? That was what you fed me in the beginning.”
“Yes. Like I said, it is my connection to you that makes me want it from time to time. I even had dreams of hunting as the wolf.” She shuddered at the thought of the dream and the hot blood dripping from her mouth.
“Belura has given me permission to hunt for food, provided I do not let the animal suffer. Before we start our training tomorrow, would you do me the honour of hunting with me?”
“Aye,” she agreed, “let us hunt together. We do need to learn each other’s ways and hunting is a good way to start.” Maia paused to ladle stew into a bowl. “In the meantime, this will have to suffice,” she added with a grin.
 

 
They rose before dawn and took their bows. Belura was nowhere to be seen, already gone on his daily walk, this time further than usual, so he would not get in the way of the hunt.
They greeted Lilith on their way out, but left the mare by the cave. They found their way to the first game trail and followed it for about two hours. They did not want to hunt too close to Belura’s home. When the birds started singing, Midnight confirmed that the bright, yellow disk had breached the horizon.
Maia learned to hunt at an early age and, within Shadow Hall, the only one who rivalled her skill with the bow was Archer. And now maybe Jasmin.
She also knew the forest; how to walk silently, to read the spoor of the animals and identify them, as well as knowing what habitats certain animals preferred. Although she had not hunted much recently, she remained confident and sure-footed.
Yet, the forest around her was different from the forest she knew. The sheer number of brambles in the undergrowth made not only walking difficult, but also seeing into distance. She almost felt claustrophobic, and the feeling that they were being watched raised the hairs on the back of her neck.
The trees, too, huddled close, weaving their branches into a canopy so thick, it let no sunlight shine through. Again, Maia wondered where the light came from and she whispered the question to Blaid, hoping he had an answer.
“It is the forest itself that emits the light. Have you not seen the night-glowing flowers? They are so numerous here that, even at night, there is always light. Mind you, they will only glow if you mean the forest no ill. During the day, those flowers grow dull and the trees here emit a soft radiance which, even now, lights our way.”
Maia looked around her in awe and paid special attention to the trees. At first, she could not see the glow but, when she concentrated and squinted just so, a soft halo surrounded almost every tree they passed.
“Hold,” Blaid suddenly said quietly, raising his right hand.
Blaid went absolutely still, the muscles in his body tense with anticipation. Maia copied his pose and breathed slow and evenly.
She had not seen or heard what had caught Blaid’s attention and, when the wild boar broke through the underbrush running straight for them, she stumbled backwards with fright.
Blaid’s bow was drawn and the arrow sprang from his hand before Maia had even recovered her footing. She flinched at the sound of the arrowhead striking the boar’s hide high on his right shoulder and the animal squealed noisily, but kept on coming.
Now kneeling, another arrow flew from Blaid’s bow, hitting the boar square in the chest. The animal grunted, staggered, regained his step and ran on towards them.
Everything happened so fast, Maia had barely seen Blaid draw his arrows, but she was fully aware of the situation now and noticed Blaid’s hand shake slightly as he reached for his third arrow.
Quickly, she notched her own and, before Blaid could release his, she let her arrow fly. She had another one notched by the time her first one hit, but before she had drawn her bow to its fullest, the boar crashed head first into the soft soil of the forest floor and came to a sliding stop before them.
As one, Blaid and Maia knelt, drew their hunting knifes and, muttering the Mother’s prayer under their breath’s, slit the animal’s throat.
Her bloody hands shook when she looked up at Blaid. She had felt as one with him in that very moment; a oneness that was so complete she had thought of them as only one person.
“That was incredible,” he whispered, his hands shaking too.
“Did you feel it?”
“How could I not? You were with me, inside of me, in my head. As if we were the same person. I have never felt anything like it, not even when we fight together on the battlefield.”
“How did we do that?”
“I don’t know, but it bears thinking about. It could come in useful during a fight, but …”
“But what?” Maia asked, slightly out of breath as she felt Blaid’s Eläm change.
“I would like to feel this way with you other than during a fight.”
“Blaid, I …” She struggled to carry on. “I am not sure we should …”
“Maia,” he said, so softly she could barely hear it.
She shook her head. “No, Blaid. Let us get this boar back to the cave and then we need to talk about this.”
“You are right,” Blaid said, his voice gruff. “Let’s get his back. I did not expect to hunt something so large. It will be heavy. The best would be to tie it to a branch and we carry it on our shoulders.”
They rose to their feet together, awkward in each other’s company. Blaid soon found a suitable branch and they rolled the boar on its back and then tied its feet to the branch. Shouldering the branch on their right shoulders, they rose to their feet.
Blaid’s legs quivered with the weight, but he pushed through it and was soon standing firm.
“Ready?” he asked.
“Yes.”
They walked back. Blaid struggled with the weight of the boar, but did not complain. She was happy with his recovery and, besides him regaining some muscle mass, he was completely healed. He would be exhausted by the time they reached the cave, but it would have no lasting effects on him.
Soon, though, even she began to struggle with the mass. She had lost a lot of weight after recovering from her injuries and was not as fit as she used to be. Training would be good for both of them.
When they eventually reached Belura’s home, sweat drenched their clothes and dripped off their foreheads. Lilith snorted in disgust as they walked by her with the carcass.
“Let us drop it here and skin it outside. I don’t think Belura wants this done inside his home.”
With shaking knees they lowered the carcass to the left of the cave, out of the way of the entrance. They sat beside it, too tired to begin the tedious and strenuous task of skinning.
“Next time, we hunt rabbit,” Blaid said.
“There won’t be a next time for at least a month,” Maia retorted. “This beast is big enough to feed an entire clan.”
“We will have to dry the meat if we want to keep all of it. I hope Belura will allow us to string it inside the cave, otherwise I don’t know how to keep it safe from scavengers.”
Blaid handed Maia his water flask and she drank deeply. Once her thirst was satisfied, she handed the flask back to him and rose to her feet.
“We may as well get this over with. It will be dark by the time we finish.”
Grumbling, Blaid set to work. They worked quietly side by side, methodically tackling the tasks to turn the carcass into usable meat. They worked so well together, using the same methods, they never got in each other’s way, and it was still early afternoon by the time they finished.
“For someone who does not usually eat meat, you are adept at preparing the carcass. Who was your teacher?”
“Mostly my father when I was younger, but I learned the skinning and quartering techniques from working at the slaughter house. It was one of my lessons with Silas. I had to learn about all the internal parts of the various animals of the forest.”
Blaid looked at her with a smile. “Master Margoth made me work at the slaughter houses as well. I spent two years studying there.”
“Hmm, seems we are not as different as we thought. I would like to know more about your training. I have never met another Prime.”
“I don’t think Primes meet often. The only texts I could find on the subjects were vague and did not contain much useful information. I went to five different libraries and still did not find anything positive about the subject. Most scrolls just mention that the two most powerful Primes, Life and Death, should never come together for something terrible shall then befall their people.”
“I have read similar texts, yet I have come across one that I have gleaned some hope from. I shall tell you about it. For now, though, I think we should bring this inside.”
 

 
Eating meat regularly did wonders for Blaid’s health and his condition improved faster than Maia would have thought. Within a Quarter, he had put on most of his weight and within a fortnight he had regained most of his muscle mass.
Even Maia, supplementing her vegetarian diet with some of the boar’s meat, picked up weight and, with the training they had now begun, her muscle tone improved dramatically.
Every day, Belura took them out into the forest to show them the magic of his world. As Elves, especially Elementals, they were familiar with the power of nature, harnessing it every day in their elemental magic. Yet, Belura showed them there was more to it than being able to control certain aspects of Air, Earth, Fire and Water.
Nature is alive. Ask.
Belura looked up at the canopy above and grunted softly. Maia and Blaid looked up to see the branches retreating, revealing an ever growing circle of light until suddenly a ray of sunshine illuminated the forest floor.
Close it, Belura commanded Maia, and moved aside.
Uncertain, Maia stared at the bright light above. The trees stood over fifty paces high in this part of the forest and she doubted her magic could reach the branches. Then, she remembered having asked the forest to let her pass before and, instead of using her magic, she reached out with her mind and spoke to the trees around her, asking them to return to their previous state.
With some creaking, and falling leaves, the branches shifted, closing the gap in the canopy and the spot of light on the forest floor disappeared, leaving them in cool shade that suddenly seemed darker than before.
“I did it,” she exclaimed, tingling with excitement.
Forest here aware. Listens carefully. Other places not so easy. Ask harder.
Maia narrowed her eyes. Are you saying that this part of the forest is different from other forests? Would I not be able to do this in the forest where my city is?
Possible. Harder.
“I think what Belura means is that he has been here for thousands of years and the dark forest is used to Belura talking to it. Before I changed into the wolf, Belura and I spoke a bit about how he co-exists with this forest. He helps the forest and, in return, the forest does his bidding. Other forests may not respond to being asked or ordered.”
Train, often. Speak to forest, Belura said, and so they did.
Maia and Blaid went out every day, honing their skills at speaking to the forest. Sometimes, they felt silly for talking to a bush or a root, but when it yielded results, they became as excited as children.
During those hours they learned the magic of the forest, Belura was a most patient teacher. Yet, when it was time for fight training, Belura turned into something else.
Maia got to see first-hand what made the Riven such a feared creature. Not only could Belura project fear as Maia could project her Eläm, but he could also shift in and out of almost every conceivable shape of animal found in the forest.
And, as if that was not fearsome enough, Belura could fight in any form he had chosen. Maia suddenly saw how the bear had broken Blaid’s spine, how the boar tusk had slashed his leg, how the eagle had scratched his face, how the buck had skewered Blaid’s midriff with his antlers.
Knowing how Blaid had sustained his injuries frightened Maia; the Riven was more dangerous than a horde of Werewolves. It only spurred her on to learn from him as much as she could, for another fight with the Vampyre was coming.
The days passed so swiftly in the perpetual gloom of the forest, Maia found it difficult to tell how long they had been here. If it had not been for Midnight and his constant updates on the outside world, she would have lost all track of time.
Day after day they trained, learned new ways and became stronger. Soon, they could communicate with the forest around them as if it was second nature. They learned the fighting and hunting techniques of nearly every animal in the forest - the snake had venom or strangulated, the deer impaled, the boar gored, the wolf and even the lynx bit and suffocated, the eagle and the owl hunted silently and used talons to maim - but the most impressive of all the techniques they learned were Belura’s own fighting skills.
In his true form, Belura was by far the most dangerous creature in the forest and Maia wondered why he used the animal forms in the first place. Maia had acquired advanced fighting skills over the past century, but nothing could have prepared her for the deadly speed with which Belura attacked.
Over and over the Riven would beat them, sending them home each night with bruising that took Maia all evening to heal. But they learned and they became stronger, faster, more intuitive and, most importantly, they learned to work together.
Over a Moon had passed and they sat around the fire one evening when Blaid looked up at Maia.
“I have an idea,” he proclaimed. “I know where to find an army to fight in our war.”




 
“My Lord, I am glad to see you safe. We were sure you were not going to make it.”
Lord Swiftfisher’s eyes were still big with worry as he led Jaik through the gates into Braérn. Jaik’s men and the Scout he had rescued, followed behind, while Braérn’s archers, who were part of the city’s Legion, carried the dead Vampyres and their Werewolves away to be burned.
“I am concerned for my mare. Do you have a Horse Master who can see to her?”
“Aye, My Lord.” Lord Swiftfisher signalled a Server. “It will be taken care of immediately.”
Jaik inclined his head in thanks to the lord of the lake-shore city, and spoke to Filithrin about getting everyone settled for the night. All were still wound up from the chase and barely escaping death; he doubted anyone would be able to sleep right away.
“Make sure the horses are taken care of and our people are shown their rooms. Then, get everyone to meet in the tavern at The Deep and ask Burindor to serve some of his stronger ales. I will address the men as soon as I have seen to Firestorm.”
“As you wish, My Lord,” Filithrin replied, formal in front of Lord Swiftfisher.
Filithrin immediately strode off to do as he was ordered. Jaik, still leading Firestorm, followed Lord Swiftfisher until a Horse Master arrived to take him to the stables.
“I shall join you at The Deep later, Jaik,” Kyreon Swiftfisher said, dropping the formality. “I wish your mare well.”
“Thank you, Kyreon, and thank you for saving my men. I am in your debt.”
“This band of Vampyres has hounded our area for some time, but we have been unable to locate their hideout. We shall talk about it later. Go see to your horse.”
Lord Swiftfisher gave instructions to the Horse Master and then left Jaik in his care. The Horse Master was an old Elf, with greying hair and lines on his face. Jaik estimated him to be at least in his 26th century. His eyes spoke of years of experience and Jaik knew Firestorm would be in good hands.
They neared the stables, but then separated from the main group of men and their horses to enter a separate barn somewhat to the side of the main stable complex. Firestorm’s hooves made an uneven sound over the cobblestones, now strongly favouring her right hind leg.
“In here, My Lord,” the Horse Master said and let Jaik into the small, whitewashed building.
Inside, the floor was covered in washable matting and the walls were padded. A large, steel operating table occupied the centre of the space and three recovery stalls hugged the far wall.
“Please, lead her into a stall and take her saddle off. I will get my tools.”
Jaik nodded and did as he was told. When Jaik took the saddle of Firestorm, she started shaking and the blood from her wound ran down her leg, onto the floor and then pooled in the middle of the stall he had led her into. He spoke to her softly, trying not to let her feel his worry.
“The arrow is in deep,” the Horse Master mused as he examined the wound gently, “but it has neither hooks nor barbs, so I should be able to remove it swiftly. I do not think it has damaged any nerves, but I will only be able to tell for sure once the arrow is out.”
The Horse Master worked in silence, while Jaik tried to keep Firestorm as calm as possible. At one point, she kicked out and almost hit the Horse Master. He calmly laid a hand on her neck and spoke a few words, channelling his Earth magic to calm her.
Without haste, the Horse Master carried on, carefully removing the bloody object from Firestorm’s rump. More blood flowed from the wound and the Horse Master spent some time wiping it and examining the wound before applying ointment and stitching the wound closed.
“She will need rest, but she will be fine. She is a strong horse. You can take her to the stables, she will be more comfortable there than here, where it smells of blood.” The man dug in one of his kists, producing a leather pouch. “Put a hand-full of this in her evening meal for the next five days, it will prevent infection.”
“I am in your debt, Master …?”
“Horse Master Steor.”
“Thank you, Master Steor. Please, let me know how I can repay you.”
“You are a guest of Lord Swiftfisher; no payment is necessary.”
Jaik bowed to the Horse Master, then put the saddle over his left arm and took Firestorm’s reins with his right. She limped, but followed him willingly out of the small building, across the cobbled street and down towards the stable complex.
Once inside, another Horse Master led him to her allocated stall and Jaik settled her in, adding a hand-full of the medicine to the food the Horse Master brought. Jaik was relieved when Firestorm started eating without hesitation.
Finally satisfied that she would be all right, Jaik made his way across town to The Deep, Braérn’s largest guest house. He stepped through the heavy, wooden doors of the inn, setting his personal feelings aside and concentrated on his job as Commander of the Guard.
 

 
The Sentinel yielded no signs of Maia, or her dragon. Rothea decided to camp on the slopes of The Sentinel for two nights only, during which time she sent out Scouts, along with Wolf, to survey the area. They came back with nothing.
By the time they left The Sentinel, a Quarter had passed. Six days in the saddle and Aaron was becoming more confident every day. It had not taken him long during that first day to get his riding seat back, but the pain from using muscles not normally used, kept him from fully enjoying his time in the saddle.
Now the pain was gone and he could appreciate the fact that he did not have to walk over the uneven terrain. He seldom thought about cars and SkyBusses anymore, but in this case he did wish for faster transport.
They travelled south from The Sentinel, heading through the tall tress of the forest that covered most of the Grildor-Bron Mountains. He had travelled through the mountains before; to Thala Yll, but had not appreciated the scenery as much. He had been too preoccupied with the fact that the Elves were going to war and his concern for his children, and Maia, had taken up most of his thoughts.
He looked around at the wondrous land he now called home. Tall cedars and pines, broad oak trees and beautiful maples. He knew all their names; even those of the bushes of the undergrowth. Riding along, he identified almost every animal they encountered and rarely asked Rothea to name the animal for him.
Mist King’s head bobbed up and down in front of him and Aaron patted him on the neck. The gelding had turned out an excellent choice for him and he couldn’t wish for a better horse. Calm, sure-footed and strong, the gelding took care of Aaron wherever they went, no matter how difficult the terrain.
Rothea led their party with confidence and Aaron was suitably impressed with the red-headed Elf’s ability to lead a Regiment. Over the past year, there had only been a few occasions for him to speak to her, as she spent most of her time guarding Maia. During the past Quarter, Aaron discovered Rothea to be a stimulating conversationalist, highly intelligent and extremely knowledgeable about warfare, tracking, poisonous plants, navigating by the stars and various other subjects Aaron found absolutely fascinating.
After that first day; when he found out that Maia might be in love with Death; Aaron’s mood had darkened and, although he made up his mind to continue with his quest, he struggled every day to keep his emotions in check. His talks with Rothea kept his dark thoughts at bay and, as the days went by, he woke up in the mornings looking forward to their conversations.
“This is one of the old paths we used to get to Thala Yll before the Trade Route was established,” Rothea said, riding beside him. “It will join with the forest path that leads from the Hollow Tree to Shadow Hall within the next hour. We shall make camp by the Hollow Tree tonight. I believe you have spent a night there before.”
“Yes,” Aaron confirmed, “when we first came to Elveron.”
His thoughts darkened again at the memory and the feelings it brought with it, but Rothea kept on talking, distracting him.
“The Hollow Tree is one of the oldest living trees in this part of the forest. Even though it is hollow, it is still growing. The hollow cavern at the bottom of its trunk can accommodate up to one hundred people. Do you know what kind of tree it is?”
“Maia told me it is a giant red cedar.”
“That’s right, as are most of the trees our houses are built in. They are some of the largest trees on Elveron, along with the giant pines and sequoia trees.”
“I believe there used to be giant trees on Earth, once, but were cut down long before my time.”
Rothea grimaced. “I cannot imagine why anyone would want to cut them down. They are an essential part of the ecosystem, without which we would not be able to exist.”
“Greed, Rothea,” Aaron said, his voice bitter. “Most Humans aren’t nice people.”
“I am glad then that I have the privilege of getting to know some nice Humans,” Rothea said, smiling at him.
She is pretty, Aaron thought, noticing how her red hair contrasted pleasantly with her fair skin and how her green eyes flashed whenever she smiled. Frowning, he shook the thought off and they rode in silence for a while.
Soon, they reached the wide path the led to the Hollow Tree and they made good time that day, reaching the tree before dark. Their companions immediately got busy with setting up camp and even Aaron had certain chores he did every morning and night to assist them.
During the evening, Rothea went over their plans for the next few days, before they settled in for the night. Aaron did not sleep well, his mind replaying the first night in this tree, and he spent most of the night walking the forest with Wolf.
He was happy when they got an early start in the morning and rode out into the misty forest. They travelled along the path, heading south, for most of that day until eventually, late afternoon, Rothea chose a narrower path that led towards the plains to their left.
“If we carry on straight, this path will lead into the dark forest,” she explained. “No one has set foot in there and come out unharmed in centuries. It will be safe to travel on the plains.”
It only took them about half an hour to reach the plains and, once out in the open, they rode until sunset before they made camp again.
Aaron noticed the rolling hills and swaying autumn grasses of Menandril Fields to their left and remembered that day they travelled across them, Maia unconscious on a floating stretcher.
He went to bed that night thinking he had a lot of bad memories about Maia and their first few days on Elveron. He had not known he harboured that much ill will towards her for those first trying days and in his mind he searched for reasons to forgive her for putting them through that.
Life on Elveron suited him and he could not imagine a more beautiful place to live. He was thankful that Maia brought them here, not upset, and he wondered why he now had such negative thoughts about it.
“I believe you are feeling hurt because of what I told you about Maia and Blaid and your mind is looking for reasons to be upset with her,” Rothea said when he told her about his feelings the next day. “I know you have forgiven her for what she put you through by bringing you here so, what you are feeling now, I think is jealousy.”
“Jealousy?” He had never been a jealous man.
“Yes. You want Maia to be yours, yet it seems she has chosen another. It is only natural to feel the way you do now. I would be worried if it had no effect on you at all.”
“Maybe,” he agreed.
“Aaron,” Rothea said, “only a few days ago you were certain you would marry Maia in the spring and that she would be your wife forever. It is all right to be angry. Let yourself feel it, then learn to deal with it. It will get better with time.”
From that day on, Aaron stopped questioning his feelings and soon he stopped being angry. They spent three more days riding along the treeline of the great forest to their right, with Menandril Fields’ swaying yellow grasses to their left, and Aaron discovered that he enjoyed this travelling life.
Riding made him stronger, as well as more confident, and he learned to survive off the land from Rothea, who took the time to explain to him where the food they were eating came from.
Although they had brought food along; dried fruit, dried beans, dried meat and some grains; they supplemented their meals with fresh food from the forest every day. Hunters brought fresh meat, or fish, on a daily basis, and they gathered edible plants as they searched the vast plains for their prey.
The amount of plants fit for consumption was staggering and sometimes Aaron wondered why they had brought food in the first place.
Aaron was deep in conversation with Rothea about the healing properties of some of the plants they ate every day, when Wolf suddenly growled beside them. They looked up to notice their Scout, who always rode a few miles ahead, race back towards them at break-neck speed.
“Commander Goodheart, I see the dragon ahead.”
 

 
“There have been attacks around the city,” Lord Swiftfisher said during the meeting in the Elder Hall the next day. “This group that hunted you yesterday has been causing the most trouble. I am glad they were dealt with.”
“We are expecting the attacks to become less frequent as cold weather approaches and, by the looks of it, we will have an early winter. What measures have you put in place to keep your city safe over the next few Moons?”
Jaik, standing tall in his Commander’s uniform in the centre of the hall, felt calm and in charge during their discussions. He had been emissary to his father for decades and councils such as this were second nature to him.
He knew his father’s plans, had his instructions and was aware of every city’s current state of affairs. He was confident in his ability to lead a council, to give advice - or orders, if necessary - and how to help the Lords of the cities to deal with issues that arose.
“As you noticed yesterday, we have archers on our walls day and night. We also have scouting parties, tasked with flushing out pockets of Vampyres. They travel up to fifty miles from the city at times. This way, we have had much success in eradicating the scum from our area, but it has its cost. We have lost many warriors since the war.”
Jaik nodded, aware of the deaths. Shadow Hall had been similarly afflicted.
“Other than that, we are trying to fill the gaps in our Regiment and Legion, training new warriors every day. We have also started to bring in people from the outlying towns and homesteads, recruiting them into the Legion. We cannot afford to be outnumbered again. As you have said, this war is coming, and we need to be prepared.”
“I am pleased to hear it,” Jaik said. He expected nothing less from Lord Swiftfisher. “My father will have a consignment of horses ready for you before the winter. They should be dispatched to you within a fortnight. Most will be young animals, but they will be trained. My father hopes to acquire more horses from the neighbouring countries during his travels, as our stocks are running low. We lost many during the war and the Werewolves have been raiding our herds.”
“Aye, even we keep our horses close to the city now.”
“My father will leave for Thala Yll as soon as I get back to Shadow Hall. There he will negotiate with Lord Hazelwatch as to how many dragon riders to send to each city around Grildor to guard the herds. I believe there are already three dragon riders stationed at Alea Yll to protect their livestock.”
“We can only be thankful that Lord Hazelwatch has offered the use of his dragons,” Kyreon agreed.
The talk then turned to other affairs and Lord Swiftfisher asked his Commanders to bring their grievances before Jaik in turn. Jaik dealt with each problem with serious efficiency, and the day passed swiftly. They addressed most of the topics his father had asked him to discuss during that first day and, by evening, he felt more hopeful than he had the night before.
“As always, we thank you for your support, Kyreon,” Jaik said as the two men walked out of the Elder Hall side by side.
“It is always gladly given, Jaik, especially in time such as this.”
They parted ways then and Jaik watched the lord walk down a narrow, cobbled street, followed closely by two Guard. Times had been hard for Kyreon after it was discovered that his son, Kanarel, had been the traitor that brought the Vampyres to their planet. Kyreon almost lost his position as lord of the city because of it.
Once Lord Swiftfisher was out of sight, Jaik headed into the city. Even at night Braérn was beautiful; its whitewashed, timber frame houses lit merrily by multi-coloured lanterns.
He made his way along the promenade, turned towards the market square and finally down a wide, tree-lined avenue towards a prominent, sprawling building at the end.
Siya’s family was one of the oldest in Braérn and her parents were of the most influential nobles of the city. It was one of the reasons why his father had agreed to his marriage.
Pulling his jacket straight, he knocked on the door. A Server opened it immediately and let him in. Lord Elothrin Sparrow stood in the spacious and lavishly furnished entrance hall to greet him.
“Jaik, we have been expecting you. I believe your trip did not go as you had hoped.”
“My Lord, it is good to see you,” Jaik said, clasping arms with the tall, blonde-haired Elf. “Yes, we ran into some troubles a few miles from Braérn, but the threat has now been neutralised.”
“I am glad to hear it,” the older man said. “Soniana is worried enough as it is about Siya travelling.”
“I assure you, My Lord, I will take care of your daughter.”
“I know you will, Jaik; it is my wife you will need to convince. Come, let us go through to the common room. I am sure the ladies are dying to see you.”
Together, the men made their way from the entrance hall down a passage to the common room. Jaik had been here many times and always marvelled at the sprawling house and its rich furnishings. He hoped he could make Siya happy in Shadow Hall and provide for her as her parents did.
“Jaik!” Siya rose from her seat by the fire and ran to him.
The held hands and touched cheeks.
“My love,” Jaik whispered under his breath.
They stepped apart again and Jaik went to greet the lady of the house, Soniana Sparrow.
“My Lady, you are as beautiful as ever.”
“And you are as charming as ever, young Lord Longshadow. Now, if you will excuse us, we have an event to attend. Server Milla will keep you company and be at your service while we are away.”
“Thank you, My Lady,” Jaik said and bowed to his future mother-of-wedlock.
Lord and Lady Sparrow left, leaving Jaik and Siya alone in the common room. Almost alone. Server Milla stood silently at the door that led to the kitchen and pretended not to be there.
Jaik smiled at Siya and took her hand, leading her to the sofa.
“I have missed you, Jaik. The Moons have been long without you.”
“As I have missed you,” he replied, “but I believe you have been keeping yourself busy.”
“Indeed,” Siya said, a hint of pride in her voice. “If I am to wed the future king of Grildor, I should ensure that I am worthy.”
“You are already worthy, Siya.”
“I know,” she laughed, “but I enjoy helping the people and, as it turns out, I have a talent for making Silva. If there is another war coming, we cannot run out of the precious drink again.”
“I am so proud of you,” Jaik said, and gently stroked her cheek.
It had been especially tough for Braérn after the war. Not only had they lost many of their warriors, but the scandal surrounding Kanarel had rocked the city and its standing within Grildor. The inhabitants, especially anyone who ever had any association with Kanarel, had to work hard to regain their good name.
Siya, who was always perceived as kind and gentle, had during this time shown that she was incredibly strong and resourceful, and she enlisted the help of two Healers and those Elementals with two or three powers to help her produce barrels of Silva for the war to come. So far, they had made over fifty barrels; an absolutely incredible achievement in but a few Moons.
“Father tells me that you had some trouble during the last leg of your journey. How is Firestorm today?”
“She will heal. It still hurts her, but she can now put weight on her right leg again. She should be fit to ride in a few days. I have more meetings to attend and other arrangements to make, which should give her enough time.”
“I shall visit her tomorrow while you are busy. Will you come to see me again after your meetings?”
“You know I will,” he laughed, “and I promise that tomorrow I will stay longer.”
Jaik saw the sparkle retreat from Siya’s eyes for a moment, but he could not stay. The Elders had called a meeting at Dorien’s library and Jaik had been requested to attend. He would need to make his way there soon.
“Do not be sad, my love. Soon, you will be with me every day.”
A smile appeared on Siya’s face and she tucked a strand of her white-blonde hair behind her ear. Jaik thought she was the most beautiful creature in existence and his heart swelled with the knowledge that she would soon be wed to him.
“Then go now, see to your work and let the days pass swiftly so that we may be together.” She kissed him briefly on the cheek before Server Milla could do anything and then she rose to lead him to the front door. “Dream only of me,” she whispered before she closed the door behind him.
Walking briskly towards the library, he tried hard to remove the smile from his face. Whatever the Elders wanted to discuss was sure to be serious and by the time he entered the impressive library with murals, arches and shelves that went all the way to the ceiling, he had transformed from a young prince in love to the Commander of the Guard he was.
“Jaik, finally,” Silas said as Jaik walked in. “We have been waiting for you.”
“Elders,” Jaik inclined his head at the group of Elders sitting in a circle around a large table laden with books, scrolls and papers.
“Please, take your seat so we may start,” Elder Dorien, owner of the library, said, pointing to the only available chair.
Jaik hesitated. A gathering of Elders was often called a Wisdom Circle and he wasn’t sure if he should break this circle by sitting at the table with them. Uncertain, he looked at Silas, who nodded at him.
Feeling a little out of place, Jaik took his seat amongst the Elders and, without further preamble, Silas opened the meeting.
“Jaik, we have called you here because what we have discovered affects you directly. I came here this morning to return the books to Dorien that you and Maia took from him during your last visit to this library. He asked if the information was helpful, which led us into a deep discussion about the subject. As it turns out, Dorien has been about his own research and has discovered interesting, if somewhat disturbing, facts.”
Jaik frowned, unsure of where this was going. “What do you mean?”
“You know that we have been researching how Maia brought the Humans to Elveron and we discovered that the subject is called Soul Reaping.”
Jaik nodded.
“Because the matter is so frowned upon, Dorien decided to look into it himself to make sure that was, indeed, what Maia did, or if there was some other, more acceptable explanation for it.”
“Is there?” Jaik asked.
Some of the Elders around the table shuffled, Dorien cleared his throat and Silas shook his head.
“It is as we feared,” Silas continued. “The only way to bring someone through the gates without their active participation is via Soul Reaping.”
“Oh.”
“The reason it is frowned upon is that reapings never end well and those torn from their homes will ultimately die.”
“I thought they would just become angry and bitter.”
“Yes, those would be the first signs,” Silas said, “followed by depression and finally suicide. That is why it is so dangerous.”
“None of that has happened to the Humans,” Jaik countered.
“Which is why we spent so much time looking further into the matter. I did not want to believe Maia could have done something so cruel to people she loved while on Earth. Yet, whenever I spoke to her about it, she could not remember why she brought them. Only during recent discussions I discovered the reasons for her actions.”
“Yes,” Jaik nodded. “Maia finally remembered after Jasmin found her true Eläm.”
“Correct. So, armed with the information that Maia did it to save the Humans, especially Jasmin, from the life they were living on Earth, we had another look at the information we had gathered.”
“What were your findings?” Jaik asks, getting annoyed with the slow process of the discussion.
“We discovered that it would require the power of two Prime Elementals working together to just bring one person through safely,” Dorien took over the explanation, “without there being any repercussions.”
“But Maia brought three.”
“Exactly. What do you think this means, Jaik?” Dorien asked him.
“That she wasn’t working alone?”
“No, we believe she was working alone. There was no one else there on Earth able to help her. We think Maia is even more powerful than we believed any Life Elemental to be and definitely more powerful than she herself believes she is.”
“And what does that mean, exactly?” Jaik asked, suddenly feeling extremely protective of his sister.
“It means, even after millennia of research, we still do not know the true power Life Elementals are capable of. Silas now fears, with everything he has taught her, he might have limited her with what she thinks she can do.”
“I don’t understand. Why would it limit her abilities?”
“The mind is a powerful tool. If you believe you can do something, chances are you will get it right. But, if you believe yourself incapable of accomplishing something, you set yourself up for failure. Maia has been taught her limitations all her life and, unless someone told her otherwise, she could live out her entire life without ever reaching her full potential.”
“But if even you, the wisest, do not know her true power, then who will teach it to her? Has anyone spoken to Maia about this? Do the other Elders know about Maia?” Jaik directed his last question at Silas.
“Yes, I have told them. I also told her to go. Things are happening with Maia I have no way of comprehending and her staying at Shadow Hall would have accomplished nothing. She has been having dreams, premonitions and other signs that pulled her away from Shadow Hall and I thought it best to let her go. There are forces out there that may help her discover who she truly is and we would just be in the way.”
“Silas, have you told my father this?”
“Jagaer will not listen. He remains stubborn on this subject and only sees what is right in front of him. He thinks that Death’s power has become an addiction for her and she has left to seek it out. He does not believe that his daughter is, or could be, the ultimate Elemental; the most powerful being Elveron has ever seen.”
 

 
Rothea gave a few orders and then they spurred their horses into a gallop. Aaron’s heart raced as Mist King ploughed ahead of Rothea’s black horse and all he heard was the thundering of hooves behind him. Wolf ran beside him, barely keeping up.
Then, as they rounded an outcropping of trees, they could clearly see Midnight gliding over the dark forest ahead of them. He seemed to be just sailing, gliding on some updraft, and only occasionally, lazily, beating his wings.
They were still so far away, the enormous dragon did not look bigger than a large bird, and even though they travelled at a full gallop, they did not seem to close in.
The initial excitement wore off after the first few miles and Aaron struggled to just stay in the saddle. Mist King’s hooves beat the ground steadily, but Aaron could feel him tiring, too.
Suddenly, the dragon disappeared and they assumed he had landed. They urged their horses to one last effort and raced along the treeline towards where they had seen the dragon go down.
“I think I see him,” Rothea yelled across.
Aaron strained his eyes, but saw only the plains ahead and the ominous forest to their right. Trying to keep his head still enough to see into the distance proved to be impossible.
“There he is,” the Scout shouted beside them.
Aaron looked again and now thought he saw a large shadow in the far distance. The shadow moved and when Midnight beat his wings and rose into the air, even Aaron could see him clearly, although they were at least two or three miles away.
Already out of breath and with his muscles burning, Aaron clenched his teeth in anticipation of the chase, but Rothea called for a halt and reined her horse in.
It took Aaron a few moments to understand what was going on, but Mist King was so well trained, he immediately slowed at Rothea’s command and finally came to a stop amongst the other milling horses.
Wolf ran on for a while, but even he eventually turned and came back to them.
“Why did we stop? We were so close.”
“Our horses are spent and, even if they were still fresh, they would not be able to keep pace with the dragon. They need to rest and so do we. Let us walk them to the point where we saw Midnight and investigate the scene and maybe we can find out where they were going.”
Grumbling, Aaron agreed with Rothea’s assessment of the situation and they rode on slowly towards where Midnight had taken off. They reached the area soon after; Midnights deep claw prints easily marked in the soft soil.
Rothea walked around the area, reading the spoor and eventually confirmed there were two sets of footprints, one of which was definitely Maia’s.
The footprints, however, led from the dark forest to where the dragon had waited on the plains, confirming that Maia and her companion had come from the dark forest. When Rothea investigated further, she discovered the entrance to a path, hidden by overhanging branches from the trees above, that led deep into the forest.
Accompanied by four warriors and Wolf, Rothea and Aaron proceeded to investigate the road. Even in the gloom of the forest, Rothea could clearly distinguish between Maia’s footprints and those left by Vampyres and Werewolves.
“There have not been Vampyres here in some time,” she said, “but I do not feel safe. Something is wrong. Look at Wolf. He has his tail tucked beneath his body and ears flat to his head. I think we should leave.”
Aaron did not need to be asked twice. He did not scare easily, but this path and the forest around them frightened him. By the way the warriors turned and marched back towards the entrance at speed, he knew they felt the same. Wolf was the first back out on the plains.
“I wonder what she was doing in there,” Rothea asked when they were safely in the open. “We shall not camp here tonight. Let us ride back a mile or so. I am sure I saw a stand of trees on the plains in which we can make camp.”
Without argument, everyone climbed back into their saddles and they rode back at a walk. Wolf trotted ahead of them, his tongue lolling out of the side of his mouth, the fear of the forest already forgotten.
Aaron was deep in thought about how creepy the forest had been, when Wolf suddenly yipped, ran to Mist King, yipped again and then turned to lope away towards the edge of the forest.
“I think he found something,” Aaron said, and trotted off after the wolf.
The Regiment followed him, but as they neared the forest, all slowed again, wary this time. Wolf, however, dived straight into the undergrowth and disappeared from view. They could hear him rummaging around, yipping and growling.
They dismounted, standing with their horses a good twenty paces from the edge of the forest, unwilling to go closer. When Wolf suddenly dashed out from beneath a bush, even the horses spooked and it took them some time to settle them.
Wolf ran in circles around Aaron, yipping at his heels, then dashed back towards the forest and back into the bushes.
“I don’t think we have a choice,” Rothea said beside him. “We will need to go in there.”
“I am not sure I want to,” Aaron replied.
“Me neither, but here he comes again.” She pointed at Wolf who had just come out of the forest.
“What is it, Wolf?” Aaron asked. “What is in there?”
Wolf growled, then yipped and circled Aaron’s legs twice before running back into the underbrush.
“All right, let us have a look then,” Aaron said, more confidently than he felt.
Handing his reins to one of the men behind him, Aaron took the first step toward the dark and forbidding forest. Rothea was beside him moments later and together they approached. Wolf poked his head through the bushes, with his tongue hanging out of the side of his mouth, waiting for them.
“I will go first,” Rothea said in a voice that left no room for argument.
With a slash of her sword, she opened a gap in the underbrush and they managed to squeeze through into the forest. Wolf waited for them on the other side, where there was a surprisingly large clearing they could walk unhindered.
They turned in a circle, looking at the unnaturally dense foliage around them and, if it had not been for Wolf digging under a bush to their left, they would never have found it. Curious as to what the wolf was doing, both stepped forward carefully.
“What do you have there, Wolf?” Aaron asked.
Wolf backed away from his hole and sat down, panting.
“Here,” Rothea said and stepped forward, slashing the clinging vines from the bush under which Wolf had dug his hole.
The moment she had hacked off most of the branches off and they had access to what lay beyond, Wolf jumped up and onto the large kist, surrounded by smaller chests and bags.
“This must be Maia’s supplies,” Rothea said, breathlessly. “She was probably coming here when we disturbed them.”
“Do you think she will come back for them?”
“I don’t know.” Rothea bent over some of the items and looked through them. “I may be wrong, but this looks like Maia’s entire supply. If she has anything with her, it can only be a day’s worth. I think she will be coming back for this.”
“What if she doesn’t?”
“Then we still at least have some idea of the area she is in. We also know that she has been into the dark forest. I have my own ideas about that, which we can discuss later. But, I am almost certain Maia will come back to retrieve her things. Let us set up camp out on the plains. We will post guards here night and day, as well as lookouts along the treeline. I am also sure Wolf will warn us if she comes close to this area again.”
With Wolf leading the way, they made their way back out of the undergrowth into the open. Their people were visibly relieved when they saw them.
They set up camp a good distance from the edge of the forest; none of them wanted to be too close to it, especially once the four who had entered the forest path with them spread the word of how malignant the forest had felt.
Despite the success of finding Maia’s goods, the camp was subdued. Rothea sent out people to hunt and scout the area while it was still light, and dispatched one of her men to light a fire at the entrance to the small clearing that hid Maia’s supplies.
After they had eaten, Rothea sent out riders to patrol the treeline and stationed a guard to watch over Maia’s hiding place during the night. None of them could sleep, even when the moons rose high into the sky.
Rothea and Aaron sat by the main fire, talking quietly, when Wolf came running from the direction of the forest and bounced excitedly up and down in front of them, tail wagging.
“Oh, no,” Rothea said immediately, “Maia has managed to get to her things.”
 

 
“She moves as if she doesn’t even know it happened,” Siya commented, watching Firestorm’s even gait as they rode out of Braérn.
“The Horse Master did an excellent job,” Jaik agreed. “I think she will be fine, as long as we keep to a steady pace during our journey.”
It wasn’t just Firestorm Jaik worried about, though. He was now also responsible for Siya and took no chances this time. His men all rode in formation around him and Siya, with the Elders riding right behind them.
He had also begged a Regiment from Lord Swiftfisher to accompany them to Shadow Hall. Kyreon would have agreed to this, even without Lord Sparrow backing up the request.
Jaik only paused briefly during noon to rest and water the horses and made sure they reached the guest house, or camp site, well before dark every evening.
He sent out riders every morning to scout the route ahead and had one rider trail behind to make sure they were not followed. Jaik employed every method he could think of during those five days. Five of the most trying days of his life. He finally understood why his father would not allow their mother to accompany them to war, even though she used to be an exceptional fighter.
During those days, he was first and foremost a Commander, and Siya came to see a side of him she had never seen before. At first, he worried that this hard side of him frightened her, but soon learned she had other ideas.
Firstly, he learned that she accepted his orders like one of his men, without taking offense. As a matter of fact, she seemed to enjoy this side of him and, on those occasions when they did have private conversations, she spoke to him with more respect and in a voice that insinuated things he could not think about until after their wedding.
It made the five-day journey seem longer than it was and he was almost overwhelmed with relief when they finally reached Shadow Hall.
To his surprise, bright flags waved merrily in the evening breeze and multi-coloured lanterns lit their way as they rode along The Axis towards the city. They passed the Silver Forest and, just beyond it, a crowd cheered them as they rode on towards Jaik’s home.
“Welcome, My Lady.”
“Hail, Lady Sparrow.”
“Blessings on thee, My Lady.”
Jaik looked around at the people assembled, all crowding along the edges of the road, waving flags, smiling and welcoming his bride to be, and he looked up towards his home to see his parents on their porch, dressed in their finest clothes.
His heart swelled with pride as he led his bride towards his parents and he could not describe the deep feeling of gratitude he felt towards them. Beside him, Siya smiled and waved to the people, sitting her horse regally, with dignity, and already looking like the queen she would be some day.
“It is good to see you back safely, my son,” Jagaer greeted him, holding Firestorm’s reins as Jaik dismounted. “And you, My Lady. I hope the journey wasn’t too arduous.”
Jaik went around to Siya’s mare - more white than grey - and assisted her with her dismount. She did not need assistance, but the occasion called for formality and she remained seated until he was by her side.
“We had no trouble on our journey, My Lord,” Siya answered his father, “and Commander Longshadow was exemplary in his duties to protect us and get us here as swiftly as possible.”
“I am glad to hear it.”
Malyn came forward and the two women embraced, dispatching with the formality as they walked off chatting and laughing.
“I am relieved to hear you had no trouble on the road back. Kyreon informed me of what happened on your way to Braérn.”
“We ran into two small groups of Vampyres during out trip back, but we managed to dispose of them quietly without alerting Lady Sparrow or the Elders.”
Jagaer’s eyes dulled for a moment with concern, but then he took Jaik around the shoulders and led him away to their home.
Behind him, Jaik could still hear the commotion of the Elders dismounting and being greeted by their loved ones. His men then made quick work of unloading the luggage and taking the horses away to the stables. He turned when they reached the wide porch of the royal home and waved to the people, who cheered and waved their flags one last time.
The crowd before him broke up and he followed his parents, and wife to be, into their home.
“We have not had any incidents while you have been away,” Jagaer told him once they had settled by the fire, while the ladies went to oversee the Servers bringing in Siya’s luggage. “But, reports have come in from Tarron Heights, as well as Rathaés, that they have had some Vampyre activity in their area. I cannot delay any longer. I will finish my preparations tomorrow and be on my way the day after that. I have left you scrolls with further instructions on the table in my study and you can turn to Silas if you need assistance.”
Jaik heard the worry in his father’s voice and knew, by the calming hand Jagaer laid on his shoulder, his father was concerned. He did not blame his father for being worried. Before Jaik left Shadow Hall, he had nothing but doubts about ruling while his father was away. Now, however, a calm had settled over him and he felt more confident in his abilities than he had before.
“Do not worry, Father. I will look after our people in your absence. I know what I need to do and I will not disappoint you.”
Jagaer looked at him searchingly for a moment. Jaik hoped he could see on the outside what Jaik felt deep inside.
“I have no doubt, son,” Jagaer said with a nod, his voice full of pride. “You will make a good king someday.”
“Thank you, Father, but let us not make it so for many a year. Travel safe and I hope you will be able to accomplish what you set out to do.”
The women joined them then and the conversation changed to a different, more light-hearted topic. Yet, Jaik noticed his father look at him on occasion, the look of pride clear to see in his eyes.
 

 
Their group of thirty-five left before dawn, riding through the early morning mist like apparitions from another world.
Cloud’s breath came out as steam in the cold air and mingled with the swirling whiteness. Jagaer patted his horse’s neck and the stallion snorted.
The mist clung to the forest, draping it in a pale blanket, as they travelled along the Trade Route towards Thala Yll. Jagaer sent out Scouts in all directions and the Regiment rode in formation around their group, with the Guard alongside Jagaer himself.
It was only when the sun rose to the east and its warming rays banished the mist deep into the forest that Jagaer was able to relax. Vampyres often attacked when the mist was thick and he did not want his quest to fail on the first day.
They travelled the two hundred and twenty-five mile journey without incident and reached Thala Yll during the early afternoon on the fifth day. Cold rain drenched them as they rode into the city and their coats left wet puddles on the floor as they entered Thala House, their lodgings for the next few days.
“Winter is coming early this year,” Lord Hazelwatch said by way of greeting.
“If we are lucky,” Jagaer replied, shrugging out of his wet coat and handing it to a Server.
“There has been hardly any Vampyre activity around here for a few Quarters now,” Skylar Hazelwatch said as they made their way to the common room of the inn. “Let us hope we have seen the last of them for this year.”
“We have had incidents at Shadow Hall, Braérn, Tarron Heights and almost all the southern towns, including Rathaés.” Jagaer and Skylar settled at a table and the innkeeper brought mulled wine and spiced bread. “We are praying for early snow to bring an end to the attacks.”
“I have ordered a meeting for early in the morning so we may discuss the dispatch of our dragons to guard the livestock of the other cities. I have put the other issues you want to discuss on the agenda as well. The meeting should not take long and the riders you have requested are ready to leave whenever you command.”
“Thank you, my friend,” Jagaer said, looking wearier than he had in a long time.
“These are dark times, Jagaer. Grildor has not seen such strife for millennia. Now is the time for us to bond together and banish this enemy for good. Rest assured that all the Lords of Grildor back your decision to invoke the Council of Kings. This evil is not bound by the boundaries of our nation and will spread to the rest of Elveron if we cannot stop it soon.”
“Aye, that is what I am afraid of. All attempts to negotiate with the Vampyres have failed and, after two wars, we have seen that all they want is our demise. Now, what we really need is numbers. Our armies lack the numbers the Vampyres have and I am afraid, next time they breach the Gate, they will come through with every force they have.”
The two men were quiet then, contemplating the burden of keeping their people safe. They finished their wine and bread, and went their separate ways until they met again in the Elder Hall of Thala Yll the next morning.
“We are happy to report that a batch of juveniles has matured enough to be used as Battle Dragons. We lost many during the last war and were worried the younger ones would not be ready. These will remain here to receive further training during the course of winter, so they are ready to fight in the spring. I have allocated twenty-two riders and their dragons to leave tomorrow morning to take their posts at the cities as you have ordered. Please, go over the list and let me know if you are satisfied with the allocations to each city.”
Jagaer perused the document put in front of him, then nodded, happy with Skylar’s allocations. The Lord of Thala Yll continued with his report.
“We have been recruiting men and women from the smaller towns around Thala Yll to supplement the losses to our Legion. I am happy to report that a total of three thousand have joined our ranks.”
“That is a good number, Lord Hazelwatch. My son reports Braérn has also managed to enlist almost two thousand people so far.”
“Everyone is equally affected by this; not just the cities. I have had farmers from as far afield as the small town of Yllar Sil along the border of Galaban send their people to join our forces. The Commanders of the Regiment and the Legion have been training new recruits since the war and more are coming in every Quarter.”
“That is good news, Lord Hazelwatch. What about the distribution of pigeons?”
“I have received pigeons from all the cities, except Dragonfort, but have been informed they are on their way. We have, in return, already dispatched our pigeons to other cities. You should have received yours last Quarter.”
“We did, thank you. We cannot be without communication. The enemy managed to divide our forces last time and it almost led to our demise. We need to stay ahead of their plans at any given time.”
“Aye, I agree. We cannot afford that again. I have made changes regarding the reinforcements for our city and, when the time comes, I will be able to send more warriors to the front line. We are now able to defend the city with a minimal force of one Regiment and twenty Battle Dragons.”
Jagaer cocked his head. “How is it possible to defend a city with so few men?”
“Commander Hollowdale had the idea while we were looking for a solution.” Skylar nodded to the man sitting on the opposite side of the hall. “He remembered the time your daughter flew here with Midnight to save us from an attack. She sprayed the approaching Vampyres with a line of fire to give our warriors time to recoup and attack again. We have now dug trenches all around the outer fields of Thala Yll and filled them with dragon fire. One warrior can ignite the powder in the trenches and it will burn almost as hot as Midnight’s fire itself. Our Elders have spent the past few Moons making it and there is enough to share with Shadow Hall if you require it.”
“Dragon fire? We have not used the powder in centuries. I had almost forgotten about it. Will there be enough to send to the other cities?”
“We have used up most of our supply of dragon dung to make it, but now gather the dung every day and dry it over fires so we can make more as it accumulates.”
“It is a brilliant and simple solution to a complicated problem. I wish we could find an equally effective solution to the war itself.”
“My Lord, I have no doubt that our neighbouring countries will rally to our side. Your Regiment of Battle Dragons is ready to leave as soon as you command it. Commander Ridgewell has selected twenty of his best warriors to accompany you and the dragons he has chosen for you to ride are all exceptionally trained. You should have no problems with them. A Messenger has been dispatched to Yllar Sil and their guesthouse is expecting your arrival.”
“Again, I thank you for all your assistance, Lord Hazelwatch. This mission would not be possible without your dragons.”
“Anything we can do to help, My Lord.” Skylor inclined his head towards his king, and then rose to give orders to his Commanders, who left to get everything ready for Jagaer’s departure.
Jagaer turned to speak to his Guard. He had chosen to take with him seven of Jaik’s men, leaving Jaik with only three Guard at Shadow Hall. He had also decided to travel without Elders, which was unusual for a mission such as this, but Jagaer could not afford delays. The men and women he had recruited for this mission had agreed to leave their horses at Thala Yll and continue their quest on dragon back.
None had formal training in dragon riding and they were to head out now to meet their dragons and receive one quick lesson in the essentials. Jagaer hoped it was not too different from riding a horse, but, either way, he had no doubt that his people would cope with the situation.
“Archer, you will be flying as my left wing. Boron, you will be to my right. You are to remain in this formation throughout the journey. Camren, you are assigned to fly with the two Servers. Commander Hollowdale will assign posts for everyone else.”
“Aye, My Lord,” Archer said, his usually mischievous face serious.
Jagaer had chosen Archer because of his skill with the bow and Boron because of his skill with the sword. Although every Guard was already the best of all the warriors in Shadow Hall, Archer and Boron remained Jagaer’s first choice whenever he travelled. Riker had been one of those men, too, which was why he had chosen him last year to look after Maia. The death of the warrior impacted him more than he liked to admit. Riker had been a good man, a noble, and an outstanding warrior. Had he lived, he was sure Maia would have chosen him to court her and she would probably still be at Shadow Hall right now.
Putting the thought of Maia to the back of his mind, he left the Elder Hall with his Guard following closely. They made their way to Thala Yll’s roosts and found that their belongings had already been delivered.
They were travelling light; two bags each, small enough to attach to the harnesses of their dragons. Only one riderless dragon would accompany them, carrying equipment and the gifts for the Lords of the cities they would visit.
The heavy scent of the dragons washed over them as they came closer, but Jagaer did not mind the smell. He had lived with Midnight roosting in Shadow Hall for decades and he was used to the cloying scent that was a mix of mammal and reptile; no other animal smelled like this.
“This is Shockwave,” Commander Hollowdale said as he led Jagaer to his assigned dragon. “He is one of the largest we have and the father of many of the dragons you see here. He has been in service for as long as I can remember and you will not find a better trained or obedient dragon in the whole of Grildor. He has been Lord Hazelwatch’s dragon for the past century.”
“It is kind of Lord Hazelwatch to cede me his own dragon,” Jagaer said, impressed, and took a good look at the huge beast in the paddock in front of him.
Shockwave was of a darker shade of brown than the other dragons he could see. Most Plains Dragons were of a light russet colour, with variations leaning towards tan, grey or a light brown. Shockwave, however, was the colour of polished walnut and his plated armour and ridges stood out more prominently than on the younger dragons.
The dragon looked down at him with dark eyes, hooded by thick lids. One of his left canine teeth protruded past his lip, longer than the rest of his teeth. It gave him a roguish air. A thick scar ran across his broad nose, adding to the impression that this dragon had an attitude of confidence.
Clacking deeply, the dragon lowered his head and sniffed Jagaer’s clothes. As instructed by Evandeor Hollowdale, Jagaer stood still for the inspection, not looking the dragon directly in the eyes. Finally, Jagaer reached out and laid his hand on the rough nose of the beast and spoke to him in a quiet, but authoritative voice.
When Shockwave finally growled and closed his eyes for a brief moment, Evandeor told Jagaer he had been accepted.
“Shockwave will take care of you. The saddles are designed in such a way that you will not fall out, even during the riskiest of manoeuvres. Let me fetch Silverwing and I will take you for your first test flight.”
While Jagaer waited for the Commander to fetch his own dragon, he glanced around the roosts. Every one of his companions was being introduced to their dragons and he was glad to see none of them showed signs of fear or apprehension.
Archer had just climbed on the back of a sand-coloured dragon, which flapped its wings restlessly as Archer tried to adjust the leathers on the saddle. Boron, still on the ground, stood very still as a light red dragon took in his scent, before growling loudly to confirm that it accepted its new rider.
“We decided to pair Archer with Cloudjumper. She is a feisty female, but faster and more agile than any other dragon we have,” Evandeor said beside him, Silverwing next to his master. “Boron has been given Bloodmoon. He is young, but fearless and strong. Both these dragons are Shockwave’s hatchlings and they will protect their sire no matter what comes at them. Come, My Lord, let us get you into the saddle.”
Jagaer stroked his dragon along the neck. Shockwave clacked softly, showing his appreciation. Without hesitation, the dragon knelt, allowing Jagaer to put his feet into the loops of leather that allowed him to climb up into the saddle. Shockwave waited patiently for Jagaer to settle, before he rose to his full height and stretched his wings.
Sitting atop the tall dragon, Jagaer suddenly felt more confident about his quest than he had before. Things had seems so impossible, so hopeless, for so long, but now he felt that maybe they did stand a chance. He was king of Grildor, king of kings over the Council of Kings. Nothing could stop him now.




 
 
No, Midnight, I will not be able to fly with you. I will travel with Blaid through the dark forest and meet you in the mountains close to the gorge.
Midnight was unhappy with the decision, threatening to eat Lilith, but Maia calmed him. Blaid would not leave Lilith behind, so they could not fly with Midnight to their new destination. Maia understood, as she would not have left Fire behind either.
They spent two days sorting through Maia’s possessions to reduce them to a quantity they could easily manage between them and the horse. The rest they left with Belura, who would keep them safe until their return.
“Are you sure you want to do this?” Maia asked one more time before they left, knowing how Blaid felt about where they were going.
“Yes,” he said, stubbornly. “My country has a large army at its disposal and I don’t think the Vampyres have invaded Elbendal. Our country is surrounded by mountains on all sides and the nearest gate is Greystone.”
“All right,” Maia conceded, “then let us be on our way.”
With a grin, Blaid took Lilith’s reins and led her down the narrow trail away from Belura’s cave. Belura sat on top of the gnarly branches of the tree that covered his cave and watched them leave. They had said their goodbyes already and Belura had asked the forest to guide them all the way to the western edge where it met the gorge.
Sad to leave Belura, Maia turned one last time to wave at him, but instead of Belura, a bear now stood erect next to the tree, before dropping down to all fours and ambling off into the forest.
Sometimes Maia wished she could also transform into an animal. She had seen Belura transform into every conceivable forest creature and even Blaid could turn into the wolf. She understood, as a Life Elemental, she had powers the others did not, yet it did not lessen the appeal of their ability to shift shape.
She looked ahead to see Lilith’s swaying rear in front of her, with Blaid walking at her head. The Eläm they exuded when they were together was one of the most beautiful things Maia had ever seen. Maia now firmly believed that the only reason Lilith had been such a difficult horse while she lived at Shadow Hall was because she had been waiting for Blaid. It was plain to see that the two belonged together, just as she belonged with Midnight.
Maia felt Midnight agree in her head and she knew her dragon was flying overhead in large circles, high in the sky so as not to be seen. She got a brief glimpse of his point of view; the dark forest nothing but a thick blanket of green across the land for miles in every direction, hemmed in by mountain ridges on two sides.
Did you check on the camp this morning? Maia inquired.
Midnight had done regular checks on Aaron’s camp every day and kept Blaid and Maia updated on their activities.
Moved another ten miles south, Midnight reported.
Maia frowned, wondering what they were up to. Daily, Rothea moved camp; they now hardly slept in the same location twice. She wished she knew why.
Wolf gone into the forest.
Into the forest? Since when?
Last night, Midnight responded.
He is a wolf. I am sure Belura will not let any harm come to him.
Still, she felt concern for her wolf and wished he would return to Aaron’s camp. What could her wolf be doing in the forest? Had he picked up her trail? No, not that far south. The Vampyre road was now almost thirty miles north of their location. Shaking her head, she put the thought to the back of her mind and concentrated on following the mare through the forest.
Blaid had regained his full strength and they hiked throughout the day, stopping only briefly to allow Lilith to drink from a pebbly stream. The black mare carried her burden of packages easily, with Blaid and Maia only having to carry one bag each.
That night, they sought shelter underneath a drooping willow tree that spread its branches so wide, it formed a cave beneath. They lit a fire and cooked their food before laying out their sleeping rolls.
The canopy of willow branches above turned the area into a secluded cove and the flickering flames of the fire created warm colours against the backdrop of leaves. They felt safe within the confines of the tree and Maia was sure Belura had chosen this spot for them to spend the night.
Yet Maia could find no peace. It was the first night she and Blaid were alone and, because they had spent all their time training, they had not discussed the other aspect of their togetherness.
On the one hand, Maia desperately wanted to be with Blaid. His near presence heated her blood and sent tingles all over her body. On the other hand, she believed that she needed to obey the rules of her people if their mission was to be successful. If they kept breaking the law by being intimate with each other, surely it would eventually impact negatively on their quest.
That was not the only reason she did not want to be intimate with him. Maia wanted to be with Blaid with the consent of her people. She did not want to continue with the sin they had already committed, for she felt the guilt as a heavy burden on her heart. If they could find a way to convince the people that Life and Death being together was not an abomination, then, and only then, would she agree to be intimate with Blaid again.
She looked over at him now as he cleared the last items from their meal and made his way over to sit beside her on her sleeping mat.
“You look tense. Is everything all right?” Blaid asked, draping a blanket over her shoulders.
Maia huddled into the blanket; more for comfort than warmth. How to tell him how she felt without upsetting him? She took a breath, steeling herself for his reaction as she prepared to tell him how she felt.
“It is all right, Maia,” Blaid said, pulling her close. “I know I have taken advantage of your feelings in the past, but if you feel we should remain apart for the time being, then I will respect your decision.”
“How do you know?” she asked.
With a crooked grin on his face, he said, “Your Eläm shows me exactly how your body reacts to mine, yet your body language tells me the exact opposite. I might not know your reasons and I hope you will share it with me, but it is clear you do not want me in your bed tonight, or any time soon.”
Maia blushed, quickly hiding her Eläm. Blaid laughed. They had been living so openly with each other, especially because of the training, there had been no reason for them to shield their Eläm.
“I have known for some time. Do you want to tell me why you made this decision?”
Maia hesitated, wondering if he would think her reasons unfounded. “I want us to be together with the blessings of the people and not live in sin while we are on our quest to save them. It feels wrong.”
Blaid, his arm still around her shoulder, rubbed her arm. “It is wrong. We are both aware of the law of our people. Yet, it does not change the way I feel about you and I know that us being together is right. Let us hope that we have the power to influence the histories written in the future, so that we may be together in the end.”
His voice sounded defeated, despite his positive words. Maia knew that the chances of the Elders that wrote the laws to change the one about about Elementals were slim. Too many negative stories existed about the subject and the histories were so ancient, all of Elveron held to the same laws. It was unlikely that one pair of Life and Death could change this ingrained rule in one lifetime.
“Come, let us get some rest. I want to get going before first light.” Blaid moved up and rolled up another blanket for Maia to put her head on and she lay down. “Do not fret, Maia. I love you and that will never change. Sleep now. Nothing will bother us while we are in Belura’s forest.”
He sat with her for a while after covering her with the blanket he had draped over her shoulder, and then moved off to add two branches to the fire. He checked on Lilith, who nickered softly when she saw him approach. After giving her a treat he produced from his pocket, he moved over to his own sleeping mat and sat on it, staring at the fire.
Maia watched him for a long time through half-closed eyes. From the first time she saw him; back in the courtyard of The Deep; she thought him to be the most handsome man she had ever laid eyes on. Even now, after looking at him every day for over a Moon, her opinion had not changed.
She thought of her brother as handsome; Riker had been handsome; and even Aaron had a certain something that captured her attention. Blaid had something else. She could not define it, yet it was there in everything he did. It was there in the way his dark hair fell across his face, how his violet eyes shone in the firelight, how his jaw muscles worked when he was upset and how he lifted his head defiantly when he could not get his way.
Her heart swelled with the love she felt for him and she wished she could give in to him. To withhold herself from him was one of the hardest things she had ever undertaken and she hoped she would keep strong. The journey they had embarked on would take them until the spring to complete. A long time for things to go wrong.
Midnight finally distracted her by letting her know where he had settled in the mountains and that he had hunted giant deer for dinner. She fell asleep with Midnight projecting the view of Tarron Heights’ lights flickering in the darkness of the night.
 

 
“Have you always been able to communicate with him over such distances?” Blaid asked in the morning when Maia told him where Midnight had decided to wait for them.
She frowned, thinking. She had always been able to communicate with her dragon with her mind. From the day they met those many years ago in the desert, they had mind-linked and shared their thoughts. It was different to how Midnight spoke to other people. They could only hear him, because he projected his thoughts into theirs, and then opened his own mind to receive their thoughts from them. Most people simply did not have the ability to project their thoughts, which was why Maia had not thought to communicate that way with Blaid when in his wolf form in Belura’s cave.
Yet, their ability to communicate had always been dictated by their proximity. When Midnight was away hunting, Maia lost track of him completely and only felt him in her mind again when he returned.
Now, however, she always felt him, no matter where he was. She wondered when that had changed; and why it had changed. Midnight had no answers for her on this subject; neither did he think it strange that they now communicated wherever he was.
“No,” she finally answered. “I remember being in Braérn not so long ago and only when Midnight was within twenty miles of the city could I feel him in my mind. This is new. I wonder what has changed.”
“Maybe you have become stronger in your abilities,” Blaid suggested. “Have you not learned much over the past two years? I know I have, especially these past few Quarters with Belura.”
“I don’t feel as if I am any more powerful,” she confided. “One of the reasons I sought you out was because I feel I am not strong enough. My powers are not enough.”
“Maia,” Blaid slowed and let her catch up so they could walk side by side along the forest path, Lilith’s head bobbing gently up and down at Blaid’s shoulder, “you are only turning one hundred and twenty-four years old this year. I don’t think there has ever existed another Life Elemental who was as powerful as you at such a young age. Master Margoth taught me about Life Elementals and, as far as I can remember, they only come into their full power after their five hundredth birthday. It takes centuries to master your full power, yet here you are, already one of the most powerful Life Elementals.”
“You are more powerful than me,” she countered.
“My powers are different to yours. Besides, I am twice your age. And, even with the extra experience, I don’t think I could win a fight against you.”
“I think we have established that you can. We have fought and you are definitely better than me.”
“A better swordsman, maybe, but your magic is stronger.”
“I don’t believe that. I cannot even transform into an animal, or shadow travel. There are so many things you do that I cannot.”
“As you have powers I do not. We are opposites, Maia.”
“I just wish I could do more. I feel inadequate, like what I can do is not enough to save my people. Here we are, walking towards a destination you do not want to go to, to acquire an army to help us. Even together, we do not have enough magic to defeat the enemy without an army at our backs. What is the point of being the most powerful Elemental if it does not help us in our quest?”
Blaid was silent, and Maia was about to make him admit she was right, when he finally spoke.
“I don’t think we were put here to fight wars. I am a Death Elemental. Death calls to me and I go wherever the people need me. My sole purpose as Death is to assist people cross over from life into the afterlife. I ease their transition, taking their pain.” Blaid paused and took her hand as they walked on. “You are Life. You are here to inspire the people, to bring hope and new life to the world. Your mere presence promotes healthy soil for a good harvest, fertility in women for easy conception, health in the people around you. You were not made to fight either.”
It took some time for Blaid’s words to fully sink in, but even when they did, Maia still questioned it.
“But is it not our responsibility to look after our people and ensure their safety?”
“Yes, it is what we were born to do; to look after our people. It is who we are. All I am saying is, this killing does not come naturally to us. We were not born to fight and kill. We were born to prevent pain and suffering. Unfortunately, in this case we need to fight an enemy to accomplish that. Do not blame yourself for something out of your control. We are doing the best we can with what we were given. And, together, I believe we can save our people.”
“You have more wisdom than I do,” Maia finally said. “And more patience. I wish we could just end all of this now. Is there no other way?”
“We have been over this. We cannot seal off the gates to prevent the Vampyres from coming through. We would cut ourselves off from other planets in the process. We cannot go through to Naylera to fight the war there, as we simply do not have an army large enough to lead such an attack. Negotiating with the Vampyres has failed. The only thing we can do is rally our people to fight again. You know your father is doing everything he can to rebuild his forces and to get the surrounding nations to help. With winter approaching, now is the time to shore up our defences and rebuild our armies, which is why we are going to Elbendal. I promise you, we will receive help there.”
Maia took a steadying breath. “You are right. Let us do what we can. My father will look after Grildor while we go to your homeland to ask for help. There isn’t anything we can do here right now that will help my people.”
“Our journey will take some time. If you like, I will teach you some of my magic, if it will make you feel better.”
Maia looked across to him, tingling everywhere. “Will you teach me how to shape shift?”
 

 
Midnight landed in the meadow outside the dark forest as they breached the treeline. Dropping her bag, Maia ran to him and he lowered his head so she could hug herself to his face.
She breathed him in and closed her eyes. It felt good to with him again.
Missed you, partner of my soul.
As I have missed you. Thank you for waiting for us.
Fly now?
No, Midnight. We cannot leave Lilith. Blaid knows the quickest way through the mountains, but it would help if you could scout ahead every day to make sure we don’t run into trouble. I will also take the saddle off you, so it will be easier for you to hunt without all the leather straps getting in your way.”
Midnight rumbled his agreement. He was not happy about them not flying over the mountains, but taking the saddle off appeased him.
They camped out in the open that night, close to the bridge that led across the gorge to Tarron Heights. Midnight settled down close to their camp and Lilith soon decided he was nothing to be afraid of.
By the time Maia and Blaid rose in the morning, Lilith stood huddled close to Midnight’s side, seeking his warmth, and he had extended his wing to shelter her protectively.
“I have never seen that before,” Maia whispered. “He never did that with Fire.”
Midnight opened one red eye and stared at them. He looked helpless.
Maia giggled. You can wake her up now, Midnight. It’s all right.
Midnight rumbled softly and Lilith lifted her head, looking around. She saw Blaid and, with a whinny, trotted over to him. He took her head in his hands and leant his forehead against hers.
“My brave girl,” he told her. “Cuddling a dragon.”
Midnight made a noise that sounded very much like a harrumph in her mind and he stood, shaking out his wings. Other horses would have spooked now, but Lilith just stood patiently, waiting for Blaid to attach the bags to her back.
They travelled across the bridge to the other side and then left the valley behind them. Skirting Tarron Heights, they made their way west through the mountains. Blaid had obviously travelled this way before, and led them confidently along the convoluted trails that criss-crossed the steep, and sometimes treacherous, paths of the mountains.
Every evening when they made camp, Blaid told Maia about the magic of shape shifting. She wasn’t sure why it was this particular magic that intrigued her so, but it was definitely the first of Blaid’s powers she wanted to learn.
“I still think I should teach you how to shadow travel first,” he said one night. “It is more useful than transforming.”
“We have Moons of travel ahead of us. I am sure there will be time for that,” she replied.
“All right, let us begin, then. As I explained to you yesterday, I chose the wolf as my elemental animal. The other two are the raven or the razorback boar. I cannot tell you which one you are; it is something you need to find within yourself. You need to look within and find the animal in you. I does not matter that you were unable to do so yesterday, as this is not something you can force. Now, close your eyes and think only of yourself. Find your centre and then work outwards to find your elemental animal.”
For six days they travelled west and south-west and every evening Blaid sat patiently with Maia to discover her elemental animal. It took Maia three days before she was able to properly centre herself and look within, but even then she could not see the animal inside her.
By day six she was frustrated and struggled to concentrate, but Blaid made her sit quietly after dinner until she was calm enough. Midnight had retreated from her mind so as not to interfere and Blaid was brushing Lilith when she suddenly gasped.
“Wings,” she shouted. “I saw wings. With feathers. I think I might be a raven.”
Blaid was immediately by her side. “That’s great. Close your eyes again and try to find what you saw again. This time, hold the image in your mind. Let me know when you have a grasp on it.”
Obediently, Maia closed her eyes. Yet, no matter how hard she tried, the image would not return. She saw legs, then horns, then hooves. It did not make sense and Blaid eventually stopped her, telling her she was now projecting images because she wanted to see them, not because they were already inside of her.
“I don’t think I am meant to transform,” Maia said, disappointed.
“All Death Elementals are taught to transform, but I do not think it is something only Death Elementals can do. Do you remember when you left to go to your chosen planet, Earth, for your final test?”
“I do, why?”
“How did you know who you wanted to be while on Earth? How did you choose that form?”
Maia frowned. “I didn’t choose that form. Silas said the form would choose me.”
“Exactly. You were ready then to change form and to let it happen to you. You cannot force this, Maia; you need to accept the animal within you and let it come out. The change, the principle of the transformation, is the same, which means you do have the ability. You just need to let it happen. Think about that for a day. I think you have worked hard enough for now and we have an exciting day ahead of us tomorrow. We will try again in three days’ time.”
“What is happening tomorrow?” Maia asked.
“We shall take a boat.”
Thus, on the seventh day after passing Tarron Heights, they reached a deep gorge with a wide river at its bottom. It snaked between sheer cliffs without a shoreline and only the occasional shrub clinging to a fissure in the rock walls.
“That is the Aldaê Fae River. There is a dock at the bottom of the gorge. A barge leaves from there every morning and one arrives every night. The barges mostly transport cargo between here and Eskara, a small trading town along the border to Bron. From here, the goods get transported via horse to Tarron Heights and all over Grildor.”
“I did not know that,” Maia said, peering over the sheer cliff. “How do we get down there?”
“There is a path. It is steep, but wide, and easy for horses to navigate and carry goods to and from the river. We will reach it during the afternoon. We can camp here on the escarpment tonight and head down to the river early in the morning to catch the barge. It will save us over a Quarter of travel time.”
As promised, they reached the path that led to the river by early afternoon. They passed it and found a sheltered place between pine trees that huddled close to the mountainside to make their camp for the night. Sheltered as they were, their fire would not be seen, even if Traders arrived during the night.
They set up camp, by now accustomed to each other’s routines. It had taken a while to get used to the other’s habits, but they eventually found a way to make it work for both of them. Ablutions had been one of their most awkward issues to sort out.
Another factor had been the need for Blaid to eat meat every day. Now that Maia was reunited with him, her urge to hunt or eat meat had subsided. During the first few days, Blaid hunted during the course of the day if the opportunity arose, shooting hares, deer and other, smaller animals as they walked through the mountains.
Maia understood Blaid’s craving for meat - it had something to do with the wolf in him - and Blaid’s way of hunting and killing swiftly was as dictated by their laws. Yet she struggled with every death she watched and soon Blaid decided to stop hunting during the day and instead hunt at night while in his wolf form.
He would then come back to camp and they would cook a vegetable dish together, which they shared. Blaid taught her how to make dishes spiced the way he learned from his mother and she found she enjoyed the meals that at first tasted so foreign to her.
“Where exactly is Elbendal? I have only read about it in our histories,” she said while they ate their evening meal in the grove of pine trees that night. “Your food tastes so exotic, so foreign.”
“Only because you are not used to it,” he laughed at her. “My homeland might be over a thousand miles from yours, but I would hardly call it foreign. We have the same traditions, the same laws. We are further south than Grildor, though, so our weather is warmer, but we do still get some snows during winter.”
“I cannot wait to see your country. And your city. What is it called? Has your father been Lord of the city for long?”
Blaid busied himself with stirring their food and adding more spices. Maia watched with interest, trying to remember the quantities of each herb he put into the food.
“You’ll meet my family soon enough,” he mumbled, before taking their bowls to dish up.
Sensing the change in his Eläm, she looked at him,. Blaid had not spoken much about his family but she knew he did not get along with them, which was why it was hard for him to go back there. She only knew that his father was the lord of a city and that the country of Elbendal had a large army at its disposal. Due to the distance, they would need to hurry if they wanted to be back by the spring.
Maia wanted to ask more questions, her interest piqued, but Blaid was clearly uncomfortable talking about his family, so she put it to the back of her mind. He was right; she would meet them soon enough.
For now, they had enough to worry about. They ate their dinner, and then practiced. Maia saw the wings again, but could not hold on to the image. Upset, she did not sleep well that night and was relieved when they left their camp site early the next morning to make their way down to the barge.
The path down to the river was steep, but wide, and grooves had been cut into the path for grip so the horses did not slip. Lilith navigated it with her usual nonchalance and only pricked her ears backwards when other horses joined them on the path.
They were Traders; their two horses laden with goods. They followed Blaid and Maia down and then tied their horses to the dock, waiting for the Ferryman to tell them to board.
The barge, at least thirty strides long and ten strides wide, bobbed gently on the surface of the water, tied to the dock with thick ropes. Four small cabins occupied the centre of the barge and a tall flagpole, flying the flag of Grildor, stood proud and tall along the stern railing.
Maia looked across the wide river, trying to estimate its width, but the sheer cliffs on either side made it difficult to tell. She thought the river to be as wide as the cliffs were tall.
“The river flows gently for many miles down this gorge,” Blaid said behind her. “There are three docks along the way, the last one on the border with Bron. From there, the barges turn around and make their way back here.”
“What comes after the last dock?”
“I don’t know. I have never been that way. But, between here and the third dock, this is one of West Grildor’s busiest Trade Routes. I came this way when I first came to Grildor and have travelled the river twice more since then.”
“Why did you come to Grildor,” Maia asked, curious. This was another subject they had never spoken about.
“Because of you,” Blaid said simply. “I shall tell you about it some other time. Come, it is time to board.”
They led Lilith onto the barge behind the other two horses. She hesitated when she stepped onto the unsteady deck of the barge, but the horses in front of her walked calmly on, reassuring her it was safe.
The Traders tied their horses close to the prow and then took their personal belongings to the first cabin in the centre of the barge.
“You can tie your horse here,” the Ferryman said, pointing to a railing at mid-ships. “The cabin in the middle is yours.”
“Thank you, Sir,” Blaid said and led Lilith to the railing to tie her up and to remove her burdens, before coming back to Maia at the rails. “I will sleep out on the deck with Lilith. You can have the cabin for the two nights we are on board.”
Maia stared out across the opaque water, knowing it was correct, yet disappointed at the same time.
The barge rocked gently beneath her, but she did not mind the motion. She had travelled across water before, usually on a skipper across Nithril Deep, and it did not bother her. Yet, being here sent cold tendrils of fear down her back and she shivered, unsure where the feeling came from.
“Are you all right?”
“Just cold,” she said.
Blaid put an arm around her shoulder, holding her close. His touch felt good and she soon forgot about the feeling as the barge left the dock and cruised downriver.
 

 
The Traders disembarked at the second dock, leaving Maia and Blaid alone with the Ferryman. During the past two days two other barges went the other way, carrying full loads of cargo, horses and people.
That strange feeling that had settled over Maia on the first day had not returned and she enjoyed the diverse scenery along the river.
The sheer walls receded in places, giving way to narrow strips of land, lush with vegetation. Sometimes a smaller river joined, opening up the gorge, and they saw animals on the river banks; mostly deer and water birds.
Midnight stayed with them, flying high above the clouds on their first day, but then took off to go hunting. He was by now over a hundred miles from them, investigating mountains places no one had set foot in before. Maia marvelled at some of the beautiful areas he showed her.
“By evening we will be in Bron,” Blaid said shortly after breakfast. “From there, it is open terrain for most of the way until we reach Elbendal, which is mountainous again. It should take us ten days to travel through Bron, then another five to cross Serengate and not more than three to travel through Levandor.”
Maia had heard about these countries, as they belonged to the greater nation of Grildor. Fourteen countries surrounded Grildor and, together, formed Greater Grildor, of which her father was king. It was from these neighbouring countries that her father had asked assistance during their time of war, but as those countries had not been directly affected, they had not sent warriors to their aid. Maia now wondered why her father had not invoked the Council of Kings; also known as the Kings Rule; and commanded those countries to assist, as Silas had been urging him to do for a while.
“Is Elbendal the country after Levandor?” she asked.
“Yes, but there is a mountain range between Levandor and Elbendal. Much like between Bron and Grildor, only bigger.”
“Bigger?” Maia asked.
Next to the Crystal Mountains, the Grildor-Bron Mountains were the largest she had ever seen, with peaks so tall they were covered in perpetual snow and valleys covered in glaciers.
“Yes. It is one of the reasons we do not belong to the nations of Grildor. Our allied nations all lie to the south and west of us, as the mountains divide us from all eastern and northern countries. We do not even trade directly with the nations of Grildor. All goods from Elbendal travel through several southern countries before they are brought to Grildor.”
“I remember the history of Elbendal, but I know little of its trade.”
As the day went by, clouds moved into the mountains, obscuring their view. Soon, all they could see were the sheer cliffs on either side of the river. Maia felt uneasy and even Lilith was restless.
By afternoon, a heavy fog settled over the river, blocking even the cliff walls from sight. The barge moved along silently; every sound muffled.
“Something is not right, Blaid,” Maia finally said, unable to keep the feeling in check.
“It is just the fog. It is unsettling.”
“No, there is something else. I can feel it.”
Blaid narrowed his eyes, and nodded. “How far to the dock, Ferryman?”
“An hour, at most.”
“How will you find it in this fog?”
“I know where I am going, do not worry yourselves.”
Blaid looked back to Maia and shrugged. “We’re almost there. There is not much we can do until we reach the dock.”
“I know,” she said, the strange feeling growing stronger with ever mile they covered.
The fog did not let up and she stood next to Lilith, patting her neck, more to calm herself, than the horse. Blaid paced the barge, speaking to the Ferryman at regular intervals.
“He said we should be there any moment. He is already steering us towards the left bank.”
Maia looked out over the railing of the barge, but could not see the shore through the thick fog, even as they moved from the middle of the river closer to the bank. By now, her hands had balled into fists with anxiety and all her senses strained to compensate for the lack of vision.
Then, she heard it, a scream, and the Life Elemental in her could not take it anymore.
“There are people in need of help,” she shouted towards the Ferryman.
“There are people dying,” Blaid said beside her and she knew his Death Elemental senses had finally felt it, too.
“Hold on,” the Ferryman said, “we are almost there.”
Lilith whinnied, pulling at her reins and rolling her eyes. Something was definitely not right. Maia held on to the railing of the barge, her knuckles white, and strained to see the approaching dock.
The smell alerted them to the dock ahead first. Grey smoke mingled with the fog and the smell of fire was strong in the air. Even the Ferryman could hear the screams coming from the dock and moved his barge ever closer to the shore until the dock finally came into sight.
Tall, red flames licked there, its timbers burning brightly. The wooden barn on the shore also burned, bathing the grisly scene before them in flickering, orange light.
Maia estimated that there must have been at least thirty Traders on the dock before the attack. Now, most lay dead, with one or more Vampyres feeding on each. A few still fought, but they were soon dealt with by more Vampyres as they swarmed out of the surrounding forest.
Maia’s stomach roiled as the smell of blood reached them through the smoke.
“Pull in to shore,” Blaid yelled at the Ferryman and then dissolved into back smoke beside Maia.
She stared wide-eyed at the spot where he had been, then looked to the burning dock to see him materialise, blades swinging, amongst the Vampyres. She reached for her own weapons, but then remembered they were packed in a blanket roll tied to their bags. She ran to retrieve them and then back to the railing to jump off the barge as soon as the barge would hit land.
Maia watched Blaid battle at least thirty Vampyres, swinging his blades with such speed, her eyes had trouble following. She had the chain of the railing undone, ready to jump ship, when she noticed that the barge was drifting further away from shore, instead of getting closer to it.
“What are you doing? Get to shore. They need our help.”
“There is another dock a few miles further on,” the Ferryman yelled back to her. “I am not stopping here. You can swim, if you like.”
Blaid!
She saw him hesitate for a moment, receiving a cut on his upper arm for his lapse in attention, and immediately regretted distracting him.
Go.
Maia clenched her jaw. “How far is the other dock? How long will it take us to reach it?”
“Soon. No more than five miles.”
Impatiently, she clasped the railing, staring out into the fog, the dock now out of sight and the noises from the fight so muffled, she could barely hear them. Maia untied Lilith. She would ride back to the other dock the moment the Ferryman brought the barge in. She tried to calculate how long it would take her to ride from one dock to the other. Five miles along the river would not necessarily mean five miles along the river bank, especially not with these sheer cliffs.
“How far from this dock to the other?”
The Ferryman shook his head. “No direct way. Five-day hike through the mountains.”
“What?” Maia asked, aghast. Blaid!
With a mass of twirling, black smoke, Blaid materialised beside her, startling even Lilith.
“I am here,” he said reassuringly, pulling her close. “The dock is still burning and more Vampyres are coming down the path from the mountains towards it. I cannot hold them off by myself.” Turning to the Ferryman, he asked, “Where are you taking us?”
“We will reach the last dock any moment. It is not a trading dock, but we can go ashore there.”
“All right, take us there.”
Blaid did not pay the Ferryman any further attention. Leaving Maia with Lilith, he went to retrieve their things, ready to disembark. Around them, the fog lifted slightly and they could now see the cliffs to their left, with a narrow strip of pebbled shoreline.
“Do you hear that?” Blaid asked.
“I do,” Maia replied, disheartened. “It does not sound good.”
“Ferryman, approach with caution. We think this dock might be overrun too.”
“It better not be,” the man replied. “This is the last dock along this stretch of river.”
They all gazed ahead, trying to see through the thinning fog and, soon enough, the dock came into view, engulfed in flames. Two Elves lay dead on the shore, a Werewolf making a meal of the one.
“Archers,” Blaid shouted, and pulled Maia down beside him just as two arrows thudded into the floor planks beside them.
Both lifted to look over the railing. The Werewolf had stopped feeding and stood beside his master, clearly the General of this raiding party of about twenty. He gave a command and they all notched new arrows to their bows and took aim. The Werewolf howled.
“Take Lilith to the other side. Hide behind the cabins,” Blaid ordered. “Ferryman, steer us away.”
Maia heard the twang of the Vampyres’ bowstrings behind her and hurried to get Lilith hidden behind the cabins. Arrows thudded into the wood all around the barge. When one arrow found the heart of the Ferryman, Maia screamed in pain.
Lilith, already terrified by the thudding arrows and the Werewolf howling on the shore, reared high and pulled the reins from Maia’s clasp. The mare came down with hooves thundering on the wooden deck, turned and, with one leap, jumped the railing into the river.
“Lilith!” Blaid shrieked after her, and watched in horror as the arrows rained down into the water all around her.
Maia felt it then; that same black rage that had consumed her when she killed those Vampyres outside Shadow Hall. This time, she knew it was not hers. Blaid dissolved into black smoke, only to reappear amongst the Vampyres, wielding death with beautiful precision.
She watched only for a moment, then ran to grab their bags and tied them all to her back, even the ones Lilith had been carrying.
I can do this, she thought and channelled her energy, generating a bubble of air around her and pushing off from the deck of the barge, which now bobbed dangerously in ever more violent waters.
That fact startled her. The river had been wide and calm throughout their journey. Now she noticed, despite the mist, that the walls had closed in and the river flowed ever faster along its narrowing bed.
She heard the unmistakable thundering of a waterfall ahead. The barge bumped a rock in the river and Maia was thrown to the deck. She struggled to get up, the bags holding her down.
Frantically, she got her legs beneath her and, holding the railing, built up her bubble of air once more, concentrating on pressure from below to lift her. She wobbled for a moment, and then she rose, slowly, off the deck.
The thundering grew louder and she released the railing. Immediately, the barge moved along without her and she hovered in the air as it went by beneath her. Once the wood of the deck was gone from under her, she only had water to push off from; it would get more difficult. Thus, as the end of the barge neared, she increased her power and rose higher.
She concentrated so hard, she did not notice the flagpole as it went by and it snagged on one of the ropes that held the bags, violently yanking her along just as it tipped forward and plummeted down the raging waterfall.
Blaid materialised out of black smoke beside her, falling with her. He shouted something, but she could not hear him over the roaring of the waterfall. He grasped her hands with so much strength, she thought he might break them. Then, suddenly, the pressure was gone as Blaid dissolved into black smoke.
Strangely, she thought of nothing as she fell. The heavy bags had her falling backwards and she stared up at the sky and the spray of the towering waterfall, thinking how peaceful it was.
Once more, Blaid materialised, his face anguished. He wrapped himself around her and then tried again. The smoke wafted around her, but did not take her. Her plummet continued as if time stood still. She noticed every drop of water, the rainbow at the top of the waterfall … and the sudden black shadow that covered it.
Her heart raced as her mind comprehended what was happening. She would crash and perish on the rocks at the bottom of the waterfall unless she did something about it.
Every lesson she had ever had with Silas ran through her mind in the blink of an eye. She had power over water and air. She could use it. She could help herself. Then, accepting the fact that she could not act swiftly enough, she curled herself as small as she could so that Midnight’s talons would not hurt her as he snatched her out of the air.
Midnight’s wings snapped loudly as he spread them to stall his dive and Maia’s neck jerked violently as her downward motion was abruptly reversed. Making herself even smaller within the confines of Midnight’s talon, she slowed her racing heart to the beat of her dragon’s flapping wings as he rose into the sky.
 

 
“I will need to teach you how to shadow travel before I teach you how to shift shape. I think the incident has shown us what is more important,” Blaid said as he strode through the charred remains of the Vampyres on the beach.
Midnight had made short work of the remaining Vampyres after he rescued Maia. Blaid managed to get Lilith to shore unscathed after he was sure Midnight had her.
Maia glowed red with embarrassment. How had she gotten herself into that situation? Surely, as a Prime Elemental, she should have power enough to overcome situations such as those. She now seriously questioned her abilities. Everyone thought of her as so powerful, yet she couldn’t even levitate herself and some luggage over water.
Unthinking, she cupped her right hand and drew water into it from the river with her mind. Once in her hand, she spun it into a ball and let it swirl floating above her palm; a magic similar to that of the floating Silva ball during the process of making the precious liquid.
Walking behind Blaid, they investigated the destruction. There had been warehouses and other storage facilities at the other dock and it did not surprise them that the Vampyres had attacked there.
Here, however, there had only been a simple dock house, the dock itself, and a post to tie up horses. It made no sense why the Vampyres attacked here.
Dropping her ball of water, Maia helped Blaid move the remains of the two dead Elves and they buried them as best they could in the rocky soil of the narrow strip of land. Maia made the strings of ivy growing along the shoreline cover their bare graves, intoning the Mother’s prayer as she wove her magic.
“Let us get out of here,” Blaid said when she was done. “I have never been this far down the river. I hope there is another way towards the border and we do not have to hike five days through the mountains just to get back to the other dock.”
See a road. Heading west. Easier to fly.
Blaid and Maia looked at each other as Midnight shared the image of him holding Lilith in his talons and flying over the mountains. It would be so easy, so fast.
They turned and looked at the mare standing away from the massacre around the dock, trying hard not to breathe in the stench of burning Vampyre flesh all around her. She appeared terrified.
“Maybe now is not the right time for this,” Maia said, looking at the anguish on Blaid’s face. “She has been through enough for one day. Let us follow the road and find a place to shelter for the night. We all need the rest.”
As gently as they could, they tied the sodden bags to Lilith’s back. Maia was relieved that Midnight had managed to save her, as well as their supplies, but Lilith was not impressed with the burden that now weighed almost twice as much.
While they walked; Blaid ahead, leading Lilith, Maia following behind; she spared some of her energy to expel the water from the bags. After a while, Lilith walked easier over the uneven terrain, but by then the sodden blanket and wet straps had chafed Lilith’s back raw and Maia kept up a constant stream of energy to heal the chafing as they moved along the narrow path to a destination Midnight had chosen for them about an hour’s march from the dock.
“I think this is it,” Blaid said, finally, coming to a halt and looking around.
Loose rocks dominated the narrow trail that led from the dock to this point; steep cliffs closing in the path on both sides. It had been a difficult walk and they now looked at the inviting clearing ahead of them. The cliffs on either side opened up wide enough for a forest to have made it its home. A spring bubbled out of the rock to their left and flowed in a shallow bed through the pine trees. Close to the spring, a circle of blackened rocks marked where travellers usually made camp.
Blaid removed the burden from Lilith’s back, giving Maia a sideways glance as he realised what she had done. Then, with a soft tap on the mare’s neck, he sent her away to forage on the sparse mountain grass between the trees.
“Thank you for looking after her,” Blaid managed to say before Maia crumpled. “Maia?”
“I’m all right,” she said, breathlessly. “I just need rest.”
Blaid helped her up and moved with her over to the tiny camp site. He sat her down next to the stones of the fireplace and then busied himself with making a fire. With plenty of dry wood around, Blaid had the fire going quickly and made tea before hanging a pot over the fire for their evening meal. While Maia gratefully sipped her tea, she watched him as he cooked, getting hungrier with every passing moment.
“I don’t understand why we have been given this power if it takes so much from us,” she complained. “How is it any good to us if it makes us so weak?”
“Master Margoth explained to me that the magic saps your power to teach you not to abuse your power. Most simple magicks, such as those used daily in our cities, hardly require energy and most people get on with their jobs without ever becoming exhausted. More complicated magic, however, will use more of your strength. The more difficult the magic, the more energy it requires.”
“That is how Silas explained it as well,” Maia agreed, “but we were chosen to wield the higher magic. Could we not have been given the strength to allow us to handle the additional energy requirements?”
Blaid was silent for a moment, stirring the pot, looking at her. Deep inside her she felt something stir as she watched the handsome, dark-haired man, dressed in battle leathers, doing this menial task of cooking. Blushing, she looked down into her cup.
“When we fight together,” he mused, “it is as if we are temporarily granted this extra energy you speak of. I have never felt anything like it. When we go into battle together, I feel invincible, all powerful. We have this power inside us, but we are only allowed to use it during moments of intense need.”
“Then why did I not feel this power when I went over the waterfall? What use is it if I cannot command it to save my own life?”
“There must be a way to trigger it without going into battle. We have been together for over a Moon now and I have not felt this surge of energy I feel when we fight for our people. Yet, I believe it to be there. We just need to discover how to unleash it.”
“Maybe we are only given this power when we fight for our people. Maybe this power is for them, and not for us.”
“Plausible,” Blaid said, “but I don’t believe it. Like you said, we were chosen. The Mother would not have given us these powers if we were not strong enough to wield them.” He paused, cocking his head to the side, thinking. “Maybe … maybe we should take what our Masters have said by their word.”
Maia looked at him questioningly.
“The magic saps our power to teach us not to abuse it. Maybe, once we have learned not to use our power for our own gains, we will be given the energy to wield our magic unrestrained.”
Blinking, Maia opened her mouth to speak, then closed it. She thought about the little things she did; the trivial magic that did not sap her energy, such as swirling the ball of water above her palm. Simple magic. She did not even have to think about it and she hardly felt the effort it took to control it. Yet, the moment she tried to do something bigger, she either lost concentration or did not have enough energy for it.
The same magic that floated the ball of water over her palm could have saved her life after going over the waterfall. With the right amount of concentration and energy, she could have balled up the water at the bottom of the river to catch her and carry her safely to land. Yet, even thinking about achieving that made her dizzy with fatigue.
“I do not think either of us abuses our power. I have seen you hunt. You have been given the power to take life with a mere flick of the wrist when someone calls for the Death Elemental, yet, when you hunt, you use your physical body to achieve your goal. Even during battle, you do not use the Death Elemental power to overcome the enemy.” She frowned. “Why don’t you?”
Blaid took the pot off the fire and placed it on a stone on the ground. Rummaging through their bags, he produced two plates.
“The Death Magic is sacred,” Blaid said. “I use it to free people from their pain and misery. I have never used it for anything else. In battle, I use my other skills, as I was taught by Master Margoth, except …” He stopped, his hands hesitating over the pot.
“Except when the darkness, the dark rage, takes control,” Maia finished the sentence for him.
“Yes,” Blaid said with surprise. “How do you know?”
“Because I have felt it. I have fought my way through fifty Vampyre Generals, killing them all, when that black rage had me in its grasp. It took me some time to understand what happened, but I now know the rage comes from you.”
Setting his utensils on the plates, Blaid sat on the ground, looking overcome. “I had hoped you would never see that side of me.”
“Blaid,” Maia moved over to sit beside him, taking his hand, “it happens to me too. Mine manifests differently, usually with the forest around me erupting in life, but it is the same, uncontrollable power. I do not ask for it and I don’t usually notice it until someone dares to stop me.”
They looked at each other and for a moment Maia was lost in Blaid’s violet eyes. His warm hand squeezed hers and his mouth pulled into a crooked smile.
“That must be our answer then,” he finally said. “Only once we have learned to control our magic will we be allowed to use it unchecked. We are still so young, Maia. From what I have read, no Life or Death Elemental has ever had to defend their people before their first millennium. I wish there was someone we could speak to about this.”
“Maybe you are right,” Maia said, “but how would you explain to the people that we could not save them because we are too young? Besides, Kanarel used his powers for evil and his magic was strong.”
“So it was,” Blaid replied. “I believe he had at least three of the powers. I cannot fathom how, or why, he managed to hide his powers from everyone. He should have been one of Braérn’s Primes, which in itself would have given him the standing he so craved. When I fought Kanarel, I felt his power lurking beneath the surface. I believe that only his fear of me stopped him from using it. Have a look at what he did to that Ice Dragon. Only Earth magic of monumental proportions could have commanded that beast.”
“Yes, Kanarel’s magic was strong.” Maia’s voice choked with emotion. “That poor beast was so deranged; he had hardly anything of himself left in his head. Kanarel took over the dragon’s thinking and it drove him mad.”
“If someone so evil can wield such complicated magic without it draining energy completely, surely it should be possible for us.”
Blaid busied himself with the plates again and handed Maia her food. Gratefully, she accepted it and spooned the hot dish - an elegant balance of grains, vegetables and meat - into her mouth, immediately replenishing some of her energy.
“Thank you, this is wonderful,” she said between mouthfuls.
Lilith wandered over to stand closer to the fire as they ate and they noticed it had gotten dark while they talked. Once they finished their food, they set out their sleeping mats and arranged them around the fire. Blaid brought more wood, enough to last them through the night. Midnight settled on an outcropping high on the cliff’s above them. Maia could not see him, but she knew he was there, watching them.
“First, we need to find our way to the border of Bron. From there, travelling will be easier and I will teach you how to shadow travel. If you like, you can still practice how to shape shift, but your power with Air is strong and I believe you will learn to shadow travel swiftly. I am surprised it was not taught to you.”
“I thought shadow travelling to be something only Death Elementals did, same as the shape shifting.”
Blaid grinned, looking somewhat mischievous. “I am glad we are travelling together. I cannot wait to get to know you better and learn everything about you and your beliefs. Also, I cannot wait to teach you some Death magic.” He laughed. “Beware the shadow travelling Life Elemental.”




 
“There was a fire,” the warrior who had been on guard said defensively, pointing in the direction he had come from. “It whistled and then exploded.”
“Popper nuts,” Rothea said, exasperated. “I should have known Maia would find a way to get to her things. I should have stood guard myself. I just didn’t think she would come tonight.”
“I don’t think this is your fault, Rothea,” Aaron pointed out. “She is an Elemental, after all. Do you really think anything could stop her if she wants something?”
“I suppose not,” Rothea sighed. “All right then, let us use what we have and make the most of it. If Maia is so desperate for her belongings, it means she is planning to travel. Let us follow her spoor to see where it leads. Maybe it will give us an idea of what she is planning.”
“But her spoor leads into the dark forest,” the guard commented. “Are we going to follow her in there?”
“If she can travel through it, then so can we,” Rothea said confidently, but Aaron saw a flicker of uncertainty in her eyes. “We shall camp here for the night and then trace her spoor in the morning. I doubt we could catch up with her now, even if we tried. Everyone,” Rothea waved at the warriors standing around her, “back to your posts.”
Walking side by side with Wolf trailing them, Aaron and Rothea made their way back to camp. They retook their seats by the fire, but conversation had left them, both disappointed that Maia had managed to outwit them.
Soon, they went to their tents. Wolf curled up by Aaron’s feet, sound asleep within moments, but Aaron struggled to sleep.
He thought about what he said to Rothea. If Maia really wanted something, would anyone be able to stop her? He now questioned his sanity for thinking they had a chance to bring Maia home.
Yet, the stubborn side of him would not relent. He had a Regiment at his disposal and he would search for Maia until they either found her or she came home by herself. He could not see himself sitting at Shadow Hall pining after her with nothing to keep himself distracted.
Although it made logical sense in his head, the heartache never stopped. Strangely, he understood why Maia did not want to be with him and did not hate her for it. He had let go of his resentment; now he just wished for the pain to go away, too.
Keeping himself busy was his best option and, if he was lucky, something might come of it yet. At the very least, his riding, as well as his understanding of this world, would improve.
In the morning, they broke camp and Aaron put his decision to learn as much as he could about this world into action. Instead of riding with the main group, heading north along the treeline, he accompanied Rothea and two warriors from her Regiment as they tracked Maia’s spoor through the outer edges of the dark forest.
Even here, barely two hundred strides in from the treeline, it was clear to Aaron why they called it the dark forest and why no one usually ventured into it. Hardly any daylight filtered through and Aaron wondered how Rothea managed to track Maia’s footprints at all.
Maia had kept to a narrow game trail, but the path was so overgrown with vines, Aaron did not understand how she had gotten through in the first place. More often than not, Rothea had to take her sword to cut away the vines so they could pass.
In places, rocks and roots tripped them up causing them to fall often. Overhanging branches made it near impossible to stay on the path at all times and they had to walk around, climbing through brambles and thorn bushes to get back to the trail.
“It is as if this confounded forest conspires against us,” Aaron said after Rothea had to cut another path for them with her sword.
“I believe it does, Aaron. Maia would not have been able to get through here in the time that she did if the forest had been this way last night. I have no doubt that it let her pass freely and is now trying to stall our progress.”
“But, why?” Aaron asked, although more concerned about the how.
“Maia is a Life Elemental. Nature in general favours her. We cannot compete.” Rothea shrugged and carried on.
“How do you simply accept it as it is?” Aaron wanted to know, and then ducked as a branch took an actual swing at him, he was sure. “Is this not strange magic to you?”
“It is, Aaron, but I have travelled with Maia and seen things I had not thought possible before. I have come to expect the unexpected when it concerns Maia. It preserves my sanity.”
“Ah.” He ducked under another branch and stumbled over a rock. “How do you even see her spoor? I cannot see anything.”
“A little trick I learned from Maia,” Rothea answered. “I assumed she did not want to be caught, so used her Air magic to make herself invisible. While cloaked in her invisibility, Maia leaves no footprints, but the bubble of air that surrounds her still leaves its marks. One just needs to know what to look for.”
Aaron gaped at Rothea. Invisible? Shaking his shock off, he took a close look at the spot Rothea now pointed to.
“Do you see the depression in the sand here?”
Aaron nodded.
“It hardly looks like a footprint and even a good tracker would dismiss it, but I know this is the mark left by Maia’s foot cushioned by a layer of thick air. I am hoping she only cloaked herself within a mile from camp and that we will be able to see her proper footprints soon.”
“We have not even travelled a mile yet?” Aaron asked.
“Almost,” Rothea answered, and concentrated on their way forward again.
After three hours they finally reached the point where even Aaron could clearly see Maia’s footprints in the soft soil of the forest. From here on, the forest seemed less intent on hindering them and the game trails widened to an extent where they could at least walk upright and without branches snagging at them around every corner.
The light strengthened, too, and they made better time. By noon, they reached the point where Maia had exited the forest and here they discovered the deep fissures left in the grass by Midnight’s talons.
“She was not alone,” Rothea said, scanning the ground around the trampled area where Midnight had obviously waited for her.
“So, she has found him then.” Aaron could not keep the disappointment from colouring his voice.
“It could be anyone,” Rothea replied, “but I agree. It seems she has found him. They both rode the dragon away from here, as there is no spoor leading away from this place.”
“So, what do we do now?”
“We shall ride back towards the south,” Rothea said. “I want to find the place where Maia exited the forest on the day we found her. Maybe it can tell us what she was doing there and lead us to where she was going.”
Aaron thought it a vague plan, but did not have a better one. He would have to trust Rothea’s judgement on this, as he had no experience in this area. He paid close attention, though, when Rothea gave her Regiment its orders and they all rode back the way they had come.
He was glad they did not have to travel through the forest this time and they reached their old camp within an hour’s ride. Aaron glared at the forest, wondering how a collection of trees could be so malignant.
“The dark forest has always just been,” Rothea said next to him as they stopped their horses. “We do not go in. Whatever is inside does not come out. It has never threatened us, so we only mark it on our maps as impassable. Although,” she giggled, “parents often threaten their children with sending them into the dark forest if they misbehave.”
The thought sent shivers down Aaron’s spine as he took the saddle off Mist King. After seeing to his horse, he helped set up camp and then settled by the fire to wait for Rothea, who was still giving out orders for the night.
“I have spoken to my second in command,” Rothea said when she finally joined him, “and we have decided to leave the camp here for tomorrow and ride out to the forest entrance where we saw Maia. We will take some men to investigate the area and then make a decision from there. Will you accompany us?”
“I look forward to it,” he said, and Rothea smiled at him.
 

 
It was as his father had foretold. Life in Shadow Hall carried on, even without him. Jagaer had given him orders on how he wanted certain things done, which Jaik handled with his usual efficiency, and the rest was up to Jaik to deal with as he saw fit.
During those first few days of Jagaer’s absence Jaik noticed something odd about his mother. Malyn spent most of her days showing Siya around the city and introducing her to life at Shadow Hall. Jaik was glad her mother had taken on this duty, as running Shadow Hall took up much of his time.
Yet, at night, when Siya had retired to the guest house she called home until the time of the wedding, and Jaik and Malyn sat alone around the hearth of their home, Jaik found that his mother was melancholy and spoke rarely. It took him days to gather the courage to ask her what put her in this mood. He only knew his mother to be strong and independent; this woman was different.
“Is everything all right, Mother?” he asked as he handed her a cup of tea one evening.
She smiled her thanks at him, but did not reply for a long while.
“Your father and I had a disagreement and he left without it being resolved. It leaves me feeling unsettled,” she finally replied before sipping her tea.
“I am sorry. I am sure Father will be all right. May I ask what your disagreement was about?”
“Your sister, of course,” Malyn said. “He believes she should be home, married, safe.”
“And you don’t?” Jaik asked, thinking he probably would have agreed with his father had he been part of the conversation.
“No, Jaik.” She looked up and put her hand on his. “Your sister is meant for something bigger. Something we do not yet understand. She cannot achieve this here, cooped up within the city, married to someone she does not love. She needs to be free to find herself, but your father cannot see that.”
Jaik put his own cup on the table beside him, a deep frown furrowing his forehead. A moment ago, he would have agreed with his father, but with one statement, his mother had altered his outlook on the situation.
Of course, she was right. Maia needed to be free, to find herself, come into her power. And had he not said himself that he was glad she was not going to marry Aaron?
Here he was; with the love of his life by his side; about to face the biggest test of his career and to prove himself worthy as future ruler of Grildor. Surely, his sister should have the same opportunity and he knew she would not find it here.
The bit of resentment he had felt about her leaving suddenly left him and he closed his eyes for a moment, searching for their connection. He did not feel her, but, by that alone, he knew her to be safe at this very moment.
“Is she all right, Jaik?” his mother asked.
“I think so, Mother. I have felt her a few times since she left, but nothing of significance. Wherever she is, she is safe.”
“Thank you, Jaik,” Malyn said, then rose, with her cup in her hand, and moved across the common room towards her sleeping quarters without another word.
Jaik stared after his mother until she closed the door behind her, then turned towards the fire and sat thinking until late into the night.
He realised he had been blind; insensitive to many of the things happening around him. His father had taught him the art of war, how to govern, how to lead, yet Jaik now saw there was a lot more to it than merely looking after the city and giving orders to his men.
The nuances, such as recognised by his mother, were as important to understanding how his people felt, which in turn would make it easier for him to lead them. He now fully understood exactly how heavy his father’s burden was and how well his father hid his emotions behind his strict facade.
Jaik would have to work on recognising those nuances and moods within his people and then learn to deal with them without letting the people know how they affected him. His father had thousands of years of practice in this regard and still Jaik could, on occasion, see how the distress of the people affected him.
He rose to pour himself another cup of tea. On most occasions, his father presented a strong, stern leader the people respected and trusted to protect them. Yet, his father did let his feelings show through sometimes and Jaik now guessed that this was why the people adored.
There seemed to be a fundamental difference between simply being a leader and being the father of the realm. Jaik would have to learn that fine balance between stern and lenient, between taking advice and giving orders, and he would have to learn how to listen to the people.
The fact that he had not seen in his sister what his mother saw, made him think he was too self-absorbed, too insensitive to what others were feeling. Especially now that he was to be wed, this was something he could ill afford.
His father would be gone for most of the winter; three Moons at the very least. The city was his and this was his opportunity to prove that he could be as adept a king as his father. He just needed to learn that the small things mattered as much as the larger issues and he knew just who to learn this from.
In the morning, he woke up early and called his mother and Silas into a meeting, along with some of the Commanders. He let everyone know that while his father was away and he was in charge, Malyn and Silas would act as royal advisers to himself. Then, he dismissed the Commanders and sat in a private meeting with his two advisers.
“What has brought this on?” Malyn inquired once they were alone.
“It was something you said to me about Maia last night. It made me realise that I might not be as sensitive to the people’s feelings as I should be if I am to rule Shadow Hall in my father’s stead. I hope you can teach me to listen.”
Malyn nodded. “It is important for a ruler to listen to the peoples’ feelings. I shall strive to teach you everything I know about it, but I want you to know that you already have a sensitive heart and you are being hard on yourself if you think you do not already take feelings into consideration.”
“Thank you, Mother.”
“I have always been your father’s adviser,” Silas then said. “He also made it very clear before he left that I will fill this role for you when he is gone. What else is it that you need from me?”
“I would like you to …” he hesitated, “… teach me about Elementals. What you have discovered about Maia is already remarkable in itself, but I now believe it might have more impact on our current situation with the Vampyres than we think.”
“What do you mean, Jaik?” Malyn asked, a worried frown on her face.
“As Silas has told you, from the research he and the other Elders gathered, Maia might just be the most powerful Elemental in existence, which could be the reason why she managed to bring the Humans here without harm. After what you said to me last night, I think she is the solution to our problems. I cannot tell you how yet, but I suddenly feel it deep within myself. I am sure of it. I would like Silas to teach me everything he already knows and I want to be involved in any further research into the matter. If I am right, then we need to find Maia and help her become this being she is meant to be. We are a great nation and, with the warriors of our neighbouring states at our back, we will go into battle, if we must, and we will win yet another battle. But the one thing that will end this war will be Maia, only I don’t think she knows it yet. It is up to us to prepare everything so that when the time comes, we will be here to support her and guide her, and help her finish this once and for all.”
Malyn and Silas started at him and for a moment he worried they thought him mad.
Then, Silas laid a hand on his shoulder. “It is as I have been trying to tell your father for Moons now, but he will not listen. Maia is the key and just because we do not understand it fully, does not make it any less so. I have been talking with Malyn and she agrees with me. Welcome to the fold, Jaik. I think it is time we tell you what we know. Cancel the rest of your meetings for today, for this might take some time. I hope you are ready.”
 

 
The icy wind stung his face and he drew his scarf higher up over his nose. He could barely see Commander Hollowdale ahead of him, as the thick clouds prevented any moonlight from filtering through.
Jagaer heard the steady swish of the dragons’ wings alongside him and knew Archer and Boron were flying in formation alongside him.
None of his men had any problems getting used to their dragons and Jagaer was becoming rather fond of Shockwave. He was, and always would be, a horseman, but he had to admit the appeal of a dragon.
They left Thala Yll and flew for a day to reach the next town, Yllar Sil. Only stopping once the next day, they managed to cover over three hundred miles. They would meet with the Lord of Kyber Rock on their third day of journeying and Jagaer became more optimistic about his mission with every passing moment. At this rate, he would be back at Shadow Hall before the spring.
He planned to visit fourteen countries, starting with Galaban. From there, they would travel in a circle around Grildor. Halo followed Galaban, then Tandemar and Risen. After that they would head south to Belmonia, Wilstantia and Eiken. Erganor, Sentra Merl and Kis were next on the itinerary, before travelling the western edge of Grildor through Levandor, Serengate and Bron. Their final stop was Oberon.
Jagaer had been to all of these countries before, but not in a long time. Not within the last five hundred years. Trade between them flourished and, in the absence of war, there had been no need for him to travel.
If he had kept in closer contact with the nations that belonged to the alliance, maybe they would have come to his aid sooner. Frustrated, he shook his head. There was no point speculating about something he could do nothing about. Even those countries that did not belong to the nations of Grildor were now aware of the threat the Vampyres posed, thanks not only to the Sirens spreading the word, but because the Vampyres had infiltrated those countries as well.
Jagaer’s stomach swooped as Shockwave suddenly dropped lower and he noticed faint lights below. Evandeor signalled and, without having to give Shockwave any commands, the dragon accelerated to come level with Silverwing.
“We are staying in the small village of Ulyster tonight.” The Commander pointed below them as the dragons circled. “There is a guesthouse about three miles from the town that rests on the slope of a small mountain. It is perfect for the dragons to roost for the night. I have sent one of my men ahead to warn them of our approach, as the Lord of the town requested us not to startle its folk with our dragons. Keep an eye out for a waving torch. That will be our signal to approach.”
Jagaer nodded. They had discussed the difficulties about travelling with such a large contingent of dragons. With Jagaer, they were thirty from Shadow Hall, plus twenty-one from Thala Yll. He guessed that most people would have an issue with fifty-one dragons landing in their back gardens.
They circled a few more minutes before a shout went up from one of Evandeor’s men and Jagaer could just make out the flickering of a torch on the ground to their left. Evandeor gave the command to bank and, as one, the battalion of dragons turned and dropped lower, following Silverwing in a steep dive.
Flying a dragon was the easy part; landing one was a completely different matter. Hanging on to the broad leather strap on Shockwave’s saddle, Jagaer prepared himself for the heavy animal to touch ground.
Flapping his wings rapidly, Shockwave brought his hind legs down with a thud that sent shock waves right through Jagaer’s body. Then, the dragon brought his forelegs to the ground and, still flapping his wings, galloped along for about fifty paces before he had decelerated enough to bring himself to a standstill.
Shockwave snorted loudly, shook out his wings before folding them and then settled for Jagaer to dismount. Jagaer swung his right leg over the saddle and climbed down the three leather loops that hung from the saddle for dismounting. Once on the ground, he patted Shockwave on his rough neck.
“Thank you, my friend.”
The dragon clacked and looked at him. Darkness transformed Shockwave’s eyes into liquid tar and Jagaer wished he knew what the animal was thinking.
“I will take him from here, My Lord,” one of Evandeor’s men said behind him and waited for Jagaer to hand him the reins. “I will bring My Lord’s luggage as soon as I have seen to the dragon.”
Jagaer inclined his head in thanks, and strode towards the Commander.
“That is the inn over there,” Evandeor said, pointing to a modest homestead nestled between trees against the cliff of a low mountain. “The men will see to our dragons and then bring what belongings we need for the night. Come, let us have some mead.”
As the two leaders moved off, Archer and Boron fell into step behind them. The cold evening wind wound its way into their jackets and they pulled them tighter as they walked the hundred-odd paces towards the inn. The glow from the lanterns through the windows beckoned them and Jagaer suddenly wished for nothing more than mulled wine.
“Oompf.” The sound whooshed out of Jagaer’s lungs as something heavy dropped down from the roof of the guesthouse and landed on top of him.
All around him, chaos erupted as he struggled to dislodge the Vampyre that had now attached himself to his back and tried to stick a knife in his throat. Having overcome his initial surprise, Jagaer fought him off, wrestling the knife out of his hand and then throwing the Vampyre to the ground.
Next to him, Evandeor did battle with two Vampyres, and Archer and Boron were equally beleaguered. The dragons clacked frantically in the distance and Jagaer noticed the rest of the men running towards them, swords at the ready.
Not thinking twice, Jagaer slit the Vampyre’s throat and moved on to the next. More kept jumping from the roof of the inn, but the rest of the men had reached them now and the area in front of the inn turned into a battleground.
Swinging his own blade, Jagaer dispatched two more, before Archer took him by the elbow and ushered him into the guesthouse.
“Inside, My Lord,” the Guard said and pulled him through the door before shutting it with a bang.
Frustrated at being removed the fight, Jagaer looked through the window. He gave Archer the instruction to pull him away from any fighting before he had managed to speak to all the Lords he wanted to see. Nevertheless, it now irked him that he hid behind closed doors while his men fought on.
Something thudded against the wall of the inn just below the window, causing Jagaer to reach for his sword again. He squinted through the thick glass into the darkness outside, but the fight was already over.
At least ten dragons; including Shockwave; swarmed the courtyard, squashing what remained of the Vampyres with what looked like glee on their faces, if dragons were capable of such expressions.
Commander Hollowdale stood firmly in the middle, giving orders, and his men brought the dragons back under control. With goosebumps rising on his skin, Jagaer realised that not all Vampyres would be offered the dignity of being burned with all their body parts.
“I didn’t know the dragons ate Vampyre meat,” he said to Evandeor when the Commander joined him inside the inn afterwards.
“They do not enjoy it,” Evandeor replied. “As far as we can tell, it is more like a ritual to prove the dragons’ dominance over their enemy. They will only take a bite. Never more.”
“Where did these come from and how did we not know they were waiting for us?” Jagaer demanded.
“It was a group of eighteen. Common warriors, not Generals. We believe they were hiding in the hay barn around the back. My Second in Command is questioning the Innkeeper now to find out if he knows anything or if he had anything to do with it. This group was either very lucky to be in the right place at the right time, or they knew we were coming. I believe it to be the latter, as they singled you out. You were definitely the target.”
“Yes, I agree. The Vampyres did not show themselves until I was within their reach.” Jagaer stared out of the window for a moment, collecting his thoughts. “I believe they are well informed and our mission is compromised. We will need to be more careful. I want you to change our itinerary. It seems we can trust no one and there are still traitors in our midst. We shall visit Halo first and only then move on to Galaban. No more guesthouses. Unless we’re in the cities, we will sleep under the stars. Tell your men not to speak to anyone in the cities and only make arrangements with the Commanders of the Guard of the Lord we are visiting. Our future depends on the success of this mission and we cannot let anything jeopardise it.”
 

 
For days, their Regiment travelled up and down the forest edge. Rothea hoped to find some clue as to what Maia might be doing in the dark forest and they would camp for a night or two along the treeline for Rothea’s men to investigate the area.
Each area yielded no results and they moved on. Wolf often was their biggest asset, as in places only he could penetrate the thick undergrowth to gain access to the forest. Rothea had given him an item of Maia’s clothing to smell, but Aaron thought the wolf would have looked for Maia even without the encouragement.
After over a fortnight, Rothea brought them back to the place where they first saw Maia exit the forest to meet up with Midnight. They had investigated this area twice already and, although this proved to be the most likely route, Rothea was hesitant to travel the path.
“The smell of Vampyre still lingers here,” she said when he asked her why. “I can feel the fear and pain this path has seen and I am reluctant to admit that Maia chose it. We have wasted enough time. Tomorrow morning, we will break camp and travel this road to see where it leads us.”
The next morning they saddled their horses and loaded their supplies, and Rothea led them into the dark forest. Everyone had known the time would come, yet no one was prepared for it when it happened. The moment their group had all entered and were walking along the path, the forest closed in around them, blocking the entrance from view. No sunlight filtered through the canopy and Rothea ordered the torches to be lit.
The only factor that kept Aaron from turning back, and he thought it kept everyone else from turning back, too, was the fact that the animals walked on as if nothing had changed. Wolf ran ahead with his tongue lolling out of the side of his mouth and investigated every bush he trotted past. The horses walked at a steady pace, their heads bobbing calmly, their ears relaxed.
“I wonder why this forest affects us so,” Rothea mused beside him. “I feel as if we are watched from all sides by something more malevolent than I have ever come across, yet Wolf shows no sign of there being anything untoward out there.”
“My senses are not as sensitive as yours,” Aaron said, “but even I feel as if we are being watched. Are you sure it is safe to ride through here?”
“I have never met anyone who has travelled through this forest, so I cannot tell you what it holds. I do know that the Vampyres travelled through here and that Maia has taken this path as well. There may be unexplained forces out there that do not want us to travel in the dark forest, but that does not mean this road leads to nowhere. We shall follow it. Wolf will know if Maia stepped off the path at any point and then so shall we.”
Mist King snorted; a sign he was relaxed; but it startled Aaron and he studied the dense vegetation around him. Strange sounds, oddly muffled, reached his ears. Sounds he could not identify. He asked Rothea.
“Some of the calls you hear are from wood peckers and forest owls. They are common in our woods, yet these sound as if they are speaking a different language. The rhythm is the same, but the tone is different. Others,” she listened, “even I have never heard before. I assume them to be birds as well. Look.”
Rothea pointed ahead at where Wolf had just startled a bird out of a bush. The black bird cawed and circled the wolf three times before flying off.
“It looks like a raven, but one unknown to me. I think the animals in here have evolved differently due to their isolation from the outside world. They should be nothing to fear.”
“I would believe it if you believed it yourself,” Aaron said.
Rothea shot him a dark glance, but did not comment. They rode in silence for a while, keeping a close watch on Wolf investigating the bushes and undergrowth along the path.
“Why don’t you tell me about Earth?” Rothea finally asked.
“Earth? Why?”
“Distract me.”
“What do you want to know?”
“Tell me about your myths. Surely you have them. This forest is about as mythical as I have ever encountered in my homeland, but there isn’t much I can tell you about it.”
Aaron thought for a while. How could he describe to her that they travelled at the speed of six hundred miles per hour in sky busses? Or that they put a frozen cube into a device called a Nanowave and within a minute it turned the cube into dinner?
No, that wasn’t what she wanted to know. Myths, legends; most people did not believe in such things anymore. Yet, during his time here on Elveron, he had discussed the subject with Silas on numerous occasions. Maybe he should tell her the story of Earth’s myths and legends the way Silas told it.
“All right,” he finally agreed, happy for the distraction himself. “I did not grow up with our Elders telling us stories about myths and legends, and most of the histories that told of such things had been banned and destroyed. Yet, I come from an old family, with roots deep in our history, and I did some research while I was still on Earth. I discovered, although we always believed it to be a joke, the people of my family from my father’s side were related to a man called Merlin, who lived a very long time ago and was rumoured to have built Stonehenge.”
“That is exciting, Aaron,” Rothea said, smiling with a sparkle in her eyes. “Tell me more.”
“When we first came here, Silas told us that he knew Merlin. It came a bit of a shock to us that this Merlin really existed, but we still did not believe him to be one of our forefathers. Only when Silas explained that one can only travel through a Gate with the knowledge of magic, did we investigate this further. Silas thought, if we were relatives of Merlin, there could be some residual magic within us, which allowed Maia to bring us through the Gate.”
“Silas knew Merlin? Your forefather?”
“If he really is our forefather, but, yes, Silas knew Merlin and helped him rebuild the Gate on our side.”
“Rebuild?” Rothea frowned.
“Yes. This is where things get weird. You might like it.” Aaron laughed; a light-hearted sound oddly out of place with the ominous forest around them. Some of the men stared at him. He continued. “The way Silas tells it, the people that are on Earth now are the second generation. They began to inhabit Earth about thirty thousand years ago.”
“Who was before them?”
“The first generation was those who built the original Gates. Silas said these people had magic similar to yours. They were a cultured and wise people, and they travelled all across the galaxy to visit the other planets to learn, teach and trade.”
“What happened to them?”
“A meteor hit Earth. The most populated areas of the world flooded, killing almost everyone instantly. After that, Earth’s atmosphere was so contaminated with the gases from the meteor, it killed most of the survivors. It took Earth near on a thousand years to recover. Those that did survive the event, clung to life, changing, adapting, and their lineage went on to become the Elders. They were the ones that re-established civilisation on Earth, but it took many thousands of years for them to even come close to the great people they once were.”
Rothea watched him speak, hanging on to every word he said. The way she looked at him brought colour to his cheeks. He struggled to continue, the forest around him temporarily forgotten.
“About eight thousand Earth years ago - Silas is a little uncertain of the exact number of years - those few who descended from the Elders and inherited their ability to do magic, decided to rebuild the Gates. Most failed at first, but, eventually, they constructed functioning Gates and the Channel was open once more. The only Gate that was never rebuilt was the Maze, as its location was now completely covered by ice. About five or six thousand years ago, the ruler of what was then prehistoric Britain favoured the Elders and also ordered the Gate to be rebuilt. It was during the years that followed that Silas travelled to Earth to help Merlin build what was to become known as Stonehenge.”
Rothea frowned. “I know there is a time difference between Earth and Elveron, but you are talking thousands of years. How is it possible for Silas to have been there?”
“It was about five or six hundred years ago counting in your years.”
“Oh.” Rothea’s lips formed a perfect O and Aaron looked at them for a moment too long. His ears burned when she continued speaking. “He must have been over two thousand years old already when he went to Earth. Did he tell you anything else?”
“He said Merlin came to live here for a while, which extended Merlin’s life on Earth. Merlin was an exceptional Human, capable of more magic than any other Human Silas had met. Silas says, if we inherited but a fraction of Merlin’s magic, we should be able to learn to travel through the Gate by ourselves.”
Rothea’s face fell, suddenly looking defeated.
Aaron wanted to reach out to her in sympathy. “What is it?”
“If …” She hesitated, biting her bottom lip. “… if Silas taught you how to use the Gate, would you go back to Earth?”
Now he did reach out and laid his hand on hers. “This is our home now, Rothea. Even if we had the chance, we would never go back. There is nothing to go back to. Earth is but a shadow of its former self. Humans have destroyed it. It is a toxic, inhospitable place. Besides, do you really think I could separate Jasmine from Archer?” He laughed again.
Rothea’s eyes narrowed for a moment, but then a smile formed on her lips. Again, his eyes were drawn to the shape of her perfect mouth and he had to force himself to look back into her eyes.
“Thank you, Aaron, for sharing this story with me. And, I am glad you are going to be staying.” Rothea removed her hand from under his and turned to her men to signal them to stop. “Eveloen, see what that wolf is up to. Looks like he has found something.”
Startled, Aaron looked around. In his telling, he had forgotten about the brooding forest, and the Regiment riding behind him. Wolf was, indeed, sniffing at a bush and digging in the dirt around it. As Aaron watched, the animal suddenly disappeared and Eveloen gave a surprised shout as she tried to locate the spot where she had last seen the wolf.
Rothea urged her horse forward and jumped off to join Eveloen in her search for the wolf. A Horse Master came forward to take her horse’s reins and Aaron quickly dismounted Mist King and hand his reins over too.
Approaching with caution, Aaron joined the two women warriors in their search for the wolf. Rothea nudged branches out of the way with the tip of her sword and all nearly fell backwards when Wolf jumped out at them, wagging his tail gleefully.
“What are you up to, you furry beast?” Rothea scolded, but he merely dived back into the undergrowth.
“There is another path there,” Eveloen said, holding back branches and pointing beyond them.
The all watched as Wolf trotted along the narrow trail, sniffing here and there, before sitting down to wait for them.
“All right,” Rothea finally said. “It looks like this is our way forward, but I do not want to go in there so late in the day. We will make camp here on the road for the night and then enter there in the morning. Neth, Cúben, please set up camp.”
“How do you even know what time it is?” Aaron asked, staring at the dark canopy above.
“I don’t think the forest wants us to know,” Rothea said, sending shivers down his back. “Given the amount of time we have been riding, it should be early afternoon now. Outside the forest, it will be dark within the next two hours.”
Aaron studied the gloom apprehensively. For two years now he had lived in a forest and had never been happier. Having been an architect on Earth, he had designed some extraordinary buildings, yet he now considered their tree house to be the most wonderful of accommodations. The trees around Shadow Hall were ancient and the city was as much part of them as the soil they had their roots in. This forest felt malicious to him.
“Do not look so worried, Aaron,” Rothea said, placing a calming hand on his shoulder. “I do not think the forest means us harm. It has had plenty of opportunity to hurt us already, yet it has let us pass without trouble.”
“Then why does it seem so unfriendly?” he asked.
“I believe that it means to scare us so we leave.”
Rothea took her hand off his shoulder, bringing back his apprehension. She moved over to where the Horse Masters were busy feeding the horses and went to retrieve her bag with her personal items, before moving to where the Servers were erecting her tent.
Aaron followed her, unsure of what to do. He had helped set up camp many times, but here he wasn’t sure where to start. Usually, someone needed to fetch firewood and water. He did not feel inclined to scramble into the undergrowth to look for wood. He shuddered at the thought. Instead, he assisted Neth with Rothea’s tent, before setting up his own. Guilt gnawed at him when he noticed Dyrell move along the treeline to collect wood. The warrior seemed uncomfortable, but did not shirk his duties as he had.
Later that night, once the gloom had faded to complete darkness and all huddled around the two fires they had built, Aaron decided he did not want to be the weak Human anymore. It was too easy to slip back into the helpless Human persona every time he felt uncomfortable or insecure about something.
He was not that person; he had changed too much. He now lived as an Elf and he felt pride for what he had already accomplished. Now, he needed to man up; be the warrior he pretended to be.
In his mind, he saw Jasmin’s face when he told her he was leaving. He saw the worry in Luke’s eyes when they said their goodbyes. Everyone thought of him as weak and incapable. It was time he proved them wrong.
 

 
“Two years the Humans have now been on Elveron and I have been researching Maia’s abilities ever since,” Silas began once the Server that brought them their lunch had left. “As far as I was aware, she should not have been able to bring them and I was shocked she did so. I helped her research the matter, but I never told her how worried I was about it. When she brought the scrolls from Dorien’s library about Soul Reaping, most of my fears were confirmed and I delved deeper.”
Silas rose from his chair to fetch his satchel. From it, he took a notebook, which he brought back to the table.
“I have been making notes on everything I have discovered. You can take this and read through it, but I will need it returned.”
Jaik nodded. “Of course. Thank you, Silas.”
“As I was saying, I was worried. When, after a year, none of the effects of Soul Reaping manifested, I went back to my earlier research, thinking I might have missed something. By then, I had accumulated so much research that I enlisted your mother’s help and, together, we discovered magic so old it has long been forgotten.”
“What do you mean?”
“Our history goes back a long way and records of our magic can be found in almost every text about our history. The most basic magic gets taught to every child once their powers develop. Those with two or three, or even four, elemental powers go on to study further in order to control their magic. I, too, was once young and had to learn to wield my magic.”
“As did I,” Jaik said.
Silas nodded. “On the basis of what I was taught and what I subsequently learned, I trained Maia to become the Life Elemental she was born to be. I taught her everything I know, plus whatever I could find on the teachings of magic. I was impressed with her skill and the ease with which she learned, so I kept from her the fact that most Primes are not able to master their skills until they reach the age of two to three hundred years.”
“But you had her take her ceremony when she was only one hundred and twenty-two.”
“I did,” Silas agreed. “I believed she was ready, especially after the miracle of her bringing the Humans here. Her powers were already so much stronger than my own and I thought the ceremony would give her focus and direction. Now, though, I believe it achieved little. Although Maia’s power was great, she has not reached her full potential yet. We discovered magic I cannot teach her. Old magic. Magic such as she used to bring the Humans to Elveron.”
“You mentioned old magic before. What is it?”
“Old magic as we call it now was used by the Prime Elders of the Forgotten Era.”
“The Forgotten Era is tale we tell the children,” Jaik said, a frown settling on his forehead. He suddenly felt ill at ease.
“Aye, we tell the tale of the Forgotten Era and the Prime Elders wielding magic so powerful they ruled the entire planet, but it is more than just a tale. Your mother and I discovered evidence that the tales are true. Many millennia have passed since magic like that has been seen on Elveron, but I now see it in almost everything Maia does. No one else, not even your father, sees it, because everyone simply expects Maia to be exceptional. Even Maia is unaware and often wields this magic without even giving it thought.”
“Even I do not know what you speak of,” Jaik said.
“Maia uses her powers with efficiency, but when she thinks about it too hard, she limits herself to what she believes she can do. Or maybe I should rather say, to what I taught her she can do. However, when she lets go of what she believes is possible, suddenly she is more powerful. To give you an example, let us look at Maia reviving a wilting plant. Every Earth magic user can do this and it is no special feat. Maia does this frequently, mostly in passing, without thinking about it. So, this one day we were walking together and on the side of the path was a Lumina plant. It was just after an unseasonal frost and the flower was dead. Anyone else would have dug it up and thrown it away, but Maia only flicked her wrist in passing, not having noticed the flower to be dead, and it sprang back to life.”
“Are you sure the plant was dead?” Jaik inquired, unbelieving.
“I am quite certain of it,” Silas answered. “I did not say anything at the time as your mother and I were already researching Maia’s powers. Instead, I started to take note of the little things Maia did, and we came to find many more of such anomalies. You will find them logged in my notebook. It makes for interesting reading.”
Silas cleared his throat and took a sip of his water before he continued. Jaik thought he had never heard the old Elf speak so much.
“Maia came to me many times over the past two years, complaining about strange dreams. I at first put these down to the stress of bringing the Humans here, the Vampyre threat and the fact that she thought Death was stalking her, but I finally discovered that nearly all these dreams were either mind-links or visions, premonitions.”
“Mind-links?”
“You know how Maia communicates with Midnight. It is on a much deeper level than how we communicate with the dragon. This kind of communication is called mind-linking. I believe, over the past couple of years, albeit mostly in her dreams, she has been mind-linking with Blaid.”
“With Blaid?”
“Jaik,” Malyn cut in, “stop interrupting and listen.”
“Yes, with Blaid. I don’t think either of them initiated the link and it was not intentional. I believe the two of them possess the same kind of old magic, which draws them to each other. Blaid has played a bigger part than we thought. Look at how they fought together during the battle of the first war. When they came to our rescue, their combined magic was so strong they brought Midnight to his knees as the dragon landed. Then, the two of them whirled through the Vampyre warriors, wielding their weapons like extensions of themselves. Again, this was not something they thought about, but something they let happen to themselves. The old magic within them took over and nothing would have stopped them.”
“They fought like this during the second war as well, but not alongside each other. If this magic is so powerful, how did Maia get so hurt during that battle?”
“Jaik,” his mother admonished.
“It is all right, Malyn. Let him ask his questions,” Silas said. “The old magic is the most powerful magic on Elveron, but it takes practice, and a lot of energy, to wield it. When they fought alongside each other, they could feed of each other’s energy to keep the magic flowing. During the second war, Maia had no one to guide her while she wielded the old magic and all she concentrated on was defeating the enemy. She did not think, or care at that moment, about her own safety. The old magic can be dangerous if not wielded properly.”
“So, what you are telling me is, Maia has old magic as in the tale of the Forgotten Era, but does not know how to wield it?”
“Correct. And, there is no one able to teach her how to control it. For Maia to remain in ignorance about her powers could prove fatal to not just herself, but all of us, which is why I sent her away.”
“You sent her away?”
“Indeed,” Silas concurred. “Blaid possesses this same magic and I believe only together will they learn how to use it or, at the very least, keep in check. Letting Maia go was a hard decision, but I trust her instincts and everything around her keeps drawing her back to Blaid, and I don’t think it is only because of their sexual attraction.”
With a clang of metal, Jaik knocked over his goblet and its contents spilled out over the table, causing Malyn to rush to save the papers spread out upon it.
“What are you saying, Silas?” Jaik said, his voice harsh.
“I am saying that Maia and Blaid have been together on more occasions than the war,” the old Elf replied. Jaik glowered at him, but Silas did not falter in his speech. “The first time they broke our code of courtship was after the battle of the first war. At first I thought Death had taken advantage of her and I was outraged. As time went by I came to understand that the attraction was mutual and, although I did not approve of it, I looked deeper into the matter. I found writings on a Life and a Death Elemental being together and it did not bode well. Everything pointed to their complete destruction if they continued on the path they were on and I tried to warn Maia of the dangers. When your mother joined me in my research, I told her about their relationship and what it could mean. Your mother was as understanding as only she could be and, with her female intuition, led us to other interesting discoveries.”
“Are you saying Maia and Blaid have been together on a number on occasions?” Jaik asked, not easily distracted.
“They have, Jaik,” Silas said in the same, calm voice. “As you know, opposite Elementals cannot be together for long before something negative happens. In Minor Elementals, this mostly manifests in small marital disputes, but in Primes it will result in serious consequences. About eight thousand years ago, a Life Elemental and a Death Elemental destroyed their entire nation, which is one of the reasons why we shun these two Elemental being together. But, if you dig deeper into our histories, you will find that if the old magic is present, coalitions between Primes can have other outcomes. These incidents are extremely rare, but, having studied the presence of old magic within Maia, I, and your mother, believe Maia and Blaid might be one of those rare examples of how the old magic can bring Primes together.”
“So you are not sure then?”
“No, Jaik, we are not sure of anything, except that your sister has extraordinary power that could prove fatal to her unless she finds a way to harness it. You were right when you said that Maia may be the key to our problems, but, and this we discovered recently, she may also be the reason for all our problems.”
This time, Jaik was distracted by Silas’ words. He was not only upset about the fact that Maia had flaunted their custom of celibacy before marriage, but also that the act had been with a Death Elemental. Yet, the fact that Silas thought Maia could be the root of their problems startled him and he put the other matter to the back of his mind.
“What are you saying, Silas? How could any of this be Maia’s fault?”
“This is a little more complicated to explain,” his adviser began again. “We believe, with first Blaid’s and then Maia’s birth, the old magic was reawakened. It has been dormant so long not even I recognised it. Then, the Vampyres scattered the stones of Greystone when they used old magic to widen the channel to bring their army through during the last war. Vampyres have never been magic users, although magic does exist in their world. We knew they enlisted the help of Air Elementals to disguise their arrivals and departures through the Gate, which led us to believe the Vampyres had no magic users themselves.”
“Do they not need magic to travel through the Gate?”
“They do, Jaik, but it is different magic and, if taught how to, almost every sentient race can do it. Even Humans without magic could be taught, though it would take a lot of practice.”
“So, Aaron could go back home.”
“I believe so, but we have not discussed it with them yet. We digress, however. The point I was trying to make was that the Vampyres have somehow become aware of the presence of the old magic and managed to use it. Only old magic could have destroyed the Gate like that. If the Vampyres had not tried to kill Maia, I could easily believe they want to capture her to force her to use the magic for them. But, it seems they do not need her, they are capable of wielding the magic or they have someone who can. Maia and Blaid are the greatest threat to their plan, which is why they are trying so hard to find and kill them. Even Maia does not know the kind of danger she has been in. Her leaving Shadow Hall was not only the safest option for her, but the rest of us as well.”
“Where does that leave us? What options do we have now?” Jaik asked, concern now colouring his voice, his rage forgotten. “She is gone and I don’t think we will find her. Surely, she needs to be told? What if the Vampyres attack again before she returns?”
Silas and Malyn exchanged a worried look, but Silas replied in a steady voice.
“We need to trust her now, Jaik. She is in grave danger not only from the Vampyres, but also from the power she holds inside. If she does not find Blaid, if she does not discover the old magic within her and learn how to wield it, and if she does not come back to us in time, I am afraid we might all be doomed. No matter how many nations your father brings together and how many armies will stand by our side next time the Vampyres come through, it will still not be enough. For every Elf on Elveron there are a thousand Vampyres on Naylera. I believe the reason we have not had a larger army come through the Gate yet is that King Drakul awaits the arrival of armies from all across Naylera. The last two wars were to weaken us, scare us, and to gather information about our planet that they need.”
“Wait,” Jaik said, confused. “King Drakul? I have never heard mention of him, not even when we questioned the traitors. How do you know about him and his plans?”
“It has taken me a while, but I pieced it together from the bits we gathered. The Generals are all of noble birth, which is why they look different. I once did an autopsy and discovered dissimilarities between a common warrior and a General - they could almost be two different species. This led me to research into Vampyre history and, combined with the information we got from the traitors and what we learned during the two wars, I discovered that Naylera has always had a single ruler. It is the most ancient line of Dracula and only his descendants may rule. The current King Drakul has reigned for the past two thousand years and is one of the most bloodthirsty rulers Naylera has ever seen.”
Jaik leaned back in his chair and stared at his adviser and his mother. The two sat opposite, staring back at him with worried eyes. He had to remind himself that he had asked them to the meeting and he had been the one who suggested Maia might be the solution to their problem.
Now, however, if everything Silas said was true, their fate rested on his sister learning to wield a magic she did not know she had, on a Human with no tracking or fighting skills finding her before the Vampyres attacked again, and on a Death Elemental agreeing to help her.
The room shrunk around him as the enormity of it sunk in. His father’s efforts to unite the alliance was futile, his own efforts to protect Shadow Hall would amount to naught, and all of Elveron was doomed to be ruled by Vampyres unless his sister found the magic within her.




 
“The pull was strong; I could not resist it,” Blaid told her as they walked side by side along the rocky mountain path. “After Master Margoth died, I felt adrift, unsure of what to do with my life. Then, I felt it for the first time; a longing so deep it could not be denied. I grew restless and …” he hesitated “… I may have done some things to upset my family. That’s when I decided to leave and follow this urge that had such a strong hold on me.”
“So, that means you have been away from home for five years.”
“Yes. I left the year before you went to Earth. Without a plan or knowing where I was heading, it took me a year to follow the feeling within me to Grildor. By the time I reached your land, you were ready to leave for Earth and, once you went through the Gate, the pull faded completely and instantly. At the time, I was not aware of what was driving me and why it had suddenly stopped. I spent two years travelling the Grildor-Bron Mountains and the Yllitar Plains, learning everything I could about them and the people living there. Once I found out that Shadow Hall had a Life Elemental, I concentrated my research around your home city, which is why I am now able to travel in and around your city without being discovered.”
Maia stared at him. “One of the reasons why Silas decided to send me to Earth for my final test at that point was that I was getting restless. I felt like there was something missing from my life. I felt empty and incomplete. Silas had already taught me everything I needed to know for my ceremony and the final test was all that stood in the way of me being recognised as Shadow Hall’s Life Elemental. Feeling restless, I agreed to go, choosing Earth. I thought the challenge of life on Earth would quell the empty feeling within me.”
“Did it?”
“It took me a long time to remember what happened on Earth. The memories only came flooding back recently.”
“You did not remember until now?” He looked at her, aghast.
“Not for a long time. Silas said probably because of the energy I used to bring the Humans. It did something that put me in a coma and gave me temporary amnesia. Over time, some memories came back, but nothing of significance. Then, a few Quarters back, something happened to Jasmine that triggered something in my brain and the memories came rushing back all at once. I remember going to Earth, lost at first, searching for something. When I met Aaron, it calmed my restlessness and I decided to stay with him. We lived a good life until I became ill. Once the illness started, I began to remember Elveron and why I was on Earth, preparing me for my journey back. Now that we are talking about it, the restlessness I felt before I left Elveron and while I was on Earth, was gone when I came back. Do you think that was because you were near?”
“I remembered everything from the moment I returned from my final test. But, to answer your question, yes, I believe so. From the moment you stepped through the Gate, I felt your presence, although at that time I did not know it was you, or even a person. For two years I roamed Grildor searching for that feeling. Then, when you came back, the feeling came crashing back, only it was different. No longer did I feel empty and half of me was missing. This time, I knew what I was looking for was within my reach. The longing drew me across the plains, for I was in Dragonfort at the time, and eventually brought me to Shadow Hall. The first time I laid eyes on you was when you went swimming at the lake. I knew from that moment that I had found what I had been looking for, for three years.”
“I remember that day,” Maia exclaimed. “I felt like we were being watched and I stood on the rock, looking across the lake. I thought I saw a wolf at the forest’s edge. It gave me shivers, but I could not dwell on it as I was pushed into the water.”
Blaid chuckled. “Yes, I saw, and I thought you were the most beautiful creature I had ever seen.” He reached out and took her hand, holding it as they walked. “I saw you in my dreams so many times after that. I longed to talk to you, but you were always well protected. And, once your dragon came back, I stood little chance of getting close. When you went to visit Braérn, I decided to take a risk and it almost cost me my life. Had it not been for the spikiness of that little forest, Midnight would have eaten me for sure.”
Midnight’s growl reverberated in their minds, letting them know he was listening in on the conversation from afar. Maia laughed, remembering that day, too.
“I was terrified of you,” she said, thinking how she had longed for him despite the fear. “I thought Death had come for me, or that it must be an omen about something terrible to happen. When the reality of the Vampyres set in, I was almost convinced you were there to warn me about them and my impending death.”
“Almost convinced?” he asked.
Blaid had to let go of her hand as the path split around a boulder. Lilith followed Blaid down the right side of the path and, for a moment, a terrible loneliness settled over Maia. Once the paths merged again, it was Maia who reached out to hold his hand again.
“I think, in the back of my mind, I always knew we were supposed to be together, but everything I had been taught prevented me from believing it. After the war, I blamed myself for all the deaths, as I thought, and still think, had I listened to my dreams and gone to you sooner, we might have prevented the war and the deaths it caused.”
Blaid stopped and gently tugged on her arm to turn her towards him. Lilith stopped behind him, snorting contentedly. Sun streamed through the tall trees, dappling them in sunlight.
“I, too, was plagued by guilt for many Moons after the war, which is why I hunted Vampyres and Werewolves. Having experienced the power we have when together, I felt that the death and destruction caused by the Vampyres could have been lessened, if not avoided completely. Maia, I firmly believe, together nothing can stop us, but I do not know how to bring forth this power. It only manifests when our people are in grave danger and, by then, so many have died. I wish I knew how to unlock it, so we can use it to prevent the war, rather than win the battle.”
She nodded.
“We will figure it out. I have thought about it since the first war and I it lies within us to save our people. For now, we will fetch the army of Elbendal, but once we learn to control the power within us, we will no longer need armies to fight our battles.”
Maia noticed how he said our people, even when he was referring to the people of Grildor. She got lost in the depth of his violet eyes for a moment, struggling to control her feelings for him. This was why she came to find him. Only with Blaid could she be strong enough to save their people. Only together could they unlock this mysterious power that manifested during battle. This was what she had hoped for, for Blaid to feel the same and to agree to help her save who she thought of as her people, but which he now referred to as their people.
She had had her doubts; they had always been there. Everything she knew was at Shadow Hall. Everything she had learned led to her standing by her people as their Life Elemental. Abandoning them during times of war to search for something that was so vague in her mind she could not even explain it to Silas, was the last thing a proper Life Elemental should do.
Yet, Silas told her to follow her instincts. He had actively encouraged her to go and she now suspected he knew more about the situation, and her feelings, than she thought he did. In her mind, she ran through their conversations and realised that everything he said over the past few Moons had led to him telling her to go. He had been coaching her, training her to think differently. She had not noticed it then, but she saw the change in Silas now. Something happened, recently, which changed the way Silas saw Blaid. Maia wondered what it was.
“I am glad I found you. I don’t know what I would have done if I hadn’t.” Maia’s eyes narrowed as another thought occurred to her. “What if Belura had not been able to save your life? How could you have challenged a Riven, knowing I still needed you?”
Blaid stepped closer and looked down into her eyes. Her heart beat faster as she felt his breath on her forehead and her anger evaporated.
“It was a mistake. I was not thinking clearly. My heart felt like it had been torn from my chest and all I wanted was for the pain to go away. I felt the fear the Riven instilled when I went to rescue the prisoners from the Vampyre camp, so I went looking for it. Fear would surely be better than heartbreak and anger. I, however, sorely underestimated the power of the Riven and stood no chance against him. I am now glad Belura taught us some of his fighting styles and Earth magic.”
“I understand,” Maia whispered. “My heart did not cope with the separation well. You know what I thought you had said, and I lived with that knowledge for too long. It almost got the best of me. I think it was once you recovered somewhat that I started feeling you again, which gave me hope and I started thinking about finding you. It wasn’t until Belura used the forest to call me, though, that I put that plan into action.”
Blaid laughed, deep and full, a wonderful sound in Maia’s ears.
“That was another mistake on my part,” Blaid said when he stopped laughing. “I just wanted some meat. Nothing else. Hunting as the wolf seemed like a good idea, but the shifting took a lot of my energy and I could only hunt a forest mouse. It wasn’t enough to give me the strength to turn back, so I stayed the wolf, but had not further energy to hunt. Belura tried to feed me all kinds of plant matter, but it didn’t help.”
“Maybe it is time you stop making mistakes,” Maia jested.
Blaid stepped even closer. “No more mistakes. We are together now and together we can conquer all. You are what I have been searching for all my life. You bring meaning to my life. I don’t ever want to let you go.”
His hot breath on her lips ignited a burning desire for him inside her and, when he finally kissed her, she closed her eyes, giving in to his embrace and his lips on hers. Maia savoured his taste and pulled him even closer. His hand slid under her jacket and hugged the small of her back. How she had hungered for this.
Sun setting shortly. Time to make camp.
Blushing, Maia stepped away from Blaid, but he did not let go of her hands.
“Midnight is quite the chaperon,” Blaid said with a twinkle in his eyes. “Even if you decided not to stay celibate during this journey, I don’t think Midnight will give us the chance.”
The dragon’s roar sounded in their minds and then the wind carried the sound to their ears.
“It is as it should be,” Maia said, then let go of Blaid’s hands and turned to carry on walking. “Besides, Midnight is right. The sun is getting low and we should find a place to camp.”
Blaid fell into step beside her, Lilith following on her own. “The terrain is becoming rockier the further west we move. We will need to turn towards the south as soon as we can. I have never travelled this way and do not know what lies beyond the mountain range.” Blaid studied their surroundings while they walked and eventually stopped, pointing to an overhand to their left. “This will do for the night. At least we will have shelter if it rains again.”
The nights, and days, were getting colder with every passing day. They had hoped to be further to the south by now, where it would be warmer, but after the incident at the river they had followed this path, which led them west, and sometimes even north.
While Blaid went to gather wood for their fire, Maia took the bags off Lilith’s back. The mare had come to accept Maia and now nudged her gently in the side, looking for a treat.
“I will cook you some grain as soon as the fire is going,” Maia said to the black mare and gently patted her on the neck. Lilith snorted.
Maia piled the bags against the wall of the overhang and then busied herself with taking out their sleeping mats and blankets. They would not need the tent tonight, sheltered underneath the cliff as they were.
By the black smoke stains on the roof of the overhang, it was evident that this place had been used before, but it must have been a long time ago, as there were no signs of a fire pit, or anything else, on the ground.
Selecting a place for the fire, Maia moved stones to form a circle and, when Blaid returned with the wood, helped him pile it in the centre. With a flick of her hand, the wood ignited and the logs were soon engulfed in flickering, orange flames.
Rocky. Cliffs. Sheer drops and dead ends.
The images of Midnight’s thoughts played out in their minds as they heard him settle on top of their overhang. Dislodged by his claws, loose pebbles dropped over the cliff and bounced on the springy forest floor.
Blaid frowned. “Is there no way around? Surely this path must lead to somewhere.”
Again, Midnight showed them the images of what he had seen as he had flown over the mountains that lay before them. The path they followed from the river ended at a sheer cliff. Metal handholds had been driven into the rock and, although the cliff appeared almost insignificant through Midnight’s eyes, Maia could tell it was at least five hundred paces high. Their path carried on from the top of the cliff, turning in a north-westerly direction.
“How do we get Lilith up the cliff?” Maia asked.
Blaid remained silent, thinking. The worry he felt reverberated within Maia and she could think of nothing else as she prepared food that night. He was markedly quiet after eating too, even when she wrote the new discoveries of the day into her book. Usually he asked her about it.
In the morning, they packed in silence and resumed their march along the path. Midnight saw no paths or crevasses that led off from the main path
By noon, they reached the cliff and it was as Maia feared; a five hundred paces sheer wall, the path coming to a dead end at the foot of it. To their left and right, thick forest hemmed in the path, but Midnight assured them there was no way through the forest on either side, as the cliff curved around, blocking their way.
Midnight settled on the edge of the cliff and they looked up at the huge, black dragon looking down at them. Maia and Blaid had discussed turning back towards the river, but that would set them back many days and there was no clear path leading the other way either. They had dismissed the idea, hoping another solution presented itself.
Blaid could, of course, shadow travel to the top of the cliff, but Maia would have to climb. Lilith, on the other hand, would be stranded at the bottom and neither Blaid nor Maia was willing to abandon her.
Now, with Midnight looking down at them, he projected his vision and thoughts to them, again suggesting that he lift Lilith. The area they stood in was a large panhandle; an open space before the cliff more than a hundred paces across, large enough for Midnight to hover over without him hurting his wings or the trees to the left and right.
“No,” Blaid shook his head. “She will be terrified.”
“Not if you go with her.” Maia laid a calming hand on his shoulder. “It is the best solution. It would only take a moment.”
“What if his talons pierce her belly?”
“They won’t,” Maia said, stepping closer to Blaid. “Midnight has carried Fire in a similar fashion before. His talons are long enough to hold her gently within them and he will be careful when he sets her down on top of the cliff. Trust me, this will work.”
Blaid looked at her sceptically, and then looked towards his mare grazing on the sparse grass along the edge of the forest.
Maia understood his concerns. The horse would be scared if the dragon came down from the cliff to pick her up, but it would be the fastest way to get them out of their current situation. Fire had not been happy with Midnight picking him up either, but the stallion had been none the worse for it afterwards.
“Let us give it a try,” she coaxed him. “I promise Midnight knows what he is doing. Stand at her head and climb onto Midnights talon as he picks her up, then you can keep her calm as he flies her to the top.”
Blaid kept quiet as he walked over to Lilith and draped his arm around her neck. She turned to rub her head against his leg. Once more, Blaid looked up at the dragon sitting atop of the cliff. Once more, he looked back down the path they had travelled and the forest around them.
“What about you?” he finally asked.
“Midnight can hold me with his other talon. It will only take a moment for him to fly to the top. Lilith trusts you. If you remain with her, no harm will come to her.”
The muscles in Blaid’s jaw worked as he thought about it. “All right. Let us get this over with.”
 

 
They positioned Lilith in the centre of the clearing before the cliff. Blaid stood at her head, talking to her softly. The worry in Blaid’s eye broke Maia’s heart, but she knew this was their best option and trusted her dragon not to hurt the horse.
Once Lilith stood calmly, Midnight dropped down from the cliff. As his shadow became larger, the clearing darkened and Lilith raised her head to look up. Gently, Blaid pulled her head down again before she saw the dragon descending on her.
For once, Midnight’s mind was completely silent. Although Midnight could communicate with any sentient being, communicating with Lilith in a situation like this would only make it worse. For Lilith, despite the fact that she was not usually afraid in his presence, Midnight would always be a predator, and no matter what the dragon said to her, she would not believe that he only meant to pick her up and not eat her.
Maia felt Blaid use his Earth magic to calm Lilith as the dragon came down from above. Blaid’s magic was so strong, even Maia felt almost hypnotised into calmness. She had to shake herself to clear her fuzzy mind as Midnight reached out to drape his talons around the horse beside her.
Lilith’s eyes widened as she became aware of the predator’s smell and then his claws around her, but Blaid held her head and kept talking to her. Climbing onto Midnight’s other foot, Maia watched as Blaid held on tightly to his horse as Midnight lifted them all off the ground.
Kicking her legs in thin air, Lilith’s terrified scream reverberated off the cliff. Maia felt her fear and sent out her own thoughts to calm her. Blaid intensified his efforts as well and by the time they were half way, Lilith’s screams stopped and she looked around in wonder.
With four more flaps of Midnight’s wings, they reached the top. Maia thought he would set them down at the edge of the cliff and prepared to jump down. The hilly plains beyond the cliff came into view; rolling hills, rocky outcroppings and a patchwork of forests covered the area and, in the far distance, Maia could just make out the vague shape of a mountain range larger than she had ever seen before.
Wind whipped in Maia’s face as Midnight’s flight changed from a vertical rise to a horizontal flight. The ground sped by beneath them as he flew with them over the hilly countryside below them. Maia probed her dragon’s mind to find out what he was doing, but his mind remained shut tight not to frighten the horse.
Blaid looked across at her, but Lilith rested calmly within the safe confines of Midnight’s talon. Maia shrugged, unsure of what Midnight had in mind, and both hung on as the dragon flew fast and low in a south-westerly direction. After a few miles, Midnight rose higher and banked left, avoiding a small mountain top covered in pines.
Vampyres.
Maia and Blaid strained their eyes. They were now flying so high that from the ground they would look like nothing more than a bird, so they were unable to see the Vampyres. Midnight, who had opened his mind to speak to them, now showed them the Vampyre camp at the base of the small mountain.
Midnight flew them another fifty miles before he deemed it safe to set them down. Hovering, he lowered himself and then gently opened his claw to release Lilith. Blaid jumped to the ground as her hooves touched down, but she simply stood, snorted and then looked up at the dragon as he flew off again.
Maia ran to them, grinning broadly. “Such a good girl,” she cooed, and stroked the mare’s gleaming black coat.
“That went surprisingly well.” Blaid said. “And the flight cut off at least a day’s worth of travel. Over there,” he pointed to a spot far to the east, “is where we would have come out if the dock had not been overrun and we took the normal route through Bron. We wasted a lot of days within that forest, but now we are but a day’s march from the border of Serengate.”
“Then let us not waste more time,” Maia smiled. “I cannot wait to see your homeland. How long to travel across Serengate?”
After checking Lilith was all right and their bags were still securely strapped to her back, Blaid took her reins and turned her head towards the south. Maia fell into step beside them.
“I expected our journey to take us at least two Moons. Travelling back with an army would take us even longer,” Blaid said with a thoughtful look on his face. “I had fears we might not get back before spring, but I did not want to worry you with it unnecessarily. Now, however …” he paused, stroking Lilith across her nose, “… we may be able to get there a lot faster.”
Indeed. Midnight sent images of him holding Lilith and them flying together over the towering mountains barely visible in the distance.
Maia turned to Blaid, astonished at his change of heart. “Are you saying you will allow Midnight to fly us there?”
“Midnight has offered and I think I can keep Lilith calm enough to allow him to carry her for longer periods. If we land to eat, sleep and feed Lilith, and fly the rest of the time, we should reach Elbendal within a Quarter.”
Four days. Five days, Midnight corrected.
Maia’s body tingled with excitement at the prospect of reaching Blaid’s country so soon. Midnight said from the onset it would be faster to fly, but because of Lilith they had decided to make the journey on foot.
Getting to Elbendal sooner meant they could spend more time there and Maia could get to know his family better, but it also meant, if the king of Elbendal agreed to send his army to Grildor, it would have more time to march.
With the weather turning ever colder, the Vampyres were little threat to her country right now. Whatever raiding parties the Vampyres sent during the cold Moons of winter, the Regiments of Grildor could deal with. Once the seasons turned, however, chances were that the attacks became more frequent until the Vampyres were ready for another war.
With Frost Moon almost over, three Moons of winter lay before them. After that were the three Moons of spring, notoriously unpredictable. They often had snow as late as Victory Moon. Maia hoped this would be a particularly long and harsh winter, as it gave them more time. But, even if they only had the three winter Moons, with Midnight flying them to Elbendal, they now had enough time to bring their army to Grildor.
Safe. Midnight’s thoughts broke into hers. Make camp. Will fly later.
“Can we not fly now?” Maia asked.
“We have already travelled far today,” Blaid said, “and have not stopped to eat. Let us make camp, feed Lilith, and rest for a while. We can fly on into the evening, even after dark, and only make camp to sleep. Do not fret, Maia, we will reach Elbendal soon enough.” He laughed.
Grudgingly, Maia admitted they were right and helped Blaid take the bags off Lilith. Once she was free, the mare trotted off to graze while Blaid went to look for wood.
As Maia glanced, she was glad Midnight had told them it was safe to camp here, as she felt ill at ease amongst the uneven hills and rocky outcroppings of the plains of Bron. She watched as Lilith wandered underneath some trees to doze in their shade.
“Please, let us not linger here longer than necessary,” she said to Blaid when he came back with the wood. “I do not feel safe here.”
“Midnight has scouted the area,” Blaid replied. “There are no Vampyres near.”
“It isn’t that.” Distractedly, she flicked her wrist as Blaid put the wood in a pile on the ground and the flames that suddenly sprang up from the logs almost burned him. She did not notice. “Something seems odd about this place. Let us eat and be gone.”
Stepping away from the fire, Blaid glanced around. “It must be a Life Elemental sense, for I cannot feel it.”
Maia shook herself, trying to get rid of the feeling of unease. Lilith still stood peacefully underneath the trees; she did not seem affected by whatever it was Maia was feeling either.
“All right,” she finally said, “I suppose Lilith needs her rest and we need to eat. Do you want to hunt, or can I use some of the dried meat for you?”
“The dried meat will suffice,” Blaid answered, thoughtful. He watched Maia for a while as she prepared the food. “After everything you have told me, I believe Silas is right. You have exceptional instincts that warn you, or guide you, and you should pay them more heed. I think Kanarel had them, too, which is how he managed to go unnoticed for so long.”
“Kanarel?” Maia asked, finally distracted from her pensive mood.
“Yes. The man was extraordinary. I know he had power over Air and Water, as well as Earth. His connection to animals was strong, which was how he managed to get Shard to do his bidding. Thinking about everything Kanarel accomplished, I now even believe he could control Fire.”
“That would have made him a Prime,” Maia said, adding another ingredient to the pot boiling over the fire. “Why would he have tried to hide that fact? The people would have adored him just for being a Prime. Why go to such lengths as the Vampyres exterminating our kind to be recognised by our people as someone special?”
“Kanarel did not just want recognition. Kanarel wanted to rule. He wanted to be king of all kings. To rule all of Elveron. But, yes, I think he might have been a Prime. He had his reasons for hiding the fact. But, as I said, I think he had the same, intense intuition as you do, which is how he managed to get by for so long. It is your training and your moral compass that makes you ignore it most of the time, but you should listen to it more often. I cannot sense anything untoward in this place, but I believe you when you say there is something here you are not comfortable with. We will eat and then we will leave. Can you tell me what you feel?”
Maia shuddered as she thought about it. “It is difficult to explain. I only feel that we should not be here. Something repels me from this place. The feeling is faint, but it is there.”
“Would it make you feel safer if I scouted the area?”
“The food will take a while.” She stirred the pot, and rose. “We can take a walk together. I do not want to be alone here.”
“As you wish.”
On my way, Midnight let them know. He had taken off to hunt after dropping them off earlier.
Knowing Midnight would be there soon calmed Maia and, with Blaid walking beside her, they crossed the open ground to the treeline and then scouted the forest hugging the hill to their left.
Under other circumstances, Maia would have thought the area beautiful. Autumn had turned the leaves all shades of gold and red. Some still clung to their trees, but most carpeted the forest floor, crunching as they walked over them.
A narrow river ran down the hill to flow off in an easterly direction. They stopped there to refill their water bottles, before circling back towards their fire.
Just before they reached the treeline again, Maia noticed movement to her right.
“What was that?” she asked.
“Where?”
Taking a step closer to Blaid, she said, “There.”
Blaid looked to where she pointed and she felt the exact moment his Eläm changed from relaxed to alert.
“I feel it now,” he whispered in her ear. “There is something there. It does not want us here.”
“Let us go.”
Together, they took a step back. With them shifting their positions, they both saw it this time, and halted.
“What is it?” Blaid now asked.
Maia tilted her head. “I think it’s a house.” She squinted and took a step closer. Blaid grabbed her arm to stop her. “I really think it is a house, a tree house,” she continued, “but it is cloaked.”
“Hidden? With magic?”
“Yes, as I bend the air around me to make myself invisible.”
“Maia, would that not mean a vast amount of energy to hide such a large object for such a length of time?”
“It would, but not if Air was your main power and you knew how to wield it well. Come,” she took his hand, “I don’t think whoever lives there means us harm.”
Blaid glanced at her. “What about your feeling of unease?”
“I am curious now,” she replied. “Belura also frightens people away by projecting fear. I believe this to be the same kind of magic. Maybe another Riven lives here.”
“In a house?”
“All right, maybe not a Riven, but who else can project a feeling like that? Don’t you want to know?”
“I do,” Blaid admitted. “Let us take a look then”
Together, they stepped forwards again. Midnight circled high above them, ready if they needed him.
The cloaked tree house shimmered in and out of their vision as they approached. The area around it appeared well used. A broom leaned against a tree not far away and they could clearly see the clothes line strung between two trees.
“The two that are one come as two, but must leave as one.”
Maia and Blaid stopped in their tracks at the sound of the strange voice sounding out of nowhere.
“Who are you? Show yourself,” Blaid demanded.
The area before them shimmered. When the shimmering ceased, an old man sat on the porch of a small tree house, built into a pine tree, five paces off the ground.
“It matters not who I may be, but only the one that you shall be.”
Maia put a restraining hand on Blaid’s arm, for she could tell he was already becoming irate with the old man’s riddles. “We apologise for the intrusion on your land,” she said. “We did not know it was occupied.”
“Those who do not see do not trouble me.”
“We mean no trouble. We only stopped to eat and shall be on our way shortly. Again, we are sorry for the intrusion.”
Maia, her hand still on Blaid’s arm, turned, forcing him to turn with her, and started walking away from the eccentric old man. It was obvious he did not want to be found and, by the way of his speaking, she gathered he had not spoken in a long time.
“Those who see would be like me. Come.”
They swung back to look at the old Elf, who had now risen and beckoned them with his right hand.
“Do not fear the unknown, for there are miracles to be shown.”
Blaid glanced at Maia, raising an eyebrow. She felt none of the unease of earlier, but now she could barely contain her curiosity. Every instinct told her to follow the old man, yet she knew her father, or brother, would warn her about such folly. She remembered what Blaid said earlier about trusting her instincts more often, thus she nodded and led a resisting Blaid towards the small tree house and climbed its stairs.
 

 
“Sit by the fire, what do you desire?”
Without waiting for an answer, the wrinkly Elf poured them water from a flask and set it before them. Maia noticed his clothes were old but well cared for. Although the Elf appeared ancient - white hair, wrinkled face, and age spots on his hands - he was well-groomed and healthy.
Maia lifted her mug and tried to read his Eläm as she took a sip.
“Nothing to see,” the old Elf mumbled, and ambled over to the fire place to add another log.
Blushing, Maia set her cup down. Glancing around the small cabin, she noticed scrolls and other papers on a table at a window, as well as ancient books on a shelf above the bed. In the corner next to a stove sat a basket filled with potatoes and, to her left, a rack with drying meat. Everything within the cabin was exceptionally clean.
“Going to save the world alone, where he should be sitting on the throne.”
Blaid shifted uncomfortably. Even Maia struggled with the old man’s riddles. This one especially made no sense to her.
“Please,” she said, “what is it you wanted to show us?”
The old Elf looked at her and his eyes flashed red in the firelight. For a moment, she thought she saw something in his eyes, but then dismissed it as her imagination or the shimmering of the flames. She sat up straighter when he came to the table. With a deep sigh and the sound of creaking joints, the old Elf sat down.
“I was once called Yolanden Oldenspear,” he said. “A very long time ago, I fear.”
“I am Maia Longshadow and my companion is Blaid Elderbow,” she introduced them, not thinking twice about giving their family names. Somehow, she trusted the old man, even if he spoke in a strange way.
“Old names you have. Old families you belong to. Yet young you are and blind.”
Again, Maia put a restraining hand on Blaid’s arm; he grew impatient. “Would you tell us what you mean by that? Maybe then we will see.”
“Aye. You shall see, but only once the two that came will leave as one.”
“We do not understand. What does it mean?”
“Look within you. Do you not feel alone? Are you not missing something of yourself? I was once where you are now and I did not see. I walked alone, a lonely path, for the two that were one did not become one.”
“Become one,” Maia whispered, the statement touching something within her.
“Only as one can the two that are one be strong as two but act like one.”
“Become one?” Blaid repeated.
Yolanden rose from his chair and went to retrieve a glass jar from a cupboard. From it, he pulled something attached to leather string. He set the jar on the counter, and came back to the table.
“For you,” and he handed one of the items to Blaid, “and for you.” He handed the other to Maia.
Both looked down at the items in their hands. Instinctively, Maia reached for the amulet around her neck to reassure her it was still there. The one Yolanden had just handed her was identical in every single way.
“We cannot accept this,” Maia protested at the expensive gift. “It is too much.”
“Accept it you must, for it belongs to you.”
Blaid’s hands shook as he held his up and then draped it around his neck. Maia followed his example, adding Yolanden’s amulet to her own.
“Why are you giving these to us?” Blaid asked, his voice choked with emotion.
“For you need them more than I ever did. For those that are two must leave as one. For without life, death does not exist. For without death, life has not meaning. Now go, leave an old man be. Do what you must, but heed my advice. Those that are two must always be one.”
He ushered them out of his house and down the stairs. As soon as their feet touched the ground, the air around them shimmered and the house was gone once more.
Both stood for a moment, unsure if it had been real. As one, they reached for the amulets around their necks to confirm the reality of what just happened. In a daze, they walked away.
 

 
“If I add some more water to it, I might be able to save it,” Maia said, stirring the contents of the pot gently so as not to loosen the burnt matter at the bottom. “I didn’t even realise we were gone so long.”
Lilith snorted, but stood her ground, as Midnight landed a few hundred paces from their camp site. He shuffled his wings, walked in a circle twice and then curled up on the dry, winter grass.
Maia and Blaid both stopped what they were doing and watched the dragon. Absently, Maia carried on stirring the pot.
Waken, shiny ones! Midnight spoke loudly into their minds. Or you shall become as lost as the old man.
Maia blinked rapidly, closed her eyes and held her fingertips to her temples.
“Are you all right?” Hurriedly, Blaid came closer and draped his arm around her.
“I feel as if I just awoke from a dream.” She looked at the pot and removed it from the fire. “There is no saving this. What was I thinking?”
“I feel the same,” Blaid admitted, reaching for the amulet. “Do you think Yolanden put something in our water? Or, maybe there is a charm on this amulet.”
Maia noticed Blaid did not attempt to remove the amulet. She did not think Yolanden put anything into their water, or that the amulet had a charm on it. Charms were rare, and easily broken.
“No,” she said, feeling confident, “it is Yolanden’s words that have charmed us. He told us something we needed to hear, but were not ready to hear yet.”
“Please, do not speak in riddles as well,” Blaid pleaded.
“The two that come as two must leave as one,” Maia mused. “I am sure that is meant for us. Do you think he means that Life and Death should not be together? We came to him as two. Maybe only one of us is to go on to complete our quest.”
“If that is what he meant, then he did not tell us anything new.” Disdain dripped from Blaid tongue. “Why can people not see that we are meant to be together? All everyone tries to do is tear us apart. Sometimes, I wonder if taking you to Elbendal is such a good idea. Maybe the old man is warning us about it.” Blaid paused, thinking with a deep frown on his face. “What if he meant we would arrive in Elbendal as two, but only one of us would leave there again?”
“Blaid, is there something you are not telling me about your home country? Do you think they will hurt me?”
“No.” He looked up at her, shocked. “No, Maia,” he took her hand, “I am only worried that they will not let me go with you again. The people of Elbendal are as strict about their traditions as your family. Look how your father reacted to me. All I have been thinking is to bring you there so you can ask for their army. I know they would listen to your pleas. Now, however, after meeting Yolanden, I fear that they will give you their army, but will prevent me from going back with you.”
Now it was Maia’s turn to frown. “They could do that? What kind of hold do they have over you that they would be able to restrain you?”
He sighed. “There is much I must still tell you about my people. I am sorry we have not had much time to get to know each other. I realise, although I feel I have known you all my life, we barely know the person behind the Elemental.” He chuckled ruefully. “Although, I do have an advantage over you. I have studied your people for over three years and I have a good idea of your history, your upbringing, and even your childhood.” Shaking his head, he rose to his feet. “Come, there is no point in lingering here. The sooner we get to Elbendal, the sooner their army can be on the march. Let us pack up and we can eat travel bread while we fly.”
“Aye,” Maia agreed, but feeling weary. What is he hiding, Midnight? she asked her dragon.
Nothing I know of and nothing he will share with me.
Quickly, Maia helped Blaid pack up their belongings. They did not tie them to Lilith this time, but rather fastened them to Midnight. Blaid draped a blanket over Lilith’s back and secured it with a leather strap. Maia climbed up Midnight’s foreleg and settled on his back.
“Shh,” Blaid whispered to Lilith, and let his calm energy flow into her as Midnight rose. “Steady now.”
Hovering as silently as he could, Midnight positioned himself over the horse and then gently plucked her off the ground. Blaid reassured himself that none of Midnight’s talons were hurting his mare, and then cumbersomely climbed out of the confines of Midnight’s claw and up his leg to settle behind Maia.
“No turning back now,” he said. “To Elbendal we go as two. Or four, if you count Lilith and Midnight.”
Maia elbowed him in the ribs and then Midnight lifted high into the sky before flying off towards the sunset.
 

 
Travelling as they now were, they covered distances only dreamed of by the average traveller. Maia thought how fortunate she was for having Midnight and she thanked him over and over, not just for carrying Lilith, but also for him allowing Blaid to sit on his back … and so close to Maia.
Midnight’s thoughts in her head were sometimes all that kept her from giving in to her desires as she felt Blaid’s heat press against her; his body rubbing against hers from the motion of flight.
When they stopped to feed and water Lilith, and sleep for a short while, it took self-control not to let Blaid feel her Eläm and garner her feelings. If he knew how she truly felt, it would be even harder to resist him.
Every day, they spent the hours of flight talking. The more Maia learned about the kind of man Blaid was, the more she adored him. She realised that her attraction to him over the past two years had been shallow - physical attraction of two opposites - and at first she worried, with a chance to get to know him properly, she might not like him.
The opposite was true. At first, she loved him for the pureness of his Death Elemental Eläm. Then she loved him for his vulnerability recovering from the injuries inflicted by the Riven. Now, she came to love his sense of humour, his protectiveness, his morals and ethics, his willingness to sacrifice his life for hers, and his roguish charm.
During this time together, they agreed what they did in the past was wrong, but neither regretted it. It could not be undone. Although Maia felt bad for having violated their code, she would not stop thinking about the times they had been together.
It was difficult for them now, being celibate, but they agreed it was for the best until a solution was found. The solution, though, was one of the few things they disagreed about.
Maia’s first priority was to save her people. If they managed to do that, then she suggested they went away together. Away from condemnation. She hated the idea, to be away from her family, but to be with Blaid she would endure it.
Blaid was of the opinion they could persuade the people to accept them. Maia wanted to believe it, but when Blaid spoke about it, he only ever mentioned her family and Shadow Hall. He made it abundantly clear that he did not think his family would ever accept him back, especially not with a Life Elemental by his side.
Thus, for the most part, they did not discuss the future beyond saving their people. The longer they travelled, the more it became their sole focus. By the time they reached the mountains Maia saw from so many hundreds of miles away, any thought of them being together had been banished to the deepest recesses of their minds.
“I cannot believe this range is even bigger than the Grildor-Bron Mountains,” Maia gasped as Midnight set them down that evening.
“The Elben Torrs are the highest mountains in the northern hemisphere,” Blaid said, looking up at them with a sparkle in his eyes that belied his harsh thoughts about going home.
Too high to fly.
“The Elben Torrs are the reason we do not belong to the Rule of Grildor. We are completely cut off from the east. To get from Elbendal to the eastern countries, you need to travel five hundred miles to the south, or eight hundred miles to the north before you can travel east again.”
“Which road did you take?”
“I went through the mountains,” Blaid said with a grin. “I will show you the way tomorrow. There are canyons and vales low enough for Midnight to fly through. They are hidden and few people know they exist. Most of the eastern parts of the Elben Torrs are still unmapped.”
With a shuffle of wings, Midnight walked away from them so they could make camp. Once a distance away, the black dragon took to the air, the last rays of the sun sparkling off his dark hide.
“Let us make a fire. It will get dark quickly. Once the sun dips behind the mountains, it will be night, even though the sun has not yet set. There are wolves here, too, and not the friendly kind either.”
The landscape had changed as they flew south and west. Grildor was all about its pines and cedars, with oaks, maples and the like mixed into the forest. This far west, most of the cedars had disappeared and oak, maple, birch and walnut dominated the forest.
Maia was used to the giant trees of Grildor and for the average height of the trees to be only between twenty to forty paces seemed strange to her. It reminded her of the time she went to Rathaés with her father. There, too, the trees had been different, but then she had marvelled at it. Here, the short trees made her uncomfortable.
“I don’t like it here,” she said as she dumped an armful of wood by the stones they had laid for their fire.
“I would have worried if you did,” Blaid grinned. “I am sorry I did not tell you, but I wanted to see if you noticed.”
She glared at him. “What is this place?”
“Once, many millennia ago, settlers moved here from the south. The soil is fertile and ideal for farming. They established a small colony of about one hundred Elves and started to plough the land. All seemed well until, two Quarters after their arrival, Torr Wolves came down the mountain in hordes and killed every last one of them. The wolves have been called the Guardians of the Torr ever since and no one has ever tried to settle here again.”
Maia shuddered, now intensely aware of the deaths that had occurred here. “Torr Wolves?”
“Mountain Wolves. It’s what we call them in Elbendal. Big, brutish looking creatures.”
“Yes, I am familiar with them,” Maia said, looking up to the mountain.
“Do not fret,” he gently stroked her face, “we mean no harm to their lands and they will let us pass unharmed.
“I will still be happy to be on our way in the morning,” she said, removing his hand from her now burning cheek. “How far is it to your city? Will we reach it tomorrow?”
“Aye,” Blaid said, bending to stack the wood and light the fire. “We live within the mountains on the westerly edge of the Elben Torrs. I reckon Midnight should reach it before dark if we get an early start.”
“You have told me so little about your city. What is its name? Will you not tell me more about it before we reach it?”
Blaid turned away from her. She thought she saw a look of embarrassment.
“Do you not trust me? What could be so bad that you cannot tell me?”
“I am sorry, Maia,” he mumbled under his breath as he hung a pot over the flames. “My family and I did not part on good terms. I do not like speaking about it. As for our city,” Blaid looked up now and the sparkle was back in his eyes, “it is the most beautiful place on this planet. I cannot wait to show you. Would you mind if we left it at that for now?”
Maia helped Blaid make dinner and set up camp for the night. She knew how hard it could be to talk about certain experiences, and did not push him. Yet, doubt gnawed at her. Blaid hid his Eläm so well, she could not tell whether he felt anger, sadness, or something else about what had transpired with his parents. She only hoped his standing within the community was still such that the king of Elbendal would see them.
She also wondered how far Blaid’s city was from Elbendal’s capital and if they would go there the very next day after their arrival. She hoped so. They had made up a lot of time flying with Midnight, but after what Blaid told her about the mountains, it would take Elbendal’s army a lot longer to get to Grildor that she thought.
Maia slept restlessly that night, dreaming of wolves. Even her thick, winter blanket could not ward off the cold of the night and when she woke a couple of hours before dawn, soft flakes of snow drifted down through the canopy of bare branches above.
Blaid sat by the fire, huddled in his blanket poking the coals with a branch. Lilith stood close by, a blanket draped across her back as well.
“We have been lucky,” Blaid said. “I expected the snow to come earlier this year. Come, sit by me and have some tea.”
“Everyone has been expecting an early winter,” Maia agreed, “although I think people only hoped for it as a respite from the Vampyres. It certainly has been cold enough this past Moon.”
Maia sat beside him while he poured her tea. The fire, and the tea, soon chased away the cold and the last vestiges of her dreams and she started to feel excitement for the day. Today, she would see where Blaid grew up.
When Midnight landed beyond the treeline, he showed them how the snow had transformed the landscape around them. The snow was but powder and would not last, yet the knowledge did not detract from the beauty of the moment. All around them, trees glittered in the first morning rays and a thin layer of sparkling snow covered the rolling hills they crossed the day before as far as Midnight’s eyes could see.
Midnight turned their attention to the mountain. There, storm clouds roiled within the dips and valleys between the peaks, and thick, heavy snow covered some of the lower slopes.
“The weather must have missed us,” Blaid mused. “I am glad we did not get caught in that storm during the night.”
“Midnight would have warned us,” Maia replied. “With it storming in the mountains, can we still travel through them?”
A small storm it is. Worse I have encountered.
“Yes,” Blaid smiled, probably in reaction to Midnight’s words, “the entrance to the first canyon lies approximately twenty miles from here.” He pointed. “The storm does not seem as bad to the south. We should be fine, but I suggest we dress warmly.”
Accustomed to their routine of packing up, strapping items to Midnight, and then getting the mare safely into Midnight’s claw, they were airborne shortly after sunrise. It only took a few moments for Midnight to fly to the canyon Blaid pointed to earlier and, with a confidence that came with growing up in this area, Blaid guided Midnight through the convoluted twists and turns of the canyon and then deeper and deeper into the mountain range.
As Blaid had warned, temperatures plummeted once they left the plains behind. Cold winds buffeted them, snow whirled around them, and even here, somewhat south of the storm, the occasional clap of thunder made Maia cringe.
Eventually, Maia had to climb down Midnight’s leg to calm Lilith; Blaid needed to remain connected to Midnight to give him directions. The mare, shivering with cold and fear, screamed and kicked her legs dangerously. Climbing into the confines of Midnight’s talon, Maia let her energy flow to the horse, calming her. Talking to the terrified horse distracted Maia and, wedged between talon and horse, Maia soon warmed up enough to stop shivering.
Finally, the clouds around them thinned and Maia could the valley below them; rough, rugged terrain, uninhabitable, stretched between the high cliffs on either side. The only animals Maia saw were mountain goats and the occasional bird.
By afternoon, the clouds cleared completely and the sun shone down on them. With Lilith calm again, Maia climbed back up Midnight’s leg and settled on his back in front of Blaid.
“Thank you,” Blaid said, and hugged her to him.
Maia leaned back, enjoying his nearness while she could. Who knew what the rest of the day would hold. Apprehension, instead of excitement, overcame her.
What if his family did not accept him back? What if they did not like her? What if…? Mentally, she shook herself, evicting the thoughts from her mind. Neither of these questions mattered. They came here for the army and that should be her main focus. They would stay with Blaid’s family tonight and travel on to the capital the next day.
Maia leaned forward again and peered ahead at the mountains. The further west they flew, the more beautiful it became. The storm had not reached this far and the slopes of the valleys were still green. Goats, sheep, boar, and bears inhabited this part of the mountains and Maia often spotted animals coming out of caves in the mountainside.
By later afternoon, she noticed small towns below, most of them built right into the mountains. They flew over fields, lakes, and grazing herds.
Then, just before the sun set, it shone its last rays on a building so beautiful, it took Maia’s breath away. There, atop a cliff resting on the shores of a deep, blue lake, sat a castle, flying the flags of Caverna Estralis, Capital of Elbendal.




 
By the time they reached Risen, and then Belmonia, Jagaer was accustomed to travelling on dragon back. He now saw to Shockwave himself in the evenings and would only be shown to their quarters once the animals were settled.
Arriving on dragon back had another advantage. Although the Lords had been warned of his arrival, none of them expected him be flying on a dragon. It took the Lords off guard at every capital they arrived at and elevated Jagaer’s standing even before he had spoken to them.
So far, every lord pledged allegiance and committed their armies to the war against the Vampyre. Most pleaded ignorance in defence for not having sent warriors sooner. Under other circumstances, Jagaer would have been upset, but he came here to garner their support, not to fight with them. Once the war was won, he would call a council meeting of all the Lords that fell under the Rule of Grildor and would have them re-pledge their commitment to the Council of Kings and Jagaer as King of Kings.
In the meantime, preparing for what was to come was the most important. Getting the Lords to pledge their armies was the easy part. Getting the armies to Grildor, or stationed at the strategic points along Grildor’s border as Jagaer had outlined with his council while still back at Shadow Hall, proved to be more challenging.
Most Lords worried about marching their armies during the dead of winter, but if they wanted warriors at their station by spring, some of the countries further away would have to dispatch their armies while there was still snow on the ground. Strategically, Jagaer assigned those armies to posts along the border, instead of around Shadow Hall.
The night before they left Belmonia, Jagaer called in his seven Guard, and Commanders Ridgewell and Hollowdale.
“Good evening, My Lord,” the men greeted him as they entered his chamber.
Jagaer bid them seat themselves around the large table in the common room of his lush accommodations. A map of the northern hemisphere, held down on the corners by candle sticks, took up the entire table and soon captured the attention of the men seated around it.
“Lord Fillgold of Cattern has graciously loaned us his map,” Jagaer said as he, too, took his seat around the large table. “Although so far we have been successful in our mission, I believe there are aspects we need to address, or they could derail our plans.”
“It has gone well, My Lord,” Commander Ridgewell said. “Everything has been to plan and, because of the dragons, we are even ahead of schedule.”
“Aye, Rowlean,” Jagaer agreed, “but, as you are aware, most Lords have expressed a concern for marching their armies during winter and I now fear, if they leave too late, they will not make it to their stations on time. I am not so concerned with Galaban, Tandemar, Eiken, or Bron. These countries border our own and if they dispatch their warriors during Melt Moon, or even Moon of Rushing Waters, they should still arrive before it is warm enough for the Vampyres to attack. What I am concerned about are those that need to travel through another country to get to ours. Risen, Sentra Merl, and Kis have the longest to travel and unless they dispatch their armies during the winter, they might not make it in time.”
He watched as his men studied the map. Some of the distances between the countries were over two thousand miles. A long way for an army.
“I see your point. The hope was that the Lords ready their armies immediately and dispatch them as soon as they were ready, but if it was my Regiment, I would also not want to march them over such distances during winter,” Rowlean agreed. “What do you suggest?”
“We travel faster. I have been thinking about it ever since we left Risen, but I cannot make the decision without Evandeor. So far, we have been staying in each city three to four days, giving the dragons time to rest between journeys. What I want to know, Evandeor,” Jagaer said, turning to the Commander, “can your dragons travel those distances with only one night’s rest in between?”
Evandeor Hollowdale looked at the map, his face serious and a frown creasing his forehead. He ran his hands through his light brown hair and re-fastened the leather strap that held it together.
“My Lord, Plains Dragons are not the fastest, but their stamina is unrivalled. If we can guarantee a good meal for them at every stop, they will fly for you every day.”
“That is what I had hoped to hear,” Jagaer said. “We bring our schedule forward, cut our travelling time in half, so we arrive back at Thala Yll before Moon of Storms. That means we will have spoken to every lord before the winter is over, giving them more time to prepare and for them to make the journey. I am hoping to have every army in position by the end of Melt Moon. If that is the case, it will also give the armies some time to rest before the fighting begins.”
“I wish we knew when the Vampyres plan on coming through again,” Rowlean said.
“Aye,” Archer agreed. “What if it is a short winter and they come before we are back?”
“We have been over this,” Jagaer said. “There is no knowing and all we can do is prepare for it. I trust Shadow Hall is safe in Jaik’s hands. The rest is up to us. We will leave for Wilstantia tomorrow and then on to Eiken. Evandeor, how long will it take us to get to Wilstantia?”
“We will cross the border into Wilstantia during the morning and, if we fly all day, we will reach Willow Keep by nightfall.”
“They will not be expecting us so soon. Nithoren, please go see Lord Fillgold and ask him to dispatch a pigeon to Willow Keep immediately.”
“Aye, My Lord.” The Guard rose from the table and left the room.
The remaining men were silent for a while, studying the map, immersed in their own thoughts. Jagaer looked around at the men he had chosen to accompany him. They were the best of the best, but he could see they worried for their loved ones back home. He understood, but had to put the wellbeing of their nation first.
“This is going to be a tough trip,” he continued. “We will fly all day, every day, and then attend meetings with the Lords when we reach their cities. There will be no rest for us until we get back to Thala Yll.”
“It is what we must do, My Lord,” Boron said gruffly. “We will fly with you, no matter the hardships. Let us unite our people and put an end to this war.”
“Aye,” the men around the table said.
“It is agreed then. We will fly in the morning. Get what rest you can now.”
Chairs scraped over the wooden floor as the men pushed back their chairs. They spoke in hushed voices amongst themselves, some still studying the map. Even Jagaer had looked at the map for long before he called his Guard and Commanders to speak with him.
The Nations of Grildor took up a large area and assembling that many people within its centre would prove the hardest part of their plan. But, they needed the numbers. Grildor simply did not have enough to defeat the every growing army of the Vampyres.
Naylera’s population was considerably larger than that of Elveron. From the information they gathered over the past two years, they estimated that Naylera’s armies together numbered close to, if not over, a million.
Most of the Commanders and Lords Jagaer had spoken to were of the opinion that the Vampyres that lived around the Gate were acting alone and, having lost so many warriors during the first two wars, would not be able to send through an army larger than a hundred thousand strong.
Jagaer believed differently. Just from what Maia reported after she had been to Naylera, he believed all of Naylera participated in this war. After speaking to the traitors caught during the second war, Jagaer was even more convinced of that.
He could not say for sure why the Vampyres had so far concentrated on the Gate within Grildor, but assumed that the Vampyre kings were drawing their armies from every part of their planet, as well as manufacturing weapons, for the final assault.
Already, some of the other Gates had been breached, even if those breaches only resulted in minor raids. Soon, every country home to a Gate would be overrun by Vampyres and their entire planet would be at war.
The Sirens were active all the time now and the Elders that manned the Sirens were in constant contact with the Gates around the globe. Operating the Sirens took a toll on the Elders - rotation shifts had now been implemented - but Jagaer needed the other countries to be aware of how dire the threat was.
Those countries already attacked heeded his warnings and had started to draw in their armies. Some still hesitated, though, believing the threat to be isolated to Grildor. Jagaer shuddered at the thought of what might happen if they defeated the Vampyres at Greystone, but the rest managed to swarm through the other Gates and conquer Elveron that way.
Jagaer left Jaik with strict instructions to keep sending the messages via the Siren and to record every bit of information that came back. He feared all his efforts now would come to naught if the rest of Elveron did not heed his warnings.
Closing the door on the last Commander to leave, Jagaer finally settled on the large bed within his guest chamber. As always, before he went to sleep, his thoughts were with his daughter. Even now, he still struggled with mixed feelings. He wished he knew what she was doing, then wished he hadn’t brought the thought up.
Malyn had corrupted his thinking. He snorted angrily as he pulled the heavy blanket over him. Jagaer had been upset that Maia left without a word, but he trusted her and thought that whatever she was doing would be in the best interest of them all. Then, Malyn started speaking about Blaid. Something about love and old magic. The hairs on the back of his neck rose just thinking about it. He wanted that Death Elemental nowhere near his daughter and he refused to believe that was where she went.
The people of Shadow Hall needed her during this dark time and, no matter how much he loved his daughter, he did not think he could forgive her if she ran off with that … that … he could not finish the thought.
Grumbling, he buried his face in his pillow. He’d rather deal with a million Vampyres than the thought of his daughter in love with a Death Elemental.
 

 
“The world around us is going crazy,” Jaik said, running his hand through his hair.
“Why? Because your sister may possess magic not seen on Elveron in millennia or because you are not ready to believe it yet?”
Jaik looked at his betrothed. Siya sat casually on a chair, brushing her long, silver hair. A Server stood at the cupboard, arranging Siya’s freshly washed clothes on the shelves.
“How can you be so calm about this?” he asked. “The fate of our entire race might rest on her shoulders now and I don’t even know where she is.”
“Have faith, Jaik.” Siya put her brush on the table and took the few steps that separated them. “I may not know your sister as well as you do, but I believe she is doing the right thing. Wherever she is, she is looking for the answers just as you are.” She ran her hand along his arm, making the Server behind them shift uncomfortably. “Concentrate on what you can control and those you can influence. Worrying about something beyond your powers will only get in the way of what you should be doing.”
“And what is it I should be doing?” Jaik asked, looking down at her.
“Keep us all safe, Jaik; that is your job now. You are Lord of Shadow Hall and your responsibilities are many. Concentrate on them. Make the people feel they are as safe with you as they are with Jagaer.”
“You will be a wise queen one day, Lady Siya Sparrow, and I will be glad to have you by my side.”
He bent and put a light kiss on her forehead. The Server behind them cleared her throat. Jaik smiled ruefully as he stepped away.
“I won’t be a queen for at least another thousand years,” Siya laughed, “but we shall be married soon and I am looking forward to being your confidante and adviser. Everything that happens from now until you become regent will prepare you for being King of Grildor. We shall learn together and, when the time comes, the people will love the king you have become.”
“May everything you say come true,” Jaik sighed. “I must leave now. Thank you for listening and your advice. I don’t know if I will make it for dinner, but Mother will send for you so you do not have to spend the evening alone.”
“There will be time enough for us to spend together. Now, go see to your people. Your mother and I shall have a wonderful evening.”
“My Lady.” Jaik took her hand and kissed it.
Nodding to the server, he strode out of Siya’s room and out the guesthouse. Talking to Siya always calmed him and he often did so just before a meeting with the Elders, or his Commanders.
Right now, he was on his way to the Hall of the Guardians to meet with the Masters in charge of overseeing the manufacturing of weapons, war machines, and the like. Now, during the winter Moons, they had the time to make them.
Pulling the collar of his coat higher, Jaik stepped through the swirling snow. They had expected it for some time and now that it was here, he wished it would hold off a little longer.
Looking to his left, he noticed the lake was already frozen over. Temperatures would only get colder over the next few Moons. Under normal circumstances, Shadow Hall spent the winter Moons indoors, keeping busy with arts, embroidery, carving, leather work, and all those activities that could be performed in front of a fire.
Now, however, Jaik had everyone who was able out in the forest cutting logs for war machines, smelting steel for weapons, curing leather for armour - the list was endless, but it needed to be done.
Pushing thoughts about his sister to the back of his mind, he stepped through the double doors of the Hall of the Guardians and strode across the large entry hall to his father’s chamber.
With a clatter of metal, the guard by the door stood to attention and admitted him. Silently, the doors closed behind him as he strode across and settled behind his father’s desk.
Jaik had mixed feelings sitting in his father’s chair. He enjoyed the power of command that came with sitting there, but at the same time he didn’t think he had earned the position yet. As Siya said, it would probably be at least another thousand years before he took over as Lord of Shadow Hall from his father.
With a sigh, he opened a drawer and took from it the agenda for the meeting. He read through it carefully, even though he had already read it three times, and made additional notes. The meeting was due to start in a few minutes and he had thought of more ways to keep the city safe, as well as other items that needed to be manufactured.
When there was a sound outside the door, he rose from behind his desk, ready to welcome the men and women he had called to the meeting. 
The doors flew open and Filithrin stormed in, followed closely by Tallson and Glark.
“My Lord,” Filithrin shouted, coming to a sliding stop before the desk, “the city is under attack.”
“There are Vampyres at The Crags, as well as down The Steep,” Glark added.
Jaik stood rooted to the spot only for a moment. Given their defences in place, Vampyres should not have been able to get this close, but now was not the time to think about why it happened, only that it had. Outside, he could now hear the signal horns blaring.
“Tallson, inform all Commanders within the city. Spread the Legion to cover all entry and exit points. I want the Regiments to concentrate on The Crags and The Steep. I want the Sentinels, the Night Watch, and the Horse Guard here now.”
“Commander Willowbay is already on his way.”
“Good.”
Jaik ground his teeth and shrugged on his overcoat. He gave more orders as they ran from the chamber. Tallson separated from them as they exited the Hall of the Guardians to follow Jaik’s orders, while Jaik, Filithrin, and Glark ran on towards The Crags.
All around them, commotion reigned, as warriors and people scrambled either to safety, or into danger. Jaik drew his sword as they neared the strange rock formation just outside of the city. The screams of pain and fear reaching his ears made his blood run cold.
As they stepped onto the main path that ran along The Crags, they were joined by men wearing the colours of the Regiment. Up ahead, Jaik saw those posted as perimeter watch locked in battle with a group of ragged-looking Vampyres.
Snarling, Jaik joined the fight, stabbing a Vampyre through the neck with his first stab. Rancid blood sprayed in his face before the Vampyre crumpled to the frozen ground.
“Spread out. Don’t let them get into the city,” he yelled, fighting off two more Vampyres.
“More coming from the north,” someone shouted nearby.
“Cut them off. Don’t let them breach. No one gets past this road,” he ordered, swinging his sword.
His hot breath steamed in the cold air and sweat trickled down his back as he fought his way through the approaching Vampyres. He cringed every time a man went down beside him and fought on without respite. He did not fail to notice that these Vampyres were common fighters, and none of the Generals that usually led a charge.
Soon, more warriors came up the paths from the city and joined the fight. Gradually, they beat the Vampyres back until they either lay dead, or retreated into the forest.
“Follow them. Don’t not let them get away.” He looked around. “Filithrin, find where they came from. Take as many men as you need. Make sure these vermin do not come back into our city. Also,” he grabbed hold of Filithrin’s arm and spoke more quietly, “keep an eye out for the Generals. I am sure they sent these to distract us. Be careful.”
“Aye,” the Guard said, before giving orders of his own to the men around him and then running off into the forest surrounding The Crags.
“My Lord,” Ergon Silverspoon, second Commander of the Regiment, came to him as Jaik walked across the field, dispatching any Vampyre still alive with a quick stab to the heart, “the exits have been secured. The Steep is safe. Our men are holding the perimeter, but it looks like the city is surrounded. “
“Surrounded? How many of them are there?”
“We don’t know yet. My men will inform me as soon as they have numbers. They are shoring up our perimeter defences even as we speak.”
“Good, keep me informed. Is Commander Willowbay still at the Steep?”
“Aye, My Lord.”
Jaik nodded, grinding his teeth. “Keep this area safe, Ergon.” He put a hand on the man’s shoulder. “I don’t know what happened yet, but I will find out. Get your men to clean this up.” Jaik pointed to the dead Vampyres with disgust. “I will be back as soon as I can.”
“Yes, My Lord.”
Jaik wiped his bloody sword on one of the dead Vampyres and then sheathed it by his side. The smell of their rancid blood burned his nose and their brazen attack burned his soul. Although no one had expected them to attack this time of year, all Shadow Hall’s defences had been stationed and alert. The Vampyres should not have made it this close to the city. He needed to find out how.
Along the way to The Steep, he nodded his thanks to Luke, who tended an injured warrior along the path.
The city was silent now; the horns not sounding their warnings. Those who had not taken part in the skirmishes hid within their houses and he could see some of them peering out of their windows.
Anger rose within him that his city should live in fear like this. He walked faster, his coat billowing out behind him. When he met a Sentinel along the way, he ordered him to check on his mother and Siya, worried for their safety.
“Commander Willowbay,” Jaik shouted as he neared the steps leading to the watermill.
“My Lord.” The Commander dipped his head towards Jaik and sheathed his sword.
“How did you fare here?”
“We lost a few men, but none of the Vampyres made it through. The Steep is easily defended. I have, however, diverted most of my forces to cover the forest between the city and the stable grounds.”
“Commander Silverspoon says the city is surrounded.”
“I am afraid it is true. My Scouts tell of pockets of Vampyres camped all around the city, as well as out on the plains. We have no numbers yet, but from reports, there may be a thousand or more.”
“How did this happen?” Jaik asked. “The city has been under constant watch since the war. Nothing should have got to within five miles of the city.”
“We do not yet know, My Lord.” Commander Willowbay squirmed uncomfortably under Jaik’s glare.
Jaik took a deep breath; he could not let his anger out on the Commander. “Report to me as soon as you can.”
“Aye, My Lord.”
Jaik strode along the upper paths of his city, checking that every entry point was secure. By the time he got to the path that led over the rise to the stables, Glark had caught up with him. The Dwarf had blood stains on his coat and a grim expression on his face. Silently, he fell into step beside Jaik.
By evening, Jaik had inspected every entry point personally and shored up their defences where necessary.
Reports had come in throughout the day and it looked bleak indeed.
The Vampyres’ numbers were confirmed as over a thousand. Groups of fifty to a hundred camped at strategic points around the city, cutting off Shadow Hall from the outside world. The Vampyres did not attack again. They waited; Jaik wished he knew for what.
When Jaik had given orders for pigeons to be sent to Braérn and Tarron Heights, it was discovered that the roosts had been destroyed and the birds killed. When he tried to send riders, they found out the Stable Masters were dead, along with the horses in the stables at the time, and the entire stable complex was on fire.
Desperate to get word out to at least Tarron Heights, Jaik sent two Scouts on foot to find a way through the encamped Vampyres. He hoped fervently they made it.
Pacing in front of the fire in his father’s chamber, he now listened to the reports as they came in. Tallson and Glark were by his side, but Filithrin was still out in the forest.
“It is a siege, My Lord,” Commander Willowbay confirmed. “We have secured the watermill and traced the river as far as we could go. For now, our water remains safe to drink. We have enough food within the city to last us a while, but we will not be able to hunt.”
“A while?” Jaik asked, going red in the face. “I intend for this not to last a while. There are two thousand people in this city at the moment, of which nearly eight hundred are either warriors or able to fight. By tomorrow, I want to know where the Vampyres’ weaknesses are and where we can break through their siege. I will not allow them to keep this city prisoner.”
“Yes, My Lord.”
“Commander Mellowood, are there new reports from your Scouts?”
“Only those confirming the numbers, My Lord. There is a ring of Werewolves around the city and my Scouts cannot get past to get more information.”
Jaik stopped pacing, trying to calm himself. Silas rose from his chair by the fire and came to stand beside him, hand clasped behind his back, looking thoughtful.
“Commander, do you have an idea of how many Werewolves there are?” the old Elf asked.
“From what we can tell their numbers are about evenly matched.”
Jaik cussed in dwarfish under his breath.
“Commander Mellowood, from now on include the Werewolves in your calculations when you present your figures. It is one thing fighting against a thousand Vampyres, but fighting against a thousand Vampyres and their hounds is another matter altogether. Every Werewolf is as dangerous as a Vampyre and we cannot afford to discount them; do I make myself clear?”
“Aye, Lord Nightshield.”
“Very well. Resume your rounds and report back within an hour,” Silas dismissed the Commanders and waited until they had closed the doors. Only Jaik, Glark, Tallson and Silas remained in the chamber. “It is direr than we thought,” Silas finally continued. “If they decide to attack the city, we may not fare so well.”
“Then we must not let it get to that,” Jaik said, pacing again. “We cannot sit within our city and hope for them to go away. We need to make the first move, but in order for that to be successful, we need more information. For one, I would like to know what their aim is. Why are they here?”
“It could be they are here for your father,” Tallson suggested. “They know he is the king of Grildor and maybe they hope, by eliminating him, they have a better chance of winning the next war.”
Jaik shook his head. “I don’t think so. They are well organised, which leads me to believe they already know my father isn’t here.”
“Maybe they believe the city is weak during his absence and decided to seize the opportunity.”
“No. Like I said, they are organised. This was planned for a long time. They have breached our outer defences without us even being aware of it. The way they have surrounded us, I believe they intend on being here for some time. I don’t think they will take the city with the numbers they have, but if they are waiting, then chances are they are waiting for reinforcements. If that is the case, we need to act swiftly.”
“I agree with Jaik,” Silas said. “This is not some common raid. Everything they have done so far has been well thought out, otherwise they would not have made it this far. Already they have killed over fifty of our men just to get into position. They have chosen their sites with care; access to the city and easily defensible. And, they effectively cut off our communication. I worry that they will find a way to poison the river. We need to be careful.”
“Commander Willowbay is doing his best to keep the river safe,” Tallson said, “but there is no way of knowing if the Vampyres are aware of its source.”
“Let us pray they don’t,” Glark grumbled, scraping his whetstone across the blade of his axe.
The doors to the chamber opened and Filithrin entered. Jaik noticed the weary look in his eyes and the bloodstains on his clothes. He left muddy footprints with every step he took.
Jaik approached and clasped arms with him. “I am glad you return to us. What news?”
“None that is good,” Filithrin rasped. Silas handed him a flagon of water. “The woods are full of Vampyres,” Filithrin continued after he had slaked his thirst. “It is also as you say, Jaik, there are Generals commanding the lesser warriors. The entire city is surrounded, with camps a mile apart. Vampyres and their Werewolves patrol the stretches between the camps, each patrol led by a General. There are at least five Generals at each camp. I could not get total numbers, but there must be thousands of them.”
“Aye,” Jaik agreed. “From what the Scouts have told us, we assume there to be over a thousand Vampyres, plus their hounds.”
Filithrin nodded. “Some bring in crates to the camps. I was unable to find out what they contain, but the same is happening at every camp. They also have fires burning all around their camps and along their patrol lines.”
“It is the weather,” Silas said. “They do not like the cold.” He shook his head. “We underestimated them. We know they do not like the cold and assumed they would not attack during winter. But just because they do not like it does not mean they are unable to function. They knew we would not be expecting them and took full advantage.”
“I should have expected it. Or at least prepared for it,” Jaik admonished himself.
“No one could have seen this coming, Jaik,” Tallson said.
“You did prepare for it,” Silas added. “Had your defences not been in place, the city would already be overrun.”
In a fit of anger, Jaik kicked the iron poker resting against the lintel of the fireplace. It went skidding across the floor and bounced off the far wall with a clang.
“It was not good enough,” he forced the words out through his teeth, “otherwise we would not find ourselves in this situation.”
“Jaik, maybe …”
The doors banged open, interrupting Filithrin’s words.
“Pardon the interruption, My Lord,” a mud-covered Scout said breathlessly as he entered. He came to a stop before Jaik and bowed, handing him what looked like a piece of leather. “A message from the Vampyres, Sir.”
The Scout retreated to the other side of the room as Jaik unfolded the dirty-looking parchment. Stepping closer to the lantern on the wall, Jaik silently read the message penned in barely legible Grildorian script.
 
Surrender now. Your city is surrounded. Send note with whereabout of princess of light and you may leave city unharmed.
 
Jaik read the note twice more before he read it out loud. “They know Maia isn’t here. What do they want with her?”
“They know how powerful she is and what she means to us,” Silas replied. “They have been trying to kill her since after the first battle. They believe, if they eliminate her and the Prince of Darkness, they will win the war.”
Jaik shuddered at Silas’ mention of Blaid. Bah! Prince of Darkness. Who had even given him that name?
“After everything you have told me,” Jaik looked around at his three Guard and the Scout, unwilling to reveal too much, “I think there might be more to it than that. They know more than we give them credit for. I will not underestimate them again.”
Silas nodded. “Which makes it more urgent that we deal with this matter swiftly. May I assume that you will not be surrendering the city?”
Jaik did not deign to answer. Instead, he turned to his Guard.
“The Vampyres have an advantage over us during the night, as they can see as well in the dark as in the light. I want this city sealed tight; nothing goes in or out until sunrise. It is almost midnight now, so that gives us six hours to prepare. I want everybody who owns a bow, crossbow, sword, or any other kind of weapon ready an hour before dawn. We will wait for them to attack. At first light, we take the fight to them. Tallson, seek out the Commanders and bring them here at once.”
Tallson nodded and took off at a run, slinging his coat over his shoulders as he went through the doors.
“Filithrin, get the rest of the city to arm themselves and be ready. Glark, inform my mother and my spouse and tell them to ready themselves.”
Both left without a word, grim looks on their faces.
“Silas, prepare a note. Tell them we will withdraw from the city in the morning, but that we do not know where my sister is.” Jaik signalled the Scout, who hurried to his side. “Wait for Lord Nightshield to pen the note, then see it gets delivered to the Vampyres.”
“Aye, My Lord.”
Silas and the Scout moved over to the desk and Silas rummaged in the drawer until he found what he was looking for. Jaik did not wait for him to finish writing the note, but took his own coat off the hook and shrugged into it as he marched out of the chamber, through the large entrance hall, and out into the blustery night.
 

 
Aaron looked around the clearing and shook his head. Everything looked the same within this forest, no matter what Rothea told him. Bending down, he squinted at the ground, trying to see any unusual marks on the hard soil.
A branch snapped behind him and he quickly stood, with his sword drawn.
“You were closer this time,” Rothea laughed.
Sheathing his sword, he grumbled, “The ground is frozen. How am I to see footprints in this?”
“It is possible, Aaron, I have proven it to you. Do not despair. Soon you will be able to track without even thinking about it.”
“Commander Goodheart,” a Scout called from across the clearing, “we are ready to move on.”
“Thank you, we will be right there.” The Scout left. “Come, Aaron, let us continue our quest. I feel we are going in circles within this forest.” She narrowed her eyes, thinking. “It is almost as if it does not want us to leave. I know we are going in the right direction and I am sure we should have reached the western edge of the forest by now. Something is happening here that I cannot explain.”
“You have said so before,” Aaron commented as he fell into step beside her and they made their way back to camp. “But, you also said this forest was dangerous and no one ever came out of it to tell any tales. So far, the forest has given us everything we needed and, as far as I am concerned, has sheltered us from the worst of the weather that seems to be reigning outside.”
“I would almost say you are enjoying yourself, Aaron. It seems the adventure life suits you.”
“I have to admit, the first few days within the forest were not my favourite.” Goosebumps formed on his arms just thinking of that very first day. “It changed. Surely you can feel it, too. We have had it easy ever since we set foot within the forest. The only thing we have not managed to do is find Maia.”
Rothea stopped in her tracks. “That’s it,” she said, laughing. “That is why we have not reached the edge of the forest. It is protecting Maia and preventing us from finding her, or at least it is delaying our journey long enough for her to get away.”
“How can that be possible?”
“Aaron, don’t be naïve. We know Maia was in this forest. We know this forest is enchanted. We are being purposefully delayed. The forest means us no harm, which is why you feel safe within it now, but it will not allow us to go any further either.”
“Then, what do we do now?”
“We carry on,” she said. “There will come a time when Maia is too far away to keep up the magic she has placed on this forest and it will release us. I am sure, once we are outside its borders, Wolf will pick up her scent again.”
“You think Maia is making the forest do this for her? That her magic is doing this?” Aaron asked in awe.
“I have learned not to underestimate Maia’s magic. I cannot say for sure that it is her magic alone doing this, but I am sure it is the reason. This forest has magic of its own and if Maia asked it to protect her from us, I am sure the forest would comply.”
“Can we then not ask the forest to release us? You have Earth magic. Will that not work here?”
“My magic is Water, but even if it was Earth, I am not that powerful.” She laughed again. “But you may be on to something. Come, let us get to camp.”
“I am?” he asked, following her.
“We shall ask. If all of us use our elemental magic to ask the forest nicely to release us, maybe it will listen. Even you can ask.”
“I don’t have any magic.”
“You think you don’t, but I think it is in there, somewhere.” She cuffed him gently on the arm.
Wolf bounded out of a bush to their right and greeted them by jumping up on Aaron. He staggered back under the wolf’s weight, but rubbed his shaggy fur while the wolf licked his face. He had formed a bond with the animal over the past couple of Quarters and it was seldom that he went anywhere without Wolf by his side.
“Come, Wolf.”
The wolf fell into step at his heels and they continued on to their camp. As the Scout said, the camp was ready to move. Rothea checked that everything was in order, before gathering them around to tell them about her plan. There were a few sceptical faces, but by now everyone was willing to try something new.
As they marched, Rothea instructed him on how to speak to the forest. Two years ago, he would have thought it silly, but by now he was so used to the Elves’ magic and so close to nature himself, he did not even think twice about it.
Around noon - it was so difficult to tell within the gloom of the forest - the Elves started to sing. Aaron recognised it as one of the songs they sang when asking the trees to accept a new tree house. He knew only a few of the words, but he learned quickly and was soon singing along with the Elves.
As the light faded, they made camp again. They had slipped into an efficient routine and soon the fires burned brightly and cooking pots steamed with the promise of food.
“I did not know you could sing like that,” Rothea said as they sat around their fire, waiting for their food to be ready. “You have a beautiful voice.”
Aaron glanced at her to make sure she was not making fun of him. What he saw in her face, however, was not what he expected. Surprise he could have understood, but the look of adoration she now gave him brought the blood to his cheeks. It wasn’t so much the fact that an Elf thought his voice beautiful that made him blush, but the fact that Rothea thought it was beautiful.
During their travels, Aaron came to know Rothea well and to respect and admire her. She was beautiful, intelligent, witty, and brave. It made him uncomfortable, at first, but he soon came to appreciate her company.
A pang of guilt struck him as he thought about Maia. She was the reason he was here. She was the one he loved. He frowned, a ball of bitterness rising up from the depth of his soul. Maia did not love him. He knew that now. As he searched his feelings, he wrestled that bitterness back down. For two years he had been trying to convince himself that Maia was still the love of his life. It was only now, during this journey, that he allowed himself to see Maia for who she was, and not for whom he wanted her to be. Maia was not the woman he wanted anymore. She was destined for other things and he … he had a new life to live.
Rothea’s eyes sparkled in the firelight and her lips turned up in a smile, waiting for him to reply to her compliment.
“I have never sung before,” he confessed. “I did not know I had it in me.” He laughed. “Maybe you’re right. There might just be magic within me, after all.”
Rothea reached out and put her hand on his. Her hand was warm, even in the frigid evening air.
“I know there is magic within you. You only need to believe in it.”
The cold air stung his hand when she removed hers as a Server came to bring their supper. “With your help, I may just find it.”
“I have no doubt, Aaron. Look how far you have come already. You now sit on Mist King as if you were born to riding. You hold your own against most of my men in a swordfight and you have made such progress with the bow. If the people of Shadow Hall could see you now, they would not recognise you.”
“It is all this hard training you put me through.”
“Am I too hard on you?” she asked.
“I wouldn’t change a thing,” he said, laughing. “Look at me. I must have put on two stone in muscle mass alone since you’ve been training me. My clothes are getting too tight.”
“I think they fit you perfectly,” Rothea said, looking down and dipping her spoon into her food. “I also like how you’ve cut your hair. It looks good.”
Although Aaron had enjoyed his hair longer and tied at the back, it became difficult to manage without regular showers. A few days ago, taking his hunting knife, he had cropped it close to his head; similar to his style on Earth, just more unruly. He thought it a bit of a mess.
He took a bite of his own food; he did not know how to respond to Rothea’s praises. He was not a shy man and self-confidence came naturally to him, but this current situation brought a blush to his cheeks as if he was a teenager. His normal, charming and witty self retreated from the onslaught of Rothea’s compliments and left him completely tongue-tied. He barely managed to smile and nod to acknowledge she had spoken.
They ate in silence for a while. Never before had they felt uncomfortable in each other’s presence, but today he could have cut the atmosphere between them with his sword. He was relieved, yet saddened, when Rothea finished her food and excused herself to retire for the night.
Scolding himself for not engaging her in conversation and keeping her by the fire longer, he took Wolf with him when he went a ways into the forest to relieve himself.
“What am I to do, Wolf? Am I imagining things? Does she really like me? I feel like a boy, all giddy and a bundle of nerves. I didn’t know I could still feel like this.”
Wolf tilted his head as he spoke, listening.
“I need to put it out of my mind. We cannot travel with something like this hanging over us. Maybe, if she still feels the same when we get home, we can revisit this … whatever this is, at a later date.”
Wolf yipped, followed by a soft growl.
“I know, Wolf. You probably have no idea what I am saying. I’ll be all right, don’t worry.”
Wolf growled again, deeper this time. Aaron looked at him, taking note of his stance and body language. The wolf stood to attention, his tail straight out behind him and his nose pointed towards a gnarly tree a few paces ahead of them. Aaron looked at it with narrowed eyes, his hand on the knife at his belt.
Wolf took a few steps towards the tree. He still growled, but now his tail wagged. The animal was torn between uncertainty and curiosity, making Aaron wary. He knelt beside Wolf and put his arm around him.
“What do you see, Wolf?” he whispered.
Wolf whined and licked his face before resuming his watch of the tree. Aaron could still not see anything, but had learned to trust the animal. If Wolf thought something was there, then there was. The hairs on the back of his neck stood erect as Aaron stared at the tree through the darkness, but could feel the tension leaving the wolf, now trying to worm his way out of Aaron’s hold.
He let go and Wolf trotted forward. The wolf approached the tree with deference; half crouched, with his tail wagging between his hind legs. When he reached the tree, he sat down and whined.
A black shadow separated from the tree, moving in such a way Aaron could not decide on its shape. Goosebumps prickled his skin as the shadow bent and reached for his wolf. With wide eyes, Aaron watched as the thing stroked Wolf’s fur, uttering strange noises as it did so.
Finally, the thing stood tall again and came forward. In the darkness that surrounded them, it was difficult to tell the black shadow from its surroundings and, had it not been for Wolf’s relaxed attitude towards it, Aaron would have run.
When the shadow came to halt a few paces from him, Aaron saw its eyes for the first time. Trembling, he stood his ground as he felt it probe his mind. It was a gentle touch, yet violating at the same time.
Aaron blinked as images of Maia, safe and sound, flashed through his mind. The idea to abandon their search took root in his mind as he was shown the way out of the forest.
Wolf came to stand with them and the shadow bent to touch the wolf one last time before turning and disappearing into the darkness as if it had never been.
Rooted to the spot, Aaron stood for a long time wondering what had happened. Looking for Maia did not seem so urgent any more, but he now knew exactly where to go to reach the western edge of the forest. He could not remember why they wanted to get to the western edge, but knew it was the closest exit from their current location.
Mentally shaking himself, he urged himself to move. It had become fully dark by now and he used the flicker of light from the campfires in the distance as a guide. Wolf walked calmly by his side.
“How do you know?” Rothea asked in the morning when he told her the way to the edge of the forest.
“The Riven told me,” he said without knowing the answer before he spoke it.
“The Riven?”
“Yes. He has been preventing us from leaving the forest until now. He has looked into my mind and has decided it is now safe to let us go. He has shown me the way and has asked that we leave as soon as we can.”
Rothea looked at him with big eyes. First shock, then respect crossed her face. Finally, a smile appeared on her lips.
“You spoke to a Riven. I have never known anyone who has spoken to a Riven.”
Rothea was obviously impressed and word spread quickly around camp. Those who had until now only seen Aaron as the strange Human, soon fell in line with those who already respected him.
They packed up camp quickly and every time someone passed him, they called him My Lord and nodded respectfully. The change in the Elves’ behaviour unsettled him at first, but as the day went by, they fell into a new routine and he realised he liked it.
They now treated him with as much respect as they treated Rothea and, as he was the only one who knew where they were going, came to him for counsel every time the path split, or they crossed a patch of forest where there was no path to follow.
As the light began to fade within the forest, Rothea muttered about setting up camp. Once they decided on a place to stop, Aaron peered into the trees ahead and saw a red glow. It had been over a Moon since he had seen the sunset and it took him a moment to realise what it was.
“Let’s not stop here,” he said, leading Mist King onwards. “The edge of the forest is but a mile ahead. Let us carry on and sleep in the open tonight.”
Eager, they marched on and reached the treeline twenty minutes later, catching the last rays of the sun before it set behind the mountains.
“Thank you, My Lord,” the men said as they filed by to set up camp in the clearing, Rothea standing beside him, smiling.
“You have done well, Aaron,” she said when they were alone. “You have led us out of the forest and given the men a chance to look at the sun before it set. Thank you.”
“I only followed directions,” he blushed again under Rothea’s praise, “but even I am glad to have seen the sun. I do not understand how the forest can be so lush within without ever seeing the sun.”
“Magic, Aaron,” Rothea laughed, and he laughed with her.
“Shall we retire, My Lady?” he asked, and gestured for her to go ahead.
“Aye, My Lord.”
They saw to their horses before settling at the already established fire. Their tents stood in a large circle around the main fire, with smaller fires set out between the tents. For the first time in a long time all sat together, instead of spread out at individual fires between the trees of the forest.
The mood became more festive as the evening wore on and someone produced a flagon of wine.
“Tomorrow, we shall hunt,” Rothea announced to the delight of everyone.
They had been living off their rations, as they had not been able to hunt anything while inside the forest. Only their animals had eaten well - the forest provided a variety of herbs and grasses for the horses to graze on - and Wolf had been allowed to hunt birds and rodents.
Even Aaron was looking forward to a juicy, grilled piece of meat and he went to sleep that night dreaming of hunting a stag.
 

 
He woke to the sound of people moving outside his tent and quickly dressed and then unlaced the opening, sticking his head out to see what the commotion was. He blinked rapidly in the bright light of morning.
“Good morning, Lord Nightingale,” Rothea greeted him. “I see you slept well.”
“I did, indeed. What time is it?”
“Well past sunrise.” She laughed. “Don’t worry, you are not the only one who slept better last night than many a night in the forest. Come, there is porridge for breakfast, but the sooner we eat, the sooner we can go out to hunt.”
Aaron did not have to be told twice. They ate their breakfast in a hurry and then saddled their horses. Ten of them would be going, while the rest remained at camp, including Wolf. Aaron shouldered his bow and tied his quiver to Mist King’s saddle.
They rode out towards the north until they reached the end of the valley. Rothea knew this part of the mountains well and led them higher up, riding until mid-morning. When they reached a pebbly river, they stopped to water their horses, before riding on through a narrow canyon, which led to another valley.
This valley was wooded and they soon rode through the shade of tall pines and cedars. He did not mind being in this forest. The scent of pine needles accompanied them and sheltered them from the cold wind that blew across the mountains.
Finally, the group split up, riding on in pairs to hunt. Rothea guided her horse to beside his, and quietly reminded him of everything she had taught him about hunting while they were in the dark forest.
Aaron remembered it all and the bow in his hands did not feel as alien as it once had. Soon, he managed to point out the spoor of a deer and they followed it for a while until the spoor became invisible on rocky ground.
They continued on through the forest, now silent, looking for signs of their prey. Aaron thought they might not find anything, when suddenly the horses’ pricked their ears forward.
Rothea motioned for them to halt and Aaron gasped softly when he saw the stag in a sunny clearing about a hundred paces from them.
The stag stood with its back to them, looking towards a river in the distance. Something held the stag’s attention and he did not notice the two riders approaching. Rothea checked the wind, but it blew towards them and would not give them away.
With an inconspicuous hand motion, Rothea signalled for him to dismount. They left their horses behind and continued on foot, using the trees as cover as they stalked the deer. Aaron’s breathing became rapid as his excitement grew and he tried to calm himself, talking steadying breaths as Rothea had shown him.
When they were only fifty paces away, the stag’s ear twitched and they stopped in their tracks. The stag lowered his head and they thought he was going to graze, but then he looked up again, fixing his stare back towards the river.
They continued, slower than before, careful not to startle the stag. Finally, only thirty paces separated them from the animal, and both knelt beside a tree and notched an arrow. Rothea nodded to him, giving him the go-ahead to shoot first.
Aaron breathed in deep, then exhaled long and slow. As the last of the air left his lungs, he let his arrow fly. It was a perfect shot. The arrow left his bow with a twang to fly straight and fast towards the stag.
With eyes wide and now breathing heavily, Aaron watched as the stag startled at something coming from the river. It turned on the spot, darting off into the forest to its right before Aaron’s arrow could find its mark.
Rothea stood, frowning, looking towards the river. Aaron rose from his knees, upset at his misfortune, but concerned about what had scared the stag away. Rothea looked worried and he followed her gaze.
“Run!” she suddenly shouted and pulled him backwards by his sleeve.
Glancing back, Aaron saw nothing as they hurtled towards their horses. Mist King stood firm as Aaron put his foot in the stirrup, but he could tell the horse was agitated. The moment they were both in the saddle, the horses galloped back the way they came out of their own volition.
Mist King’s ears were laid back flat against his head as he raced away from the pine forest and by now Aaron could read his horse so well, he knew the horse was terrified. Aaron looked across at Rothea, who rode her horse hard, looking back every few strides.
Ice cold dread washed over him at the look on her face. Never had her seen her so afraid. He looked back once more, reluctant, not sure he wanted to see what was chasing them.
They were out in the open now, leaving the treeline behind. The cold, winter sun shone its light down on them, clearly showing him the thirty or so Vampyres that raced out of the shadow of the forest and across the valley after them.




 
“It’s the capital,” Maia said breathlessly. “I have only ever read about it. It is beautiful.”
“That it is.”
“Will we stay here for the night?” she asked. “How far is your city from here?”
“This is my city.”
“This is your city?”
“Yes.”
Blaid’s voice grew ever softer and Maia could barely hear him over the rushing wind and the beating of Midnight’s wings. She tried to read his Eläm, but he had completely closed himself off from her.
“Blaid, talk to me. What is going on?”
Midnight, you can set us down on the field to the right? Let us land before we are seen, Maia heard him ask Midnight.
Banking to his right, Midnight descended. Gently, he set Lilith down on the field, before landing a distance away from the mare. By now, she was so accustomed to the manoeuvre, she simply waited for Blaid to climb off the dragon to attend to her.
Maia knew Blaid would always see to his horse first after landing, but this time she ran after him.
“Blaid, please, you said your father was the Lord of a city in Elbendal and that he could talk to the king about his armies. If this is your city, then who is your father?”
“I am sorry, Maia,” he said as he brushed Lilith down with his hands, checking her for scratches, chafing, or injuries. “I did not want to tell you, as I was afraid of what you would think of me for leaving my family. My father is Lord Elderbow, Lord of Caverna Estralis, and King of Elbendal. I am heir to the throne, absconded.”
Now Blaid’s Eläm shone through and she felt his shame at deserting his duty as heir, but she could also feel he did not regret that decision and he still did not want the position. Speechless, Maia sat down on the dry, winter grass of the field and stared out at the castle in the distance. The sun had now set and the city’s light shimmered in the cold air.
“You’re a prince,” she whispered. “High born. Like me.”
Midnight shook himself, making the packages on his back rattle.
“We better take these off him,” Blaid said. “We can stay here for the night. There is a sandstone cave not far from here. We will be sheltered from the cold.”
“Why did you not tell me?”
“We cannot stay here. Come,” and he reached down to help her up, “let us find the cave and I promise to tell you everything.”
Grumbling, Maia rose and Blaid led them across the field towards a mountain ridge. Even in the grey light before night, Maia thought the area beautiful; similar and yet so different from the mountains and forests around Shadow Hall.
Elbendal was essentially a mountain kingdom. Maia remembered her history lessons on how the kingdom was established many millennia ago. Unfortunately, the lessons had dealt with older history, which was why she had not recognised Blaid’s surname as Elbendal’s current ruling family.
As far as she could remember, Elbendal had nine major cities, all of which were at an altitude of a mile or more. Caverna Estralis was noted in the history books as having one of the few castles in the northern hemisphere, as well as for its multitude of crystal caves. The majority of crystals within Grildor originated from caves around Caverna Estralis.
They reached a clump of hazelnut trees and Blaid stopped to take the packages off Midnight’s back.
“There is a canyon to the east of here where Midnight can hunt and roost for the night. It is almost inaccessible on foot, so he will not be seen.” He loosened the last few ropes and Maia helped him stack their luggage to one side. “The cave is not far from here. I will show you and then bring the rest of the bags.”
Take care, Midnight. Stay out of sight, Maia thought to him as her dragon took off.
No ill intentions. Midnight conveyed to her before he left. Dark-Silver-Moon pure of heart.
Maia stared after the dark shape of Midnight as he took to the air, then picked up what she could carry and followed Blaid through the hazelnut trees towards the cliff. Lilith followed for a while, but then became distracted by the green grass on the edge of stream that ran off the mountain.
“Here we go.”
Blaid moved a blackberry bush out of the way and, behind it, the entrance to a cavern appeared. It appeared forbidding and Maia hesitated to enter.
“It is safe, I promise,” Blaid said with a smile, holding the bush back for her, waiting for her to take the first step into the cave.
Hesitantly, she ducked under the low arch of the entrance and stepped into the darkness. Blaid followed and the bush closed behind him. What little light there had been disappeared. She stood still, her eyes large, as she tried to see in the complete absence of light.
Blaid produced a crystal from one of his bags and it illuminated the space, the light shining off the sandstone walls of the cave. Blinking in the suddenly blinding glow, Maia looked around. Ahead of her, a tunnel led further into the cave, making a right turn about twenty paces in, so she could not see further.
The area around her was no more than a few paces wide, but there were brackets mounted on the wall, holding torches. Blaid now took one of these and lit it.
“Come, the sleeping quarters are further in. It looks like no one has been here in a while, so it may be a bit dusty. For that I apologise; you will sleep more comfortably tomorrow.”
Maia was still upset with him, and did not respond. Blaid put the crystal away and then, holding the torch high, led the way down the tunnel. After the turn, the tunnel carried on for another thirty paces before it opened into a large cavern.
In the centre, there was a fire place, with a neat pile of wood stacked alongside it. Four chambers of equal size had been cut into the sandstone walls of the cavern, which Maia assumed to be used as beds. On the far side of the cave, another tunnel led even further into the mountain. The dark, gaping hole of the tunnel made her shiver.
“Master Margoth used to read to me around this fire when I was a child,” Blaid said as he deposited the bags he carried next to one of the sleeping chambers. “I spent a lot of time here after he died. It was my second home.” He laughed. “It was furnished, once. You would have liked it.”
Maia put her own bags down, and went over to the fire place. Although she had never had a fear of caves - after all, she spent most of her own life in Silas’ cave - this one unsettled her more than she liked to admit and she quickly got the fire burning.
“I will fetch the rest of the bags. Are you going to be all right?”
Maia nodded and sat back on one of the low benches around the fire pit. Blaid turned and left. She watched him go, wrapping her arms around herself. Once he was out of sight, she knelt closer to the fire, appreciating its warmth and light.
She didn’t know why this cave made her feel uncomfortable. Maybe it was only because she was upset. Why had Blaid not told her he was a prince of Elbendal? She thought back to what exactly he had told her. She knew his father was the lord of a city; he had not lied. He said that his father could persuade the king to send his armies to Grildor. No. That was not what he said. He said the king could be persuaded to help them; he left out the part where the king was his father.
If she thought about it, Blaid had never lied to her. He had also been upfront with her about how he felt about his family and that they did not get along. He even told her, because of what had transpired between him and his parents, he did not like to talk about it.
Huddling even closer to the fire, she conceded she had little reason to be upset with him. So he was a prince. Was she not a princess? This could be a good thing. Maybe the people would be more disposed to allowing them to be together, knowing that Blaid was a prince, fit to marry the princess of Grildor.
By the time Blaid came back into the cave with the rest of their belongings, Maia felt somewhat better. Blaid had promised to tell her everything now that they were here and, by tomorrow, she would get to meet his family and plead with the king, his father, for his assistance.
 

 
“When I was born it was not immediately apparent that I was a Prime,” Blaid said after they finished their meal. “I was a quiet child and preferred to play by myself. It was Master Margoth’s keen senses that discovered my abilities and he approached my parents to train me. Of course, they were proud and I was immediately put into apprenticeship with Master Margoth. It was only much later, when I was already an adult, that my parents realised that being a Death Elemental might interfere with me being the heir to the throne. They put a stop to my training and ordered that I spend more time at court to learn the ways of ruling over the country.”
Blaid finished scrubbing the dishes, then rose to make their beds as he spoke. “I was resentful, but I obeyed and learned the ways of the court. It did not stop me from training with Master Margoth, though. Every night I would leave the castle to see him and to continue my training. When my parents eventually discovered it, they were upset at first, but then decided to allow it because it did not interfere with my duties in court.”
Maia helped Blaid arrange their sleeping mats within the chambers in the wall, listening to his story in fascination.
“By the time it was required of me to travel to other planets for my training, they had already put plans into action to combine my training with matters of state. Most of the time I was on Karakrr, I spent in the presence of kings, establishing trade agreements for Elbendal. Nevertheless, I learned what was required for my elemental training and Master Margot was happy with my progress. Then, it was time for my final test. Because of the change and what the final test entailed, my parents could not use me as an ambassador for Elbendal, so were therefore not happy with my prolonged absence.”
“But the final test is the essential part. Did your parents not understand this?”
“They understood,” Blaid said, “but did not like it. They said I had a duty as heir to the throne first and being a Death Elemental was an added bonus that should take second place after being a prince.”
“It is an honour to be chosen by the Mother. You would not have been able to change who you are even if you wanted to.”
“That is what Master Margoth told them as well.” He sighed. “I left for my final test, knowing my parents were unhappy with me. Going away, not remembering who I would be, sounded like a great idea at the time. When I came back, however, things had changed in Elbendal. There had been attacks, people had died, and my father said that the deaths could have been prevented, or at least their suffering, if I had been present during that time.”
“Attacks?” Maia asked.
“That is a story for another time, but I promise to tell it,” he laughed. “So, with my father blaming me for the suffering, he refused to hold an official ceremony for me to become the Prime of the people. Master Margoth eventually took me away into the mountains, gathered some Elders who were well disposed towards me, and held a private ceremony for me there. I was angry with my parents for depriving the people of our city the honour of having a Prime Elemental in their midst, so I did not return home for many years. I lived in the mountains with Master Margoth and continued learning, even after my ceremony. The only time I went into the city was in my duty as a Death Elemental. This duty eventually took me to other cities within Elbendal and I travelled a lot. Master Margoth continued to live in the mountains by himself, but, without the company, he steadily declined.”
“How old was he?”
“He had just celebrated his three thousand five hundred and eighty-third birthday when I helped him cross over into the afterlife.”
Maia’s eyes widened. “That must have been hard for you.”
“It was the hardest thing I have ever had to do,” Blaid confessed. “Master Margoth had been more of a father to me than my own father and I did not want to let him go. Without Master Margoth I was lost for a long time. I left Elbendal, wandering the lands to the far west for close on twenty years before I eventually returned home.”
“What did your parents do when you came back?”
“They welcomed me home, but it was never the same again. My father had disowned me as heir and I stayed at the castle as a guest. They tolerated my presence only because I was a Death Elemental and I could still be useful to them in other ways.”
“I am sorry, Blaid.” She rested her hand on his arm. “You parents do not sound like nice people.”
“My parents are kind and fair rulers of Elbendal. Their country and its people is what matters most to them, for which I cannot fault them. They only wanted what was best for their people and could not see how a Death Elemental fit into the plan they had for their country. It was hard living under their roof, knowing I had disappointed them, and I was about to leave again, when the attacks started anew. My father asked me to do my duty and deal with the threat, but once I was made aware of what was happening, I refused to help him in the way he wanted me to.”
Confused, Maia cocked her head, trying to understand. “Who was attacking? Why did you not want to help?”
“I did not believe the threat to be what my father thought it was. I tried to prove to him that he was wrong, but he did not want to see it. He accused me of letting his people die and, after several more attacks, called me a killer and exiled me from my home.”
“Oh, Blaid.”
“I left, retreating to the mountain home I had shared with Master Margoth. It hurt to return, but I had nowhere else to go. When I eventually noticed the pull you exerted over me, I was only too happy to leave here and never to return.”
“My parents have always been proud of me and honoured to have a Life Elemental as a daughter. I cannot imagine how it must feel to have parents that do not accept you for who you are.”
“Do you see now why I was hesitant to tell you about it? Not only is it a long story to tell, but it is hard to tell as well. I vowed never to come back here, but I know the kind of ruler my father is and he will help you; not just for the people, but also to further his standing amongst the other countries. He would be happy to form an alliance with Grildor and the nations affiliated to it. Elbendal has seen its fair share of wars in its history and has always had an army larger than most countries. With only the armies of our two immediate neighbours, my father could put together an army as large as a hundred thousand to come to Grildor’s aid.”
“Thank you, Blaid. In light of what you have told me, I am surprise you suggested coming here.”
“You were desperate to find help for your people and,” he hesitated, turning towards her, “I feel that Grildor has become my home, and I want to do everything in my power to help you. But that is not the only reason,” he admitted. “We know the Vampyres plan to attack the entire planet and, whether I like them or not, they are still my parents and I owe it to them to warn them.”
“You are right, of course,” Maia said, slightly uncomfortable with Blaid standing so close to her. “Your people have a right to know how real the threat is. Even with the Sirens activated, most countries have not taken the threat seriously. Only those countries that have been attacked have responded to my father’s plea to gather their armies. I still wonder sometimes why my father does not enforce the Rule of Grildor. He has been asking our neighbouring countries for assistance for two years now and no one has come to help.”
Blaid frowned. “We discussed this before we left the dark forest. You said Silas had advised your father to do it.”
“Yes, but he had not acted on it.”
He shook his head, taking her hand and making her sit on one of the beds. “Do you remember when Belura came to tell us about the happenings at Shadow Hall?”
She nodded.
“I think maybe we understood the information differently. I understood from what Belura said, your father left to visit Grildor’s neighbouring countries. That can only mean he is seeing them as King of Kings and he is enforcing the Council of Kings.”
“How could you possible come to that conclusion from the little Belura managed to find out?”
“Your father left Jaik in charge of Shadow Hall, which means he is planning on travelling for some time. No king would leave his country during times of war unless he was gathering armies to help him win it. I believe your father took Silas’ advice.”
“I hope so,” she smiled now. “If all the nations agree to send their warriors, and if your father agrees to gather his armies, we could have as many as five hundred thousand warriors standing by the Gate when the Vampyres come through once more.”
“Have hope, Maia,” Blaid said, stroking her cheek. “Our people are not that easily beaten. We have always been resourceful and we shall overcome even this. We have until the spring to gather our armies and get ready for the war. We might, by then, even have learned to harness the power within us to use at our command. Besides, we have a Soul Dragon and now also a Riven fighting on our side. We shall win this war and the Vampyres will return to where they came from.”
“You make it sound so easy. I hope you are right about my father. I also hope you are right about yours.” She shifted away from Blaid, sitting further back on the bed. “If I am to convince your father to help us, then I think I should get some sleep now.”
Blaid grinned ruefully. “Rest now, for tomorrow you shall be a princess. There is a river that runs through the cave further down the tunnel. You will be able to bathe in the morning before we go to court.”
He went to stoke the fire before retiring to his own bed.
Why was it so difficult to say no to him? She wished she could give in to him and allow her feelings to take over. So long they had travelled together and she should be used to it by now, but it only got worse with every passing day. She knew he felt it, too, for every night he came to sit with her longer and longer.
She felt more comfortable in the cave now that she knew Blaid’s secret and also what was down the tunnel on the other side of the cave. Even so, she slept badly that night, tossing and turning within the bed hewn into the rock.
 

 
By morning, she was as tired as she had been the night before and feared she had dark circles under her eyes. Blaid showed her where the river was and she took extra care scrubbing herself clean. Although she washed every day, even if just from a bucket, it was difficult to stay properly clean while travelling.
The water that ran through the mountain was cold and she shivered within moments of stepping into it. Once done, she dried herself quickly and then donned the clothes she had chosen for today.
Maia had not packed for a day at court. Her bags contained her warm and comfortable travelling clothes, her hunting gear, her fighting clothes and armour, and her winter coat. Nothing she brought was fit to be worn to a formal occasion, and she had decided to wear the clothes she wore into battle, thinking it appropriate for the matter she wanted to discuss with the king. She rubbed her hair dry, and tied it loosely at the back.
When she stepped into the main cavern, Blaid was ready and waiting for her. He, too, had chosen to wear his battle clothes and Maia caught her breath at the sight of him.
“Are you ready, My Lady?” he asked, and held out his arm for her to take.
“As long as you are by my side, I am ready for anything,” she smiled at him.
Together, they walked along the tunnel and then past the raspberry bush into the open.
“How will we get across the valley to the castle?” she asked.
“I thought we might as well make an entrance and ask Midnight to take us there. We could use every advantage we can get.” He grinned boyishly.
Maia let Midnight know and Blaid saw to Lilith before they walked under the hazelnut trees while Midnight made his way to them from the canyon where he had spent the night. Once out on the field, it wasn’t long before Midnight circled above and then landed for them to settle on his back.
There is a large courtyard on the southern side of the castle, surrounded by a tall wall, but it should be large enough for you to land in, if you feel safe to do so. I cannot guarantee that our archers won’t shoot at you.
Midnight mocked the thought of archers harming him, and launched into the air.
The trees in the valley below glowed in several shades of red and gold in the morning sun.
Maia had a good look of the castle and the city below it; from a defensive point of view, it could not have been built better.
On the eastern side, the lake stretched for miles, glittering in the sunshine. Starting at the harbour, the city wound its way up the hillside to the outer castle walls about two miles away. To the south, the terrain sloped steeply for miles, offering stunning views, before a ridge formed a mighty wall, running east to west. In the west, two towering mountain peaks glinted white, and Midnight said badlands, swamps and brackish lakes dominated beyond them. Only to the north was there open ground; the valley they now flew over. Here Caverna Estralis grew crops, grazed herds, and it held workshops for manufacturing goods as well, but even this valley was protected by the mountain they spent the night on.
Maia wondered how the first people discovered this place.
Midnight beat his wings lazily and circled the city once before heading to the courtyard Blaid mentioned. Maia hoped the archers wouldn’t shoot, but expected them to.
When all they did was stare from the battlement, it surprised her. While most folk reacted in fright on seeing a dragon, especially Midnight, she expected warriors to assume defensive positions immediately. Either their fright froze them, or they had seen dragons before.
Midnight hovered briefly over the deserted courtyard before coming in to land. A narrow flowerbed ran along the inner wall, blooming even now with flowers of every colour, but the centre was paved and he landed safely.
Blaid took Maia’s hand after their dismount, and they stood in front of her glorious dragon while they waited for someone to come out and greet them. Her heartbeat was erratic, and she sensed Blaid’s tension.
“Do you think someone is coming?” Maia whispered when nothing happened for some while.
“It is a large castle; give them time to get here,” Blaid responded.
Eventually the ornate double doors at the far end of the courtyard opened and several warriors dressed in the colours of Caverna Estralis stepped through, surrounding a man who could only be Blaid’s father. The likeness was instantly evident.
The Guard came to halt well outside of the reach of Midnight’s mouth. Maia noticed them glancing at him, but they did not seem overly perturbed. They had to know dragons, she thought. The king moved forward, coming towards them with an unreadable expression. When he was twenty paces away, he halted. Midnight rumbled deep in his chest, but the king did not flinch.
Instead, without making eye contact with Midnight, he nodded to Blaid. “My son, you have returned. And in impressive company, I see.”
“Father.” Blaid tilted his head towards his father in respect. “This is Princess Maia Longshadow of Grildor, and her dragon, Midnight.”
“Princess, welcome to Caverna Estralis. Please forgive us for the rude reception, but we did not know who was coming to visit, especially not riding such an impressive beast as yours.”
Midnight growled, louder this time. Lord Elderbow, however, seemed not to notice that he had offended the dragon and went on without acknowledging the dangerous sounds coming from Midnight. A dragon, especially one such as Midnight, usually commanded respect, at the very least. Maia wondered about the king’s attitude.
“Please, My Lady, follow me indoors. Your beast may remain in the yard if you wish.”
Blaid snorted derision at the same time as Midnight rumbled anew.
“Thank you, Lord Elderbow,” Maia replied, already developing a dislike for the king. “Midnight will return to the mountains while we are here. He will not disturb anyone.”
“As you wish, My Lady. Please, follow me.”
The king marched back to the double doors and his Guard gathered around him once more.
Blaid, expressionless, held his arm for her and she took it, after glancing reassuringly at her dragon and sending him her respect. He then led her across the yard and through the doors. She heard Midnight shake out his wings and take to the air. He would be back within moments if she needed him. Midnight was not happy.
“Your father does not like dragons.”
Blaid briefly pressed his lips together. “I will explain later.”
Inside, the marble floors gleamed in the rays of sunshine coming through tall, arched windows. Never had Maia been in such a place. Not even Tarron Heights’ citadel, built almost entirely out of marble, could compare with the beauty of the castle.
Blaid whispered to her as they walked. “The statue on this pedestal is our ancestor, Lord Bevan Elderbow, first of his name. It is made entirely out of jade.” He pointed to the walls. “Every candle holder within the castle is made from gold mined exclusively in this valley.” They passed several doors, most of them closed. “The doors on this floor are made with wood from walnut trees. Every level of the castle has doors made from a different wood. The level that used to hold my room has cherry wood doors.”
Maia marvelled at everything Blaid pointed out, impressed by the luxury, but already saddened by the coldness of it all. There was no life within this castle and she struggled to understand how anyone could call it a home.
Finally, they reached a set of doors made entirely of gold. Maia did not have time to study the elaborate dragons that graced each door, as two Guard opened them to admit their king and his guests.
Startled, Maia looked down as her boots sunk into lush carpet, instead of stepping on firm marble. They had entered the throne room and, in comparison to this chamber, the rest of the castle was sparsely furnished.
Maia found it difficult to concentrate on the king’s words as she looked around; heavy velvet curtains on the windows; colourful, lush carpets on the floors; wooden tables adorned with crystal bowls containing fresh fruit; crystal chandeliers hanging from the ceiling; gold candelabras on side tables; elaborate tapestries on the walls; animal furs in front of the largest fire place Maia had ever seen; beautifully carved chairs at equally impressive tables; two thrones, made from ebony, covered in cushions. It was too much to take in.
“I have sent for refreshments,” Lord Elderbow said, and took a seat on his throne, leaving Blaid and Maia to stand before him. “Are you planning on staying a while? Should I send for the guest wing to be readied?”
“Thank you, Father, we might stay a night or two. Maia has some urgent matters of state she would like to talk to you about. May we request an audience?”
Maia frowned, wondering why they could not talk to him now. The king tilted his head to the left and out of the shadows stepped an Elf Maia had not noticed when she entered. He stood beside the king and whispered quietly in his ear.
“I will grant you an audience tomorrow afternoon,” the king finally announced. “Take your refreshments here, if you like, and then you may show Princess Maia to the guest wing. Go see your mother as soon as you can; she will be glad to see you.”
Blaid merely nodded.
“Thank you, My Lord,” Maia said and followed Blaid to one of the tables where a Server placed a tray with tea and biscuits.
Blaid poured her a cup, but she refused the confectionery. They drank their tea in silence and Lord Elderbow attended to some business behind them. Maia was glad when they had finished and the Server that brought the tray escorted them out of the throne room and to the guest wing.
True to its name, the guest chambers did take up an entire wing of the castle, with the rooms elaborately furnished and containing every convenience imaginable. A large, circular common room connected five guest chambers, each with its own uniquely carved door. Maia chose the one with the dragon design as her room.
“We do not even have a change of clothes here,” Maia said to Blaid once the Server had left them with a tray of mulled wine in the common room.
“Clothes will be provided,” Blaid said. “Knowing my mother, my clothes are still within the chest by the window.” He pointed towards the door engraved with a wolf. “That was my room when I used to visit.” He came to stand before her. “I am sure my mother will send a Server to provide you with clothes should the occasion call for it. We can always go back later and fetch some of our luggage.”
“I never imagined anything like this when I thought about your home. You are nothing like your father.”
“We have enough in common not to like each other on occasion, and I did not expect open arms upon my return,” Blaid countered. “I promise, Maia, there is nothing more important to my father than the welfare of the people. Once he learns the danger they are in, he will raise his armies and we will be able to leave.”
“I hope so. This place is as cold as it is beautiful. I could not imagine living here.”
“It is a mountain kingdom. We were practically raised on rock. But, there is another reason most of our houses, including this castle, were built from stone. I shall give you a bit of a history lesson tomorrow, if you like.”
“I would like that very much,” Maia said.
A knock sounded on the door. Reminding herself that she was a princess, Maia stood up straighter, going to the window with the light behind her while Blaid answered the door. A Server, dressed formally in castle uniform, handed Blaid a note. Blaid closed the door.
“It is from my mother. She would like to see us. Are you ready?”
She lifted her chin. “Never before have I been this terrified, but I am ready.”
Blaid laughed and took her hand. “She will adore you, just as I do.”
Together, they left the guest wing to make their way through the castle to Blaid’s mother’s private chambers. Her rooms were on a lower floor and Blaid led her down winding staircases with railings made of marble.
Maia thought the rest of the castle to be ornate and richly decorated, but the lower halls left her awestruck. Velvet curtains over arched windows; life-sized marble statues alongside arched doorways; golden candelabras on ivory pedestals; alabaster panelling along the inner walls; intricate and colourful frescoes on the ceilings; Maia did not know where to look first and it took them longer to get to the queen’s rooms than anticipated as she could not stop asking questions.
“I feel so uneducated,” she whispered as they approached the bas-relief gold doors of Lady Elderbow’s chambers. “I have never seen anyone live in such luxury. How has your family amassed all of this?”
“We are a very old family and have lived in this place since the beginning of our history. We did not start out this wealthy, but there was a time, many millennia ago, where our family protected the people from a great evil and, in thanks, the people brought gifts. Many of the things you see here have been in our family for thousands of years. This castle,” he waved his hands through the air, “has been rebuilt several times, and renovations and maintenance are conducted year-round.”
“We live in tree houses,” she said.
“Your homes are hardly sticks in a tree,” he countered. “I have spent enough time in Shadow Hall to know how luxurious some of the houses are. Running water, for instance, is something we do not have here. Water gets brought in by Servers every day.” He pointed to the gilded doors. “Your doors may not be made of gold, but I have never seen carvings as skilled as on your front doors. The quality of your tapestry is unrivalled by any I have seen. I know Shadow Hall has the best potters and glass blowers in the northern hemisphere. You have nothing to feel ashamed of, Maia.”
“My Lord,” a Server said as they approached the doors, “the Lady is expecting you.”
With a flourish, the Server pulled on a silken rope suspended from the ceiling. Faintly, Maia heard the tinkle of bells from within the chamber. Her heart raced wildly as the doors swung open and the Server led them into the room.
 

 
“… father took it hard.”
Maia blinked, trying to focus on what the queen was saying. They had been with her for at least half an hour and in that time Maia managed to say a total of four words.
Queen Elderbow was the most beautiful woman Maia had ever seen. Long, black hair flowed over her shoulder and onto her lap as she reclined on her plush settee, surrounded by colourful Lygers; exotic, cat-like creatures.
The queen now arched her immaculate left eyebrow, her blue eyes flashing at something Blaid said. Maia gave herself a mental nudge; she would have to pay better attention if she hoped to make a good impression.
“Matters have changed around here, Blaid. They are not as they were when you left. You may yet be surprised by the change in your father.”
“Father is incapable of change, Mother.”
“Do not doubt me until you have seen it. I will say no more, for I want you to come to believe on your own.” She turned her smooth, pale face towards Maia. “Besides, we are being rude to our guest.” She smiled, exposing perfect, white teeth. “You look exhausted, my dear. Blaid mentioned you only arrived here yesterday. Where did you sleep?”
“My Lady, we stayed the night …”
“At an inn outside the city,” Blaid cut in. “It was too late to make our way here last night. We have been travelling for some time and wanted to freshen up first.”
The perfectly manicured eyebrow rose again at Blaid’s statement and Maia knew the queen did not believe him. Gracefully, she swung her slender legs off the settee, scattering Lygers to the floor with the motion. They mewed plaintively at being deposed from their throne upon the sofa.
“Perhaps you have been travelling together for too long, for you fail to see what I do. Princess Maia needs rest, good food, and nice clothes,” she scolded him as she made her way over to Maia. “My dear, from what my son tells me, you did not bring any formal attire. Come,” and the queen took her hand; it was cool against her skin. “Let me show you what makes this castle so special and then we shall find you appropriate wear.”
Maia glanced back at Blaid helplessly as Lady Elderbow led her from the chamber. Two Servers followed, their faces expressionless. Blaid shrugged, but made no move to save her.
The queen’s cool hand did not let go of hers all the way down the hall. Only when they reached a narrow corridor did the queen pause to let one of the Servers go first, then she motioned for Maia to follow her.
The corridor led to a narrow set of steep, stone steps, leading down into the dark. The Servers each took a lantern before they began their descent.
Down and down they went and, after a while, Maia knew they were below ground level. When the steps ended, Maia expected to find a cellar; or even a dungeon, but instead a plush room, aglow with burning candles, greeted her.
The queen stood still, watching her, as Maia took it in. The room had once been a cave, filled with water. The water had receded a long time ago, leaving white lines on the cave wall. An artist had taken advantage of art left behind by nature, adding his designs of horses, bears, flowers, and dragons to form a work of art that left Maia speechless.
A thick, soft carpet covered the level floor of the cave until it ended at a circular pool. Candles surround the pool, their light reflecting off the water and adding to the ambiance of the chamber.
Crystal vases and ornaments on wooden furnishings filled up the space and, to their right, a large shelf held an assortment of colourful towels. The Servers now went to the shelf, taking towels from it and placing them on a bench by the pool.
“The temperature is just right,” the queen said as the Servers threw petals and salt into the pool from a wooden container. “Come, it will ease your tension and you will smell wonderful afterwards. Melindin and Sari will take care of you. Let them spoil you.” Taking her hand again, Lady Elderbow led her to the pool. “You can give your clothes to Melindin afterwards to be washed. Sari will bring you to me when you are done and then we can find you something pretty to wear.”
The queen nodded to her Servers and left without another word. Maia stood, unsure, until one of the Servers - she wasn’t sure if it was Melindin or Sari - came to help her out of her clothes.
The water looked and smelled tempting, and now that the queen had mentioned it, Maia felt her exhaustion settle. She had felt no ill-will from the queen’s Eläm, so decided she might as well bathe. She would feel better when she was clean and smelling nice.
The Servers turned aside as she took her clothes off, giving her some privacy. Once naked, she dipped her left food into the water to test it. The queen was right; it was the perfect temperature. Taking a step over the edge, Maia slid into the pool, letting the warm water envelope her tired body.
Behind her, the Servers quietly picked up her clothes and one of them left with them. The other Server, the pretty blonde one with the piercing through her right ear, went to sit in the far corner at a gilded harp Maia had not noticed when she first entered. The soft sounds coming from the instrument as the Server stroked it gently with her fingers soothed her, and she closed her eyes, enjoying the luxury of not doing anything.
Maia startled at the soft cough behind her; she must have fallen asleep. She sat up straighter as the pretty Server handed her a cloth and a bar of lavender-smelling soap. As Maia washed and the foam floated away from her, she realised there was a current in the pool. She watched the soap travel across the surface, before being sucked under at the far end.
Curious, she walked around the pool until she found the spot where fresh water flowed in. The water coming out of the small opening was warmer than the rest of the pool. She walked further until she reached the other side where the foam had been sucked under. Here, the current was stronger; a larger hole sucking the water into the depth of the bedrock.
Maia finished washing and then stepped out as the Server held open a bright blue towel for her. While the Server dried her and then did her hair, Maia found out her name was Sari and she had been with the royal family all her life. Sari came here as a child when her parents had been killed and the Elderbows had taken care of her.
In her mind, Maia tried to make sense of the situation. Some of what Blaid told her contradicted with what she had learned about his parents so far. His father was strict and business-like, but did not seem unfair or unkind. His mother, although clearly used to having all the luxuries in the world, had a kind heart.
She decided not to draw conclusions yet. They had only been here half a day and she had barely spoken to his parents. Maia was sure there were things she did not know of and she did not want to judge with little information. Blaid, too, needed to rediscover his parents.
At the very least, Maia was warm and clean as Sari dressed her in a thick gown and then led her back to the top of the narrow stairs. There, Melindin awaited them, handing Maia a cup of hot tea.
“This way, My Lady,” Melindin said, pointing through a wooden door that led off the narrow corridor. Maia thought they would go back into the hall and on to the queen’s chambers, so she was a little taken aback as the Servers led her through yet another corridor lined in wood panelling, and lit by green crystal lanterns.
At the end of the corridor was an arched doorway leading to a sunlit room. A fire burned along the wall opposite the windows and plants adorned every windowsill. The room contained a sofa in front of the fire, as well as a few low tables. Three doors led from the room, excluding the doorway they had just entered.
The largest of the doors was open and Maia could see the queen’s chambers beyond. Sari beckoned her forward and then opened one of the other doors. Astonished, Maia stared at the small room, filled with the queen’s clothes.
“I think we are of an equal size,” Lady Elderbow said behind her. “You may as well wear some of my clothes and look like the princess you are. I have travelled before and there is nothing worse than not looking the part when in important company. Are you fond of yellow, Maia?”
“Green is my favourite colour,” Maia managed to say, worried she might offend the queen.
Instead, the queen smiled. “Good. I hate yellow myself. There isn’t one piece of clothing in this cupboard that is yellow. Green, however, I can assist you with. Sari?” She motioned to the Server to go ahead with selecting gowns for Maia.
“Thank you, My Lady,” Maia said. “This is really not necessary, but your generosity is appreciated. Maybe something simple, just until my clothes are washed?”
“Nonsense, there is no need for you to wear your armour around the castle. Please, pick whatever you like. Select a few items and also remember to take a night dress. Blaid mentioned you did not bring your luggage with you when you came this morning.”
“He wasn’t sure if we would be staying for the night and said we could go back if need be.”
“Back to where, my dear?”
Maia almost stumbled into the trap, but then caught herself; Blaid did not want his parents to know about the cave. She knew too little about the city and the surrounding area to come up with another plausible explanation, so she stuck as close to the truth as she could without revealing Blaid’s secret.
“My Queen, are you aware of how we arrived this morning?”
“Why, of course,” she exclaimed, briefly laying a hand on Maia’s shoulder. “You rode in on that black beast of yours. I don’t know how you manage to control that thing. He looks positively terrifying.”
Maia again had the feeling that dragons were not unknown to these parts. “His name is Midnight. We left our luggage with him in the mountains.”
“It will certainly be safe,” the queen laughed. “Now, here you go, dear. Sari will return you to your chambers now. Try on these items, and we shall have lunch in the sunroom at noon. Do join us.”
“It would be my honour, My Lady.”
“Call me Sarena. I’m sure there’s no need for such formalities between us.”
“Thank you, you are too kind.”
“One can never be too kind, Maia. Sometimes, kindness is all we have to give.”
Maia smiled at the queen as they walked side by side towards the door. It had been difficult for Maia to form an opinion of the woman - the extravagance and luxury hiding the true person beneath - but now Maia was starting to like her.
“Another thing you should always remember is that we, as queens, carry the world on our shoulders for most of our lives. We have been given a responsibility to our people we cannot shirk and we must always strive to do what is right by them. So, when the opportunity presents itself, you need to allow yourself to rest, to be pampered, to renew your spirit. You look like the kind of person that will give and give until there is nothing left of you. Take some time for yourself every once in a while. Treat yourself; restore yourself, so that you may be the best you can be for those you care for.”
They stopped at the door and Maia looked at the queen in wonder. She had spoken the words with such understanding that Maia thought the queen knew more about her than she could possibly have learned in the short time they had known each other.
Sarena lifted her hand and gently stroked Maia’s cheek. “You are a beautiful person, Maia, I see it within you. Stop doubting and let yourself be that person. Now, go show off your gowns to my son and I will see you both at lunch.”
“Thank you, Sarena,” Maia said, a little embarrassed, and then followed Sari out into the hall. The doors closed behind her.
“Forgive me my forwardness, My Lady, but Queen Sarena is not just rich and glamorous,” Sari said as they walked back towards the guest wing. “Underneath all the fancy clothes and gold trimmings, she is a real person with a big heart. Never have I met another person as kind as her.”
Maia returned to the guest bedroom deep in thought. After Sari laid the clothes out on the bed for her, the Server retreated, promising to fetch her before lunch.
The queen made Maia feel like a child in her presence, yet had won her over with her wisdom and kindness. Underneath the fancy clothes and gold trimmings, Maia saw a lot of her own mother in Queen Sarena and knew there was truth to what the queen said.
Although Maia was no queen, as a Life Elemental she carried responsibilities similar to those of a ruler and, more often than not, Maia would push on for the welfare of her people without thinking about her own wellbeing.
She had always thought of it as selfish to put herself first, but the way Sarena said it made sense; she could not carry on giving of herself, for eventually there would be nothing left of her to give. Maia would need to learn to replenish herself if she wanted to be everything her people expected her to be.
Blaid was not yet back, so she tried on the gowns. As Sarena suggested, they were of a size and the queen’s clothes fit her well. Admiring herself in the floor-to-ceiling mirror, Maia thought about whom she was and who she wanted to be. The last few years she had been indecisive, insecure, impulsive, and sometimes irrational. She was honest enough with herself not to make excuses for behaviour, but she tried to find a reason for it.
She was an adult now, a Prime, and a Life Elemental; the traits she exhibited recently reminded her of when she was a child. Thinking back, she knew there had been moments when she had shown responsibility, valour, and even wisdom, but there had been no constant in her life.
Deciding on a simple, floor-length gown of a forest green colour, Maia took a seat at the window and looked out over the lake. White sails dotted the sparkling surface of the water while storm clouds gathered over the mountain peaks in the distance.
She thought that maybe she was too young for this responsibility. As Blaid said; the Life and Death Elementals had all been much older when their histories had been written. While she would like to believe it was simply her immaturity that caused her behaviour, it would just be another excuse. No; when she turned one hundred she had vowed to achieve as much as her brother had and had given herself twenty years to do it in. For eighteen of those years she trained intensely with Silas and travelled all over the galaxy. She had trained and learned, gathering all the experience needed to be the best she could be. The other two years, she had spent on Earth, completing her final test.
Inexperience was not her problem and neither was immaturity. Something else held her back from being the person she wanted to be; the person she knew she could be. A piece of herself was missing, or she had not found it yet.
She had just made up her mind to speak to Blaid about it when he walked in, a deep frown on his forehead. She rose from her sunny seat.
“Is everything all right?” she asked.
He halted to look at her. “You are beautiful, Maia.” He closed in, took her hands and turned her in a circle. “I see my mother has bestowed you with her usual generosity.”
Now it was Maia’s turn to frown. After everything Blaid told her, she did not think he liked his parents very much, but his tone of voice held only admiration for his mother.
“You mother is a remarkable woman,” she replied. “I was unsure of what to make of her at first, but I think I like her.”
“I hoped that you would like her.” He smiled and drew Maia into his arms. “She can be intimidating if you don’t know her; or if she wants you to be intimidated; but she is the reason this land is so prosperous and why the people love the kingdom so much. She holds it all together, even during the darkest of times.”
“Yes, I can see that. She has given me a lot to think about.”
“Yes, she has me thinking, too. My mother has a gift for seeing what lies beneath the surface. If she gave you advice, take heed.”
“I shall.” She freed herself from his embrace, although she wished to stay there, and led him back to the sunny spot at the window. “Now, why were you frowning when you came in?”
“My mother was right; I should have known.”
“Right about what?”
“My father has changed. I cannot quite put my finger on what it is, but there is something different about him. He is guarding himself well, as if hiding a secret. We spoke of trivial matters most of the time, yet he kept his Eläm so well hidden, not even I could read it.”
“Is the change good or bad?” she asked.
“Good. I think. My father and I are alike in many ways and it caused a lot of strife between us. He could always see the potential in me, for I am like him, but he wanted me to go in a direction I did not want to go. For most of my life, this was the topic of our discussions. Today, he never mentioned it once. For the first time in my life, I think he is proud of me.”
“That is a good thing, Blaid. You should not be frowning then.”
“It isn’t that that has me frowning. I know he is hiding something; something big. I think, something happened in the time I was gone they do not want me to know about. Maybe he needs to see I have changed as well before telling me. Did my mother say anything to you?”
“No, we did not really speak about the country, or politics. She told me that we are burdened with our responsibilities and need to make time for ourselves when the occasion arises. I spent some time in the hot pool beneath the castle before she took me to her chambers to select clothes for me.”
He smiled. “I am glad you got to take some time for yourself. There will be talk of politics soon enough and then we journey back. It may do us good to rest for a few days before we dive back into our responsibilities. There is so much I want to show you. Would you agree to spend some time here, so I may show you my country?”
“I would love that,” she agreed.
“We will not speak politics, war, or armies while we dine; it is forbidden in this house. I have set an earlier audience with my father for after dinner tonight. Maybe we will learn his secret then, or during the time we spend here. Come, I shall show you the rose garden before we go to lunch.”
Hand in hand they walked to the door. Before Blaid had even opened it, Maia felt a presence in the hall beyond and the hairs on her arms stood erect. She hesitated, but Blaid had already taken the handle and pulled the door open.
Distracted by a movement directly in front of her, she only vaguely saw the person moving towards them, before the large, light-grey wolf jumped up on her. She braced herself, as she did with Wolf, and grabbed the animal’s fur next to its ears with both hands to keep it from licking her face.
Struggling with the excited animal, she tried to look at Blaid.
He stood beside her, laughing. “It seems all wolves like you. This is Lunar. She is a northern Forest Wolf and, although she may act like a pup, she has been in the family for close on thirty years.”
“She is beautiful,” Maia huffed as she wrestled the large wolf to the ground. “Sit,” Maia said and made the gesture she gave Wolf when she wanted him to sit.
Lunar immediately sat, tail wagging, looking up at her with her tongue lolling out of the side of her mouth.
“Lunar does not usually like strangers,” a seductively feminine voice said, a hint of jealousy in it.
Maia looked up to find herself staring at a tall, dark-haired woman, even more beautiful than Queen Sarena. Dressed in fighting leathers, two swords hanging by her side, she stood defensively beside her wolf, ready to challenge Maia if the need arose.
The two women stared at each other; the challenge clear in the other’s violet eyes.
“Did you manage to find a mute as a companion, or is she just rude?” the woman drawled, sarcasm dripping off her sensual lips.
“There is no need for that, Siana,” Blaid said, stepping protectively closer to Maia.
Lunar stood up, suddenly aware of the tension between the two women.
“This is Princess Maia Longshadow of the Longshadow Clan of Grildor. Please show her the respect she deserves.” He turned towards her. “Maia, I’d like you to meet my sister, Princess Siana Elderbow.”




 
Aaron stood back to back with Rothea, his sword held out in front of him, Wolf growling beside him. Ten Vampyres surrounded them and the fact that Rothea said they were not Generals did not make them any less frightening.
Tall, thin, with haggard faces and protruding teeth, they were the most hideous people he had ever seen. They carried vicious-looking blades, curved, with bone handles. The Vampyres snarled as they drew closer.
Had he been in this position two years ago, it would have meant certain death for him. The Vampyres matched the Elves in speed, strength, and agility and, as a Human, Aaron stood no chance against them. Now, however, after two years on Elveron and whatever magic Maia had done to them, Aaron was almost as strong and fast as an Elf and, with the training he received from Rothea, he had the ability to defend himself.
Two years ago, he would probably have run if faced with ten Vampyres, but now he did not just have his honour to defend. Rothea’s strong back pressed against his reminded him of what it was he was fighting for.
The Vampyres had chased them all the way back to their camp. There, they met up with the rest of the hunting party, who had also been chased. They soon found themselves surrounded by close on sixty Vampyres; impossible odds, if you had asked him. Yet, the Elves stood their ground, using their tents as cover and taking out half of the approaching Vampyres with arrows.
After that, the Vampyres had been more cautious and retreated to talk amongst themselves. Rothea did the same, giving orders even as they watched the Vampyres assemble for another attack.
It was soon clear that the Vampyres were not here for them, although the idea of a meal did seem to appeal; one of the horses had already fallen to a hungry Vampyre.
What they were really after were their supplies. Rothea thought it was because of the cold. No one had expected the Vampyres to still be around this time of the year. Already, the snow clung to the ground and temperatures dropped to below freezing every night.
Yet, here they were, raiding their supplies. There were about twenty-five of them left, an even match now, but Rothea decided to let them take what they could carry.
“We are but a few days from Shadow Hall. I will not risk the lives of my men for bags of clothing and supplies,” she said.
Thus, they had stood back and let them take what they wanted. The horses had fled into the woods, so they were safe. Aaron thought it almost over, when there was a sound behind them and one of the Vampyres turned to look.
A toothy grin spread over the Vampyre’s face at what he saw and he had dropped the parcel he carried, calling out to his companions. At the same time, Rothea gave the order to attack. Some elves turned around and ran the other way, attacking those that had come out of the forest behind them. Aaron, with Wolf running at his heels, followed Rothea into battle with the Vampyres who had raided their supplies.
What felt like an hour later, they found themselves defending what was left of their supplies, with at least five of Rothea’s men dead. The rest either battled out on the open field, or prevented the Vampyres from going into the woods after their horses. Aaron wasn’t sure how he and Rothea ended up guarding their supplies alone, now facing ten Vampyres.
Frowning, he assessed the situation and ran through everything Rothea had taught him. Right now, he did not care about their supplies, their tents, or even his own safety. It was the woman at his back that now spurred him into action and put into practice everything he had learned. It was at that moment that he realised he was in love with Rothea.
Letting out a primal growl, sounding very much like Wolf, Aaron broke the standoff and attacked. Wolf did not need to be asked twice and immediately launched himself at the throat of the nearest Vampyre. Rothea reacted as swiftly, although surprised, and fought alongside him.
Aaron did not think; if he thought about it too much he was afraid he might lose his nerve. He simply let his muscle memory wield the sword for him as he had practiced with Rothea every day.
The weapon no longer felt heavy in his hand, but more like an extension of his arm. With his body so much stronger, he hardly felt the heaviness of the hauberk underneath his jerkin and heavy overcoat. All his movements had been practiced so many times that they now came naturally and with ease.
Fast and strong, the Vampyres allowed him not one moment of hesitation, yet he kept one eye on Rothea all the time. She was an exceptional warrior, better than him, but he felt it his duty to protect her.
He beheaded a Vampyre who came up on Rothea from behind, swinging around and slicing through another’s torso in the same movement. Four down, six to go. Vaguely, he noticed the fighting on the field, but it was of little concern to him at that moment.
Rothea killed another with a graceful blow of her sword. Aaron’s heart swelled with admiration for the fiery red-head and stabbed a Vampyre through the heart for getting too close to her.
Turning quickly, ducking a blow, his sword sliced through the air, slashing a Vampyre’s legs. He went down with a scream, which Aaron soon silenced with s stab through the Vampyre’s throat.
He took a step back from the now silent Vampyre and felt something bump into his back. Swiftly, he twirled around, swinging his blade, only to realise it was Rothea. They looked at each other for a moment, before Aaron noticed all the Vampyre’s were dead bar one.
The remaining Vampyre had Wolf pinned to the ground. Wolf growled and snarled, but he was unable to move. With saliva dripping from his fangs, the Vampyre bent forward to end the wolf’s life.
With a scream of rage, Aaron ran forwards. Never in his life had he been this angry and he now let it all out. Violently, he launched himself at the startled Vampyre, who stood up and released Wolf.
Before Wolf had even found his feet, Aaron was locked in combat with the Vampyre, unleashing a storm of blows upon him. The fight only lasted a few seconds; the Vampyre never stood a chance against Aaron’s rage. The Vampyre’s head fell to the ground with a thud, followed closely by his limp body.
Aaron stood over him, stabbing him in the stomach repeatedly, soaking the frozen ground in his rancid blood. Only when Rothea laid a calming hand on his arm, did he slow his movements and eventually stop.
Breathing heavily, he looked around at their campsite. Dead Vampyres lay all around and Rothea’s Regiment stood over them, dispatching any that still moved with a quick slit of the throat.
Their supplies lay scattered all across the field and one of their tents was in flames. Their horses were nowhere to be seen.
Wolf nudged him and he reached out to stroke the animal’s head. His fingers came away bloody and he quickly checked Wolf for injuries. Thankfully, the only blood on Wolf was that of the Vampyres.
“You saved his life,” Rothea said. “And mine,” she added softly. “Thank you, Aaron. You fought valiantly today.”
“Never in my life have I been as scared,” he replied, standing tall and proud, “but I know now what I am fighting for and it is worth every drop of blood I may shed in the process. Know that I now understand what you have been fighting for the past two years and I will add my sword to your struggle. I would lay down my life for you, if that is what it takes to protect you.”
He lifted his chin. He had not meant to say so much at once, but at the same time was glad he said it. Rothea stared at him, trying to comprehend his words. He watched in fascination as the realisation started to show on her face. Her face turned from perplexed to beautiful the moment the corner of her mouth lifted into a smile.
With the adrenaline still flowing through his body and lending him bravery, he stepped in close, feeling her breath on his face. She did not step back, only gasped, and he leant in to kiss her.
“Lady Goodheart,” one of her men shouted, running across the field.
Startled, Rothea stepped away from him to respond to her warrior.
Smiling, Aaron watched her restore order to the chaos. He might not have stolen the kiss, but he now knew for sure she felt the same about him. They had time and their opportunity would come. For now, the only thing that mattered was that she was safe.
 

 
The darkest hour just before sunrise was the worst for Jaik; hoping for the best, but expecting the worst.
He had just received news that the city was ready. So far, their defences had held and, although they had two small attacks during the night, they had managed to get the city armed and the war machines in place.
No one knew this forest better than them. No matter how well prepared the Vampyres were, or how well they had planned this, they were still at a disadvantage. There were tunnels, passages, caves, and zip lines that not even all the Elves within the city knew about, but that he, as Commander of the Guard, had to know about.
He now made use of his intimate knowledge of the hidden pathways of the city and dispatched the people to their allotted stations. They used no torches, they made no sounds as they moved and, by the time the sun rose, most of the city was left deserted.
As he had expected, the Vampyre General who led the siege, dispatched a messenger as soon as the sun rose. The messenger would be received by Silas down in the city and delayed there. Jaik had plans for him later.
Frost coated the forest around them, sparkling in the bright, morning light. Charming as it looked, Jaik knew the danger that lurked between the trees and even the birds withheld their morning song.
All his fears came true with the Vampyres laying siege to his city, but his doubts had been replaced by cold, calculated anger. He stared out over the Vampyre camp from his vantage point in his chosen tree.
All around the city, Commanders had taken to the trees, each in charge of attacking one of the main camps. Jaik chose the main General’s camp for himself. When he heard the call of a Woods Owl, he knew his ground troops were in place and they were ready for the attack.
He had been awake all night, going over every detail until every Commander and Second in Charge knew his plan intimately. It was not without risk, but nothing worth fighting for was ever easy.
Jaik nodded to Filithrin, who answered the call of the Woods Owl with a hoot of his own. As one, over a thousand Elves poured from the trees around the city, falling down onto the Vampyre camps like rain drops.
The Werewolves howled in surprise and the Vampyres scampered for their weapons. Jaik did not give them the time to arm themselves; by the time the camp was ready to defend itself, over half of them lay dead before him.
Wielding his weapon with deadly efficiency and ice-cold precision, Jaik waded through the onslaught of Vampyres with only one goal in mind; to kill the General. Werewolves fell to his blade in droves as he made his way through the camp.
All around him, his men were locked in their own battles, but the sounds that reached his ears told him they were winning. He had planned his attack well and, unless something happened he had not accounted for, the attack should soon be over.
Putting his foot onto the torso of the Vampyre he had just killed, he yanked his sword out of the Vampyre’s chest. He barely noticed the disgusting sucking noise it made as it came free, having heard the sound all too often during the war.
Jaik blinked when blood squirted into his face as Filithrin killed a Werewolf, but he carried on towards the General’s tent without hesitation. Another Vampyre fell before him and still the General had not come out of his tent. Frowning, Jaik approached it with caution.
Their attack had been so quick and silent; Jaik made it to the General’s tent within moments of the attack. Why had the General not come out? With his blade raised in front of him, he stepped closer to the tent, its opening flapping in the icy wind.
Already knowing the truth, Jaik looked inside; the General had left. Worried, and disappointed, Jaik glanced around at the fighting still going on around the Vampyres’ camp. He did not see the General anywhere, nor did he see other Generals.
Anxiety creased his brow.
“To me,” he yelled, summoning his Guard and those he had chosen to fight with him. “The General is not here,” he told them once they had assembled. “Neither have I seen any other Generals since the attack. I fear they somehow knew we were coming and have taken action of their own. Glark, spread the word that the rest of the Vampyres are to be dealt with as swiftly as possible and then I want every warrior to return to the city with haste.”
“Aye, My Lord,” the Dwarf said and took off into the forest to follow his orders.
To the rest he said, “I fear the Generals have taken advantage of our absence from the city. I don’t know how they could have known, but I now worry they may also know where we have hidden the elderly and the children. Let us make haste.”
Without another word, they moved towards the city, running, killing stray Werewolves and another Vampyre or two as they ran. When they reached the point where Jaik had stationed archers in the trees around the city as an extra safety precaution, they paused briefly, questioning them.
“None have passed here, My Lord,” they confirmed.
Jaik and his men ran on. They reached the cliff face surrounding the city and again Jaik looked up at the trees. His mother and Siya were stationed up there, bows at the ready. He could not see them, which was as it should be, yet it worried him. He whistled softly. When he heard the reply, his heart jumped in his chest with relief.
He ran on. He did not want to draw attention to the women in the trees. Every woman able to fight had volunteered to assist in protecting the city; the same as every man who was not a warrior had volunteered to do their bit.
Only the elderly and the children had been hidden within two of the storage caves below the city. Thinking they might have been killed by the Generals spurred him to even greater speed. For the first time in his life he cursed the convoluted pathways and twisted stairs of his city and often he would simply jump over a railing to the path below, instead of taking the staircase.
The city was eerily silent; not a person in sight. All was as he ordered it, yet he could not shake the feeling that something terrible was happening even as he approached the first storage cave.
He held up his fist and they all slowed. From the outside, the storage cave looked like nothing more than a hollow in the rock. No elaborate archway adorned its entrance and the torch brackets were mounted on the inside along the cave wall, invisible from the outside.
Looking around the corner, he peered into the darkness. Silence greeted him. With a quick motion of his hand, he signalled Filithrin to the other side of the opening. They listened carefully, but heard nothing; it was as if there was no one within the cave at all.
He had chosen the two storage caves with care. They both had the longest tunnels of all the caves within the city. They were also the most twisted tunnels, with alcoves and smaller tunnels branching off the main tunnel. The caves were among the largest of all the caves, with many hiding places and, as he had discovered during the night, defensive positions.
Silently, they entered the tunnel. Additional safety precautions were in place within the tunnel and they were careful not to step on any of the trip wires that would trigger an alarm. Removing a small crystal from his pocket, he held it shielded within his hand, casting just enough light for them to see in the complete darkness after they had rounded the first two bends.
Once they reached the halfway mark, Jaik stopped and once again whistled softly. When his whistle was answered with the correct response, he unshielded his crystal and they ran the remainder of the way.
Before they had even reached the main cave, Jasmin came running towards them, her crossbow to her shoulder.
“Halt, who goes there?” she shouted.
“It is I, Jaik,” he replied, the relief clear in his voice. “Is everything all right here?”
“Yes, we have had no incidents. You are the first to come in here. Is it over?”
“I am afraid not, Jasmin. We won the battle with the Vampyres at the camps, but the Generals are missing. I was worried they came to raid the city. You have heard and seen nothing?”
“No, I have been on guard the entire time. Everyone is doing well inside. Luke is with Chante, but it doesn’t look like she will have her baby today.”
“Thank you, Jasmin. Return to your post, then. I will send for you once everything is over.”
Jasmin nodded, and retreated.
“What now, My Lord?” one of his men asked.
“To the other cave,” he said curtly and ran back out of the tunnel.
His breath steamed in the cold air as they sprinted the distance between the two caves. They saw no one along their way and when they reached the cave they found it as safe as the first one. Chante had, indeed, not had her baby yet.
Standing on the narrow path outside the cave, his breath steaming in the frigid air, he started to doubt himself. Surely he wasn’t imagining the threat; he felt it with every fibre of his body. But, if it was real, then who was in danger?
“My Lord, there is movement over by the Sparring Grounds,” Filithrin said from behind him.
They were too far away to make out details, but Jaik could clearly see the movement Filithrin was talking about.
“Only Silas and one of the Sentinels remained behind at the Hall of the Guardians to keep watch over the messenger the Vampyres sent. We would not be able to see only two people from this distance. For us to see movement there would need to be a great commotion. Elmar, find the other Commanders. They should be getting back to the city by now. Bring them to the hall.”
“Immediately, My Lord.”
“I do not have a good feeling about this, Fili.” He turned to his friend. “Into battle we go.”
“Into battle we go,” Filithrin repeated.
Without another word, they stepped off the path and ran across the Gathering Grounds. Once at ground level, they lost sight of the movement ahead, but it did not deter them. When they came level with the Silver Forest, the road that led passed the cliffs towards the Hall of the Guardians came back into view and this time they could clearly see what caused the commotion.
A pack of Werewolves, maybe twenty of them, snarled and snapped at each other over something lying on the ground. Jaik considered for a moment to simply skirt the pack and make his way to the hall unnoticed by the hounds, but his city would be safer if the Werewolves were dealt with first.
Drawing his sword, he was the first to plunge into the mass of heaving hounds and he chopped at them indiscriminately. The others followed, chopping off the beasts’ heads, or driving their swords through their bellies.
Only once they reached the centre of the huddle of hounds did they realise why they were fighting amongst each other. There, before them, ripped limb from limb, laid the Sentinel who was supposed to be with Silas. Blood drenched the frozen ground and the Sentinel’s entrails lay trampled beneath the Werewolves’ dirty paws.
With a scream of rage, Jaik doubled his efforts and soon every Werewolf joined the Sentinel in his fate.
“They are wearing saddles, My Lord,” Filithrin noted. “They had riders.”
“The Generals.”
“Aye.”
Jaik ground his teeth. He thought the Generals would capture his people to feed, or for Shadow Hall’s supplies. He had underestimated the Vampyres. Again. They were not here for food or supplies; they were here for information.
Not only was Silas the adviser to the king, but he was also Maia’s mentor. Teacher of the Princess of Light, he thought cynically as he left the bloody mess behind him and made his way to the Hall of the Guardians.
They walked cautiously now, expecting an ambush. They rounded the last corner of the cliff that shielded the Sparring Grounds from the rest of Shadow Hall and, as the Hall of the Guardians came into view, they saw two Generals standing guard at its doors.
With hand signals, Jaik ordered some men to circle around; to make sure there were no others outside and so that he had men on the other side.
They had killed about twenty Werewolves. Two Generals stood guard by the doors of the hall. At least eighteen more Generals were either within the Hall of the Guardians, or within the Sparring Grounds.
Alert, the Generals paced, scanning the forest around them with care. Jaik often wondered about the differences between the general population of Vampyres and those they had come to call the Generals.
The physical differences were striking; taller, stronger, faster, and with almost noble features. They also distinguished themselves by their clothes. During the first war, the Generals had already worn clothes that spoke of standing amongst their people, but now that they had access to fabrics and other materials from Elveron, the Generals dressed to impress. Breast plates and long coats were some of the standard items they now all wore.
What Jaik had come to respect most about the Generals over the past couple of years, was their superior intelligence. The other Vampyres sometimes came across as crude, uneducated, simply following orders blindly. They showed little initiative in comparison with the Generals.
This nobler - Jaik didn’t know what else to call it - kind of Vampyre had not just intelligence to rival the Elders, but also cunning, and a knack for strategic planning. Jaik knew this, yet managed to underestimate them time and again.
Silas said Naylera was ruled by only one king. This king of all Vampyres ruled over a network of nobles, who in turn ruled their respective countries. Silas suspected, over time, the nobles had separated themselves from the common people, marrying only within their ranks. Jaik suspected they did something similar with the Werewolves, as the common Vampyres’ hounds were as different from the Generals’ Werewolves as the commoners were from the nobles.
Edging his way closer toward the Hall of the Guardians, it mattered little to him that he could be approaching, and planning to kill, the nobles of Naylera. They had invaded his home, killed his people, and they needed to be stopped.
Jaik looked up through the trees. Weak, winter sunshine filtered down from the canopy, dappling the ground with shadows. The wind moved the trees above, making the shadows dance across the ground. Jaik used the moving shadows to his advantage as he moved stealthily forward. If only he could prevent his breath from forming clouds of steam in the frigid air.
Jaik signalled to his men. Only the open ground in front of the hall now separated them from the two Generals. On another signal, two arrows shot from bows hidden within the trees around him and found their marks in the Vampyres throats.
As the two Generals staggered around, trying to yank the arrows from their necks, Jaik’s men sprinted across the clearing towards the hall. Jaik reached it first and killed one of the Generals with one, swift motion. Filithrin soon had the other dead.
Two men dragged the Generals away into the undergrowth, while Jaik quietly spoke to his men. Those that had circled around the back had found no sign of Vampyres, so Jaik had to assume all eighteen to be in the hall. The numbers were in his favour, as he had twenty-two men with him, but he knew what the Generals were capable of.
They entered the hall with caution.
Silence greeted them when they opened the door; the large entrance hall was deserted. Quickly, his men spread out around him and they made their way across the polished floor towards his father’s chamber. The door stood ajar and Jaik could see the red glow from the fireplace within.
Edging his way along the wall, Jaik peered into the room. Silas knelt in front of the fire, his hands bound behind his back, bleeding from his temple. Two more Sentinels lay dead along the wall to the left, pale and drained of blood. Maps and scrolls lay scattered across the floor.
Pressing his lips together, Jaik gazed further around the edge. Three Generals stood at his father’s desk, while another two stood somewhat behind Silas, spears pointed towards the old Elf’s back.
Frowning, Jaik turned to his men. “They have Lord Nightshield. Bound and beaten.”
“How many Generals?” Filithrin asked.
“Only five of them inside.”
“That leaves thirteen unaccounted for,” Filithrin replied.
“Take some men and find those Generals. Whatever they are planning, it can’t be good. The rest, come with me. We need to get Silas out of there.”
His men nodded and there was some shuffling as they separated into their groups. Filithrin’s group retreated towards the entrance and Jaik’s men drew their blades to enter the chamber.
“Ah, thee prince has arrived,” the accented voice of a General froze them in place. “We ‘ave been vaiting for you.”
 

 
“Archer, to me,” Jagaer shouted across the clearing.
The Guard responded by aiming his bow straight at him and letting his arrow fly. Jagaer ducked, the arrow sinking deep into the shoulder of the Vampyre behind him. Turning quickly, Jagaer finished him off by cutting his throat.
“My Lord,” Archer yelled over the noise of the fighting around them, “we need to get out of here.”
Together, they ran through the trees towards the area where they had made camp. They could hear their dragons roar in the distance.
“Another ambush,” Jagaer said as they ran.
“Too many now,” Archer replied.
They raced around a corner and the dragons came into view. They had spread out, fighting the Werewolves of the Vampyres that had attacked them. Archer whistled and his dragon, Cloudjumper, left the group of fighting dragons, a Werewolf still hanging limply from her maw. She dropped it at their feet when she reached them.
“There’s my girl,” Archer said, stroking the dragon’s scaly nose, before turning to Jagaer. “Fly high, My Lord, above the reach of their arrows. I will follow with Shockwave as soon as I find him.”
“Make haste, Archer, we need to find the others.”
“Aye, My Lord.”
The Guard helped him into the saddle and then the dragon rose into the sky. Jagaer hated to step away from the fight, but they had all agreed to ensure his safety foremost so that he could see out his mission. They needed the assistance of the other countries to keep Grildor and the rest of Elveron safe. If Jagaer was dead and unable to unite the nations, it might be too late for them all.
As the dragon circled higher, he watched Archer run across the field where they made camp. Their tents lay trampled where the dragons battled with the Werewolves. From his vantage point, he could now see that the fighting was mostly over on this side of the long but narrow forest.
Archer wound his way bravely between the dragons, ducking underneath tails and avoiding their stamping feet. Once, Archer drew his sword and ended the life of one of the last Werewolves still on the field.
Cloudjumper reached a height from which Jagaer could see over the forest to the other side. There, the fighting had also slowed, but, to his dismay, he noticed almost as many Elves dead on the snowy ground as Vampyres.
Anger surged through him. They had been so careful. They did not let anyone know where they would camp while not in the cities. No one knew their travel itinerary except those travelling with them and he trusted every man with his life. How had they been ambushed seven times already?
They had lost five men so far and, from what he could see from this height, at least another five today. They were a day’s travel from the next city, with only three more countries to visit. They were close to accomplishing their goal.
Cloudjumper squawked shrilly and Jagaer followed her gaze down. The dragons had lifted from the ground and now rose towards him; Archer in the lead, on Shockwave. The two dragons circled each other, with the rest swirling around them, before they dove together towards the other side of the forest.
Swooping low over the field, they made short work of the remaining Vampyres and soon landed. Jagaer and Archer jumped off their dragons simultaneously, running towards the remaining warriors.
“Report,” Jagaer shouted even before he halted before Commander Hollowdale.
“Four dead, two wounded,” Evandeor said. “We saw two Vampyres escaping into the forest, the rest are dead.”
“We think the dragons took care of the Werewolves, but we cannot be sure,” Archer added.
“Let’s get the men off the ground,” Jagaer said. “Are the injured able to fly?”
“Aye, My Lord,” Commander Hollowdale said, “they will fly.”
“Then let us not delay. If we fly straight, we can be in the city within eight hours. See to your men.”
“Yes, My Lord.” Commander Hollowdale turned, taking most of his men with him.
Jagaer watched him seeing to the injured men, before he shifted to Archer. “I never thought a battalion of Battle Dragons could be so vulnerable.” He shook his head. “It is as if the Vampyres can predict our every move.”
“Do you think there is a traitor amongst us?”
“No, this is not from within. There must be spies within the cities and the Vampyres have a more extensive network of communication than we anticipated. We have been handling this with blinkers, Archer. The problem is more widespread than anticipated.”
“What can we do?”
“We carry on. We complete our quest, unite our countries, and then save our planet. I fear the assumption that the Vampyres have been planning this for longer than two years is true. I am prone to think this has been at least a decade in the making and that the first two wars were simply battles in a much larger plan. They weaken us, discourage us, and then attack only when the timing is right. A war such as Elveron has not seen in millennia is coming and unless we rally our people, the elven race might be lost forever.”
“They have been succeeding, My Lord. We have lost thousands of fighters over the past two years. How can we prevent more from following the same fate?”
“I have hope, Archer. The Vampyres might outnumber us, but this is our planet. We have a lot more to fight for. We have already dispatched messages to Grildor to let them know the Vampyres are not hindered by the cold weather and that they should expect attacks. They will be ready by the time we return.”
“What about your daughter, My Lord? Do you think she is coming back?”
“Maia would never abandon her people in their time of need. I only wish I knew where she was now, for we could use her help.”
“Pardon me for being frank, My Lord, but I also think Maia will return. I believe she is absent only to help us, even if we do not understand her reasoning. From what I have learned from Jasmin, Maia left with a plan, although Maia did not share this plan with Jasmin.”
“I wish I could understand as well.” Jagaer’s face darkened as he again thought of what Malyn had said to him. His blood ran cold at the mere thought of Blaid.
“I have never had reason not to trust her, My Lord. If I may be so bold, neither have you. If you have faith in our people, then you should also have faith in her.”
Jagaer looked at the Guard with a cold eye. The Guard did not flinch; he gave him that. “That is bold, Archer, but maybe you are right. Let us hope she returns to us soon. Now, come, the men are ready.”
They remounted their dragons and then rose high into the sky. The air got colder and colder the higher they went and Jagaer was glad for Shockwave’s body heat as they headed towards their destination.
 

 
The injured men held up well during the flight and they pushed through without rest until the lights of the city came into view. Commander Hollowdale dispatched a Scout to announce them while they circled above the city, preferring to remain in the air until it was safe to land.
Yleen Sala, within the borders of Serengate, was the third last city they planned to visit. Lord Salter was well disposed towards Grildor and Jagaer expected no resistance from him. Although Serengate did not have a large army, Jagaer knew them to be good fighters.
After Yleen Sala, only Nevendal in Bron, and Elders Hope in Oberon, remained. From there, they would return home to Grildor. The journey so far had taken them less time than expected and they had been successful in accomplishing their task.
Commander Hollowdale gave the signal to bring their dragons in. Jagaer, flanked by Archer and Munnar, descended on the city, to land in a large, snowy field on a rise overlooking the sparkling lights of Yleen Sala.
The blustery wind sent its icy fingers into Jagaer’s coat as he climbed off Shockwave’s back and he shivered as they made their way towards the city. Halfway down the hill, they met with four Sentinels, who led them on through the gates and on to the Hall of the Guardians.
Most cities had received Jagaer’s delegation within their war chambers, and only later taken them through to their halls, or accommodations. It proved to Jagaer that they afforded his visit the respect it deserved and he did not mind coming straight to the point of his visit, even after a whole day of flying.
Lord Salter awaited their arrival and, once Servers had brought mulled wine, they started their discussion. As expected, Lord Salter was agreeable to his request and pledged every man and woman able to fight to march as soon as he could assemble them.
“I never received your message about aid,” Lord Salter said after the official talks were over, “or I would have sent my Legion to your assistance immediately.”
“It is as most Lords have told me,” Jagaer agreed. “We assumed our neighbours were not willing to aid in our plight, but after many discussions we learned that most messages were not delivered to the intended persons and, in some cases, the replies we received were forged. The Vampyres have built up a much larger network of communication than we thought possible.”
“So, for two years you have been facing this threat by yourself?”
“Indeed. It has drained us, which is why we have now come to you. I started on this journey to unite our nations in this fight so we may defeat the Vampyres in battle once more, but it has now become apparent that we are fighting a war on a much larger scale.”
“You mentioned that even some of the other Gates have been attacked. Do you know the extent of those attacks? Have they been fighting battles as intense as you have faced in Grildor?”
“From the information we have, no, but we now believe some of the messages from those countries to be forged, too. There are few channels of communication I still trust in and we are doing everything we can to keep them safe.”
Lord Salter shook his head. “I cannot believe that another race would attack us like this. This has never happened before in the history of the Life Planets. Sure, there have been wars, but never anything like this.”
“Unfortunately, it is true. We know that the Vampyres are after our resources and suspect they want to enslave us for labour and probably as food. Our Elders think they may have other reasons, too, but we do not know yet what those could be. We have only been able to send spies to Naylera on two occasions and those excursions have yielded little information. Most of what we know is from the traitor my daughter caught during the second war.”
“It is a sad state of affairs, indeed,” Lord Salter said. “I commend you, though; it seems your daughter has grown into her role of Life Elemental. Is she also on a quest? My men tell me she travelled through Serengate on the back of that black beast she keeps.”
Jagaer sat up straighter, shocked at Lord Salter’s proclamation.
“She did not stay in Serengate,” Lord Salter continued. “As a matter of fact, she seemed to be in a hurry and made her way across the country within a few days. She was seen several times and the information eventually filtered through to me.”
“Can you tell me how long ago this was? Do you know in which direction she was heading?”
“She came through here a couple of Quarters past, heading towards Levandor.”
Lord Salter looked at him strangely, no doubt wondering why Jagaer did not know what his daughter was up to. Jagaer did not care what Lord Salter thought. All that mattered to him was the fact that he finally had some solid information on Maia’s whereabouts.
Towards Levandor. They just came from there. The city of Lothrinden had been their last stop before Yleen Sala. Why had they not seen her? He shook his head. Levandor was a big country and the chances were slim at best.
He worried, however. They had been attacked by Vampyres within the borders of Levandor just a few hours ago. His only consolation was that Maia was travelling with Midnight.
What she could possibly be doing in Levandor? Maybe she had simply travelled through, same as she had simply travelled through Serengate? What was beyond Levandor? Only the impassable mountain range that separated the greater nations of Grildor from the countries beyond.
He tried to recall what Maia had told him about how high Midnight could fly before the air could no longer sustain him. The peaks of the mountains separating Levandor from Elbendal towered at nothing short of twenty miles high. He doubted even Maia’s mighty dragon could fly that high.
Jagaer wished he could call on Elbendal for support as well - their armies were legendary - but even if he could get word to them, they would not get to Grildor before the spring. The distances were simply too great.
“Thank you for your support and hospitality,” Jagaer finally said. “It has been a long journey for us and my men need to rest. Thank you, also, for seeing to our injured.”
Lord Salter stood. “Of course, My Lord. Your injured may stay with us until they are fit to travel again. We will give them the provisions they need for their trip home. I have already arranged for everything to be ready for your departure in the morning. Please, should there be anything else you need, give the message to one of the Servers.”
Jagaer rose from his seat and shrugged his coat over his shoulders. On the far side of Lord Salter’s chamber, Jagaer’s men stirred into action, and they all left the chamber in silence. Munnar walked ahead of Jagaer, with Archer at his back. The rest of his men spread out to form a circle around him the moment they stepped out into the open.
Jagaer hated the measures they had to take to keep him safe. He hated the fact that no one was safe within his country. He needed to complete this quest and if he had to endure being treated like a child, then he would allow it.
They spent the night within Yleen Sala’s main guesthouse and left before sunrise the next morning. Their two injured warriors would stay until healed.
Snow swirled as they made their way to their dragons in the dark. The bitter cold found its way into Jagaer’s cloak again and he wondered why the cold affected him more than it usually did. The dragons showed no signs of feeling the low temperatures, and Jagaer stepped up close to Shockwave to warm himself before he climbed into the saddle.
Two days to Nevendal, then another four days to Elders Hope. If everything went as planned, they would reach Grildor within a fortnight. Drawing his hood deep over his head, he held on tight as Shockwave lifted off, stirring up a flurry of snow with his wings.
With the sun rising to their right, they headed north towards Bron. For once, Jagaer’s mind was not on his own quest, but on his daughter’s, whatever it might be.
 

 
They travelled quickly, and cautiously, on their way back to Shadow Hall. Nevertheless, they were attacked twice more before they eventually reached the city. Aaron had to put to use everything he had learned from Rothea just to stay alive during those attacks.
“We should reach Shadow Hall in the next two days,” Rothea said. She sounded tired. “I cannot believe there are Vampyres so close to the city.”
“Do you think something has happened in Shadow Hall?” Aaron asked, worried.
“We shall soon find out, Aaron. We should be safe here for the night. Let us get some rest, for the travelling will be brisk over the next few days.”
“Aye, rest,” Aaron agreed, yawning.
They sat around a small, sheltered campfire, hidden from view by a large boulder that had tumbled down the mountain hundreds of millennia ago. They had lost half their horses and even more supplies. They did not have enough tents for all; neither did they have enough food to last them.
The weather had turned from cold with light snow falls, to blizzards almost every day. Their men were tired, hungry, and cold, yet no one complained. They huddled close together, getting what heat they could. Aaron felt sorry for those men who had watch tonight, for they were out there, somewhere, in the storm.
“It is exceptionally cold tonight,” Rothea broke into his thoughts. “I have ordered the men to sleep four to a tent, so no one has to sleep outside.”
Aaron made the calculations in his head; even with the men they had lost, there were not enough tents to accommodate them, even sleeping four to a tent. Not unless Rothea; being the only woman in the group; shared her tent, too.
He looked up at her and his breath caught in his throat as he beheld the look in her eyes.
“Will you keep me warm tonight, Aaron?” she asked.
“Aye, My Lady.” He cleared his throat, suddenly unaware of the cold.
Rothea rose and made her way to her tent. Aaron followed, shooting sideways glances at the men around him, but they paid him no mind. He wondered if Rothea had asked them to turn a blind eye.
Aaron ducked under the tent flap and stepped into the dark interior. It was barely warmer inside, but at least they were sheltered from the wind.
A soft, red light flickered on as Rothea took the shutter off a small lantern. Her cot stood in the centre of her tent, a pile of furs packed on top of it. Rothea held out her hand to him.
“I cannot always be strong,” she said, softly. “It has been a hard road and I need some comfort tonight.”
Aaron took the two steps that separated them, taking Rothea’s cold hand. He felt her breath on his face before she kissed him lightly on his chafed lips.
“Are you sure?” he asked, a little breathless, knowing well the Elves’ laws.
“I was wed once,” Rothea said as she bent to take off her boots. Aaron copied her, taking off his own boots and listening in fascination. “He was killed almost three decades ago. I have been alone since. Our laws do not apply to me as they would, for instance, for your daughter. I have more freedom and if I wish to choose a life partner without ever marrying again, then that would be acceptable, too.”
“Rothea, I am sorry, I did not know.”
She took off her heavy coat and climbed under the covers, holding out her hand for him again. “Not many people do.”
Shrugging out of his coat and letting it fall to the floor, he joined Rothea on her cot, lying close to her until they started to warm up. With gentle kisses, Rothea unbuttoned his shirt and let it fall to the floor to join his coat.
 

 
Jaik looked around the large assembly hall of the Hall of the Guardians. Vampyres surrounded them on all sides; some on the balcony, some on the stairs, and the rest blocking the doors. He saw no way out.
“You look shocked, prince. ‘Ave you not accounted for this?”
Jaik glared at the General. He spoke their language well and was obviously comfortable with his position in this situation; there was nowhere for them to go.
“My men are coming,” Jaik bluffed. “What do you want?”
“Information. Thee old man is stubborn. Does not tell secrets. I think I vill kill ‘im.”
Jaik turned to look through the doors at Silas. The old sage now had a Vampyre leaning over him, holding a blade to Silas’ throat. A drop of blood dripped to the floor and the Vampyre reflexively licked his thin lips. Jaik shuddered.
“What do you want to know?”
“I vant thee princess of light. I vant to know vhere she is. You vill tell me.”
“I do not know where my sister is,” Jaik replied. “You seem well informed. Surely you must know that we are looking for my sister as well.”
“Your father may be looking for thee princess, but you … you know. Thee old man knows. You vill tell me.”
Jaik clenched his jaw. “I have not heard from my sister since she left. How am I supposed to know where she is?”
“You cannot fool us, prince. Vee know you are connected. Vee ‘ave seen it. You vill now find her for us, or I vill kill everyone in this space.”
The General nodded to the right and several Vampyres moved at once, drawing closer around Jaik’s group of men and leaving no room for escape. In Jaik’s mind, he went through every scenario, but their groups were evenly matched. He had to play for time.
“All right,” he said, “let my men go and I will find the princess for you.”
The General cocked his head, a sneer distorting his thin lips. “Your men vill vait ‘ere.”
Two Vampyres moved up and took Jaik by the arms, moving him forward. His men immediately moved to save him, but he held up his hand to stop them. Reluctantly, they remained behind as the two Vampyres escorted Jaik into his father’s chamber.
Silas looked up as Jaik walked through the door, the movement opening another cut on his throat from the blade pressed against it. Jaik balled his fists.
“I like this room,” the General said as he followed Jaik in and took a seat at Jagaer’s desk. “’Ow do you say? Impervious. Nothing comes in, nothing goes out once doors are closed.”
As if on cue, the doors closed behind Jaik and the two Vampyres let go of his arms. The General pointed to one of the chairs in front of Jagaer’s desk and Jaik reluctantly took a seat.
“Thee old man ‘as refused to talk to us,” the General carried on. “Very frustrating. Vee must get thee information, so you vill get it for us and maybe vee vill let the old man live.”
“I will do what I can,” Jaik stalled for time, noticing how two Vampyres stood by the door, one held Silas, and two more stood to either side of the General. Two others, who had been in the room earlier, were no longer visible from where Jaik sat. He briefly met Silas’ eyes before returning his gaze to the General. “How would you like me to find my sister?”
“As you ‘ave alvays done,” the Vampyre grinned, exposing his fangs, “vis your mind.”
Jaik frowned. With his mind? What was the General talking about? Sure, he always had a strong connection with his sister and, on occasion, he could feel if she was in distress even if they were not together, but he could not tell where she was by simply looking for her with his mind.
“And how do you propose I do that?” he asked.
“My patience is vearing thin, prince. I ‘ave been nice, given you chance. Now you must obey.”
The General made a small motion with his left hand and Jaik heard Silas moan behind him. Worried, he turned to look. Bleeding from a deep cut on his cheek, Silas stared back at him with his steel-grey eyes. Jaik wished he knew what Silas was thinking.
“All right, I will try. I need silence.”
The General nodded and leaned back in the chair, waiting. Clenching his jaw, Jaik closed his eyes and thought of his sister. He wished he knew where she was, but even if he knew, he would not give this information up to the Vampyres at any cost. He would even sacrifice Silas to protect his sister.
A shudder ran through him at that thought. He had known Silas all his life and the thought of the Vampyres killing him brought his rage close to the surface. He would need to control himself to keep this situation calm. Jaik hoped his men would keep their calm, too. If he could just stall the General long enough, he could come up with a viable plan.
Jaik’s thoughts turned back to his sister. If she was here, she would have killed all of these Vampyres already. Silas was right; the magic was strong within her, even if she did not know it. Every one of his men could do magic, but evenly matched as they were right now, the chance that they would win this fight was slim.
He cursed himself for leading his men into this trap. He should have seen it. Thinking back to when they entered the hall, he visualised what it had looked like. It had been empty; he was sure of it. None of his men had seen the Vampyres either, so Jaik assumed they entered the hall only after he and his men stepped foot in it. They must have come in through the roof somehow. When they got out of this mess, he would have to address this issue with the Builders.
With his eyes still closed, he explored the room around him with his senses. Jaik knew the room well, knew where every piece of furniture was, and he could see in his mind from the sounds reaching his ears that one of the Vampyres had moved closer to the fire place. Silas had slumped to the carpet, lying still.
The two Vampyres Jaik had thought missing, stood against the far wall by the book shelf. The vocal General still reclined on Jagaer’s chair. Jaik felt the atmosphere relax as he kept his eyes closed. The Vampyres truly believed he could locate his sister with his mind and they now gave him the time to do so.
The Commander in him assessed the situation, weighing up his chances as the Vampyres dropped their guard. The brother in him, however, silently called out to his sister. If nothing else, he would try to save Silas for her. He knew what the old Elf meant to her and if she knew Silas was in mortal danger, she would do everything in her power to save him.
He gasped as their minds touched for the briefest of moments. He saw blue sky, mountains, then a gravelly path, and he heard her exclaim in shock. Then, the moment was gone and he was left gasping for air. He opened his eyes.
“Not so difficult, yes?” the General asked, and Jaik looked at him, aghast.
Jaik swallowed hard and looked at Silas. His father’s adviser looked at him with sad eyes.
“Tell me, prince, vhere is your sister?”
“I … I don’t know,” Jaik said. “In the mountains, somewhere.”
The General’s voice was low and dangerous when he spoke next. “Then look again. He von’t live for long unless you tell me vhere she is.”
Silas cried out behind him and Jaik jumped out of his chair. Immediately, the two Vampyres at the book shelf were beside him, restraining him. He fought them wildly as he watched the other Vampyre stab Silas in the stomach with his sword for a second time.
“Find ‘er. Maybe there is chance to save your friend.”
Through his pain, Silas nodded at him, and Jaik resumed his seat on the chair. Forcing his eyes closed, he concentrated his thoughts once more on his sister. This time, he tried not to get distracted by thoughts of escape, or attack. All he thought of was Maia and what he had seen through her eyes but a moment before.
His heart hammered in his chest as he saw only the darkness behind his closed eyes. No matter how much he thought of her, nothing happened. Then, Silas moaned, a sound so tormented it broke Jaik’s heart, and almost instantly Maia’s thoughts materialised in his mind for a brief moment.
It’s her, not me, he thought, as he realised she was picking up on his surroundings, rather than he on hers. He concentrated now on Silas suffering, as well as his own plight, and this time he managed to keep her presence within his mind for longer.
“Over the mountains to the west,” Jaik said, gasping for air from the effort of holding Maia’s thoughts long enough to get the information he needed. “Travel through three countries, then over the mountain range. The journey will take a full moon cycle to complete.”
“Ah, yes, now vee understand each other.” The General rose from the chair. “I vant details. Draw map. Make it accurate, fasted vay, for I vill stay in your city until my men return vith princess of light.”
Jaik shook his head; even if he had gotten details from Maia, he would not give it to the Vampyres. The General must have known what he was thinking, for with a simple nod of his head, the other Vampyre drove his sword deep into Silas’ chest.
Jaik screamed with rage and launched himself at the General with his bare hands. At the same time, the doors burst open and his men stormed in, followed closely by even more men; Glark must have gotten word to the Commanders to return to the city.
For a moment, all Jaik could think about was Silas lying in a pool of blood on the carpet in front of the fire place. His rage spurred him on as he wrestled with the General and he did not even feel the General’s teeth sinking deep into the flesh of his arm.
To yells and the sound of steel on steel, Jaik used all his strength to bring the General to the floor. With a ferocity that surprised even him, Jaik beat the General with his fists over and over again until they were bloody. He felt the facial bones break every time his fists connected with the General’s face and, eventually, the General stopped resisting.
Blind with rage, not just his own, but Maia’s as well, Jaik kept up a steady stream of blows, even after the General stopped moving completely.
With tears streaming down his face, Filithrin and Glark eventually pulled him away.




 
Maia had never felt so awkward before. Not only had Blaid not told her he had a sister, but before her now stood a woman even more intimidating than the queen herself. Siana oozed self-confidence; knowing she was strong, beautiful, independent, and the world would bow to her feet.
Deep inside, Maia knew she was all of those things, too, but her insecurities always surfaced to tell her she was not strong enough, beautiful enough, independent enough, and the people would shun her if they knew her choices.
Besides the rude comment, Siana portrayed exactly the kind of woman Maia wanted to be. It made Maia think of her earlier thoughts and what held her back from achieving her full potential. What did Siana have that Maia lacked?
Lifting her chin, Maia pushed her insecurities down and took a step towards Siana. They were now almost uncomfortably close and Maia noted they were the same height.
“Lady Siana, what a pleasure to meet you. I was unaware Blaid has a sister. He has never spoken of you.”
“I apologise for my rudeness, Princess Maia. Even I was unaware of another princess within my castle. My brother failed to mention it before.”
As if on cue, both women looked at Blaid, tilting their heads in unison, their eyes narrowed. Caught off guard, Blaid took a step back. Lunar started growling. Blaid put up his hands.
“Please, forgive me, I was foolish. I did not think the presence of the one would affect the other so. It seems I was wrong. We came here only to beg for Father’s armies and we will not be staying long. And, in my defence, there was hardly time to tell you about Maia earlier.”
Again, as if on cue, both women raised their eyebrows at Blaid. Lunar growled louder, baring her teeth. Blaid stared at them, a shocked look on his face. Then, he started laughing.
“What?” Siana asked.
“I should have known.”
“Known what?” Maia asked.
“Look at yourselves. You are the same. Good thing I was here when you two met. I don’t think you should ever be left alone together; the castle would stand no longer. Come, Maia, let my sister be on her way before you two start a war between our countries.”
“Wh …”
“I …”
Blaid stepped between them, taking Maia’s hand. “No, I know when I am beaten. I will not get in an argument with the two of you. Siana, I am sure you have more important things to do, and I was about to show Maia the rose garden before joining Mother and Father for lunch. I am sure we will see you at dinner.”
Turning, he dragged Maia along, walking down the hall with fast steps. Maia was uncertain of what exactly had just transpired, or how she felt. What lingered with her as they made their way to the rose garden were the smell of the wolf, Siana’s woodsy perfume, and, oddly, the smell of dragon.
Maia missed Wolf and seeing Lunar reminded her of him. Sinking her hands into the she-wolf’s thick fur had felt good, even if the wolf had been a little boisterous. The smell of wolf clung to Siana’s clothing as well, which was probably why Maia now thought of the smell of dragon. She always associated the two, as Wolf and Midnight were both her companions.
Not association, Midnight cut into her thoughts, dragons.
Maia almost stumbled as Midnight showed her what he had seen. Siana, atop a red Fire Dragon, landing in an abandoned field behind the castle. While Siana climbed down a hole, no doubt leading to an underground tunnel, the dragon took off again to hide out in the mountains. Midnight followed him, but the much smaller dragon had disappeared after flying over a tall ridge.
“What’s the matter? Are you all right?” Blaid stopped. “I am sorry about my sister; I did mean to tell you sooner. She can be somewhat abrasive.”
“Do you know she has a dragon?”
Blaid blinked. He cleared his throat. “What are you talking about?”
“Midnight just showed me. She flew in on a Fire Dragon when she came to the castle. Midnight tried to follow him, but he managed to hide.”
Emotions crossed Blaid’s face in rapid succession. Shock, then incredulity. And then, oddly, understanding flowered through him. Maia almost thought he looked … happy.
“She did it!” he exclaimed. “Come,” he pulled her forward again, “we have some time before lunch. I will tell you everything.”
His excitement was contagious as they continued on to the rose garden and her curiosity grew with every step they took. When they stepped through the marble arches that led to the rose garden, she hardly noticed the glass dome that protected the flowers from the harsh winter, or the immaculate flower beds with their marble statues.
Blaid pulled her down beside him to one of the marble benches; red cushions scattered along the bench and in front of it.
“Several years ago, “Blaid launched straight into his retelling, “some of our people went missing in the mountains. We are a mountain folk and people do not simply go missing. My father put together a search party, but they never returned either. Thinking that there may be intruders in our country, he sent half of the Legion into the mountains to deal with the problem. They were gone for three Quarters and only half of them returned. The Commander came to give his report to my father and no one expected what he had to say.”
Blaid took a breath and then held Maia’s hand. She felt his excitement flow from him like water down a waterfall.
“A scale of dragons, at least fifty strong, had taken to roost within our mountains. From his telling, they were vicious, fire-breathing monsters that wanted only to feed their young with the flesh of his Legion.”
“That is a big scale,” Maia said. “Only Plains Dragons, Forest Dragons, and Fire Dragons fly in scales that large, and none of them breathe fire.”
“Exactly. I was away during the time of the attacks. When I returned to Caverna Estralis, my father asked me to find these dragons and use my Elemental magic to eradicate them. Thinking the stories strange, I went to talk with the survivors. Although some corroborated Commander Shadowson’s story, others tended to think it was their own fault the dragons had attacked. The dragons were nesting, sitting on their eggs, and when people came to their valley, they felt threatened. Dragons have not been seen in Elbendal in several hundred years, so I assumed that the first people killed were curious and went to investigate, which got them killed. It must have been something similar with the search party. When Commander Shadowson’s Legion found the location, they walked over elven bones to get to the dragons. Mad at the deaths these dragons had caused, he gave the order to attack.”
“They were defending themselves.”
“Yes. They were nesting and only protecting their young. I did not want to go to my father with only the accounts of a few witnesses, so I hiked into the mountains to see for myself. When I found the place, the dragons were on edge. The last time they had seen an Elf, they had been attacked. Naturally, they were wary and looked at me with suspicion. Trying to project my Eläm to that many to let them know I meant no harm proved difficult and I was almost attacked myself.”
“What did you do?”
“It was because of an old female that I was allowed to stay. She must have been the mother of many of the dragons along that mountain ridge and had by then lived a full, fruitful life. I think that maybe the fighting had taken the last of her strength, for she was too weak to fly back to her roost. She sat on the ground; her breathing laboured and clearly in pain. Instead of trying to project my Eläm to the rest of them, I concentrated on her. Realising I was no threat, she let me come closer. The others left me alone then, although they kept a wary eye on me.”
Fascinated, Maia could barely sit still on the bench.
“I spoke to her and I knew she liked the sound of my voice. The words I spoke meant nothing, for she did not understand them, but I knew she understood how I felt and she let me come to sit by her side. We sat like that for a long while until, eventually, she trusted me enough to let her guard down.”
Maia held her breath, worried Blaid might have hurt the old dragon.
“The feelings she shared with me were primal, simple, nothing as elaborate or complex as the way Midnight communicates, but I understood. She shared with me her worry for her offspring and the rest of the scale and then she shared with me her pain. Tears flowed freely down my face as I became aware of her suffering and she begged me to end it.”
“Oh, Blaid.”
“She was in pain, Maia, what could I do? I am a Death Elemental and I cannot refuse a request, no matter who it comes from. I comforted her for a while longer, talking gently to her. Then, I laid my hand on her forehead and took her pain away. She slipped peacefully into the afterlife to be with the Mother. I promise, she felt no pain as she went.”
Swallowing hard, Maia put her other hand on top of Blaid’s. In her mind, she noticed that even Midnight was touched by the story.
“Once she was gone and I looked up, most of the other dragons had gathered around us to say their farewell to the old dragon. They let me sit there with her for a long time and only when they dispersed did I get up to make my way home.”
“This is why you had respect for Midnight.”
“Indeed.”
“Did you tell your father they were not the dangerous creatures he thought them to be?”
Blaid’s face darkened. “I did. That is where the strife between us started. He said the dragons need to leave, or be killed. They had taken too many of his people for them to remain here. I told him they were nesting and would not be able to move for at least another year. I suggested that we should close off the area the dragons had made their homes and all would be well, but he worried, with such a large scale of dragons, they would run out of food in their little valley and would come to our valley to hunt. He made the decision that no more people should die because of the dragons and sent in more warriors. I tried to stop him, to no avail.
“The army marched out, only to return several days later, bloodied, defeated, and more than a hundred dead. Knowing what I did for the old dragon, my father ordered me to go back there and do the same with the rest of the dragons. Of course, I refused, and not only because I cannot wield my Death magic in such a way. My father saw my refusal as betrayal, saying I cared not for our people. He called me a traitor, a weakling, and other names I care not to mention. I have not come back to Caverna Estralis until today.”
In her mind, Maia heard Midnight roar. She knew Blaid heard it in his mind, too, for he looked up at the sky.
“I am sorry, Blaid. You should have told me sooner how hard it was for you to come here. I see now why you do not like your father.”
“I still love him. My father is not a bad man. He has the best interest of his people at heart and he will do anything to keep them safe. Elbendal used to be home to thousands of dragons. If you look at most of the murals around the castle you will find that they depict dragons in almost every scene.”
“What happened to them?”
“Besides the Ice Dragon that will remain in one area for most of its life, none of the other species of dragons are bound to one place. Most will roost in an area for several years before moving to another. This ensures that they do not over-hunt the area and their prey has a chance to recuperate. So, over time, most of the dragons simply moved on.”
Maia nodded; she knew the habits of all the dragon species. Midnight only resided at Shadow Hall because of her, but even he would take a leave of absence to seek out other lands.
“I do understand that your father was upset about the dragons killing his people and do not mean to offend. Please, forgive me.”
“I was upset with my father for a long time, but I have forgiven him. It was a dragon that killed my great-grandfather, which is why my father has no affinity for them. But, that is a story for another day. Come, it is time for lunch. Let us not make my parents wait.”
 

 
The luncheon took a lifetime in Maia’s mind, even though she enjoyed the company of the king and queen. She now looked at them differently, after everything Blaid told her. She still did not agree with everything Blain Elderbow had done, or how he had treated his son, but she certainly understood his need to protect his people.
Blaid’s parents had a lot of questions for her; how had they met, did they have future plans, did anyone know they travelled together without a chaperon, all the questions any normal parent would ask.
Maia realised they were unaware of her Elemental powers and decided not to tell them. It felt good to be allowed to be with Blaid, even if his parents quickly implemented the correct sleeping arrangements and all that went with proper courting regulations.
Here, she could just be a princess, in love with a prince. It did not matter to his parents that he was a Death Elemental; they only saw their son’s success in wooing a princess and bringing her to his country.
During the luncheon, they confirmed the audience for that very evening. They would meet in the throne room after sunset to discuss Maia’s reasons for coming to Elbendal. Only Midnight’s descriptions of the mountains around them in her mind kept her from the edge of insanity with the impatience of enduring the seemingly endless luncheon.
“It is strange,” Blaid said to her after they left his parents. “I have known you for two years. We have travelled together for several Moons. Yet, I feel I hardly know you at all.”
Arching an elegant eyebrow over her emerald eye, she asked, “Why do you say that?”
“Sometimes, you are wise beyond your years. You show wisdom, compassion, respect and knowledge of a person who has lived a thousand years or more. Then, sometimes, you act like a child. You exhibit impatience, insecurity, and jealousy like someone who has not had their coming-of-age ceremony.”
Maia frowned, annoyed, but Blaid followed his little speech with laughter and draped his arm protectively around her shoulder as they walked, a chaperon now following them at a respectful distance.
“Honestly,” she said, “I do not know how to respond to that.”
“You do not need to. It is a mere observation of fact. I think it is endearing.” He kissed the top of her head. “But there is no reason to be jealous of my sister. And do not let her daunt you, either. You are as much a warrior as she is. As for your impatience, well, why don’t we go to the gardens and practice your shape shifting until tonight?”
“Really?”
“Yes. It is too late now to go into the mountains to see if we can find the dragons. We might as well try the shifting again. Here, we do not have to worry about being disturbed. Maybe, the safe atmosphere will give you what you need to transform. Would you like to try?”
With the sudden lump forming in her throat, she simply nodded, and Blaid led her down some stairs, along a broad corridor, and out through a set of double doors. Made of white maple and inlaid with ebony to create the design of a roosting dragon, the doors were only the first taste of the beauty of the gardens beyond.
They stepped out into the weak but brilliant winter sunshine, and Maia stopped, staring. All around her stood horses, dragons, unicorns, wolves, bears, deer, salmon, sturgeon, moose, and foxes; the hedges all still green and so neatly trimmed, they emitted an uncanny life-like appearance.
Between the hedge sculptures, a carpet of multi-coloured flowers spread in all directions, with winding, gravel paths, and white-washed, wooden railings.
“Come,” Blaid said, taking her hand, “there is a pavilion further in. It has a patio large enough for you to practice on.”
Walking side by side, they made their way through the gardens. Midnight flew high overhead, giving Maia a glimpse of what the gardens looked like from above, before he flew off into the mountains to hunt.
After a short while, the pavilion came into view. It had a tall, steepled roof and eight sides; its white timbers shone in the sunshine. As Blaid said, the paved patio had ample space for Maia to practice her transformations on.
Self-conscious, Maia glanced around, but the gardens were empty. Even their chaperon was nowhere in sight. Maia could still pick up her Eläm; the Server was two paths behind the pavilion, but far away enough not to make Maia uncomfortable.
Rolling her shoulders to relax herself, Maia took her position in the centre. Blaid stood in front of her, head cocked to one side, grinning cheekily.
“What?”
“I was just wondering …”
“Wondering what?”
“Well, you are not a Death Elemental. What if you cannot turn into a raven, or a wolf, or Razorback Boar? Maybe you are more of a dove, or even a swan? Perhaps a winter hare?”
Maia cuffed him lightly on the arm. “Why did you only pick white animals?”
“You know … Princess of Light?” He laughed. “I was never taught if only Death Elementals could shape shift, or if those forms were limited to Death Elementals. When I learned to transform, Master Margoth gave me those three options to concentrate on. But, while we were travelling, I was thinking that maybe you were having problems because those forms were not meant for you. Maybe, you first need to find out what animal lives inside of you.”
“I thought there was something significant about those specific animals. Why did you choose the wolf?”
Blaid looked out over the gardens for a moment, pondering the question. Maia stood next to him, leaning her head on his shoulder, savouring his nearness, the chaperon forgotten.
“I have always liked wolves,” he finally said. “They are noble creatures; brave and intelligent; loyal. Sometimes, though, I wish I had chosen the raven, as they can be more versatile when it comes to travelling as a Death Elemental. But, I have no regrets; I think the wolf suits me.”
“Yes,” Maia agreed, “I think he suits you, too.”
Only the songs of the birds around them kept them company while each followed their own thoughts, until Blaid made Maia resume her position in the centre of the patio again.
“Remember your lessons. Relax, centre yourself. Envision yourself from the inside out. Block out all outside influences and find the quiet within you. Open your mind. I am almost sure there are no limits, no specific animals, so don’t hold to the three Death Elemental animals, but be receptive to whatever comes. Breathe. Breathe.” His voice became softer as he retreated. “Breathe.”
Listening to his retreating footsteps and the sound of her beating heart, Maia turned her thoughts inwards. She liked the idea that she could be any kind of animal. What if she could be a horse? Or a fox?
Midnight could eat her then!
Her dragon’s thoughts were accompanied with his distinctive whopwhopwhop sound in her mind, telling her that he was laughing. Midnight found the thought of her being an animal highly amusing.
Maia eyebrows drew together in a frown and she concentrated; trying to centre herself and, at the same time, trying to block out Midnight’s increasingly irritating snide remarks.
At some point, she opened one eye and glanced at Blaid, but he seemed oblivious to Midnight’s comments and it was obvious that Midnight was not including Blaid in their conversation.
Stop, Midnight, this is important to me. Do you not understand?
Maia can run with the cattle of Thala Yll. Whopwhopwhop.
Urgh.
Now angry, she closed herself off from him completely and from everything else around her, too. She saw nothing, heard nothing, and felt nothing. She just wanted to be left alone. Never before had Midnight needled her so. Why would he be so upset about her shifting into an animal? She pushed the thought from her mind and only concentrated on herself.
Squeezing her eyes shut, she tried to envision herself from the inside out, yet the red pinpricks of anger at Midnight’s silly remarks kept surfacing. Frustrated, she soon felt tingling in her hands and feet and shook them out to ease the feeling. She muttered under her breath, rolling her shoulders, and trying everything she could to relax her body.
“I cannot do this, Blaid, I am too upset,” she shouted across the patio, followed by a sob.
Blaid rose from the boulder he sat on and strode over the flagstones towards her. “What happened? You were doing great.”
She shook her head. “Midnight was in my mind and he was making fun of me.”
“That does not sound like him,” Blaid said with a peculiar look on his face.
“I am just so angry,” she spat the last word at him, “and it hurts so much.”
“What hurts? That he was making fun of you?”
“No. I don’t know. My hands. My feet. And especially my back. I was trying to relax, shaking out my hands and feet, and rolling my shoulders, and now everything is sore, and I am just so angry.”
“Maia, shh, it’s alright,” Blaid put a calming hand on her shoulder, “there is no need to yell.”
“I am not yelling!” she shouted.
Blaid stumbled backwards as Maia’s energy erupted from her. Blinded by the light she emitted, he could not at first see what was happening. He put up his arm to shield his face. He barely noticed the Server running back towards the castle.
“Maia,” he shouted, but received no response. Midnight, what is happening?
Connected to Jaik she is. Anger there is. Take care.
 

 
Her body burned with the fierceness of the sun and she arched her back as the visions danced across her mind. Anger seared her soul when she saw Silas, broken on the floor; the Vampyre standing over him. She saw Jaik looking at her, scared, questioning, and a General smirking just past his shoulder.
With the speed of thought, Maia and Jaik exchanged their information, before Maia retreated back to her present. Her body burned with rage at what had happened within the heart of her home. She lost of control of herself.
Blind to her surroundings, she let go of everything she knew. She gave in to the sorrow, the rage, the torment, and then, with a scream of agony escaping between her lips, her body tore apart.
 

 
Helpless, Blaid stood barely out of reach, watching as Maia rose into the air. Her body spun, glowing from the inside, shining a blinding light over the gardens. Her open eyes glowed silver, too bright to look at.
The faster she spun, the brighter she glowed, and he had to step further back as the heat that emanated from her became too intense for him to bear.
Blaid screamed her name, reached out to her with his mind, pushed against the force with his body, but his love was beyond reach. He crumpled, unaware of the stones digging into his knees; and watched helplessly as Maia’s gyrating, glowing form exploded into a million pieces in front of his very eyes.
 

 
His wings burned as he drove them down with force, urging himself to more speed. Never before had the partner of his soul needed him more. Never before had the distance that separated them seemed greater.
He had needled her when she had tried to change form, knowing that inciting her would stimulate that part of her to invoke the change. It had lain dormant within her all her life, but being with Dark-Silver-Moon had awoken it. Midnight knew it would take but a small nudge from him to make it come to life.
It was when Bright-Shining-Silver-Star was in that state between states that she had heard Jaik’s plea for help. It was then that she had seen the horrors of her homeland. Midnight had seen them, too, which was when he had left to come to her aid, for he knew what was going to happen. He had been waiting for it for decades.
The castle came into sight and he strained himself, urging his body to more speed. He needed to be there for her.
Although she had shut herself off completely from him, he could feel the change in the vibrations on the air. It was happening and it was happening now. His own body tingled with anticipation as he dived around the last turret to angle down towards the gardens, and he beheld the most beautiful brightly shining silver star he had ever seen before, and then it exploded into a thousand shards of stardust.
 

 
Maia’s shout of anger burst forth from her as a hoarse screech through a sharp and hooked beak, as she flapped her wings, rising high into the sky. Midnight’s dark shadow sailed over her, plunging her feathered body into cool darkness.
Bewildered, she hesitated for a moment, stalling her wild flight in mid-air. Then, the memories of the past few moments came crashing back, flooding her brain, re-igniting her anger. This time, however, it wasn’t the blind rage she had found herself in earlier. Now, she narrowed her sharp eyes in calculated fury against the species that was systematically taking everything she held dear away from her.
Tucking a wing on the right; tilting the tail a certain angle, dipping the head just so; she shot between Midnight’s legs, around his large and cumbersome body, circled his head faster than he could follow with his eyes, and then glided silently down towards the gardens, coming to rest on the shoulder of a statue, looking down at Blaid, who stared back at her with an open mouth.
“A Peregrine Falcon,” Blaid said in wonder.
“Screech,” she answered.
Blaid laughed.
Wind buffeted them as Midnight came in to land, trampling numerous flowerbeds in the process. Folding his wings tight to his body, he stepped as close as he could, his head stretched forward, eying Maia with interest.
Glowing brighter than ever before. Bright-Shining-Silver-Star. I can see you.
“What does he mean?” Blaid asked.
I can see myself. Maia mentally bowed to her dragon in understanding, and then turned to Blaid. It is as if I have been looking for this piece of me my entire life. Midnight says he has been waiting for it to come out, although he would not have been able to say what it was. I feel ready now. There is still much I need to learn, but now it is possible. I now know the answer to the old man’s riddle.
“The old man we met before we crossed the mountains? That riddle about the two that are one?”
Indeed, Blaid. I shall explain it to you, but there are more pressing matters right now. I have seen what is happening at Shadow Hall; or maybe what has already happened; and we need to return with all haste. I need an audience with your father right away. He needs to mobilise his forces immediately and we will need to leave before nightfall. Now, how to I change back into myself?
“I have never seen anyone change form the way you did,” Blaid admitted, “but I guess you needed that push to help you accomplish it. I still cannot believe you are a falcon. I wish you could see yourself.”
I can see myself through your eyes, and Midnight’s. It is but a small bird, but fast and fierce. I like it.
“To change back is supposed to be the reverse of how you changed form to begin with, but I do not think my heart could take watching you explode into a million pieces again. So, maybe simply concentrate on your elven form and wish to be back in your body. But,” he held up his arm, “first climb off the statue. I’m not sure if it will hold the weight of your other body.” He winked at her.
With a cold, yellow stare, Maia stepped off the statue and onto his outstretched arm. Carefully, he lowered her to the ground, where she stepped off onto the gravelly pathway.
Closing her eyes, she thought about her other form. This time, Midnight did not make fun of her, but assisted her in remembering what her elven body looked and felt like. Blaid joined in and, together, they shut off any thoughts of the falcon.
With a shudder, and some bizarre tingling, Maia’s body transformed once more. She felt herself change, but without the violent eruption. To her mortification, by the time the change was complete, she stood before them completely naked.
Quickly, smiling, too, Blaid draped his coat over her, then held her and rubbed her arms to warm her. She shivered in his embrace.
“The change takes energy. I am always a little cold after,” he said, now with a crooked smile. “Come, let us find you some clothes and then the army you need.”
“Aye.”
Midnight, Blaid added, addressing the dragon, it is better not to stay here. Lay low in the mountains. Maia will let you know as soon as we are ready to leave.
Midnight tilted his head and Maia worried for a moment that her dragon had taken Blaid’s request as an order and would not oblige. She felt something shift in Midnight’s mind, something that was quickly hidden, and he narrowed his eyes dangerously.
Army. In the mountains. Low. Ready to leave. Know. Know. Know.
His jumbled thoughts made no sense to them and his hindlegs dug deep furrows into the gardens as he jumped into the air. The downdraft from his wings knocked over two statues and the pavilion teetered dangerously.
With his arm still around Maia protectively, Blaid pulled her down the path and away from the destruction of Midnight’s wings as he rose into the sky. With leaves swirling about them, they made their way back to the castle, Maia holding on tightly to the flapping corners of Blaid’s coat and desperately trying to suppress what she had seen through Jaik’s eyes. She could not think about that now.
Maia’s ears rung in the silence of the castle as Blaid closed the doors on the torrent of noise behind them. Two guards stood at a window staring in fascination and fear between Maia and the ever ascending dragon outside.
“Back to your posts,” Blaid commanded, and the two guards scurried away. “Come,” Blaid continued more gently, “let us get you dressed.”
They hurried to their chambers and Maia quickly changed into her fighting gear. The time for pretty dresses had passed. She buckled on her Twin Blades, and slung her bow over her shoulder.
“It’s time to save our people.” Maia looked up from fastening the last button and her green eyes, dark and dangerous, flashed eerily with her emotions.
Solemnly, Blaid nodded and led the way to the door. As he opened it, they heard the sound of many booted footsteps beyond. Blaid raised a hand to signal caution, and stepped through the door.
“My Lord.” The Commander of the Guard bowed to them with a grim look on his face, his men spread out behind him, blocking off the passage.
The hairs on the back of Maia’s neck stood erect at the implication of danger they presented.
“Commander Redfalls,” Blaid said, taking Maia’s hand, “how may I be of assistance?”
“Lord Elderbow wishes to see you immediately?”
“Ah, what a coincidence. We were just on his way to him to beg for an immediate audience. Please, lead the way. We are in a hurry, Commander.”
Taken aback, the Commander struggled for a moment to keep his composure, but then he gave his commands and the Guard surrounded them to lead them to the Lord’s chambers.
Maia could not help feeling like a prisoner as the Guard led them through the castle and she had to constantly remind herself that they were leading her to where she wanted to go. No doubt the reason the king so urgently wanted to see them was because of the ruckus they had caused in the gardens.
By now, the entire castle had to now about how she had glowed brighter than the sun before soaring through the sky as a falcon. And, as if that wasn’t gossip enough for at least a decade, her Soul Dragon had then proceeded to destroy half the garden with his entrance and probably the rest with his exit.
If she was in his position, she would also like to find out what was going on and who this person was she had let into her home. Nevertheless, she could not help feel like a child who had broken a window as the doors opened to the throne room and they were led through. They needed the king’s support and she worried, above all else, because of what had transpired today, she had ruined their chances of the king consenting to pledge his armies to their war.
With surprise, Maia noted Siana standing alongside her father’s chair, one hand resting on her sword. Lady Sarena sat calm and serene upon her throne, smiling down at Maia. Lord Elderbow had a frown on his face as he studied Maia, but it was a frown of curiosity, rather than anger.
“Thank you, Commander.” Lord Elderbow dismissed the Commander with a nod.
The retreating footsteps of the Guard echoed dully in the vastness of the throne room and, for a moment, Maia felt small standing in front of the dais with its two large thrones upon it. Then she lifted her chin and put her shoulders back and, without waiting for an invitation, took one step forward.
“My Lord, My Ladies.” She inclined her head in respect, but carried on speaking immediately. “I am Maia Longshadow of the Longshadow Clan, daughter of Jagaer Longshadow, Lord of Shadow Hall and King of Kings of the Alliance of Kings of the Rule of Grildor. My Twin brother, Jaik Longshadow, is heir to the throne of Longshadow. I am also a Prime Elemental and the first Life Elemental to be born in thousands of years. I am soul-bonded to a Soul Dragon who has given up his wild life to be with me and protect me for as long as I shall live. It is my only and absolute duty in this life to ensure the safety and wellbeing of our people; all of Elveron; and we have been fighting a war in Grildor for the past two years we are slowly losing. The Vampyres of Naylera are attacking us with such overwhelming odds that, even with our combined magic, Blaid and I have been rendered helpless at times.
“We have come here to beseech thee to lend your armies to the fight before the Vampyres break through our borders and overrun the rest of our planet. I beg my Lord for forgiveness of our earlier deception and for the destruction we have caused in your garden. We need your help. Elveron needs your help. The time is now. Shadow Hall is already overrun and it will not be long before the Vampyres send their armies to attack again. If you send your men now, they might just get to Grildor before the snow melts and there may be hope yet.”
With her head held high, she stepped back to stand, once more, beside Blaid, who looked at her with admiration.
Up upon the throne, the king and queen sat in silence, the queen’s hand now resting on her husband’s hand. Siana stood quietly, a new-found respect in her eyes, gripping the hilt of her sword tightly.
Finally, Lord Elderbow looked to his wife, who nodded.
Looking back to Maia, he said,” I doubt you to ever be helpless. I can see you are a strong and motivated woman. Our family has been in situations where our entire nation’s existence was at stake before, but we had the strength and motivation to survive. We have heard about the plight of the Vampyres and, although nothing fatal so far, have had a few incidents ourselves. We have also been in contact with the western countries, who have reported attacks through their Gate. We believe you when you say the war has escalated to a point where the Vampyres now threaten to overrun our planet. Fortunately for you, we find ourselves in a position to be of assistance.”
Maia’s heart raced in her chest at the King’s words and she took Blaid’s hand and squeezed it. He returned the pressure.
The king continued. “I will send word to my armies immediately and dispatch them to leave for Grildor within the next few days, as soon as the necessary provisions can be gathered. Taking into account distance, weather, and terrain, they will not reach Grildor before the end of winter. Let us ask the Mother that they will not be too late.”
“Thank you, My Lord. That is all we ask for.”
“That is not all that we can provide, however,” Lord Longshadow continued. “Much has changed here since my son left. There were many things I failed to see and I now feel regret for the wedge this drove between us. Blaid, I want you to know I am sorry for the grief I have caused you. You were right. Your instincts, and your elemental powers, led you true.”
Blaid almost crushed her hand in his vice-like grip. “Thank you, Father,” he managed to choke out.
“So, not only will I send my armies to your country, Princess Maia, but I shall also send my daughter, Princess Siana, and her squadron of Fire Dragons, to accompany you. She will be able to leave with you today, if you so wish.”
 

 
Lady Sarena stepped forward and enfolded Maia in her arms and Lord Elderbow kissed her respectfully on her hand. Princess Siana, with Lunar by her heels, stood before her with a sheepish smile. The girls stared at each other for a moment longer, before bursting into laugher.
“Dragon Lady,” Siana said, and bowed theatrically.
“Same to you, Lady Siana.”
It was difficult to not think about what was happening at home, especially with Jaik’s thoughts still fresh in her mind, but talking to Siana about the dragons made it bearable. True to his word, the king immediately dispatched messages for his armies to mobilise. He had also issued orders for the men under Siana’s command to get ready to fly out by first light in the morning.
In the meantime, there was nothing they could do but wait. It was excruciating for Maia, although watching Blaid make up with his father had been the highlight of her year. She was glad the problems between them had been resolved.
Now, Blaid, Siana, and Maia walked towards the stables so they could ride out to see the dragons. Although already too late to ride into the mountains - it would be dark within an hour - Siana would be able to call Vulkan when they reached the high meadow below The Outlook; one of the tallest peaks overlooking Caverna Estralis. From there, they would leave the horses and fly with Vulkan and Midnight to where the dragons were hiding.
A grey stallion screamed as they entered the stable complex and Lunar bounded forward to nuzzle the outstretched nose of the stallion as he craned his head over the door. Siana smiled indulgently as she walked up to the pair and lovingly stroked the stallion’s neck.
“This is Stormwalker. He and Lunar practically grew up together. Ah, Master Ervensoil, please would ready Shadowhound for my brother and, um …” Siana looked at Maia with narrowed eyes, “… Lady Luck for Princess Maia?”
“Lady Luck, My Lady, are you sure?”
“Aye, Master, she could do with the exercise.”
With a nod, the Horse Master walked away, only to return moments later leading a nondescript bay mare and an old, black gelding, his coat as black as raven feathers.
“Hello there, old boy,” Blaid said in a soft voice as he took the reins from the Horse Master.
“Shadowhound used to be Blaid’s horse before he left, but he is older than the hills and now spends most of his days out in fields,” Siana explained. “Lady Luck, though,” she carried on as the Master handed Maia the reins apprehensively, “stands most days in her stable. Her name used to be Lady Lilywand, but that changed after a while.”
“Why did it change?”
“Because you’ll be lucky to stay in the saddle,” Blaid laughed behind her. “Go on, I think you two will get along perfectly.”
Maia reached out to the mare’s mind, finding it shielded. Horses normally did not shield their minds; although intelligent, most were simply not able to, unless something traumatic had happened to them in the past. Maia wondered what could have happened to Lady Luck that she felt the need to hide herself.
Maia stepped closer to the dull brown horse, stroking her neck and talking softly to her. One of the ears twitched and Maia felt a faint wavering of the barrier within the mare’s mind.
She could have forced her way in - she had the power - but that would not build trust between them. So, as Maia put her foot into the stirrup and then swung her right leg over the saddle, she kept up a steady stream of energy between her and the mare’s mind.
They exited the stable yard through an arched gate and rode out along a cobbled path that passed vast storage halls. After a while, they reached the city’s wall and rode through another arched gate to exit the city.
“The stable complex has three exits,” Blaid explained. “We used the back exit, which is for goods and merchandise. Then, there is the gate that leads to the riding arenas, the fields, and the forests beyond. Finally, there is the main entrance. It comes in directly from the city and guests are received through this gate. We also ride out from there during festivities, or times of war.”
Maia took it all in. Blaid’s city was very different from her own. She wished she could stay longer to learn about his customs, but her pressing need to get back to Shadow Hall overshadowed everything.
Once they were out in the open, Siana urged her stallion to a gallop. By then, Maia had made some progress with Lady Luck and the mare now pricked her ears forward as she lengthened her stride to keep pace with the stallions.
They would have to ride for about ten miles to reach the meadow below The Outlook. Maia settled in the saddle, concentrating on the mare with her mind, and taking in the scenery with her eyes. It would take at least three quarters of an hour over this terrain and she would make the most of it.
When Lady Luck suddenly closed her mind off, clamped her teeth on the bit, and dug her legs into the ground, Maia was taken completely off guard and almost toppled over the mare’s head with the sudden halt.
Regaining her seat - and composure - Maia reached out to the mare, which stood with trembling legs and refused to move even one more step in the direction the stallions were going. The mare wanted to turn around and run the other way as fast as her legs could carry her. She was terrified.
Lady Luck’s terror was so great, it started to affect Maia, and she looked around apprehensively, searching for the threat.
Blaid! Maia called out to him with her mind; he was too far by now to hear her shout.
In the distance, she saw Siana and Blaid turn their horses and make their way back to her. She had no chance to watch them approach as she had her hands full with trying to keep Lady Luck from running for home. By now, the mare was lathered in sweat, her fear a tangible thing between them.
“What happened?” Blaid asked.
“I have never seen her do this. I am sorry, Maia,” Siana said.
“She is terrified,” Maia let them know. “Something has her spooked and there is nothing I can do to calm her.”
“Can you not calm her with your mind?” Blaid asked.
“I have been trying,” Maia replied, “but whatever she is afraid off has left such a deep mark on her that I simply cannot get past her defences. I don’t know how much longer I will be able to hold her here.”
“Maybe we …”
A deafening scream cut Siana’s sentence short, and then the air was filled with clacking and hissing. Lady Luck, her eyes rolling in their sockets in terror, reared high. Maia knew there was no convincing the mare that she was safe, so Maia jumped to the ground and let the terrified animal go. The moment Maia was on the ground, Lady Luck shot off towards the city, soon out of sight.
“What is going on?” Siana finally managed to say.
“Look.” Maia pointed to the rise ahead of them.
The three of them watched in awe as first Midnight’s enormous black form rose from behind the hill, soon followed by a scale of Fire Dragon’s so large, Maia could not count them all.
Within moments, they swarmed above them, the noise almost unbearable. Siana laughed; a sound full of joy and victory. Blaid took Maia’s hand and squeezed it.
As the light faded, the dragons began to settle on the fields and cliffs around them. Midnight took up most of the space of the meadow they were on, while the smaller Fire Dragon’s found what space they could around him, or on the mountain above him. Even in the dull light, Maia could see their beautiful, red colouring.
Out of the chaos, one especially bright dragon made his way towards them. Maia could tell he was a drake by the shape of his breast armour, which was markedly different on the females. With intelligent eyes, he investigated the two strangers, before bending his head to bring it level with Siana.
“I would like you to meet Vulkan,” Siana said as she stroked her dragon’s scaly hide. “It seems your dragon has decided to bring them all here, instead of us going to them.” She laughed again.
“I now understand what Midnight meant,” Blaid said. “When we were in the gardens, Midnight said he would fetch an army. At the time, his thoughts were too jumbled for us to comprehend, but it is clear now that he has brought the dragons here to fight with him in our war.”
In the distance, Midnight rumbled his agreement.
“All of them?” Siana asked.
“Yes,” Maia confirmed.
“I have thirty-seven warriors under my command that have trained dragons of their own. They already have their orders. There are, however, over four hundred dragons here. If we could utilise them all …” Her thoughts petered out and she just stared at the blanket of red that had spread over the mountains in front of them.
“Four hundred,” Blaid said in awe.
Midnight rumbled again, a tendril of smoke escaping his right nostril. Two Fire Dragons hopped out of reach, squawking.
“Midnight says there are several old ones, some nesting, and about thirty hatchlings. In total, there are three hundred and eighty-eight dragons that have pledged their allegiance to Midnight and will follow him into battle.”
Blaid enclosed their hand clasp with his other hand. “We may have a chance yet, Maia. We are going to save our people.”
 

 
Trumpets blared loudly as she looked out over the castle; the early morning sun just breaching the snow-capped mountains to the east. In the city, everyone was in the street; dancing, waving flags, singing songs; ready for the war procession due to leave within the hour.
Maia had hoped to leave quietly, but Lord Elderbow would have none of it. Once the dragons had returned to their secret roost in the mountains, they had ridden to the cave where they had hidden their things. Lilith had been ecstatic to see them.
Blaid had packed all their belongings and then Maia had ridden Shadowhound back to the castle, while Blaid had ridden Lilith.
“She sure is a fine animal,” Siana commented. “She is a worthy replacement for Shadowhound.”
Back at the castle, they gave the news about the dragons to the king, who decided to celebrate by bestowing them with gifts.
“I will be marching with my main army,” he said, “so I may not see you until the war. I want you to have this.”
To Siana he gave a shield, fashioned from dragon hide, impervious to sword and arrow. In design, it matched Siana’s style and fierceness, and it sat on her arm with hardly a weight to it. The king also promised to look after Lunar and bring the wolf along on the march to reunite the two of them in Grildor, but Siana assured him that the wolf was quite capable of travelling on dragonback.
To Blaid he gave new fighting leathers, also fashioned from dragon hide. They were similar in style to what he normally wore, which was in the style of Caverna Estralis Maia now knew, but more elaborate and with the royal emblem embellished upon the sleeves, marking him once more as a son of Elbendal and the royal line.
Not expecting a gift, Maia was taken aback when the king and queen presented her with a helmet. It was beautifully crafted out of a strange crystal only found in the mines of Caverna Estralis, inlaid with veins of titanium. This crystal - leandreum - was the most valuable commodity on Elveron due to its rarity and its special properties. To possess a helmet made entirely out of leandreum made her immeasurably wealthy. It was not for its value that she appreciated the gift, but for its properties, for it afforded the wearer complete protection, enhanced hearing, enhanced eyesight, and the crystal would deflect any metal aimed at it.
Lord and Lady Elderbow would not hear her protests about such an elaborate gift and kept reminding her, hopefully soon, she would be part of their family, too. Blushing, she accepted the gift, simply so they would stop talking about it. They did not seem to know about the custom about Life and Death Elementals not being allowed to be together.
Finally, Siana went off to pack her things for their departure in the morning. The moons stood high in the sky and they should have gotten some sleep, but there was one more thing Blaid wanted to show her and, with everything that had happened during the evening, no one had allocated them a chaperon.
“We cannot leave Caverna Estralis before I have shown you what makes this city so special. It may take us about two hours. Are you prepared to stay up this long even if we travel all day tomorrow?”
“Aye,” she said with a lopsided smile, curious to find out what else there was to see. “I don’t think I can sleep anyway. If it was possible, I would have left already.”
“Then let us go.”
Taking her hand, Blaid led her along a narrow corridor and then down a set of narrow steps. Maia thought there must be as many hidden passages in this castle as there were normal corridors.
Once on level ground again, they walked through a long tunnel in the dark, the only light coming from the little flame Blaid had conjured up within his palm.
After a while, Maia felt a breeze on her face and not long after they stepped through a low arch into the open. Millions of stars shone down on them in the dark, the city lights a long way behind them.
They walked along a well-kept path hugging the side of the mountain, cherry trees on either side, until they reached the entrance to a cave. Here, Blaid took a torch off a bracket on the wall and lit it, then led the way into the narrow opening of the cave.
Holding the torch high so Maia could see, Blaid showed her the paintings on the tunnel wall as they walked. The images depicted ranged from simple animals, to scenes of battle. Some images were clearly those of history, others were of more recent events. All of them were of exceptional quality and their colours brilliant, even in the torchlight.
Further down the passage, the murals ended. As the walls closed in and the ceiling lowered, Blaid took the lead and they walked at a steady pace for at least a hundred steps. Maia was just starting to feel uneasy, when she felt a breeze on her face again and she knew there to be an opening ahead.
“Mind your step,” Blaid said in a hushed voice and took her hand to help her over a low ridge.
The ground on the other side was soft, probably sand, or soil, but Maia could barely see anything past the circle of light from Blaid’s torch. The slight breeze that brushed against her face felt eerie and unnatural, giving her shivers down her back.
“This way,” Blaid whispered.
“Where are we?”
She, too, spoke in a muted voice, unsure of why Blaid was whispering; she sensed no person or animal within their surroundings, but at the same time was sure that the place they were at needed to be treated with respect.
“The Cavern of a Million Lives.”
Again, Maia shivered.
Still holding Maia’s hand, Blaid led her over the soft ground. It was impossible to tell where they were going; the light from the torch blinded in the absolute blackness around them.
The ground sloped gently downwards and soon Maia felt the presence of a large body of water ahead of them. The air cooled the closer they came to the unnaturally still lake and her shivers intensified.
“Here.” Blaid guided her around a large object. “Take a seat.”
Maia felt the object with her hands and realised it was a large, flat boulder. Turning, she took a seat upon it, relieved when Blaid came to sit beside her. To her dismay, he then stuck the torch into the soft sand at their feet to extinguish it.
Complete darkness immediately enveloped them. The urge to create light was irresistible within Maia, but Blaid draped his arm over her shoulders.
“Shh, do not be afraid. Open your senses. Listen. Feel. Tell me what you see without your eyes.”
Maia leaned into Blaid’s embrace and tried to relax. She closed her eyes, but it made no difference. After a while, she thought she felt the breeze again. She concentrated on it. The air had a stale quality to it; not fresh like what she had felt when they had exited the tunnel earlier.
Lifting her nose, Maia concentrated on the smell and thought she detected a trace of mustiness that was so typical of caves. It was so faint, however, it led her to believe them to be in a cave larger than any she had ever been in before.
“Large cave.”
If she concentrated really hard, she could even hear the faint movement of the water of the lake. She had thought the lake still, but she now noticed its minute wavelets.
“Very large lake.”
“Maia?”
“Hmm.”
“Are your eyes closed?”
“Aye.”
“Open them.”
Obediently, she opened her eyes, not expecting to see anything. Yet, the moment they fluttered open, she clearly saw Blaid’s face in front of her, lit from above by starlight. Startled, she looked up. She had been so sure they were in a cave.
“Oh.”
High above her, the dome-like ceiling of the enormous cavern shone bright with white stars. With wonder, she stared at them, watching them flicker and pulsate with light. They varied in size, but the ceiling was so high, she could not have said how big or small the smallest of them was.
“What are they?” she whispered.
“They are the souls of our ancestors,” Blaid answered. “We believe that when we die to go to the Afterlife, a piece of our soul comes here to watch over those that remain behind. This is the Cavern of a Million Lives and what you are looking at are Soul Crystals. Watch.” He paused. “Elders, I bring before you Princess Maia Longshadow of the Longshadow Clan. Life Elemental and partner of my heart. Will you give us your blessings?”
Taken unawares by his request, she squeezed his hand tightly and both waited with bated breath. Maia did not know what to expect and mostly watched Blaid for a reaction.
Then, a deep thrum sounded throughout the cavern, pulsating, and a flicker of light caught her attention out of the corner of her eye. She turned to look over the lake just in time to see a ripple of pale blue light keep pace with the pulsating thrum, moving across the crystals as if they were alive.
The wave of light passed over them and they tilted their heads to follow it as it made its descent to the far side of the cavern. Once it reached the end, the thrum faded and they were left in silence once more.
“That was beautiful,” Maia said, breathlessly.
“Maia.” Blaid swallowed hard; he could barely speak. “They have given their blessing. I no longer care what the people of this world regard as right or wrong. We belong together. Nothing in this world would ever keep me away from you, and I know you feel the same about me. I know there is still much we have to do, but once it is all done and the war is won, Maia, please, will you be my wife?”




 
Aaron led his party carefully along the narrow, twisted paths beneath the main routes of Shadow Hall. Jasmin had shown them to him once; the children played here, pretending to have their very own city.
He raised his hand for them to stop and remain silent as a Vampyre walked across the path above their heads. They waited for him to pass before they continued. Silently, he thanked the Mother that he had sent Wolf away the moment they reached the city.
At first, Aaron had struggled to concentrate when he woke in the morning. What had happened during the night, and every night since that first four nights ago, kept replaying in his mind, and keeping the foolish grin off his face proved to be a full-time job. Nothing could have prepared him for the wonder of loving an Elf.
Once they reached Shadow Hall, however, and they discovered the city’s calamity, Aaron’s focus returned. Now, cold, calculated and angry, he had taken charge of Rothea’s Regiment. No one had dared challenge him on that decision, not even Rothea.
They had spent some carefully planned time gathering what information they could and, once he ensured himself that Jasmin was safe, made the decision to assist Jaik, which was why they now found themselves on their way to the Hall of the Guardians.
The chaos that had settled on Shadow Hall made Aaron grind his teeth in anger. His travel weariness forgotten, replaced by a duty to protect and avenge his city, he single-mindedly led his men through the ravaged city, picking up warriors of various Regiments and the Legion as he went.
By the time they met with Elmar and several Commanders and their Regiments, their group had swollen to over a hundred men and women.
“Aye, it is to the Hall of the Guardians we are to go. Jaik may be in trouble,” Elmar replied to Aaron’s questioning.
“We have gathered the same information. My men are ready to fight. Lead the way.”
The time for hiding in the shadows was past and they marched the rest of the way in the open, dealing with any threat head-on as it presented itself. They were now a group so large that nothing stood in their way.
When they reached the Hall of the Guardians, the place was eerily silent. Looking in through the windows, they saw some of Jaik’s men kneeling on the floor of the large entrance hall, knives to their throats and their hands bound behind their backs. Vampyres paced silently between them.
It did not take long for them to make a decision. Upon hearing Jaik’s scream of torment from within, their minds were made up and they stormed through the doors, slaying the Vampyres before they had time to react.
They freed their bound brethren as they passed through the hall towards the oaken doors of the king’s chambers; with the sheer weight of their numbers and momentum, they broke through the doors and into the room.
The few Vampyres within posed no threat. Within moments, they lay dead, Aaron’s sword still quivering, stuck in the back of the one he just killed.
Although crowded to capacity, the large room was eerily silent as everyone watched Jaik bend over Silas’ still form, tears falling from his eyes.
“Jaik …”
“Not now, Aaron,” Jaik said harshly.
“Please, listen.”
“Leave, just leave,” Jaik yelled at them.
The Commanders ordered their men out until only the Guard remained behind in the room. Rothea and Aaron stood by the door, watching in anguish as Jaik sobbed over the broken body of his mentor.
“Filithrin,” Aaron whispered to the tall Elf standing a few strides away.
The blonde Elf frowned at Aaron, but took the few steps that separated them.
“What?” he asked.
“Is there any life left in the old man? Have you checked?”
Filithrin narrowed his eyes, but did not answer. Instead, he went towards Jaik and knelt beside him. Careful not to disturb his Commander and grieving friend, Filithrin reached out and felt for Silas’ pulse. For a heartbeat, or two, nothing happened. Then, Filithrin’s eyes widened and he nodded ever so slightly.
It was all the confirmation Aaron needed. Taking Rothea by the hand, he turned and ran from the hall. Without explanation to the Commanders outside, they ran from the Sparring Grounds towards the city.
They had travelled for several Moons, had endured Vampyre attacks, blizzards, hunger, and thirst, and now another battle. Yet, Aaron had never run as fast as he did now. They crossed the Gathering Grounds even Rothea struggled to keep pace with him.
The urgency was real. Silas was barely clinging on to life. The only chance of survival he had was to get Luke to him as swiftly as possible. Aaron knew where to find him. His mind raced as he thought about everything Luke might need to save Silas’ life. Luke would have that kind of equipment in his portable medicine bag.
“Rothea,” he huffed as he ran,” go to the other cave and find Jasmin. Take her to Silas’ cave so she can show you the instruments Luke may need to operate on Silas, as well as any kind of medication he might require. Bring it all to the Hall of the Guardians as soon as you can.”
Rothea simply nodded and veered off to the left, never diminishing her speed. Even at that moment, his heart swelled with the love he felt for her.
He encountered no Vampyres as he raced the rest of the way to the cave where he knew Luke to be. When he ducked through the entrance he announced himself, so the guards would not delay him.
At the door, he briefly explained the situation and they quickly admitted him into the dark interior. Packed with Elves as it was, it took him frustratingly long moments to locate Luke.
“Silas has been mortally wounded. He needs you now.”
“Aye, Father.”
Luke picked up his medicine bag and followed Aaron out of the cave. Once on the path, they ran, while Luke asked questions.
“What kind of injuries does he have?”
“He has been stabbed with a sword; twice in the stomach, once through the chest. There may be others, but we were unable to see. He was also beaten and he may have broken bones. He has several lacerations on his face, as well as on his arms.”
“Is he conscious? How bad is the bleeding? How deep are the wounds?”
“Luke, I don’t know. All I know is that the injuries are so bad that Silas is unconscious and in such a state that Jaik thinks him dead. I convinced Filithrin to check for a pulse and he confirmed that the old sage is still alive, so we must hurry, for I don’t think he can hold on much longer.”
“I may need more than my medicine bag to save his life,” Luke said, defeat in his voice.
“Rothea and Jasmin will meet us there with the equipment from Silas’ cave. You will have everything you need.”
Gravely, Luke nodded.
They stepped onto the path that led to the Sparring Grounds and pushed their bodies to more speed. Aaron was impressed that Luke could keep pace with him.
The warriors saw them coming as they neared the hall and, recognising Luke, stepped out of their way respectfully. To mutters of encouragement from the men around them, Aaron led Luke into the king’s chamber. Aaron would never forget the expression of horror on Luke’s face when he saw Silas lying on the carpet in front of the fireplace, with Jaik still in the same position as when Aaron left.
Holding onto his composure, Aaron stepped aside to let his son work; this was his area of expertise and he would just be in the way. Exchanging a nod with Filithrin, he watched as the tall Elf gently pulled Jaik away from his mentor so Luke could work.
Glark assisted Luke in rolling Silas over and removing his clothes. Aaron noticed Luke’s hands shake as he examined the extent of the injuries. To Aaron’s horror, they were much worse than anyone could have imagined.
Then, with some rattling and clanging, Rothea and Jasmin, assisted by two Sentinels, carried in the equipment from Silas’ cave. Wolf sneaked in with them and settled silently close to Silas. The few men still in the room made space for the women to lay the equipment out around Luke, while Jaik went to sit watchfully in his father’s chair.
Now, with Jasmin at his side, Luke’s hands steadied, and his mind focused. Quietly, he gave instructions to Rothea and Jasmin and, between them, the women soon had the men of the Guard boiling water, sterilising equipment, cutting bandages, grinding herbs, and all manner of tasks.
Noticing the prying eyes by the door, Aaron went to close it; feeling out of place, he stood next to the book shelves, out of the way, but with a clear view of what Luke was doing.
Aaron soon regretted his decision to stand so close. As silently as he could, he picked up a fallen chair and sat down. No matter how hard he tried, he could not pry his eyes from the grisly sight in front of him, despite how it sickened him.
Silas lay naked now; stripped completely of his clothes, even his boots. Luke’s priority had been to stabilise Silas so the old Elf would not die while he operated. As far as Aaron could tell, Luke had clamped off veins to still the bleeding, for Silas had already lost so much blood it had soaked the entire carpet. The smell of blood alone turned Aaron’s stomach.
While Jasmin set up equipment for a blood transfusion - one of the Guard had volunteered to donate his blood - Rothea knelt with Luke, handing him instruments as he called for them.
Silas had two stab wounds within his stomach. Aaron would have thought that the stab to the chest more serious, but Luke attended to the stomach wounds first.
After enlarging the incision in the stomach, Luke reached in and lifted out parts of the intestine. He placed them on Silas’ abdomen and bent over them; Aaron could not quite see anymore what he was doing.
The smell from the open stomach cavity was even worse than the blood. Even the battle-hardened Guard paled and reeled, turning away from the sight. Rothea’s face hardened, but she sat steady beside Luke.
Finally finished with preparing the Guard for transfusion, Jasmin came to assist them and Luke asked her to rinse out the stomach cavity. Again, Aaron watched in morbid fascination. He could not help gagging at the smell, or at the sight of the green-brown liquid that washed out from Silas’ body.
Once Jasmin confirmed it was clean, Luke carefully replaced Silas’ intestines, added some kind of medicine, before sewing closed the skin over his stomach. Straining his eyes, Aaron thought he saw what looked like a thin funnel stick out of the line of stitches and wondered what it could be for.
He thought it was going well and Silas might be all right after all, when Luke, Rothea, and Jasmin suddenly sprang into frenzied action. Jaik stood up behind his desk; Filithrin restraining him with a hand. The Guard on the chair, connected to the pipes for the blood transfusion, leaned forward with worry, and the rest of the men all stared in horror. Wolf lifted his head and howled plaintively.
“What is happening?” Jaik asked, but no one answered him.
Gripping the armrest of the chair until his knuckles turned white, Aaron tried to calm his breathing as he watched Luke’s attempts at resuscitating the deathly pale and bloody Silas. Strangely, his eyes had opened, a vacant look in them, and his body twitched grotesquely with Luke’s efforts.
Aaron gagged. He rose from his chair and walked around it, staring at the bookshelf. He could hear the sounds behind him as Wolf’s howls softened and he thought that worse without watching the actions. He turned around again.
Something had changed. Luke gave a brisk instruction and Jasmin hooked the transfusion line up to Silas’ arm. Then she went over to the fireplace and removed a bowl from over the fire. Gingerly, she carried it to Luke, who took a syringe and siphoned a measure of the liquid from the bowl.
Jasmin placed the bowl to the side, took the syringe and held it. To let the liquid cool, Aaron assumed. Luke now worked even quicker than before. Aaron had never seen him like this before. Completely focused, methodical, and in charge. Wolf now also watched silently in fascination.
Aaron did not understand half of what Luke did to Silas, only that he was saving his life. He did not know how Silas had survived the stab to the chest, or how Luke was fixing it. Aaron was only glad that Luke knew how.
Once Luke was finished with the major wounds, he attended to the other injuries and Aaron was horrified at what the Vampyres did to him. Aaron had learned much over the past few Moons. Becoming a warrior had taught him where and how to hit someone to inflict the most damage with the least effort. It was apparent the Vampyres were aware of this tactic.
By the time Luke had seen to Silas’ broken bones, slit skin, and torn muscles, the Guard donating blood appeared dangerously pale. Jasmin removed the pipe from his vein and handed him a cup of tea. Moving another chair close to the fireplace, she signalled another Guard to take his place. While she set him up, Rothea and Luke prepared a clean place for Silas to lie.
Washed, medicated, and receiving blood from the next Guard, Silas lay on a bear skin close to the fire, his legs and crotch covered by a light tablecloth Jasmin managed to find in the mess hall of the Hall of the Guardians.
“Thank you, Aaron,” Jaik said, laying a hand on his shoulder. “I am in your debt.”
“You owe me nothing, My Lord.”
“We shall discuss it another time. For now, take your family to get cleaned up and let them rest. We will talk in the morning.”
“Aye, My Lord.”
Jasmin and Rothea stood on either side of Luke, holding him up. Swallowing the hard lump of pride and pity, Aaron went over to them to walk them out.
“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 said.
“I will stay with Luke, Father; you go rest. Rothea has told me about your travels,” Jasmin assured him.
Together, they walked to their tree house; Wolf refused to leave Silas’ side. The moons already stood high in the sky, shining their light on a city no longer in the hands of the Vampyres, and Aaron, although tired and horrified at what he had seen, felt that, finally, he truly belonged.
 

 
The dragons clacked restlessly as they left them behind upon the sheltered rocks of the snow-covered mountain surrounding Nevendal in the country of Bron, and Jagaer and his men made their way towards the city, led by an envoy sent by Lord Darkrider to welcome them.
They had travelled the distance between Yleen Sala and Nevendal without incident and reached the capital of Bron within the two days that Commander Hollowdale had estimated it would take. Yet, Jagaer felt uneasy, and he entered Lord Darkrider’s hall with his guard up.
Plains Dragons were not known for their speed, but their endurance was legendary. It was one of the reasons why they had managed to bring forward their schedule to now arrive in Bron a Moon earlier than anticipated. Given the length of their journey, the many battles, and the recent weather conditions, however, even the tough Plains Dragons showed signed of fatigue, and Jagaer worried that should matters go wrong, they would not have the energy to get away quickly. He quietly shared his concerns with Archer.
“Bron has always been an ally,” the Guard commented, “and one of the few countries that sent supplies and weapons during the last war. What makes you suspicious of them now, My Lord?”
Jagaer silently shook his head as they stepped through the ornate double doors of the Elder Hall where Lord Darkrider awaited them. Maybe he was being foolish. His tiredness was playing tricks with his mind. He looked up towards Lord Darkrider, who waited by the speaker’s platform.
Seras Darkrider looked just as he had the last time he had seen him, which was now almost fifteen years ago. A white leather string with pearls attached to their ends held his thick, black hair; draped neatly over his left shoulder. As always, he wore a plain, black robe, fastened around the waist with a white, leather belt, inlaid with black diamonds. A long sword hung at his hip.
Jagaer had never much cared for Seras’ dress sense, but he knew the man to be of solid character, with ethics and morals much like his own. Out of all the Lords he had met during this trip, Seras had been the most loyal over the past millennium. Jagaer’s sudden distrust of the man was completely irrational.
“My King, it has been too long,” Lord Darkrider greeted him.
“Indeed, my friend. You look well.”
“And you look tired. So do your men. You are brave to be travelling in this weather. Those beasts you ride on must be extraordinary, indeed.”
“That they are.”
“We had planned a feast in your honour for your arrival next Moon, but when word came to me of your early arrival, I instructed the Servers to light the fires in the Elder Hall and prepare a hot meal for you and your men. It will be served shortly. Come, there is tea and mulled wine. Let us sit by the fires so the snow can melt off your clothing.”
Jagaer’s tension eased somewhat as Seras lead him, as well as Archer and Boron, to the main fire, while the rest of the men spread out around the Elder Hall to settle near other fires. Servers wound their way between the men, serving hot drinks and light snacks, and the hall filled with a comfortable hubbub of soft conversation.
They were silent, at first, as they shrugged out of their heavy overcoats and then settled within the armchairs around the fires, drinking their beverages. The snow melted off their boots and the pools of water at their feet reflected the flickering firelight.
Finally, it was Seras who spoke first, “I assume from the lack of forewarning of your arrival that you have had a need for secrecy during your travels. Did not everything go as planned?”
Gravely, Jagaer looked up over his mug. “We have been attacked several times during our journey and it has become necessary to take extreme precaution. When we arrived here, the Commander of your Regiment wanted us to land close to your orchards, but the terrain looked too vulnerable. He was kind enough to show a more suitable roost for our dragons.”
“Attacks? By Elves or Vampyres?”
“Vampyres. But it would not surprise me if there were still traitors in our midst helping them.”
Seras nodded. “When you sent word about the traitors, I could hardly believe it. We did a purge of our own and found a faction that called themselves The New Age. They babbled on about advancements, and technology, and such things. We have dealt with them.”
“It is more widespread than we could ever have imagined. We have always lived according to the old ways and they have never failed us. Our planet and our people are thriving.”
“Jagaer, some people are never satisfied with what they have, even if you spend your entire life working to provide them with everything they need. Besides, these traitors present a minority of our people and are despised by the rest. They will, in the end, get what they deserve.”
“And, in the meantime, they may cause irreparable damage,” Jagaer retorted.
“Your journey must have been hard, Jagaer, for I have never seen you with so little hope. Have the other Lords not pledged their allegiance to you?”
“Aye, they have,” Jagaer said with a sigh, “but some of the Lords are as fickle as children and some more stubborn than a Dwarf.”
The last of his unease left him as he spoke to Seras and the fire and drink warmed him. It felt good to speak to a friend and discuss the difficulties of politics. Maybe, speaking to Seras about the discussions with the other Lords would bring him new perspective.
Seras laughed. “I have not spoken to most of them in some time, but I believe you. I remember Abernath Ringwand of Erganor to be exceptionally obnoxious.”
“Some of the Lords took more convincing to send their armies than others, but Ringwand proved to be the most stubborn of the lot,” Jagaer chuckled.
At the time, the meeting with Lord Abernath Ringwand had been anything but funny. They had been halfway on their journey, already the target of attacks, and by then Jagaer was already tired of dealing with Lords who thought themselves more entitled than they were. Dealing with the obnoxious, egotistical and capricious man took all of Jagaer’s skill and patience, and sucked the life right out of him.
Seras looked at Jagaer with narrowed eyes and set his mug down on the table beside them. “I sense there lays much hardship underneath your mirth. I want to assure you that Bron and all her armies are at your disposal. We do not have dragons, but I promise to dispatch my men as soon as the blizzards in the mountains have ceased and it is possible to travel.”
“Thank you, old friend. And, you are right. Most of the Lords did not understand the severity of the situation and it sometimes took talks until late into the night to explain it to them. Sometimes, even then, they struggled to believe that one of the eleven races would attack another.”
“As do I, Jagaer,” Seras admitted. “The peace agreement between the Life Planets has been in effect for over five hundred thousand years. It is beyond law. Forged when the civilisations were still young.”
“Our race as a whole has forgotten about the peace agreement and how it used to be. This is a completely new type of Vampyre we are dealing with, Seras. They have evolved into bloodthirsty, tyrannical and genocidal monsters. We have tried to negotiate with them on many occasions, but no matter what we offer, it is not enough for them. They want the planet; nothing less.”
“They have come through here on numerous occasions and we have had several run-ins with them of our own,” Seras said.
Archer and Boron now leaned forward, suddenly more interested in the conversation.
“Our main concern has been to keep them clear of the Trade Routes, as they have been attacking the caravans. At first, we sent warriors along with the caravans to protect them, but, eventually, we managed to stop the attacks before they happened and almost all of the shipments made it through to Grildor and other countries.”
“That is good news,” Archer said.
“I am afraid that is where the good news ends,” Seras replied, refilling his mug with mulled wine and taking a long sip. “Several Quarters ago, all the docks along the Aldaê Fae River were overrun and burned to the ground. Everyone was killed and the warehouses looted. We lost six of our best barges.”
“I am sorry to hear to that,” Jagaer said.
“From the main dock within Bron, the Vampyres spread out and attacked the surrounding trading towns. Over four hundred lives were lost before our soldiers eventually stopped the killing spree. The only small mercy we were given was that your daughter and her dragon came this way at the time and that black beast of hers incinerated every single Vampyre on the secondary dock of the river.”
“My daughter came through here?”
It was starting to annoy Jagaer that everyone had seen his daughter except him. In his mind, he attempted to put together her timeline. She must have travelled through Bron first and then went through Serengate. He wished he knew what she was doing or where she was going. His heart ached for her.
“My Trackers discovered their spoor close to the dock several days after the incident. People from a nearby village gave them eyewitness accounts of the dragon flying over the gorge. They did not linger and were not seen again after that. I’m sorry; I am not able to tell you more.”
“Maia is on a quest of her own, but, as her father, I worry about her safety,” Jagaer said, not wanting to let Seras know that he was unaware of his daughter’s agenda.
“I can only imagine that Maia being a Life Elemental must be a burden, but you can sleep easy tonight knowing that Bron’s armies are yours to command. The chambers have been readied for you. Let your men rest now and we shall finalise everything tomorrow. I guess you will want to be on your way to Oberon as soon as possible.”
 

 
Jaik sat in his father’s chair watching Wolf’s even breathing. He had learned, over the past few days, the wolf was so in tune with Silas’ condition, all Jaik had to do was watch him. Right now, Wolf lay relaxed, fast asleep, alongside Silas’ prone form next to the fireplace.
He had sent Luke home to shower and rest about an hour ago. The young man had stubbornly refused to leave Silas’ side, caring for him every moment of every day and night. There had been some moments when Jaik had been glad the Human was there, as Silas was far from stable, even now.
After Luke did the initial surgery, Jaik brought in the other Healers of Shadow Hall. None were as skilled as Silas, of course, but they were Elves, born and raised in Shadow Hall, and he wanted to get their opinion on Silas’ condition. He was relieved when they told him that what Luke did was nothing short of a miracle. One even called it magic.
After the Healers left, Jaik thought about what they had said and he wasn’t surprised. Luke had studied the craft on Earth. He then furthered his studies under Silas’ tutelage for another two years. And, last but not least, he was the son of a Life Elemental. He should have expected Luke to excel.
Wolf’s ear twitched and one of his eyes opened. Jaik sat up straighter in his chair, watching the animal. When the wolf sighed and closed his eye again, Jaik relaxed. Keeping a vigil over Silas was his self-imposed punishment, but it was taking its toll on him.
Since his father left, he did everything in his power to keep the city safe. Jaik had not only followed his father’s instructions to the letter, but also heeded the Commanders’ advice, and added his own measures. When news came in from his father that the Vampyres were more active during the cold season than expected, Jaik doubled the guards around the city and sent out patrols twice daily, instead of only once.
How, then, had this army of Generals and their hounds managed to set up camp outside their city? Jaik could not fathom how they managed to slip by their defences. There had to be something he had not taken into account. Something he did wrong. Until such a time as he discovered what his shortcomings were, he did not consider himself a fit leader for his people.
As things stood, however, he could not simply abandon them. They needed him, so he fulfilled his duties as heir to the throne and none, except Filithrin, were aware of the insecurities that plagued him.
He bent over the work in front of him. He despised the administration part of being a ruler, but there were certain matters he preferred to do himself. Jaik looked over the numbers and was glad to note, at least they were ahead of schedule with sending the war equipment into position, manufacturing swords and arrow heads, brewing Silva, making chain mail, and forging armour.
Jaik wished he could do more, but the blizzards prevented them from moving their Legion into place around Greystone. Daily the weather worsened and it would not let up until the Moon of Storms was over. He wondered how his father’s travels fared in this weather.
He looked up again, but Wolf was still asleep. Luke had given Silas drops, administered by rubbing on the gums, to keep him asleep so he could heal. With the kind of injuries Silas sustained and the drastic measures Luke had to take to keep him alive, Luke estimated his recovery to take at least two Moons, if not more.
Clenching his jaw, he concentrated on his work. Every day now he sent Luke home to shower and rest for a few hours and Jaik would keep watch over Silas and see to administrative tasks, no matter how tedious. The tasks still frustrated him, but something had fundamentally shifted in his thinking. He no longer saw them as merely numbers on paper, but as Sentinels patrolling the city, Night Watch by their posts, Scouts on a mission, or Messengers delivering an urgent missive. He shifted them around with purpose and as needed, always keeping in mind tat they were people, not numbers.
“May I come in?”
Startled, he looked up. Siya stood in the doorway, draped from head to toe in a heavy, white fur coat. Her Server stood discretely behind her. He rose from his chair to walk towards them.
“Of course, my love, what are you doing here?”
Jaik took her hand and led her to a chair. He took her coat and gave it to the Server, who went to stand at the bookshelf. Gracefully, Siya took a seat, looking towards Silas with sad eyes.
“You are hardly at home anymore. I never get a chance to see you. I thought I would pay you a visit here.”
“There is much to do, Siya. I promise, once the war is over, you will have my full attention.”
“There is no need to explain, Jaik. I understand.” She smiled at him. “It is a hard time we live in and I am proud that you keep us safe in such danger. If only you could hear the people talk. I feel like a queen already.”
Jaik frowned. “What do the people say?”
“You are their hero, Jaik. The city was surrounded, Vampyres everywhere, yet you took your men and slaughtered them all. As they describe it, the white forest was painted red with the blood of our enemy.”
“Humph,” he huffed, “that is what I gave them.” He pointed towards Silas.”
“Oh, Jaik.” Siya leaned forward and took his hand. “Silas is not your fault. The Vampyres are devious and cunning and you cannot be in two places at once. You did the best you could and, by the Mother’s grace, Silas is still alive. Only the Vampyres are to blame for his current condition.”
Gently, he squeezed her hand in appreciation.
The door opened and Luke entered, still looking tired, but clean and in fresh clothes. He nodded briskly towards them and, without a word, made his way towards Silas. Wolf looked up, wagging his tail. Luke mumbled something under his breath, patted the wolf on his head, and took his place beside Silas, unpacking the fresh supplies he had gathered while he was out.
“Time for me to get back to work,” Jaik said to Siya.
“I thought that’s what you were doing here.” She motioned to the papers on the table.
“Aye, but I have duties beyond this room. My paperwork is done for today. I will meet with the Elders in the Elder Hall later today and brief them on the state of affairs. First, however, I must meet with the Commanders and get their feedback on how the day went and to discuss any changes for tomorrow. Then, I will make my rounds of the workshops. Although the manufacturing reports get delivered to me, it motivates the people to see me in person and it shows in production numbers.”
Jaik helped Siya into her coat and they moved towards the door as he talked, the Server following them silently. Luke did not look up from his tasks.
“I know you have your doubts about the quality of your leadership, Jaik,” Siya said softly as they stepped into the outer hall, “but you are going above and beyond your duties and your father will be proud of you when he returns. I am proud of you.”
They halted before the stepping out into the cold through the heavy double doors.
Jaik stroked her cheek; her skin warm and soft beneath his rough hands. “I love you, Siya, and I cannot wait for the day I can call you my wife. You make my heart glad with your presence and ease my mind with your words.” He leaned in and lightly kissed her on the forehead. “Take her home safely,” he instructed the Server, before giving Siya’s hand one last squeeze.
Then, he opened the doors and, pulling the hood of his cloak deep over his head, marched through the snow across the Sparring Grounds.
He felt guilty for leaving Siya alone almost every day, yet glad she was at Shadow Hall, even with the attack on the city. Having her here gave him that extra bit of motivation to push past his own fears and doubts.
Having sat there within his father’s chambers for the past four hours staring between his papers and the still form of Silas had been depressing, to say the least. He dreaded the tasks ahead and would have happily traded them for an early night. Her interruption had been his saving grace.
And now, new ideas surged through his mind and he lengthened his stride as he sought out his Commanders. The Vampyre activity during the winter Moons had upset all their planning and, coupled with his father’s warnings, had him worried that Naylera might attack before the winter was over.
Jaik had discussed the possibility with the Commanders on several occasions, but had so far failed to come up with a plan that did not involve his army travelling through blizzards, or camping out on the open ground of Menandril Fields during the middle of winter. Besides, their main worry had been to keep the city secure.
Now, however, the city was safe and, with the armies of the other countries on their way, he thought he knew how to get the camp around Greystone ready before the snow-melts.
 

 
Aaron sat motionless within the forks of a tree branch, looking out across the forest. His brown jacket blended in with the brown bark of bare trees around him, his white overcoat hidden underneath a snow-covered bush below.
With the current situation, and the plans Jaik had put into action, most people now worked double shifts. For eight hours of the day, Aaron worked either in the smithy, or the joinery, manufacturing war machines. Then, for another four hours of the day, he did Sentinel duty.
Aaron did not mind the extra work. In fact, he enjoyed it. He had changed so much during the past few Moons, he hardly recognised himself. The changes Maia wrought within them had ensured they would gradually become Elves. Yet, for reasons unknown to him, his beard had started to grow again. It began during his travels with Rothea. It was slow growth and he only ever trimmed it, liking the look of the five-day stubble. So did Rothea. Rothea also fancied his tall, lithe form. His defined muscles, speed, stamina, and now his skill with the sword, tracking, riding, shooting, trapping, and various other things he had learned.
It wasn’t the physical changes that were the most impressive. Not to him, anyway. What startled him the most was his new outlook on life.
He still had feelings for Maia; he doubted that would ever change. But he now saw her more as a daughter than as an ex-wife. Aaron now also saw Earth for what it was - a cesspool of disease and corruption - and he hoped never to have to go back there. Elveron had become his home and protecting it one of the biggest priorities in his life. He saw exactly how valuable this planet was and, whether he lived here or not, it needed protecting at all cost, even if that meant giving his own life to save it.
The Aaron he knew - the OCD, pedantic, set in his ways, old-fashioned, weak, and did-not-like-taking-chances Aaron - had turned into a warrior. Set apart by his bravery; his willingness to lead men into battle; eager to try something new if there was a chance for change for the better; and happy to make allowances for things he would have previously vetoed immediately.
Never had his children looked up to him as they did now. Even Luke, who was mostly too preoccupied with keeping Silas alive, had noticed the change in him. Jasmin commented on it every day, especially the fact that he and Rothea were now officially courting.
Aaron silently chuckled at the thought. Jasmin had been outraged by the fact that Aaron and Rothea were allowed to be together and that they had, in fact, been together. She did not really mind - she was glad her father was happy - it was only that she missed Archer, even though he sent her a letter from every city he had visited with Lord Longshadow.
“Twoohoo. Twoohoo.”
Aaron looked down at the sound of the owl from below. His replacement stood at the base of the tree, looking up at him. Slowly stretching his cold legs, he rose from his position between the branches and then climbed down the tree.
“Thank you, Kraven. It has been quiet today.”
“Rest well, Aaron.”
Aaron retrieved his coat from beneath the bush, while Kraven climbed the tree into position. Walking carefully upon the rocks beside the stream so as not to leave footprints, he made his way back towards the city.
Today, he took the early Sentinel shift. He now had about an hour to have breakfast and rest, before he was needed in the joinery. This was where he excelled. Although the Elves were excellent craftsmen and even better warriors, Aaron had all of Earth’s history of war to draw on as inspiration for the war machines. He was not proud of the fact, but if it could help them to win the war, then he would use it.
“Good morning, Jaz,” he said as he entered his home.
“Morning, Papa,” she chirped and kissed him on the cheek. “I have made tea. Can I pour you some?”
“Yes, please, it is freezing out there.”
Jasmin clanked around in the kitchen while he took off his coat and hung it on the stand by the door. Before he took his seat by the fire, he retrieved his tool belt from the cupboard and laid it out, ready for when he needed to leave. Gratefully, he took his tea when Jasmin brought it.
“How are the machines progressing?” she inquired.
“Well.” He took a sip of the hot liquid and immediately felt himself warm up. “We are already ahead of schedule and I think the first two can be dispatched within this Quarter.”
“I still cannot believe Jaik thought of it.” Jasmin shook her head in disbelief.
“He is young and innovative, and his people are in danger. At this stage, I think he would try anything to win this war.”
“Sure,” Jasmin agreed, “but to ask you to design Sky Busses and tanks. I would have never thought of that in my wildest dreams.”
“Jaik has done well,” Aaron said with honest admiration in his voice. He might not always have seen eye to eye with Maia’s brother, but he was, without a doubt, a worthy heir to Lord Longshadow’s throne. “Jagaer will return to us within a fortnight. Silas is on the mend. The armies have been dispatched from the other lands. It is up to Jaik now to ensure Grildor is ready to host the armies and to prepare for the coming war. It is coming sooner than expected. We are lucky they have not attacked the Gate yet, which is why we are working day and night to get not only the machines ready, but to finish the production of weapons and supplies. Where are you working today?”
“I will be making Silva this morning and fledging arrows this afternoon. Then, I am looking after Silas while Luke takes his break, as Jaik is away today.”
“Away?”
“He called for some of the Legions from the cities within Grildor to march to Greystone and the Legion from Tarron Heights has arrived. Jaik will meet with them out on the plains before they make their way to the Gate.”
“Has that much time passed?” Aaron asked. “I did not expect them yet. Let me not linger then.” He finished the rest of his tea and rose from his armchair. “Come, I will walk with you to the Silver Forest.”
Donning their coats, they left their tree house and descended the stairs. It was snowing again. The flakes drifted down in soft swirls, enveloping them in white as they made their way to the forest that housed the workshops.
Aaron loved Shadow Hall in winter. When they first arrived, it had been summer, the Moon of the Dragon, and the city had been a show of green, decked in layers of leaves and vines. He had been fascinated by it then, never in his life having seen so much greenery. But then, he saw Shadow Hall in winter’s guise for the first time. The way the snow draped the trees in a velvety layer of white; the way the lake at the centre of the city froze and sparkled in the midday sun; the way the ice crystals frosted the railings, creating unique designs.
Even now, with guards standing at every corner and people rushing to and fro, the city exuded an air of tranquillity and beauty that touched something within his soul. He smiled as he walked; no matter how crazy Jaik’s idea, he would build the tanks for him to protect this place.
“I’ll see you tonight, Papa,” Jasmin said as they reached a bridge. She stood on the tips of her toes and hissed him goodbye, then crossed the bridge to walk towards where they were making the Silva.
Aaron watched her for a moment longer, and then turned left to follow the other path. The joinery workshop was further down the road; further away from the city. After a few more minutes, he could already hear the sounds from the workshop.
“Master Nightingale,” one of the Builders greeted him as he stepped through the doors.
“How fare things?”
“All is well. We completed the first Sky Bus during the night, but found that the design is taking more materium crystals than anticipated. We have been waiting for you to find out if there is any way to make the Sky Bus lighter.”
“I feared that this might happen. I am unfamiliar with the exact strength of the crystal, and was unsure of my calculations. The trial one we made floated perfectly, though. Are the proportions different for the big one?”
“This one hovers, just like the smaller version did. It is only when you load it that it becomes a problem. Lord Longshadow hoped to transport up to one hundred people, plus their supplies. As it is right now, it will carry a maximum of forty.”
“Ah, I see. Let’s get to work, then.”
Being an architect, Aaron was used to coming up with innovative designs. For the work he was doing now, it also helped that he had studied mechanical engineering before settling on structural engineering and architecture.
Nevertheless, he had always relied on modern conveniences, such as electricity, 3-D renderings and models, computers, and a whole lot of items he could no longer put a name to. Now, he had to learn to work with wood, rope, hand-forged metal, stone, and magic crystals.
The materium crystals fascinated him and he had spent some time studying them. Yet, as he had discovered when they started their work on the Sky Busses, there was still much he didn’t know.
As the Builders taught him about materium, he taught them about tanks and Sky Busses. Together, they created what Jaik hoped would provide their armies with not only a faster and more convenient way of travelling to Greystone, but also a safer and warmer means of staying there while they waited for the attack. The tanks would double as barracks and as war machines.
The Builder led Aaron through the workshop past the work benches where varied projects were at various stages of assembly. He stopped to talk to some of the people and discuss their work briefly, before continuing on through the workshop.
Eventually, they reached the other side and exited through the enormous double doors and out into the open. There, with barely enough space and threatening to crush the neighbouring workshop, hung the Sky Bus.
Aaron chuckled; the thing was by no standards beautiful. On Earth, the Sky Busses were sleek metal machines with angled, glass windows, and an arrowhead shape that followed its narrow wings.
The only thing this Sky Bus had retained was the arrowhead shape. Aaron would have liked to work with aluminium to reduce the weight, but the Elves did not have access to it in such quantities on such short notice. Working with wood, however, increased the weight tremendously.
He would have also like to use Perspex, instead of glass, for the windows, to reduce more weight, but the only plastic-like substance Aaron had seen on Elveron was the black product the Vampyres used to manufacture some of their clothing. And that had been crude, at best. Making glass also proved more difficult than he had anticipated. Glass was just always available as glass on Earth and he never had to think about where it came from.
The Elves made glass by melting sand to incredibly high temperatures. The liquid then went through a complicated process until it eventually reached a stage where it was a sheet of transparent glass, which could be cut and shaped as required, before it was set aside to cool.
“We need the top rafters for stability,” he said as he looked inside the contraption, “but we can reduce the number of cross-braces along the sides here,” he pointed, “and here. How thick are the window panes? Can you make them thinner?”
Aaron spent another hour going over ways to lighten the Sky Bus, before setting to work on making the changes. During the course of the day, several curious people came to watch them make the strange-looking contraptions, before drifting off again.
Even to him, it looked odd, yet he could see them working. Jaik’s entire plan, no matter how crazy it had seemed in the beginning, was looking more plausible by the day. Aaron smiled as he thought about some of the surprises Jaik had in store for the Vampyres when they eventually came through the Gate. He hoped Maia would be back in time to see it.
 

 
Ig Longwind. As annoying as his name suggested. Jagaer sat opposite him at a long table, which was lavishly decorated and laden with rich foods. He poked at his food as Lord Longwind droned on about the hardships his country had to endure over the past two years, Jagaer’s appetite dwindling with every word the man spoke.
Jagaer’s men, however, had no such qualms. Ignoring the two heads of state, they helped themselves to every dish the Servers brought out, eating until their bellies were swollen and their eyes were falling shut.
The journey from Bron to Oberon had been gruelling. Assaulted by the worst blizzard yet, it had taken them six days. Without the dragons, they would surely have perished. Cold, weak and hungry, his men cared not for Lord Longwind’s pompous behaviour, but only for what he provided.
It was only for the benefit of his men that he endured the man’s speech and, once his men had eaten their fill, he excused himself and his men, bidding the king of Oberon a good night and reminding him that their meeting within the Hall of the Guardians was at sunrise the next morning, as he knew the Lord liked to sleep late.
It had been a long time since he had been to Elders Hope. Fifty years at least. It was, of course, because of its Lord that he did not come this way often, even though he was fascinated by the city.
Oberon, situated between the Grildor-Bron Mountains and the ranges to the north and west, once used to be a lake, many hundreds of millennia ago. With a surface area of close to eight hundred thousand square miles, it was similar in size to Grildor, yet almost all of it was flat.
Fertile soil and forests dominated the country and Oberon made its living with farming. The country did not have even one mountain. What it did have, however, was islands. Or what would have been islands when Oberon had still been a lake.
Upon these islands most of their cities were built. Elders Hope, the capital and largest city, was raised on an island almost five hundred paces high, surrounded in every direction by pine forests.
Built mainly from marble, sandstone and limestone, it looked to Jagaer like an ivory tooth sticking out of a sea of green. The people of Oberon always had a flair for the dramatic, as could be seen by their use of the islands as platforms for their cities, and statues, fountains, columns, and arches dominated their architecture.
Yet, as cold as their building style seemed to be, the people managed to incorporate plants in everything they built. Columns possessed cleverly staggered pockets to hold climbing plants, which wound their way around the columns, making them come alive with green. Windowsills held pot plants; every fountain had a unique flower bed; small trees lined their paved streets; topiary mazes decorated the city; rooftops held a variety of gardens; and, at night, the city was aglow with the lights from the Lumina plants.
Jagaer had never seen the city during winter. When they arrived, the blizzard had been too bad to see and, had it not been for the dragons, they would surely have gotten lost. They landed in a clearing atop the island outside the gates of Elders Hope and, once assured the dragons were taken care of, had been taken into the city by torchlight.
Exhausted as they had been, Jagaer had not paid the city much attention. Now, however, on their way to the Hall of the Guardians for their audience with Lord Longwind, he tried to see the hardships the man had spent the entire evening talking about.
During the night, the blizzard had blown itself out and the sky was blue once more with the sun just rising to the east. Jagaer noticed the people kept the city swept clean of snow and, even after the blizzard last night, the paved streets were already clear for them to walk on.
The trees that lined the streets were evergreens, as were most of the creepers and climbing plants, as well as the mazes. Only the fountains, still for the winter, and the flowerbeds, bare of flowers, let Jagaer know that Elders Hope did not use magic to enhance their gardens.
Coming from Lord Longwind’s palace, they first passed the district of the Elders and Nobles. The cold, opulent, beauty of it fascinated Jagaer. Then they passed through the common districts, but even here the wealth of the city was apparent.
By now, people came out of their houses to go about their business, and Jagaer noted their fine clothing, jewellery, and ornamental weapons. When they passed the market square, Jagaer spoke to one of the local Traders to inquire about the stores and was assured Elders Hope had enough to last them through the next winter.
Once out of the residential districts, it did not take them long to reach the Sparring Grounds. One of the Guards awaited them there and led them to the Hall of the Guardians.
“I must apologise for My Lord’s absence,” the man said. “I assure you, he will be with you presently. Please, make yourselves comfortable in the meantime.”
The Guard bowed towards Jagaer, then turned and closed the door behind him. Having expected Lord Longwind to be late, Jagaer made his way towards the armchair at the fireplace. The moment he sat down, the door opened again and two Servers entered, carrying steaming flasks of hot beverages. The Servers put down their trays and retreated from the room.
Archer poured Jagaer a cup of spiced tea and brought it to him, before settling in the armchair opposite him with his own tea.
“Forgive me, My Lord, for my frankness, but I must express a dislike for Lord Longwind. There is something false about him that sends shivers down my spine.”
“You are forgiven, Archer, for I feel much the same.”
“Do you think we should be concerned?”
“Concerned? If you are thinking that he is in league with the Vampyres, then fear not. The man abhors blood and things getting messy. My only concern is that he will refuse to help us because of this.”
“But he is sworn to the alliance. Surely he cannot refuse.”
“Of course he can refuse. They all have the right to refuse. It would remove them from the protection of the alliance, but it would be their right.”
“I do not like the look in the man’s eye. He is more likely to stab you in the back than to assist us in this war. Even here, in this chamber, I worry for your safety, My Lord. I feel there is something afoot. We should tread with caution.”
“Aye,” Jagaer agreed. “I expected Lord Longwind to be late, but for him to not even have one of his Commanders entertain us in his absence is suspicious. Talk to the men and have them be at the ready.”
“Yes, My Lord.”
Jagaer sniffed at his tea, of which he had yet to take a sip. It smelled normal. He threw the contents in the fire.
“And don’t drink that.”
“Yes, My Lord.”
Archer copied him, throwing the contents of his cup into the fire, before rising to speak to the men. Jagaer watched with amusement as, one by one, his men came to discard their drinks into the fire, almost dousing it. It Seemed none had touched theirs either.
They waited for another hour before Lord Longwind eventually graced them with his presence. Trailed by the Guard who had led them to the chamber earlier, he sat down behind his desk sleepily, but his hair was perfectly oiled and his clothes immaculately pressed.
“Lord Longshadow, please forgive my tardiness, but I do suffer from migraines in the mornings.”
“No trouble, I assure you.” Jagaer clenched his jaw.
“I have read the royal letter of request that accompanies your visit and, to save you time, I will come straight to the point.”
Taken aback by the directness of the usually long-winded Lord, Jagaer leaned forward in anticipation.
“I am not a man of battle,” Lord Longwind admitted. “When we first heard about the attacks in Grildor, we wanted nothing to do with them. I am ashamed to say that I threw your letter of request for aid then into the fire.”
“We won our battle,” Jagaer grumbled.
“Unfortunately, the scourge of the Vampyres spread across the land and eventually they found their way into Oberon. I was, and still am, terrified for my people, so I did the only thing I could think of to keep them safe.”
“What did you do, Lord Longwind?”
“I recruited every able-bodied man and woman into the Legion and then sent all my armies to my borders. Had you not been flying on your dragons, you would not have been able to enter our country. We have been on lockdown for over a year and have not seen a Vampyre within our borders in almost as long.”
“You sent all your warriors to the borders?” Jagaer asked in disbelief.
“Yes, all of them. The Legion, the Regiments, the Sentinels, the Night Watch, and even the Scouts. Just my Guard has stayed here with me and only the most essential personnel has remained within the cities to keep them functioning.”
“Your country is almost of an equal size of Grildor. How are you able to patrol that much border without any Vampyres getting through?”
“We have enough men,” Lord Longwind replied. “After recruiting, I think the numbers were close to seventy thousand.”
Jagaer’s mind reeled at the thought of adding an army that large to his numbers.
“Your country has grown since we last saw each other,” Jagaer commented. “You have done well.”
“Thank you.” Ig Longwind inclined his head at the compliment. “We have been blessed with fertility over the land and our people.”
“As you said, we are in a hurry to return home. I would like to be in the air by noon if possible, so if we could conclude our discussions favourably now, I would forever be thankful.”
“Favourably? Jagaer, I think you misunderstand. My armies are deployed. I have none to give you.”
“None to give me? You have seventy thousand men. As you have said yourself, you have seen what the Vampyres are capable of. Do you really want these monsters to rule our planet? We need to rally now, fight together, and win this war for good. If our calculations are correct, the Vampyres could have an army a million strong. We will need as many warriors as we can find. Please, even if you send only half your men, do what is right.”
“I cannot, Jagaer. My armies are protecting my country. I need to look out for my own now. If I withdraw even one Regiment, the Vampyres will break through and destroy everything we have worked our entire lives for. My people are counting on me to keep them safe.”
“As all the people of the alliance are counting on me to keep them safe. That includes your people,” Jagaer said, his voice hoarse with anger.
“Then I do not want to be part of the alliance any more. I see no benefit from it. So far, you have failed to keep Grildor safe from the Vampyres, while my country has had peace. Our borders are safe. I cannot and will not give you my army. Now, take your dragons and fly back to your country. I wish you luck, Jagaer, and may the Mother watch over you.”




 
Maia looked out of the window one more time and sighed. She wished they did not have to ride through the city, but Lord Elderbow would ride with his Guard leading the Regiments, followed by the Legion, and he wanted his son by his side when he rode out.
The politics behind the action was clear; Lord Elderbow was letting the people know that Blaid was back in his favour and a son of Elbendal once more.
Making sure she had left nothing behind and shouldering her pack, she followed the Server from the room.
What she saw when she had shared Jaik’s mind worried her and she wondered how severe Silas’ injuries were. She had felt no more from Jaik since the incident; neither had she felt anything from Silas. Hoping those were good signs, she held to the hope that Jaik had managed to get them out of the situation they were in.
Nevertheless, Shadow Hall had been under attack and the Vampyres were active even during the cold Moons of winter. Her father had not planned for this. All his preparations had been for the spring, after the snow-melts.
Maia now regretted being so far from home and her only consolation was the fact that she would be returning on dragonback. Siana had assured her that her Fire Dragons flew at speeds considerably faster than Plains Dragons, although not as fast as Soul Dragons, and almost matched the Plains Dragons in stamina.
After some serious consideration, Blaid eventually agreed to leave Lilith in his father’s care. Having Midnight carry her again would slow them too much. Blaid hated the idea, but he agreed that they needed to get back to Shadow Hall with all haste.
If all went well, his father’s army would reach Grildor within the next six Quarters, hopefully before the Vampyre’s main army attacked, and he would see Lilith again. Blaid said goodbye to her last night and settled her in a stable while acquainting her with an ancient Horse Master of exceptional skill. Maia had her doubts and would have used some of her magic to help the mare accept the man, but after seeing the Horse Master handle her, she knew they would get along.
For the parade through the city, Maia would ride Lady Luck once more, Blaid on Shadowhound. Her boots thudded dully on the flagstones of the hall as the Server led her through the warren of passages of the castle, and Maia peered anxiously through every window looking over the crowded streets. She could see the waiting horses in the courtyard below.
“Do not be nervous,” Blaid said, suddenly appearing beside her.
She took his hand. “I see the necessity of it, but I wish we could just be on our way.”
“I know.” He rubbed his thumb over the soft skin of her hand. “We will be airborne soon and once you feel the wind in your face, you will feel better.”
“I hope so. Thank you, Blaid.”
“Come, it is almost time.”
Together, they stepped through the double doors the Server held open for them. Although cold, with a frosting of snow on the ground, the sky was clear and blue. They wove their way through the throng of horses and people until they reached their position in the line-up.
Even in the fresh, morning air, the smell of horses and men hung heavy over the courtyard and Maia’s skin prickled with the warriors’ sense of anticipation for the upcoming march. Just when she thought she could not take it any longer, the king stepped through the doors, Siana at his side, making his way towards them.
“Time for the hunt,” he said when he reached them.
“Aye, time for the hunt,” Blaid repeated somberly.
They were a large group, even with the main body of the Legion awaiting them outside the city, and it took some time for everyone to mount their horses and take their positions.
First went the eleven members of the Guard, followed by King Elderbow. Prince Blaid and Princess Siana rode side by side behind their father, with Princess Maia behind them.
The Commander General of the Regiment, with all eleven Regiments and their Commanders, followed. After that came the Commanders of the Legion, the Night Watch, the Sentinels, the Scouts, and the Horse Masters.
Finally, there were the other folk accompanying the warriors on their journey, such as Servers, Blacksmiths, Cooks, Weapons Smiths, Healers, Tailors, and so many others, Maia could not name them all.
When the gates that led from the courtyard of the stables to the city finally opened, the noise from the streets drowned out all others sounds. The peopled cheered and whistled. The children laughed. The elderly waved flags. Although many hearts ached with sadness at seeing their loved ones leave, their national pride at seeing their army go into battle to defend their people was such that Maia could barely contain her emotions.
Lady Luck danced beneath her, throwing her head wildly at the turmoil within her rider.
“Are you all right?” Blaid called back to her.
“Yes, I see now why your father insisted on riding through the city.”
Maia’s eyes sparkled as they threatened to overflow with tears. Sometimes, she wished her elemental powers did not include being able to feel the emotions of a crowd. Especially now that she had found her missing piece - she still did not know what to call what had happened to her when she turned into the falcon - she was more sensitive to it.
Right then she made the decision to make just one stop on their journey home. She would speak to Blaid as soon as they were out of the city.
 

 
They met up with the bulk of the army about ten miles outside the city in front of the intimidating southern face of The Hunter; a jagged peak eight miles high. Quickly, the Commanders sorted their commands into marching formation and, without any further delay, began their journey south.
“Until we meet again, Father. Make haste, but be safe.”
“The mountains are treacherous this time of year,” the king said, “but no one knows them better than the people of Elbendal. Fear not, my son, for the King’s Road is open once more and Grildor might see us sooner than she expects.”
“That is good news. Why have you not mentioned it before?”
“It has been a project of mine for the past three years. Word came to me last night that it has finally been completed. We shall be the first army to pass that way in over five hundred years.”
“May the Mother smile upon your journey.”
“And upon yours, my son.”
Lord Elderbow pulled Blaid close, hugging him to his chest. Maia could feel years of hurt melt off Blaid’s heart as he returned the gesture.
“Look after him, Siana,” the king said gruffly and kissed his daughter on both cheeks. “I will see you on the other side.”
“Aye, Father. Take care. And don’t you get lost now.”
“I shall beat you to Grildor yet if you do not get going,” Lord Elderbow riled her up, and she laughed - a sound loud and strong - and they stepped apart, suddenly conscious of their sentimentality.
“Time to hunt,” Siana said, and mounted her horse.
Maia and Blaid followed her example, and then watched the king and his Guard ride after his army. Only once he was out of sight did they turn their horses and head in the opposite direction.
They stayed in the shadow of The Hunter for another mile, turning off onto a narrow mountain trail, making their way at a slow walk. It took them another hour before they met up with the bulk of Siana’s Dragon Guard and the Horse Master that would take their horses back to the city.
As arranged, Maia saw all her belongings - the chest, her bags - stacked neatly beside the warriors, along with coils of strong rope.
“It is not far from here,” Siana said, and jumped off her horse.
The Horse Master came forward to take their horses from them. Maia patted Lady Luck farewell, then made her way over to her luggage. It was, however, no longer on the ground. Evenly distributed between Siana’s men, the extra luggage was barely noticeable; except for the chest, which two men carried between them.
“We will have plenty wings to carry your things,” Siana said next to her. “When you go on a long journey, you have to pack for every eventuality. That is why a large army travels so slowly. All the gear and provisions they have to take along wears them down.”
Maia nodded, having not only seen her father’s armies, but also having just witnessed Lord Elderbow’s army move out.
“That is why I prefer my army of dragons. My War Dragons. They can carry half their own body weight in gear and equipment and still travel twenty times faster than any army on foot or horse ever could,” Siana continued. “Come, it’s just over the ridge. Let us be airborne before this weather pulls in.”
Blaid fell in step beside them as they set out along the steep path up the mountain. Maia glanced at the sky, now no longer the bright blue of this morning, but grey and overcast, with blustery winds at the higher levels.
The path to where the dragons awaited them was not long, but it wound up a steep incline between boulders and overhangs, with treacherous footing, and then, on the other side, they had to traverse a dangerous scree slope before entering a dark cave. They walked through the dark in silence for only about a minute before Maia saw light at the other end.
“This is a sheltered little valley no one ever comes to,” Siana explained. “Except through this tunnel, there is no other way in. When we first started training the dragons, this is where we came. I sent ten men ahead in the early hours of the morning to bring our steeds. I take it your dragon will know what to do with the rest of them.”
“Midnight has seen to it,” Maia assured Siana, already knowing the whereabouts of the dragons.
Yet, as she stepped out of the tunnel-like cave into the grey light of the valley, even her breath caught in her throat. A sea of red covered the small valley; lining the ground, clinging to cliffs and overhangs, sitting atop peaks; and a cacophony assaulted them.
For a moment, Siana hesitated at the sight. Thunder rumbled dangerously overhead. Then Siana clenched her jaw and narrowed her eyes, stepping forward onto a raised ledge so she could see over the crowd of dragons on the valley floor.
“Vulkan!” she screamed at the top of her lungs.
Siana’s scream got lost amongst the sounds from almost four hundred Fire Dragons, yet Maia felt a stirring, a ripple spreading with Siana as the epicenter, and then something moved. To their right, from a cliff a little higher up, Vulkan appeared, the other dragons making space for him to pass.
Just as lightning flashed across the sky, Siana moved towards him. Vulkan dug his front claws deep into the edge of the cliff and then leaned forward, opening his maw wide, exposing his dagger-like teeth, and screamed back at her.
Fearless, Siana stepped forward. Vulkan closed his mouth and lowered his head. She rubbed his nose.
“It is time to go into battle, my friend. Are you ready?”
 

 
Despite Lunar bouncing excitedly between people and dragons, Siana’s men made quick work of distributing Maia’s luggage between their dragons.
“Are you sure it is all right?” Maia asked. “Midnight can carry it.”
“Your things are here now and so are my dragons. They won’t even feel the extra weight. Consider it a gift. Now, I assume my brother will fly with you.”
“Aye.”
“My men are ready to go and it seems the wild dragons are becoming agitated. Where is this dragon of yours?” Siana asked as she mounted Vulkan, heaving Lunar into place in the saddle ahead of her. Surprisingly, the wolf wagged her tail, squirming with excitement.
“He has been waiting. The valley is but small and filled with Fire Dragons. I will ask him to come if you say the word.”
“Go ahead, call your dragon,” Siana said, making it sound like a challenge.
“Hold on to your dragon, Dragon Lady.” Maia winked at her.
Siana managed to open her mouth to laugh before Vulkan shied to the side, taking up all of Siana’s concentration to keep him under control and Lunar on the saddle. Behind her, her dragon riders took to the air as one, taking the wild dragons clinging to the cliffs with them.
Down below in the valley, the cacophony took on a new level of intensity as Midnight’s immense black shadow settled over them and, with screeching and hissing, the Fire Dragons scrambled over each other to get out of the way. Soon, a twirling cloud of red surrounded the hovering black dragon above, and then, as they darted over the ridge, the noise finally receded.
Buffeting them with icy wind, lightning crashing in the distance, Midnight performed a slow, hovering descent before them, until his legs touched the valley floor and his head reached level with the ledge they stood on. Maia ran to him, leaning her head against the broad space between his nostrils.
Turning back, trying hard to suppress her smug grin, she said, “Aye, he is ready to go, Lady Siana.”
Vulkan, still terrified after Midnight’s display of supremacy, had backed up right against the wall of the cliff, but Siana had managed to keep him from taking to the air. Siana could not stop laughing. Lunar howled. Blaid still stood in the same spot, an indulgent smile on his face for the two women in his life.
“All right,” Siana huffed, still laughing, “we bow to you, Dragon Queen. Lead the way and we shall follow.”
“As you wish, My Lady,” Maia said with a smile. “Are you coming, Blaid?”
Without waiting for a reply, Maia turned and, holding onto one of Midnight’s large, protruding teeth, climbed onto his maw, ran over his face between his eyes, between his enormous, curving horns, and then jumped from one neck spike to the next until she reached the part of his lower neck where she could settle between two of the spikes for the flight.
With a swirl of black smoke, Blaid materialised behind Maia, placing his arms firmly around her waist.
“I respect Midnight too much to mount him via his snout,” he said.
The echoing whopwhopwhop of Midnight’s laughter reverberated in their minds, before his thoughts changed to something they could no longer understand. Vulkan uttered a battle cry and, in the distance, the scale of dragons rose as one into the dark sky.
Maia could feel how Midnight bound their hive mind to him and how he directed them without taking away their freedom or individual thoughts. Having studied the phenomenon of Soul Dragons since she found Midnight in the desert, she had been aware of their ability to connect to any living being, in various different forms. It was one of the reasons she could speak to him. But, reading about it in an old book and feeling it within her own body … she could find no words to explain it.
As Midnight left the valley floor behind and joined the Fire Dragons in the ever darkening sky, lightning crashing dangerously around them, Midnight opened the part of his mind to her that controlled the dragons.
See, now, Bright-Shining-Silver-Star, for you are almost complete. Watch. Learn.
Maia did not know what Midnight meant by saying she was almost complete, but as he opened his mind, the thought was quickly forgotten.
Her vision changed; the dark mountain range now lay clear before her and she could see even into the darkest valley. With her eyes, her ears, her skin, her wings, her smell, her experience, and another sense she had no name for, she could clearly see the air currents through the mountains and above.
Around and behind her, she could now identify the Fire Dragons, which had earlier been but a swirling mass of red bodies, as individuals, and know their disposition, temperament, strengths and weaknesses, gender, and all manner of other information.
The one thing, however, Midnight did not know was what every individual dragon was thinking. Through the connection she learned, with so many individuals, vital information could get lost, which was why Midnight connected to them through the hive mind.
To her, the connection vibrated; the sound dipping and peaking. Although Midnight had let her in, she was no dragon. She could hear and feel the connection, but she could not understand their language. Still, it was the most beautiful music she had ever heard.
As Midnight guided the scale over the mountains through the ever gathering storm, the one aspect that became more apparent than anything else was the oneness between the dragons. Through the hive mind, this total connection, they communicated flawlessly, without any misunderstandings.
They were as one. The many that are one, she thought. Everything they did, they executed to perfection and with synchronised harmony. During this time of travel, the dragon riders, even Siana, ceded their control of their dragons over to Midnight and, as one, the scale swarmed through the hidden valleys Blaid had shown them on their way to Elbendal.
As the weather became ever worse, soon turning from storm to snow storm to blizzard, the importance of the scale’s oneness became ever more apparent to Maia. The Elves clung, freezing and afraid, to their dragons’ backs as the storm raged about them. Lightning illuminated the jagged peaks and thunder echoed deafeningly off the mountainsides, yet the dragons flew on with a single mind, combining their knowledge of air currents, atmospheric pressure, atmospheric charges, cloud formations, snow quality, and a range of other information Maia vowed to read up on if she came out of this alive.
Picked a bad day, Blaid spoke to her in her mind. I hope the army on the ground is faring better.
Army camped in sheltered valley, Midnight assured them.
They had expected bad weather. Or rather, Lord Elderbow had warned them that the higher mountains would see a blizzard before nightfall. Maia knew enough to listen to the people of the country and dressed accordingly, yet even nestled close to Midnight’s warm hide and with Blaid’s arms wrapped around her waist, she could not still her shivering.
Until now, enthralled by the cohesiveness of the hive mind, she had pushed the freezing cold and stinging ice particles to the back of her mind. Blaid’s thoughts in her head awoke her to her surroundings and her own peril.
Gathering her energy, she created a warming bubble of air to surround the two of them. She could not stop all the snow and sleet from coming through, but enough so that it no longer covered their clothes. Soon, her shivering stopped and her thoughts cleared.
How much further, Midnight? Surely this storm cannot go on forever. How fare the other Elves?
Tenacious as their dragons, Midnight answered. Hold on, Bright-Shining-Silver-Star. One more peak. One more valley. One more ridge. Clear sky beyond.
 

 
As Midnight foretold, the plains on the other side of the Elben Torrs saw none of the storm. With the mountains so high, they caught the weather on the western side of the mountain range, while the plains to the east lay barren.
Freezing temperatures still reigned on the plains to the east of the mountains and when the dragons finally landed, the Elves quickly made camp, setting up their tents within a circle of Siana’s War Dragons.
The wild dragons, as well as Midnight, scattered across the flat and empty plain, huddling together in twos and threes, letting the icy wind blow over their hides, waiting for the sun to rise.
“I did not know dragons could fly in weather such as that,” Blaid said as he lit the tiny travel stove to keep them warm and heat water for tea.
“Neither have I ever seen it,” Siana, who shared the tent with them, admitted.
“They joined their knowledge and used it to navigate the storm. It is Midnight’s ability as a Soul Dragon that lets him merge their minds to become one. It was only together that they were strong enough to conquer the storm. It is called a hive mind.”
As Maia said it, she realised she was the only one aware of what had happened over the mountains. Midnight had only shared the experience with her. Siana and Blaid stared at her, open-mouthed.
“I thought your dragon was only giving them orders to fly where he wanted them.”
“Midnight asked them to follow. He did not order them. They accepted his leadership of their own volition. If they had refused, he would have accepted it.”
“But … back in the valley, they were terrified of him,” Siana countered.
“Not at all. They simply bowed to his supremacy.”
“You really can talk to your dragon, can’t you?”
“We communicate with our minds. I will ask him to speak with you in the morning, if you wish. Midnight and I are also soul forged; a bond so strong that nothing can ever tear it apart.” Maia considered Siana’s face for a moment before she continued. “There is, however, no need to speak to your dragon to form a bond. The work you have done with Vulkan is incredible and I can show you some other techniques you can try.” Maia turned to Lunar and patted the wolf on the head. “Besides, look at the bond you have with Lunar. You can have the same bond with Vulkan. Stronger even, I think. Your relationship is still young. Midnight and I have been together for half my life. Give it some time and you shall see. You will rule the skies.”
Siana’s face, and her Eläm, softened at Maia’s words and she felt the last bit of the initial resentment fade. The two young princesses looked at each other, smiling, understanding each other on a level where Blaid could not follow.
He busied himself with stoking the fire.
 

 
When the sun finally rose on the eastern horizon and they climbed out of their tents, a wondrous landscape awaited them. Hoarfrost covered the plains as far as the eyes could see, broken only by the warmer, red humps of the sleeping Fire Dragons. A glittering red and white landscape, completely still and ethereal.
Lunar bounded out of the tent ahead of them, leaving paw prints on the crunchy, white ground. Midnight’s black shadow covered them momentarily, before moving on to the sleeping forms of the dragons on the plain. They stirred, one by one, as his shadow touched them.
“My men will make a quick breakfast,” Siana said. “How much time do we have if we want to reach the opposite border of Levandor before nightfall?”
They had discussed their travel briefly, but in detail. One day and night for crossing the Elben Torrs; one day for crossing Levandor; one day rest and hunting for the dragons; two days for crossing Serengate; two more for crossing Bron; and another day for reaching Shadow Hall once within the borders of Grildor.
Even with the storm, they had managed to cross the mountains and make camp on the plains during the early hours of the morning. With just a few hours of sleep, they were now ready to fly again.
“Levandor is a long narrow country. Your Fire Dragons do not lack in speed, so tell your men to make a large breakfast. They deserve it after the night they had,” Blaid said.
“I agree,” Maia added, “but I would like to ask that we make a detour.”
“A detour?” Blaid asked.
“I thought you wanted to get home as soon as possible,” Siana said.
“I do, but there is something Blaid and I need to do and it needs to be done before we reach Grildor.”
Blaid frowned. “What is it, Maia?”
Around them, Siana’s warriors prepared several fireplaces, lit fires, and started cooking. Without thinking, the three of them settled at the nearest fire, seeking its warmth. Lunar still ran across the sparkling, winter landscape, winding around the lone trees that dotted the plains.
“We need to go to Yolanden Oldenspear.”
“The crazy old man?”
“Who is Yolanden Oldenspear?” Siana asked.
“A sage. And, yes, the same. He had a message for us and we need to do as he asked if we want a chance to win this war.”
“Maia, he spoke in riddles and made no …” Blaid paused, and tilted his head to the left, a deeper frown on his face. “Those who come as two, must leave as one. That is what he said, is it not?”
“It is,” Maia confirmed.
“What did you say Midnight did to the dragons over the mountains? Hive mind? Did all of them not also become one?”
“Yes, although I think it would be different for us. I believe Yolanden wants us, you and me, Blaid, to join our minds. To become one, so to speak. To combine our powers to increase their strength, maybe even control them better. I do not have all the answers, but from the moment I changed into the falcon and I found that missing piece of myself, many things became clear to me that I never understood before. I am sure we need to seek the old man out. Please, Blaid, can we spare a day?”
“Of course.” He reached over to take her hand. “We will camp at the border to Serengate tonight, then cross over tomorrow morning. It will take us two days to traverse Serengate if all goes well and, if I remember correctly, the old man lived but a few hours flight from the Serengate border within Bron.”
Know the place. Take you there. Weather bad east of here.
All three looked up as Midnight’s thoughts sounded in their minds.
“Oh!” Siana gasped, having heard Midnight’s voice for the first time.
Will it hinder our travels, Midnight? Blaid asked.
Levandor cold. Windy. Light snow. Find no problem there.
And Serengate?
Heavy snow. Storms. In the sky and on the ground.
Thank you, Midnight.
“How does he know this?” Siana asked in a hushed tone as Midnight flew out of sight.
“He probable scouted ahead while we were sleeping,” Maia said.
“Does he not need to sleep?”
“I am unsure of what is happening to him of late,” Maia confessed. “Midnight was already a large dragon when I found him in the desert and he has grown at a slow and steady rate over the past six decades. Now, however, since the attacks on Grildor started, his growth rate seems to have accelerated. Since I came home two years ago, he has almost doubled in size. I cannot explain it.”
“You are right,” Blaid cut in. “I always think of him as a large dragon, but now that you mention it, he is much larger than he was when I first saw him.”
“Also, the way we communicate has changed. We used to be able to speak over a limited distance only; now, there is no limitation.”
“That is fascinating,” Siana said with big eyes.
“There are numerous changes,” Maia continued. “Since his injury to his underbelly during a fight with an Ice Dragon, he has grown thick armour plates on his stomach. Because of his exposure to so many people, his ability to communicate with word-like thoughts has increased and it sometimes almost sounds as if he is speaking in sentences. He is faster, stronger, has more stamina, needs less sleep, and I am sure his fire burns hotter.”
A tall young man, dressed in a heavy fur coat made from the fur of a Royal Wolf, interrupted them then to bring them their tea, as well as hot porridge with melted butter.
Silently they sipped on their tea for a moment. Maia had been thinking about Midnight’s changes for a while now, but had not spoken them aloud. Putting them into words somehow made them seem more meaningful than they had been in her head. Even Midnight had simply shrugged them off every time she mentioned it.
Nothing to worry about.
I am not worried, she replied to him, but I think I understand now. We are soul forged, Midnight. As I am evolving to save my people, so you are evolving to help me. We are both growing in our abilities and turning into what we are meant to be. You have always been the noblest and most magnificent of dragons, but once your changes are complete, no creature will ever be able to rival you.”
Maia felt the glow from her compliment radiate off his soul and, high up in the sky, Midnight spread high mighty wings casting a small shadow over their camp fire.
“It must be a defence mechanism,” Siana said. “Probably because of the war.”
Blinking, Maia replied, “Yes, I think so.”
“The Vampyres are in for a treat when they see him again,” Blaid added. “Not even their Lava Bats will be able to do him any harm.”
“Lava Bats? Do tell!”
 

 
By nightfall, they reached the border between Levandor and Serengate. As Midnight had predicted, the weather throughout Levandor had been below freezing, with frost clinging to the dry ground at the foothills of the Elben Torrs, and thick snow further inland from the mountain range.
Freezing winds buffeted them, intermittently carrying snow, but it had hardly affected the dragons’ speed during the day. The Elves sat stoically upon their backs, enduring the freezing temperatures at their flying altitude, eating as they travelled, without setting down once during the day.
Siana still thought it strange to communicate with the mind. Speaking was simply impossible during flight, especially with the high winds whistling all around them, so Maia and Blaid would only mind-link with her briefly if they noticed anything urgent, such as Vampyres on the ground.
Maia and Blaid, however, continued the routine they had started on their way to Elbendal. Connected with their minds only, they took the chance to get to know each other better. So much they had learned already, yet time and again they surprised each other with things they had not known about the other.
The only factor Maia always kept hidden from Blaid was how her body felt. Although they had agreed not to be physical with each other until they had the blessing of their people, she could not deny the desires of her body. It reacted to him, his nearness, in ways she could not control.
The worry for Silas had temporarily silenced her desire. Since they had been to the cave, the Cavern of a Million Lives, however, her desire for Blaid had increased in intensity and even with her worry for her homeland, it was all she could think about sometimes. Keeping the thoughts to herself became increasingly difficult.
When they finally landed along the edge of a snow-covered forest and she ran down her dragon’s leg and jumped to the ground, even Midnight was relieved. Unable to keep him out of her soul, he was the only one aware of her feelings.
The two that are one, Midnight grumbled in annoyance before he flew off to let them set up camp.
The wild dragons followed Midnight, probably to roost along a jagged ridge about a mile away. Siana kept her War Dragons along the forest’s edge, her warriors taking their saddles and gear off, before settling them along the treeline.
“The sun has already set,” Siana said, stepping up to them, “but your dragon was right. We reached the border within one day.” She shivered. “How far north have we come? It is freezing.”
“We are probably close to five hundred miles further north than Caverna Estralis,” Blaid replied. “And Grildor lies another five hundred miles further north. It will get colder yet, sister.”
“Great.” She pulled her fur coat closer around her lithe body. “I thought the Vampyres didn’t like the cold. Why did they not pick a southern Gate to attack?”
Maia and Blaid glanced at each other.
Had anyone ever asked that question? The Temple and the Pyramid were both in more southern countries yet, as far as they knew, neither had seen many attacks. The countries around both those Gates were as rich in life as Grildor and its neighbouring countries. Why, then, had they chosen Grildor?
Efficient as the night before, and in the morning, Siana’s warriors set up camp quickly under the overhanging branches of the forest. Already, the trees were taller here and Maia felt more at home. They took a seat at a fire, huddling around it, soaking up its warmth. Lunar, having investigated the surrounding area, came to sit with them.
“I am sure Lord Longshadow has thought about that question many times,” Blaid said. “Yet I feel we should revisit this question. Something bothers me about it.”
“Me, too,” Maia admitted.
Siana looked between the two, unsure of how she had managed to start such a serious discussion.
“The moment you said it, Siana, I felt like we have been missing something this entire time. It is as if we have been looking at this problem the wrong way and now …” he hesitated, “… you have opened a door and we managed to get a glimpse of how it actually is, but we are still unable to see the rest of what is behind that door. Does that make any sense?”
“I know exactly what you mean, Blaid,” Maia said. “This whole time we have been missing something crucial. The one factor that could help us win the war. Or let us know that we have lost it. I feel, for a moment, the answer was within my grasp, but then it was blown away. When home, we need to discuss this with my brother and …” she swallowed, “… and Silas.”
Maia stood and paced around the fire. She had all this power within her, yet was completely ineffectual against the Vampyres. Even with the help of her mighty Soul Dragon, she could not defeat an entire army. She strongly believed the Mother had chosen her for a reason. Why give her all this power if her world was coming to an end? And if the Mother had given her these powers to defeat the Vampyres, then why had she not given her the understanding to wield this power?
She was not the same person she had been when she left for her test on Earth. Neither was she the same as when she returned from Earth. She had grown ever strong in her powers over the last two years, as Midnight had grown, and she knew her confidence had with it. Still, she was not strong enough.
Her only glimmer of hope now was the old man. During her transformation into the falcon, something within her had opened, which had allowed her to see into her brother’s mind. They had always had a connection, but never been this strong, or clear, before. The transformation had freed her from invisible bonds and released something she could put no name to.
Midnight said she shone bright now and that whatever it was had been trying to come out all her life. Now that it was free, it wanted more. She did not understand it yet and, most of the time, it dwelt as a gnawing longing in the pit of her stomach. Maia felt both richer and emptier for it. Richer for having found it; emptier for knowing it still missed an essential part.
The two that are one kept replaying in her mind like the chorus of a song. Intuition, and probably her elemental senses, told her the statement had to do with how she was feeling. If she could only find out what it meant, she could find the missing part of herself.
Maia held her hands out to the fire and stared into the flames. She had spoken to Blaid in private and he agreed that seeing Yolanden might not be such a terrible idea. Although he had been apprehensive about going back there at first, he eventually admitted to her that he had been thinking about the old Elf since that day. More recently, the amulet the old man had given him felt heavier around his neck, as did Maia’s around hers, and he, too, sensed he was missing something.
“My Lady,” one of Siana’s men interrupted her thoughts. “Your dinner.”
“Thank you.” She took the bowl of stew and retook her seat beside Blaid.
“Are you all right?” he asked.
“Just thoughtful,” she replied. “I want to get to Yolanden. He has answers for us. Even if we have to spend a day with him, I am prepared to do that.”
“Aye,” Blaid agreed. “He has power and knowledge. And we have his medallions. There must be more to what he said to us. The longer I think about it, the more I need to go back.”
“He certainly seems like a strange old man, the way you talk about him,” Siana cut in.
“He gave us an elemental medallion each, the ones they make for Prime Elementals only. Made from prime metals and emeralds,” Blaid said, reaching into his coat to pull it out.
“I have never seen one like that,” Siana gasped.
“Master Margoth gifted me one at my ceremony, but I never wore it in full view. Our father was unhappy enough with me.” He drew the other forth to show her.
“I have two as well,” Maia said, pulling both out for Siana to see.
“So, why did this old elf give them to you?” Siana questioned.
“We do not know.” Blaid said. “One of the reasons we want to go back.”
“The other is this riddle he kept repeating. You know it by now. We believe it to have more meaning than we at first thought.”
“I am not afraid of much,” Siana stated, “but when you talk about that old Elf, I get the shivers. Let us eat before the stew gets cold. The night promises to be long and dark. Let us get what rest we can and then get an early start. We will reach this sage of yours soon enough.”
 

 
The morning greeted them with thick mist hanging heavy over the forest. With eerie sounds, the dragons shook out their wings and opened up the circle around the tents, so the warriors could break camp.
Maia stood facing the forest, barely seeing the trees. Her senses had woken her long before sunrise and she came out here to listen to the forest. Sometime later, Blaid had joined, keeping a silent vigil by her side, listening to the sounds no one else could hear.
“My Lord, My Lady, your tea.”
“Thank you, Tanyl,” Maia said, getting to know Siana’s warriors by name.
They sipped their tea in more silence for a while, but with the activity around camp, the forest had fallen silent.
“I wonder how the Rivens communicate with each other over such distances,” Blaid said.
“It isn’t them,” Maia answered. “They speak to the forest and the forest conveys the message. All of nature is connected. The Rivens are so much a part of it that they have found a way to tap into it. You remember the lessons Belura taught us about harnessing the Mother’s powers. We haven’t been practicing. He will be angry.”
“You’re right. There alone lies so much untapped power,” Blaid said, suddenly excited. “Combined with our elemental powers, Belura’s natural magic could potentially be so much more destructive than I have given it credit. I only thought of using his powers as themselves, but now I see, with us, they could be so much more.”
“We shall speak to him upon our return,” Maia agreed. “The news the forest is spreading is not good. We need to get word to my brother, as well as all the armies out there.”
“What news is this?” Siana asked, stepping up to them.
“The forest speaks of widespread invasions throughout all the countries east of the Elben Torrs. They are small groups of Vampyres, most with Werewolves, but they are reaping havoc upon the communities left behind by the armies marching towards Greystone.”
“The forest? How do you know this?”
“Blaid has befriended a forest guardian, a Riven,” Maia said, feeling just a little proud, “and now we can hear how he communicates with other Rivens though the forests.”
“A Riven? How can you befriend a Riven?”
“It is a long story, sister, and one for another day. Let’s just say that he is one ally we will be happy to have on our side when the fighting truly begins. Now,” Blaid looked around to see how far the warriors were with packing up camp, “knowing what we do, it is ever more important to get back with haste. We do believe Lord Longshadow has sent for the armies of the Alliance of Kings, but we have no way of knowing where those armies are now. I know Father did not want to give us an estimate, but how long do you think it will take him to bring his army to Grildor?”
“From where we left them, it will take four days to reach the Euëla River. It is the major Trade Route between Elbendal and the southern countries and flows south past the Elben Torrs, gathering most of its runoff streams as it makes its way past. Once past the Elben Torrs, it flows east for a while, briefly flowing through Sentra Merl and Wilstantia, before turning south. Father will commandeer a fleet of riverboats, which will bring them to Wilstantia within eleven days. Then, if they run into no difficulties, or weather, they should reach Greystone within another thirty to forty days from there.”
“It is still faster than we anticipated,” Blaid said, “but I cannot shake the feeling that we might need them there sooner. I sincerely hope there are other armies on their way already.”
“We are ready, Commander,” Tanyl came to tell them.
Together, the three walked towards the waiting Vulkan. Even in the thick mist, his red hide shone as bright as lava. He cawed softly at the sight of Siana.
“I do not understand why this is happening to our people,” Siana said as she climbed into the saddle, “but there are no other two people I’d rather go to war with.”
Lunar startled them as she raced past, bounded up Vulkan’s outstretched leg, and settled in front of Siana. With a click of her tongue, Siana urged Vulkan into the air. Maia and Blaid stepped back as the red dragon spread his wings and buffeted them with wind, stirring the misty air into whirling eddies.
“I did not expect your sister to be like this,” Maia mused as they made their way over to Midnight, who had landed once the other dragons had taken off.
“Like what?”
“She was so cold, so aggressive, when we first met. Totally shut off, I could not read her. She must get that from you. I expected us to fight along this journey.”
“You are both strong women. I would have been surprised if she simply accepted you in the beginning. As I am now surprised she has accepted you this quickly. Yet, I am not surprised at all, for you are alike in many ways. Siana also lives for her people. She is a great warrior, sworn to protect them, and she will rule over Elbendal one day, protecting them for the rest of her days. She can see that you want the same for your people.”
Talk too much. Dragons in the sky. Bad weather ahead.
They ran up Midnight’s leg and settled on the part that usually held his saddle. The space between the spikes wasn’t wide and, although Maia and Blaid could sit comfortably behind one another, the constant body contact during the long hours of flight started to wear on Maia.
As Midnight took to the air, thoughts of Siana were quickly forgotten as Maia concentrated on not letting Blaid feel her emotions. Instead, they discussed what they had heard the forest whisper.
It is difficult to decipher the language of the Rivens, Maia said, but from what I understood, there was an attack on a large habitation within a forest of Elder Trees.
Yes, that is what I understood, too. Do you think that meant the attack you witnessed when you shared your brother’s thoughts?
I am almost sure of it. I know of no other city within a forest of Elder Trees, although I have not heard the term used in a long time. In Grildor, we are so used to our trees, we do not see them as different. The trees in your mountains, standing hardly forty to fifty strides high, look stunted compared to ours.
Blaid chuckled. They are hardly small by any measure, but, yes, I know what you are saying. And, the trees along the Grildor-Bron Mountain Range are the largest Elder Trees I have ever seen. Especially those in Shadow Hall.
You have seen other Elder Trees? Maia asked, surprised.
You forget, I am a Death Elemental. Blaid reminded her. I went through similar training as you and I have seen all the Gates on our planet. Elder Trees grow in every country that is home to a Gate.
Maia laughed, the sound snatched away by the wind as soon as it left her lips.
You are right, of course. Like I said, I have not heard the term mentioned in a long time and I did not connect it with the Gates for a moment. But, we digress. What I meant to say was, from what I gathered, the habitation won the battle and killed the Vampyres. That means my brother must have succeeded. I only wish I knew how Silas was doing.
Have you tried to mind-link with your brother again?
Yes, several times. I know he is all right, but that is as far as it goes. I don’t think he is in any mental distress, otherwise I might be able to connect again.
And Silas? Do you not have a connection with him?
It is more tenuous. If we both concentrate on it at the same time, we are sometimes able to establish a link. I get nothing from him at the moment.
How about your children? You are blood related. There might be something there.
Strange feelings flooded through Maia at Blaid’s mention of her children. At once she knew they were safe, but that was not the reason for her discomfort. It suddenly dawned on her that Blaid was willing to marry her, even though she had children with another man, out of wedlock as per law on Elveron. Quickly, she hid the thought.
They are safe, she said, instead. Unfortunately, that is all I can tell.
It sounds like Shadow Hall has weathered the attack and the city is safe. Once we get back, we should concentrate on keeping the villages safe. If Midnight can communicate the plan to the wild dragons, then each of Siana’s warriors can lead a group of wild dragons into the country to root out the marauding Vampyres, until the armies have assembled and the Vampyres are ready to attack the Gate.
The dragons will comply, Midnight confirmed.
On they flew through the day. The mist dissolved under the morning sun and they could see the snowy landscape below. In the distance, storm clouds gathered. Maia and Blaid made the most of the clearer weather, discussing their thoughts, but by midday they reached the towering stack of dark clouds, roiling with thunder and lightning.
Maia felt Midnight tighten his hold on the hive mind and he guided the scale of Fire Dragons into the swirling mass of darkness before them. The temperature plummeted and Maia protected them by wrapping them in her bubble of air. She wished she could do the same for Siana and her men.
Although this time they did not have to contend with the air currents of the mountains, this blizzard was by far the worst they had encountered.
Battling winds of over two hundred miles an hour, the Fire Dragons eventually conceded defeat and Midnight guided them to earth, where they all huddled together - Midnight and the people in the middle - and rode out the storm until morning.
 

 
It took them longer to cross Serengate than expected. Bad weather plagued them and two days soon turned into four. Willing as the dragons were, they became restless and fighting broke out.
As they came in to land on the fourth day, close to a granite cliff surrounded by tall pines, two males squabbled over a roosting place along the cliff. It set of a chain reaction amongst the rest of the wild dragons and chaos ensued.
Once Midnight had dropped Maia and Blaid safely on the ground, he rose to restore order amongst the scale. Siana’s dragon riders managed to keep control over their dragons, but with difficulty.
“It is the weather,” Maia said to Siana. “Midnight explained that the Fire Dragons do not usually fly through lightning storms. They can, if they get caught in one, but rather avoid it. Because they have sworn allegiance to Midnight, they will not abandon him on his quest, but tensions are running high.”
“I can feel Vulkan quiver in fear every time we fly through one of those blizzards,” Siana agreed. “They are brave to carry on despite their fear.”
“It is not just fear. There is a real chance of danger; not just for them, but for us. Midnight told me that dragons do not get struck by lightning often, but with all our metal armour and weapons, the chances are much higher.”
“Let us hope, then, these storms end soon.”
“Unlikely,” Blaid added. “I have spent winters in Grildor and the Moon of Storms is yet upon us.”
“If the weather is to get worse, then maybe the rest of the Vampyres will leave the country. Or,” Siana hesitated, thinking, “maybe the reason they are still here is because they are stuck. Did you not say they did something to Greystone when they came through during the last war? Did they not topple the stones? What if the mechanism is faulty and those that are now attacking the cities are the ones that got left behind?”
“I was not there during the final hour of the battle when our warrior cleaned up the battlefield,” Maia said. “Neither was Blaid. My father never mentioned anything about Vampyres retreating through the Gate, only talked about the ones that escaped into the country. You may have a point. Shadow Hall, with assistance from the cities within Grildor, has been guarding the Greystone ever since and, as far as I know, none have come through there. Maybe we have been looking at this the wrong way. What if we are diverting all our forces towards a Gate that no longer needs protecting?”
“This becomes more complicated every time we speak of it,” Blaid said, running a hand through his thick, black hair. He looked tired.
“I cannot believe that your father and his Commanders have not asked these same questions,” Siana said. “I doubt Lord Longshadow would embark on a large scale campaign without knowing all the facts first.”
“You are probably right, Siana. It is only that he never discussed this with me.”
“Maia, from what you have told me, it was you who isolated yourself from most of the war councils and any discussions with your father. Can you really say what he knows or doesn’t? Besides, who knows what he has learned after you left to find me.”
Maia clenched her jaw and took a deep breath. “You are right. We are assuming and speculating and it will lead to nothing but worry. Let us get home and find out what is happening before we make judgement.”
“Aye,” Blaid agreed.
Bright-Shining-Silver-Star! Your magic is required.
All three of them turned as the distress call sounded in their minds. During their discussion, the men had set up camp. Midnight had brought order to the dragons, now clinging peacefully to the cliffs above, painting the grey rock red.
To their left, however, some distance away, Midnight’s dark form rested close to the ground, one wing spread protectively over something they could not see. Cold washed over Maia from head to toe, before being replaced by a surge of adrenaline, which pumped her blood through her veins, heating her body. Her Life Elemental senses activated as she ran towards her dragon and his charge of a gravely injured Fire Dragon.
“So close to death,” Blaid whispered beside her.
For the first time, Maia felt his Death Elemental senses and she knew this was a race between life and death. Either of them could claim this dragon. They glanced at each other as they ran - not seeing the other, but only the Elemental beneath.
Midnight lifted his wing for them to pass. Siana slipped in with them, but stayed back, letting them work. The Fire Dragon lay broken near Midnight’s foreleg. One glance told Maia all she needed to know.
Two dragons had fought. Aerial assault. Bite marks, scratch marks, and lacerations from the tail. In the chaos from the scale coming in to roost along the cliffs, they must have struggled to find enough space to fly. This dragon had slammed into the cliff, broken a wing, and tumbled to the ground. Smacking the frozen earth after a fall from a hundred strides, the dragon had broken several more bones.
As Maia knelt beside him, she put her hands on his purplish hide and, concentrating, she felt for injuries she could not see.
“He is in so much pain,” Blaid said, agony in his voice. “He wants it to stop.”
“I can fix him.”
“It will only cause him more pain and his wing is beyond repair. He will never fly again. It would be a death sentence, anyway.”
“I can fix him!”
Let her work.
Focused on her task as she was, Maia did not think about the fact that Blaid had never seen her like this this before. He had not seen her heal Wolf after the Vampyre attack, had not seen her heal Midnight after the fight with the Ice Dragon. He only knew what was possible when working alone and, in his mind, there was nothing that could be done for this dragon.
Maia, however, knew differently and now, without thinking about it twice, asked Midnight for his assistance. The moment his energy mingled with hers, she knew the extent he had grown; especially during the last Moon. She shook as the energy vibrated through her and did not waste a moment of it.
Walking around the downed dragon, she set to work. Ignoring the strange, purplish glow all around her, she laid her hands on the dragon’s hide in all the places where he needed mending. She saw to the most life-threatening ones first, like the gushing gash across his chest. Then she moved on to the painful ones, mostly the various broken bones within his body.
All the while, Midnight held his soul connection with the Fire Dragon, easing his pain and calming him.
Lastly, Maia looked at the wing. It concerned her that the dragon felt no pain in this wing. Upon closer inspection, she found the humerus, the radius, and two phalanges broken, as well as a severed nerve within the wing joint.
A tear rolled down Maia’s cheek and a groan of frustration escaped her. Midnight growled, low and loud. The purple glow around them intensified to a blinding light contained only by Midnight’s black wings.
Shaking, Maia now took all the energy Midnight could give. She did not care what it did to her body. It could tear her apart as long as it would heal the dragon. Channelling the vast amount on energy took effort, however, and the sweat dripped off her as she worked, despite the freezing temperature.
In the back of her mind, she felt the four bones knit together as she sent some of the energy their way, but her main focus remained the wing joint. A small fracture had caused a bone splinter to break off, severing the nerve. Maia shuddered at the thought of the kind of impact it must have taken for something so sheltered to break. Hidden behind layers of muscle and plate armour, the wing joint lay protected within the scapula.
Delicately, she directed the energy towards the bone splinter and set it back into the fracture. It fused, harder than before. Then, closing her eyes tightly, she concentrated on finding the two loose ends of the nerve.
One had shot up towards the fracture of the humerus; the other had coiled up within the wing joint. Maia wished she could get her hands in there to pull them together, but cutting the dragon open would take too long and would probably cause him more harm than good.
Midnight did not let up on his energy, for she needed it all. Bones were easy to mend. Porous, simple material. Nerves, however, were the fibers that connected the brain to the body. Their structure was a complicated network of information pathways that needed to be connected in exactly the right way for them to function again.
Maia had done it before, just not with a nerve this large, or complicated. Only with Midnight’s assistance could she decipher the code of flight information the nerve transmitted to the wing and reconnect it the right way.
Pulling it, strand by strand, and with painstaking slowness, Maia bound the fibers back together. The purple glow around her intensified; she could now see it through her closed eyes. In her mind, the nerve glowed purple, too, as it knitted together.
Finally, with a shuddering sigh, Maia let go of Midnight’s energy. Midnight freed the dragon from his mind hold on him and Maia saw, just before she fell unconscious, the purple dragon stagger to his feet.




 
“I have never seen anything like it.” Maia heard Siana say as if from far away.
“To be honest, neither have I. But I have heard them speak about it; I just never imagined it to be anything like this.”
This voice belonged to Blaid and it stirred something within Maia. Her eyes fluttered.
“Maia.” Blaid cupped her face. “Maia, are you awake?”
She coughed.
“I am surprised she is even alive after that.”
“Shh, Siana, give her a moment.” Blaid took her hand. “Maia, wake up.”
“I’m a’ right,” Maia mumbled. “What happened?”
“You fainted. After you healed the dragon.”
Maia nodded. “I remember. How is he?”
Siana laughed and Maia looked beyond Blaid to find her.
“You may have made a new admirer,” Blaid’s sister said. “And so has Blaid. After the blinding glow faded and the dragon found his feet, the first thing he did was look for you. By then, you had already fainted and Blaid was trying to revive you. He stood watch over the two of you and would not let me or my men anywhere near you. Midnight only looked down on him with what I would call an indulgent look on his face. It was incredible.”
Maia frowned at her words, still a little foggy. She wasn’t sure if she understood correctly.
“I’m afraid it’s true,” Blaid confirmed. “He is right outside the tent. Only I can get near him. I had to sneak Siana in here while Midnight distracted the purple.”
“The purple?”
“As Fire Dragon’s go, this one’s hide has always had a purplish tinge to it, but after what you did to him, he now radiates the colour; much like Vulkan carries his red.”
Maia closed her eyes, mentally took Blaid’s hand, and then searched for the purple dragon, as unbelievable as that sounded. She gasped, for she did not have to search. The dragon’s mind hovered within the immediate space surrounding her own, as well as Blaid’s, tethered to them by a connection akin to that between her and Midnight.
Maia staggered back, felt Siana’s strong arms steady her, but the dragon and Blaid remained right there with her. Deepest gratitude flooded her mind - a life-debt - and she knew the dragon would always remain a part of her life. She saw another bond, too. One between Blaid and the dragon. This bond was built out of respect, for in those moments when Maia had fainted and the dragon had wanted to protect her, Blaid had stood his ground.
Opening her eyes, she said, “He does, indeed, have a red-violet skin, and mind. Born of violence, a warrior, strong of heart, loyal and fierce. Over two hundred summers he has seen and his body is lithe and strong. I was going to name him Violence, but he seems to prefer Fury. As I already have a dragon of my own, Fury shall be yours, Blaid. Bonded as he is, he cannot go back to the wild dragons. It will be up to you now to look after him.”
Outside the tent, Fury screeched triumphantly. The wild dragons picked up the call and soon the cliff face reverberated with the calls of the dragons. Only Midnight’s mighty roar eventually stilled them.
 

 
Jagaer rated leaving Oberon as one of the most satisfying things he had ever done. That puffed-up, spineless Lord of the city did not deserve the loyalty of his people. Jagaer did not wish them any ill, but he wished never to return there. 
News had reached Elders Hope just before their departure that there had been an attack on Shadow Hall. Their plan had been to return to Thala Yll, drop off the dragons, and ride back to Shadow Hall with their horses. Now, armed with the news of the attack, they were flying at full speed straight for home.
Knowing the speed of a pigeon, as well as the various delays a message could encounter, Jagaer knew that the fight was long over. Shadow Hall had either fallen to the enemy, or come out victorious. Yet, the nagging thought that they may be under siege never left his mind.
A blizzard forced them to make camp near the foothills of the most northern point of the Grildor-Bron Mountains within an hour’s flight of the Grildor border. Sheltering under a cliff, they did not make camp, but only used their dragons for warmth.
During the long hours of that night, Jagaer contemplated their situation. He had learned much talking to the other Lords, even the ones he did not agree with, yet the Vampyres’ plan only became more unfathomable.
So much still did not make sense and he felt ill-prepared, at best. The concern for his people weighed on him, yet during that long, cold night; thoughts of Malyn kept drifting in and out of his mind.
Had he been too stubborn? For over five hundred years they had been married. For nearly two hundred of those years he had been king. Had her advice not always been solid?
Grinding his teeth and huddling close to Shockwave, he thought about Blaid. The young Elf with the roguish good looks and that smug smile … he shuddered, making Shockwave twitch.
Yes, he conceded, Blaid had assisted them during the wars, but at what cost to his daughter? Every time he was involved, she suffered. He could not look past that. Would not look past that. Why could Malyn not see it?
When morning dawned, his heart ached for his wife and daughter, compounded by his worry for his son. The storm still raged, but the winds had calmed enough for the dragons to fly. If they encountered no further obstacles, they should reach Shadow Hall by nightfall.
 

 
Maia felt the cold at her back like an aching longing. She had become used to Blaid sitting behind her on Midnight and his absence was not only felt via the cold wind finding its way under her heavy coat.
Yet, as she glanced across, the sight of Blaid riding Fury excited her. Siana had given Blaid a quick lesson on how to ride a Fire Dragon, but with their mind bond, Blaid and Fury needed little assistance.
Although the day remained windy and snowy throughout, Fury’s swirling violet hide never dulled against the grey background. Only Vulkan rivalled him in brightness.
Alphadrake, Midnight informed her.
I have made him into an alpha? Maia asked.
It was inside. You let it out.
Will Vulkan not fight with him, or try to exile him from the scale?
Fury now with Blaid. Not Vulkan.
Maia looked at the pair again. As Midnight stayed with her, Fury would now remain with Blaid, instead of returning home with his scale after the war. She had not intended for this to happen and felt a moment of sadness for the dragon.
His soul is pleased.
Knowing Midnight would not tell her such to simply appease her, she turned her mind to the journey ahead. Today, they would reach Yolanden. The thought excited and terrified her. What if he refused to help them? What if she had it all wrong?
Pangs of self-doubt travelled with her as they headed ever further east. Her longing for home upon seeing the Grildor-Bron Mountains in the distance during a bit of clear weather did not make it easier for her.
They reached the area where Maia and Blaid had made camp that day they stumbled upon Yolanden by early afternoon. Wearily, she climbed down Midnight’s outstretched leg and then made her way to where the scale had landed. Behind her, Midnight took off again, stirring up the snow on the ground, engulfing her in a cloud of white.
Only her senses warned her of danger as she stood blind in the mini snow storm and, just as the snow cleared and she could see again, Lunar jumped up and licked her face.
“I am sorry,” Blaid laughed, running up behind the wolf. “Apparently my excitement is contagious.” He patted Lunar’s head, and then wrestled her to the ground. “Fury is incredible,” Blaid continued, a boyish smile on his face. “Thank you, Maia, for saving his life.”
Blaid leaned in and kissed her. All at once, all the emotions she had been bottling up over the past few Moons came rushing to the surface. They licked through her veins like fire, burning, demanding more. The pressure on their lips increased as Blaid felt her response and they stood, entwined in a kiss, hands holding on, unaware of all else.
“I know this may not be the right moment,” Siana said behind them, “but could you please show us where to set up camp? My men are confused. Everywhere they go; they have the strangest feeling of being unwelcome.”
Maia and Blaid stepped apart.
“They are. It is a spell,” Blaid said gruffly. “Just set up camp within those woods. Yolanden means us no harm; he just does not like uninvited guests.”
Siana winked at them before turning back towards her men to give the orders. Blushing, Maia followed her, but Blaid took her hand and stopped her.
“It is becoming harder to control,” he murmured. “I no longer know if I will find the strength to resist should we ever find ourselves in a situation where there will be no one around to save us from ourselves.”
“I have been feeling it, too,” Maia confessed.
“We shall endure a while longer. Come; let us face Yolanden while it is still light. We may be able to leave for Shadow Hall by morning.”
Their feet crunched in the snow as they made their way towards where the men set up camp. The wild dragons had followed Midnight to some roost further away, while the War Dragons now crawled in between the wide spaces of the tall trees of the forest to rest.
“Siana, we are going to seek out Yolanden. It is early enough. Can we take Tanyl with us for in case it takes longer and we need to get a message back to you?”
“Aye,” Siana agreed, “but take Tanyl and Agreon. They can stand guard while you are busy.”
Siana signalled the two warriors and gave them their orders. Taking up their weapons, they followed Maia and Blaid across the narrow valley into the forest on the opposite side.
Last time they were here, the forest had been still with frost, but alive with autumn colours. Today, snow covered the entire forest floor, except underneath the canopies of the evergreens. Yet, even in the winter, Maia felt the life that teemed here. Squirrels, foxes, owls, mice, deer, lynx, and bears.
Leading the way, Maia followed the traces of magic all the way to Yolanden’s tree house. Covered in snow as it was, it looked like a misshapen hill; even Yolanden could not cloak his home in invisibility if covered in snow.
“Master Oldenspear,” Maia called out. “The two that are two, but should be one, have returned to learn their lesson.”
Tanyl and Agreon both drew their weapons at the croaky chuckle behind them. Yolanden stepped out of the shadow of a tree they had just passed and onto the path. He glowered at the guards until they lowered their weapons.
Stepping past them and then leading the way, he said, “I have been waiting. It is time.”
 

 
“Many thousands of years ago,” Yolanden began, settled around the fire in his small cabin - Tanyl and Agreon had been left outside on the porch with a fire of their own - “there were the Accords. The Accords brought peace, for before the accords, chaos reigned.”
“The Accords?” Maia asked.
“Are you talking about the peace agreement between the planets?” Blaid asked.
“Aye.”
“That was over five hundred thousand years ago.”
“Aye, yet they are as relevant today as they were then.”
“Do you believe, then, that we should have another Accord?” Maia asked.
“Of a sort,” Yolanden said. “Do you know how the Accords were formed?”
Both of them shook their heads. They had been taught about the peace agreement in their histories because of its importance, but most of the details had been lost over time.
“There was a prophecy that spoke of the One that would come to restore peace and order to the worlds. For many years, the races fought over which race this One should come from. When it eventually happened, it was two people from each race. Twenty-two; united as one; armed only with their wisdom and their desire to bring peace, went forth to reunite the worlds. It was them that brought us the Accords.”
“How can this help us now, Yolanden?” Blaid asked.
The old man tilted his head, a crooked smile on his face. “For those that come as two, must leave as one.”
“Please, Yolanden,” Maia begged, putting a calming hand on Blaid’s, “our quest is urgent. Will you not tell us without the riddles?”
“There are no riddles,” he said. “You only imagine them. It is exactly as I say. I know the urgency of your quest, which is why I am helping you. For I, too, was once a Prime in love, but I never had my chance to become what you will be.”
Yolanden’s heartache, millennia old, briefly touched them both and they understood the loss he had suffered. He had cast away his responsibilities as Death Elemental after that and hidden out here in the wilderness.
“No, do not speak of it,” he warned them. “I only let you see for you to believe me. I cannot help you in your fight, but I can show you how to win it, for you have the power within you, but you need each other to unlock it. For those that come as two, must leave as one. Neither is complete without the other.”
This touched a chord within Maia and she sat up straighter, as did Blaid.
“In order for the twenty-two who formed the Accords to unite as one, the two from each race first had to become one as well. On Elveron, it was only the Life and the Death Elementals that were powerful enough to accomplish this. There dwells something within each of you that belongs to the other. For without life, death does not exist, and without death, life has no meaning. The two are bound, always, no matter what scripture you read, which histories you look at. If you want to save our people, you need to become one.”
“And how do we do that?”
“I can see Maia has found the last piece of herself that was missing,” Yolanden said. “You are now both able to transform, yes?”
“Yes,” Blaid confirmed.
“Good, then we shall begin. Everything you need is already within you. All you need to do is unlock it. Although I have never heard of a pair as young as you two, I have also never heard of anyone as powerful as you. Your youth and inexperience count against you, yet I sense that your love and your determination to save your people will overcome that.”
Yolanden paused and poured them fresh tea. Neither of them spoke as they waited for Yolanden to ready himself. Maia struggled with her impatience, but she pushed it down.
“First, you need to let go,” the old Prime said, retaking his seat and sipping his tea. They emulated him. “You have much on your minds. You need to clear your minds if you want to learn.”
Blaid sighed. Maia shushed him.
“If you are to accomplish this, two things will need to happen. One, you need to listen to me. Two, you need to work together. Tell me now if you think I am wasting my time with you.”
“We are ready, Master,” Blaid said solemnly.
“Aye, we are ready, Master,” Maia repeated.
“Very well, then. Set your cups down and close your eyes.”
Hesitantly, Maia and Blaid let their guard down and allowed Yolanden into their minds. They introduced him to Midnight and Fury and then asked the dragons to retreat from their minds completely for the duration of their training. This proved especially hard for Midnight and Maia, for they had not been completely without the other since she returned from Earth.
Once alone, Yolanden guided them into pushing all their foremost thoughts into the back of their minds and to concentrate only on themselves. He could only guide them so far, telling them what to do, for they had to find their own way, clearing their cluttered minds and freeing them to think only of what Yolanden had to teach them.
“Put your amulets on the table,” Yolanden instructed them some time later. “Come sit here by the fire.”
In a trance, Maia and Blaid removed their amulets, two each, put them on the table and sat down on the thick rug by the fire. Holding this trance-like state of not thinking of anything, yet thinking only of oneself, was the hardest task Maia had ever done. Her trance wavered for a moment as she sat, but she held on to it.
“Now, think only of the other.”
Too simple an instruction. Maia almost fell into the trap. Thinking of Blaid usually involved her searing blood rushing through her veins with desire. Yet, at their level of trance-like concentration, this would not keep him upright, or breathing, or even alive. Clenching her jaw in concentration, she focused hard on Blaid. Looked at how his body functioned … and kept it working.
There was only one brief moment that she faltered and that was when she realised she herself was still breathing. Blaid had passed this test, too.
What was left in the absence of space? They could neither hear, see, smell, taste, nor feel anything in the state they were in. Yet, Maia held total control over Blaid’s body and Blaid held control over Maia’s. In their minds, they could see each other’s soul as clearly as they could see any object in the brightest day. His soul looked back at hers and, for the first time, they saw each other.
Nothing could have prepared them for the feeling of oneness they experienced with one another at that very moment. They suddenly understood why they had been lusting for each other the way they had, for in each other’s soul there was a piece of the other. The only way the physical body could experience that kind of closeness was through such intimate contact.
It made sense now. They no longer felt ashamed of what they had done. However, they also no longer felt the lust. It had been replaced by something more refined, more real, more enduring.
They held on to each other, surrounded by nothing but the glow of their souls, knowing the powers of those that had gone before them, learning from their wisdom, and adding their own to that knowledge.
“Now, think only of me.”
Maia wavered briefly before retaking control of herself. She felt Blaid right beside her and she clung to him. Together, they searched for Yolanden and found him floating ahead of them in the sea of nothingness that was their current state of minds.
They reached out to him, and did what they had done for each other but a moment ago. For but a heartbeat, the three became one, and then Yolanden separated them and they opened their eyes.
Groggily, they looked around as they sat up from their prone position on the rug. Maia’s body ached. The tea cups had been removed from the table, but the fire still burned brightly in its grate. Outside, a storm whistled through the trees.
“How long have we been here?” Blaid asked, his voice hoarse.
“Four days, My Lord,” Tanyl answered from behind them. “Master Yolanden warned us that you may be away for a while and we should check on the fire.”
“You have done well, Tanyl,” Yolanden croaked. “Do you have fresh tea ready?”
“I do, Master.”
“Four days?” Maia whispered, her throat too dry to speak.
Yolanden gratefully took the cup offered to him and took a sip before speaking. “It is not up to the body to decide how long the mind takes to find itself. I have never made the journey myself, as my love was taken from me before the time. I am honoured that I was allowed to bear witness, even for but a brief moment, to your journey.”
“How did you know what to do?” Blaid asked.
“As with you and Maia, I was not allowed to be with my love. We spent years travelling, searching for an answer. When we found the sage that taught us, we were both over a thousand years old. It was the day before the Finding of Souls that she was taken from me.”
“I have felt your pain,” Maia said, reaching out to the old man.
“We are forever in your debt,” Blaid said.
“The only thing you owe me is that you use your knowledge for good. Save our people from this invasion. The time has nearly come.”
 

 
Darkness descended upon the land, but Jagaer needed no light to know where he was going. This was his home and, even from the back of a dragon, he would find his way.
The moons eventually rose and shone some light over the Yllitar Plains. With the familiar mountains to their right, and Thala Yll behind them, Shadow Hall lay just ahead. Every man had agreed to carry on flying, instead of making camp one last time.
Even at this hour of the night, they created an uproar within the city as they came in to land on the field alongside The Crags. One nervous archer, posted along the outer perimeter of the city, loosened an arrow towards one of the dragons.
Within moments, the area around The Crags lit up with torches and lanterns and, while Commander Hollowdale’s men saw to the dragons, a group of Sentinels and Night Watch surrounded them to escort their Lord and his Guard safely to the Hall of the Guardians.
“We will bring the dragon riders to you as soon as they are done,” one of the Sentinels assured him, “but it is not safe for My Lord to be out in the open.”
“I have had news of the attack. Hence my urgent return. Have we suffered many casualties?”
“Your wife and son are safe,” the Sentinel said, avoiding the question asked, but answering the unspoken one. “You son will be here presently. I have already sent for him.”
“Thank you.”
The grit they had put down to prevent slipping on the icy stairs crunched under their boots as they descended the steep steps to the Training Grounds. Jagaer hardly recognised the place; even at night he could see the rows of supplies stacked in all directions. Jaik had been busy.
“I must warn you, My Lord,” the Sentinel said as he held the door open for Jagaer to enter the hall. “Your chamber is no longer just your own. I advise you to take your Commanders, but see to the rest of your men in the chart room.”
“Aye, I shall trust your judgement. Bring the men to the chart room when they are done and I will brief them there.”
“As you wish, My Lord.”
The Sentinel bowed and then left. Jagaer and Archer exchanged a worried glance. Hesitantly, Jagaer pushed at the door to his chamber. A vicious growl stopped him from opening the door fully and he took a step back.
“Who is there?” a forceful, but young man asked. “You know not to disturb at this time.”
Shocked, Jagaer looked at Archer.
“It’s all right, Luke,” Jagaer heard Silas say, although the sage sounded old and weak. “It is Jagaer. Let him in.”
As if by some sign, Wolf came bounding through the gap in the door and sprang up on Jagaer, greeting him by licking his face. He stroked the animal’s head briefly before stepping through the doors to his chamber, unable to control his curiosity.
What he saw inside was not what he expected. The stench of sickness, although fading, still cloyed to the room. The area in front of the fire looked like the inside of Silas’ cave, complete with his bed, instruments, medicines and books.
Two couches sat on either side of the fire. One held a blanket, on which Wolf now went to find his place again. The other couch held Luke’s pillow, a blanket, as well as some papers.
Jagaer’s desk now resided closer to the fire, too, and turned in such a way that the person sitting behind the desk could easily reach the prone figure of Silas lying in front of the fire. All other furniture had simply been pushed to the side; discarded, unneeded for the moment.
“Silas, are you all right?” Jagaer moved to him and knelt beside him.
“I am on the mend, thanks to this young man,” the old Elf said. “I owe him my life, Jagaer.”
“I am in your debt, Luke,” Jagaer said, putting a hand on the Human’s shoulder.
“He still has a lot of healing to do, My Lord. He cannot rise yet, or move at all. The risk of infection is still very real. Until such a time that he eats and walks on his own, I shall take no thanks.”
“As you wish, Luke. I shall thank you for your services then. I can see you have been looking after him here for some time.”
“Yes, My Lord. This was where he got injured during the attack on the city. We could not move him or he would have died.”
“It is all right. I am honoured that you saved my adviser within my chambers.”
“Thank you, My Lord.”
“Now, Silas, tell me how you are.”
“The company is good,” he raised a shaking arm to point at Luke and Wolf, “but I am tired of soup.”
“Ah, I see you have retained your humour. You will live.”
“I hope so, Father, for this Human has worked no less than a miracle on our Healer.”
Jagaer stood at the sound of Jaik’s voice and turned towards him. Jaik strode across the chamber, swathed in a heavy fur coat, and the two embraced.
“It is good to see you, Jaik. We were in Oberon when the news of the attack reached us and we came as soon as we could.”
“The message must have been delayed, for the attack happened almost three Quarters ago. The city is safe again and we have doubled the rate at which we are producing weapons. Come, let Silas rest for now. We shall see to your men in the chart room.”
Jaik nodded to Luke and Silas, and led him from the room. Impressed by the way his son took charge, Jagaer let himself be led away.
Archer, Boron, and the rest of the Guard, as well as Commander Hollowdale’s men, were already assembled in the neighbouring room of equal size, but without the plush furnishings. All the space contained was a table large enough for spreading man-sized maps.
“It is late, so I will keep it short,” Jaik began, taking charge. Jagaer let him. “They are readying the guesthouse as we speak, Commander Hollowdale. One of my Guard will take you and your men there shortly. The dragons have settled on The Crags and will be safe there.”
“Thank you, Commander Longshadow,” Evandeor Hollowdale replied.
“The city has been on edge ever since the attack and night time disturbances have, unfortunately, been a common occurrence. We will need to let the people know by first light who caused the disturbance tonight to set them at ease. Unless my father has an urgent message, or order, I suggest we all find what rest we can and gather here again an hour before sunrise. We can then discuss everything before we go out to greet the people.”
The Commanders and warriors around the table stood in silence, looking from father to son. Jaik stood, head held high and confident, waiting for an answer. Jagaer, travel worn and weary, had never been so ready to follow someone else’s orders.
“Aye,” he finally agreed. “It has been a long journey and our minds are tired. Let us rest before we gather again.”
The tension in the air dispersed as Jagaer gave his consent. Filithrin took it upon himself to take Commander Hollowdale and his men to the guesthouse, and the men of the Guard who had been travelling with Jagaer found their own ways home.
“You have done well here, Jaik,” Jagaer said as they walked home together, followed at a distance by two of Jaik’s Guard.
“We had to improvise,” Jaik replied, “but the people rallied and we pulled through.”
There was more he wanted to tell his son, but as they neared the house, all he could think of was the fight he had with Malyn before he left. Feeling more like a child than the king he was, he stepped through the doors into his home.
 

 
The weather remained clear as they flew over the Grildor-Bron Mountains. Looking at them from above, they did not appear as high as they did from below. Their large scale of dragons cast a peculiar shadow every time they flew over a snow field.
Excitement replaced the heavy sadness at leaving Yolanden behind with every wing beat that brought them close to Shadow Hall. Already, the sun dipped behind the mountains at their backs and the snow-covered forest, glittering golden in the late evening sun, now streaked below them like a cold and dirty, grey carpet.
Unerringly, Midnight led the way. They soon flew over the city lights of Tarron Heights; far below them, and not long after reached Shadow Hall.
Dragons!
Midnight signalled the warning to them and they circled high over the city while Midnight established the loyalty of the dragons below. Maia and Blaid joined in Midnight’s questing of the dragons’ minds and Maia could barely contain her excitement at what they learned.
My father is home. He travelled the alliance countries. The armies are coming.
The conclusions they had drawn from the bits of information they had been able to obtain during their travels had been correct. Help was on the way. Maia could not wait to speak to her father to hear of the final figures and to tell him of the army Blaid had been able to secure for him, too.
You secured, Blaid corrected her.
Maia checked herself. After the Finding of Souls, the connection between Blaid and Maia was so strong she no longer needed to actively think the words to him. She simply need to have the thoughts in her head and he would know what she was thinking or feeling, unless she shielded herself. Yolanden taught them how to do this before they left.
Battle Dragons will allow War Dragons to roost alongside on The Crags. I will take wild dragons to the cliffs.
All agreed that this would be the wisest course of action and, after Midnight set Maia down, the black dragon flew off with the scale of Fire Dragons to hide out in the mountains. With some noisy clacking, hooting, cawing, screeching, trumpeting and hissing, the Fire Dragons and the Plains Dragons sorted out their hierarchy atop The Crags.
The commotion drew a crowd of people within moments and the area lit up with lanterns and torches.
“Ah, My Lady, good to see you return home to us.”
“Commander Goldsbane, it is good to see you,” Maia replied to the Commander of the Night Watch. “I apologise for the commotion we caused and any fright we might have given your men.”
“Not at all, My Lady. The arrival of dragons during the night is becoming somewhat of a regular occurrence now.”
Although Commander Goldsbane’s men stayed well clear of the last of the dragons on the ground, they showed no fear. They waited until all the gear had been unloaded and then helped carry the equipment along the path towards the Sparring Grounds.
Maia desperately wanted to go home. See her parents, see her children, and find out what happened to Silas. The thought of her mentor brought a lump to her throat. The visions she had received from her brother had not shown her the outcome, but from what she had seen, only a Life Elemental could have healed those injuries.
Sighing, she followed the Commander of the Night Watch down towards the Hall of the Guardians. Any warriors arriving were always greeted by the Lord of the city within one of the formal halls, depending on the occasion. She knew her father had already been sent for.
As she took the last step onto the level ground of the Sparring Grounds, her pulse quickened, eyes widening with wonder.
“He is here,” she whispered.
Without waiting for the others, she ran ahead. Quickly, she pulled open the heavy outer doors of the hall, then sprinted across the tiled reception room. Taking more care, she opened the doors to her father’s chamber.
Her senses noticed it all at once; the smell of sickness, and healing; the smell of Wolf, and Luke; the smell of fire, and warmth; the glow of Silas’ soul, growing stronger; the glow of Luke’s soul; all grown up.
Wolf laid his paws on her shoulders and licked her tears as she stared into the room, looking at Silas and Luke staring back at her. She planted a kiss on her wolf’s head and hugged him for a moment, before making her way over to the fire.
Too emotional to speak, she simply nodded to Luke, who acknowledged her with a single nod of his own.
Maia knelt by Silas and took his hand. She could not check her tears as her elemental senses assessed the damage done to him and the miracle Luke had achieved to save him.
“You have returned,” Silas said, his voice weak, but proud.
Next to them, Wolf growled fiercely. The ruff of his neck stood erect with rage as he bared his teeth, snarling towards the door. Lunar stood in the doorway, imitating Wolf’s stance, growling; only Siana’s restraining arm held her back.
“I see you brought guests. Won’t you introduce us?” Silas raised a quivering hand to wave them in.
Blaid led the way, followed by Siana and Lunar, and then the dragon riders. Soon, the spacious room was crowded, but Maia could feel how Silas’ spirits improved with their presence.
“You have travelled far and learned much,” Silas said. “There will be much you need to tell me. But, first, I think you need to introduce the wolves to each other, for I fear they might do each other harm.”
“Aye,” Maia laughed, “we thought of many things, but not about how the wolves would get along.” She put a calming hand on Wolf’s back and let her energy flow into him as she walked him over to where Siana still held Lunar. “Wolf, meet Lunar. She is our ally in this war. Make friends and learn from each other.” Putting her other hand on Lunar, she told the she-wolf the same.
Once the growling stopped, she let go and took a step back. At a nod from Maia, Siana let go of Lunar, too. Hesitantly, the two wolves sniffed at each other. There was one tense moment where they bared their teeth, but then, slowly, tails wagged and their bodies relaxed.
Smiling, Maia returned to Silas, inviting Siana to come with her, so she could introduce her to Silas and Luke. She bade Blaid come with her, too.
“Make way for the Lords of Longshadow,” Maia heard Filithrin bellow from across the room, and inhaled her readiness to stand up for Blaid.
Siana’s men shuffled around, clearing a path to, and a circle around, the fire.
Together, Jaik and her father strode towards her. There was something different about both of them, but now was not the time to ask those questions. Smiling broadly, she ran towards them, and into their open arms.
 

 
“Father,” she said earnestly, “this is Prince Blaid Elderbow and Princess Siana Elderbow of Elbendal, son and daughter of King Blain Elderbow, Lord of Caverna Estralis. They have pledged their allegiance to you for this war and King Elderbow is marching with his army to Grildor even as we speak. Princess Siana has brought with her thirty-seven dragon riders and their War Dragons, ready to fight for you. Prince Blaid, Death Elemental, leads a scale of over three hundred Fire Dragons, eager for battle.”
Her father’s joy at seeing Maia had been genuine and she felt no resentment from him at her leaving at all. Yet, Blaid’s presence in his chamber concerned her most of all and she thought to get the introductions out of the way first. She now watched her father with worry as he absorbed the information. Maia resisted the urge to look into his mind.
“It is an honour and a privilege to meet you both,” Jagaer said.
“Thank you for joining us in this fight,” Jaik added.
Glancing briefly at Blaid, to find a corner of his mouth curled, for her, Maia let out the breath she had been holding and Silas gently squeezed her hand. She looked down at his frail fingers, the thin skin, the bruises, and the cuts. What was she thinking? All of the formalities could wait. Or carry on without her. Silas needed her.
“Father, please may we have some privacy with Silas? I would like Luke and Blaid to stay. You and Jaik may stay as well, if you could.”
Jaik nodded almost imperceptibly and immediately his Guard cleared the room. Wolf left with them, following Siana and Lunar out.
“The night is late,” Jaik said. “I will ask Filithrin to find accommodation for the men and we can gather in the morning for a briefing.”
“Aye,” Jagaer agreed.
Jaik briefly opened the door and spoke a few words with Filithrin before shutting the door firmly and joining them by the fire.
“I did the best I could, Maia,” Luke said.
Her son sounded sad, but he held his head high. She was proud of him. “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?”
“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?” Maia asked her son.
“Of course, I will,” Luke agreed.
“Then, ready yourself.”
Maia looked up and at the men around her. Blaid already knelt beside her, ready to lend his energy. Jaik and her father did not need to be asked. They both stepped forward and took their places. Once they all huddled around Silas’ prone figure, they locked arms, with Jaik touching Maia’s left shoulder, and Blaid her right shoulder.
“Are you ready?” she 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.”
As Maia bent over him and began her work, a soft white light enveloped them and she heard the men gasp. During the healing of Fury, a purple glow had surrounded them, but she had been largely unaware of it at the time.
During their training with Yolanden, Blaid and Maia had learned that the glow was the colour of the soul. All sentient beings had a soul; some glowed brighter than others and, those that were touched by Maia’s magic during healing could even transform, as Fury had transformed into an alpha. Yolanden called it Soul magic.
When Maia asked Yolanden why it had never happened to her before, he simply told her she had never been complete before. There had always been that one piece of herself she had not yet discovered. The falcon.
Before the Finding of Souls, Yolanden made both of them explain to him what each of their animals meant to them. For Blaid, this had been easy, as he had spent years as the black wolf. Maia, however, had only been the falcon once.
The wolf stood for strength, loyalty, intelligence, leadership, trust, and family. The last one surprised Maia, but made her happy.
The falcon stood for success and victory, speed and agility, rising above a situation, freedom, and focus. At first, those insights about her had startled her. She thought it made her seem cold and unfeeling. Yolanden told her those traits were essential for the role she was to play in saving their planet. She now accepted them, using her focus to concentrate on the intricate structure of Silas’ body.
Luke’s work was beyond anything Maia had ever seen. She could only assume that he had taken some of what he learned on Earth, combined it with what Silas taught him, and melded the two into one complicated procedure.
Closing her eyes, shutting out the ever brighter white glow around her, she began her work. She closed the slowly healing cut with its eight minute stitches along Silas’ large intestine. Then, she healed the tear in Silas’ diaphragm and the surrounding tissue. The other chest stab had miraculously missed any vital organs and only went into tissue, which was healing well. Nevertheless, she healed this, too, as well as all the minor cuts and bruises along his body.
From the smell in the room Maia could tell there had been infection here. Luke must have worked tirelessly day and night cleaning the wounds and preparing medicine to drive the infection off. The further she saw into Silas’ body, the more aware of Luke’s talent she became.
In her mind, glowing white strands of soul raced along the fibers of Silas’ body, knitting them all back together. Strand by strand, she made Silas whole again. With the five of them working together, they had enough energy, and it did not take long for Silas to let out a loud, wholesome laugh.
 

 
“It is good to be back,” Silas said, sitting around the fire with them at Maia’s home. “It is good to have everyone back home, too.”
“Indeed,” Malyn agreed. “It has been far from quiet in your absence.”
Malyn laughed, a sound Maia had missed so much, somewhat easing the tension in the common room.
After that, things did not go as smoothly.
Having rested for a few, brief hours, Jagaer had invited them all here for an informal gathering. It was to show good faith in his guests, but Maia soon learned that it had been Malyn’s idea. Although Maia’s father would never shun a royal envoy, she knew he wanted nothing more than to drive Blaid out of the city.
Malyn on the other hand kept engaging Blaid in conversation. Aaron, Rothea, Luke, Jasmin and Archer showed equal interest in Blaid and huddled around Malyn trying to catch every one of Blaid’s answers.
Silas wanted to learn of Aaron’s and Rothea’s quest, especially their discoveries within the dark forest. No one even paid him any attention when he asked his questions.
Maia wanted to learn of her father’s success with the alliance, and her brother’s victory over the assault on the city, yet their priority was to learn of her adventure and the size of the army Lord Elderbow was marching toward Grildor.
Siana, surrounded by warriors all her life, had taken one look at Luke and not said another word. She simply sat, with Wolf and Lunar by her feet, staring up at the tall, young Human, bewilderment written all over her face.
Maia grew quiet as she watched the chaos unfold within her home. What had gotten into everyone? Blaid glanced in her direction, looking for help. She had never seen her family like this.
Scared.
When Maia carefully opened her senses, she knew Midnight was right. They were all a little scared. Afraid of the unknown. Afraid of what was to come. But, most of all, they were afraid of who she had become.
The revelation startled her. She did not want to pry further into their minds to find out where this fear came from, but she had to know. Concentrating more on Silas, for she knew he would understand, she sought the answer.
Again, what she found startled her. When she saw herself through Silas’ eyes, she was not the person she used to be. Stronger, calmer, more confident - she could see the falcon looking back at her.
What worried the others was that she was unmistakably with Blaid. One did not have to have elemental senses to see that they were bonded on a level akin to marriage. Even her father saw it; and knew he could do nothing about it. They worried about it, because to them, it could only bode ill.
Maia let go of their minds with a sigh. Silas looked across at her and, one by one, they all fell silent, looking at her, too. Blaid walked over to stand beside her.
“There will be time for all of you to tell us your adventures,” Maia started, “for we need to discuss them in order to understand the full plan of the Vampyres.”
Some of them nodded hesitantly.
“First, however, I would like to tell you of the Finding of Souls. During our ancient history, a Life and a Death Elemental merged their souls so that they could partake in the Accords, which sealed a peace treaty between the planets, which has lasted for five hundred thousand years. Due to the incredible power that the Finding of Souls gives to the couple, a rumour spread across the land that Life and Death should never meet lest woe befall them all. It is now our law that a Life Elemental should not be with a Death Elemental. It is considered an abomination. Against all code and ancient law.
“But, I tell you now, it is not so. Life and Death were created to be together and only together they can be whole. Blaid and I have completed the ceremony of the Finding of Souls and we believe that we now have the power, the wisdom, and the ability to defeat our enemy. There is much yet we are learning, as our journey has but begun. So, I must beg you to be patient, but trust in us. Do not shun us. Blaid and I are one. For without death, life has no meaning; for without life, death does not exist. We are One.”
In the stillness that followed, Maia’s heart beat loud in her ears. Blaid took her hand and held it tightly. His warm, reassuring grip soothed her and she lifted her chin, looking at the assembled people before her.
“It is as she says,” Silas confirmed. “I have been searching for the answer ever since Maia came back from Earth. I have even discussed it with some of you.” Silas nodded towards Jaik, who nodded back. “I was close with my assumptions, but I could never quite find the right answer. I am glad you have found them on your own.”
“Silas said you would be the answer to our problems,” Jaik confirmed, a proud, brotherly smile on his face.
“We were discussing the Accords not so long ago,” Jagaer said, to Maia’s surprise. “The Vampyres need reminding that they still stand today.”
And with that, the tension broke.
Malyn came towards them, taking them both in her arms. Everyone took their turn to congratulate them on their Finding of Souls, even her father. Maia, in turn, congratulated Aaron and Rothea on their new relationship.
Relieved, for she had been dreading this moment the most, they moved the informal gathering to the Elder Hall to discuss matters of war with the Commanders and Elders.
A Moon ago, Maia would not have believed this to be a more comfortable topic of discussion than family matters.
 

 
The map of the northern hemisphere of Elveron hung on the back wall of the Elder Hall for everyone to look at while they discussed the movement of armies from countries Jagaer had visited.
Outside, it snowed again and the wind howled around the roof, making the rafters creek. The fire baskets in all eleven corners of the Elder Hall burned brightly, keeping them warm.
“The armies are still moving slowly because of the weather,” Jaik informed them, “but more have arrived at the camps around Greystone.”
The gathered Commanders, Elders, and various warriors and guests nodded. They now met for an update every third day and everyone had a good understanding of the armies’ movements. Maia had been home for a Quarter and this was the second meeting she attended.
“We have all of the armies of Grildor in place, as well as armies from Eiken, Bron, and Tandemar. Already, we have four times as many warriors on the battlefield as we had during the last war. But,” Jaik paused and looked around the assembled group, “do not get too confident. After everything we have learned, we know to expect a large-scale attack.”
“Aye,” Jagaer stepped forward, “and not just in Grildor.”
The crowd stirred, whispering, confused.
“Since my daughter returned, we have been able to gather more information. Certain questions have been asked that were not thought of before,” he looked significantly at Siana, “which has led to a startling discovery.”
“What questions?” someone asked.
“Siana, Princess of Elbendal, who has kindly agreed to fight for us, thought it strange that the Vampyres, who dislike the cold, would attack during the winter Moons. Why not attack a Gate where it is warmer. This made us think. We sent messages via the Sirens again, but the answers were the same as before; no major attacks, all is well. However, when Lord Elderbow, who has the ability to wield the Sirens, looked through them, he saw that those countries were as overrun with Vampyres as ours.”
Shocked sounds erupted, and another asked, “How is that possible? How were we deceived?”
“With old magic,” Jagaer continued. “An ancient spell. The same kind of magic they used to break up the Gate. It leads us to believe the Vampyres have a powerful spell caster working for them. Only those of the ancient, royal bloodline of Drakul still possess the magic. We are now facing an onslaught from all sides. Every Gate is under attack. Possibly not only by warriors, but by magic, too. It is now a race for time.”
“Then we shall hope for more blizzards that will delay the Vampyres,” someone said.
“We don’t think the Vampyres are working on a Grildor time line,” Jagaer said, “although they are keeping an eye on our weather. Also, keep in mind that the blizzards delay the armies marching to our defence. The Vampyres will strike when they are ready, at all Gates. We are doing everything we can to find out when this will be and hope to have an answer within the next few days.”
“How do you mean to achieve this?” one of the Commanders asked. “Are you planning on sending your daughter back to Naylera?”
“No, Naylera is far too dangerous now, even for my daughter. There are many Vampyres already in our country. Maia and Blaid have agreed to a hunting trip and to use their powers to extract information. They are leaving the day after tomorrow.”
A murmur of approval sounded throughout the hall.
It had taken the people of Shadow Hall most of the six days they had been there to accept Maia and Blaid. Some held on more tightly to the old beliefs than others. Maia’s grandparents had been especially tolerant. They moved through the city without together, often holding hands.
As the meeting continued, Maia’s mind wandered, as it did so often during such meetings. She had never been able to pay attention for long. More often than not, everything that was discussed, she had already discussed with her father and brother before and only attended due to formality.
In this case, and from hence forth, she attended with Blaid. They needed to be seen together so the people would get used to them. There was no need for them to be there, except for Jagaer to show them to the people. It was tedious, but Maia agreed it was necessary.
They had accomplished so much since she left. Her father had rallied armies from countries all around Grildor; a total of approximately one hundred and fifty thousand warriors, currently all encamped around Greystone, or marching towards it.
Jaik had successfully defended Shadow Hall against an attack and prevented a possibly siege and, in the process, became the leader Jagaer had always wanted him to become. Young, driven, and with an innovative mind, Jaik had not been afraid to try something new, employing Aaron to create war machines with designs from Earth to transport and house full Regiments during the middle of winter, as well as other war machines that could traverse any terrain and absorb impact, protecting its occupants, all the while firing ammunition.
Siya, all alone from Braérn, had single-handedly managed to get the people of Shadow Hall to love her. With Jaik constantly working, protecting the city, watching over Silas, Siya went out into the city to connect with the people. Quiet, yet strong and independent, she found favour with Malyn and the two were now often together.
Aaron, after having turned into a strong warrior during his quest with Rothea, had not only won the heart of the warrior woman, but also the favour of the young Lord of the city, and become Master Builder overnight.
Archer, having travelled with Jagaer on his journey, had won favour with Lord Longshadow and been raised to nobility due to his conduct and the fact that he had saved his Lord’s life on more than one occasion. Aaron had consented for Archer to wed Jasmin in the spring.
Strangest of all, during the past few days in Shadow Hall, Siana and Luke were inseparable. Maia thought them the most unlikely pair, yet somehow they complimented each other. Maia now looked at Luke in a different light, for the first time not seeing the gangly youth, but the tall, handsome man he had become.
All this positivity happened right here, around her, while they prepared for war. People thrived, blossomed, found love, and excelled. Where did it come from amid this chaos? Maia expected to come home to fear, panic, apprehension, and all the negative feelings war evoked. Yet, here she stood beside the man she loved, excepted by her people. They cheered them, wished them well, and congratulated them. It was more than she could have hoped for.
It was almost too good to be true.
Maia shuddered; cold shivers trickled down her back. Blaid glanced at her, taking her hand.
“I felt it, too,” he whispered.
“Something is wrong.”
“Come.”
Silently moving around the outer benches of the Elder Hall, they made their way to the richly carved doors. A Server opened for them and they stepped out into the freezing wind. Maia draped her hood over her head and then headed for the stairs.
Neither spoke until they reached Silas’ cave. They shook the snow from their coats as they walked through the tunnel and then hung them at the entrance to the cavern before taking their seat by the fire where Silas already sat, tea in hand.
“You’re back early. Is it finished already?”
“No, but we had a premonition,” Maia said as she took two cup off the table for them.
“Ah,” Silas took as sip from his cup, “good or bad?”
“Cold,” Blaid answered.
“I cannot say for sure, Silas,” Maia explained in more detail as she made the tea for Blaid and herself. “I was thinking how blessed we all were. How well we are doing despite what is happening around us. Then, this icy shiver ran down my spine. It stole from me every good thought I just had, robbing me of the joy I felt.”
“What do you think it means, Maia?”
As Maia handed Blaid the finished tea, he answered, “I think it means we will not get to enjoy what we have now. The Vampyres will come while the weather is still cold and will take it away from us. Everything we have done, everything we have worked so hard for, will be ripped away from us. After that, cold is all we will ever know.”
“Oh,” Silas sighed, “that is bleak.”
“Yes,” Maia agreed, “that is exactly how it felt. But that is not how it needs to be. We already know more than the Vampyres think we do. We also captured Lord Drakul’s cousin last year, so we know the ancient bloodline is alive and well; we can prepare ourselves for the old magic. We now have our own old magic in the Finding of Souls. We also have over a thousand dragons, which the Vampyres are not accounting for. We cannot be at all the Gates at once, but we make sure we win the battle here at Greystone and, once it is won, Blaid and I fly to assist the others.”
Silas looked across at them. Maia struggled to read his expression, but refused to enter his mind again.
“By the time our battle is won, the other Gates will have fallen. Hundreds of thousands will have died. When you get there, the war will be over and the Vampyres will rule Elveron.”
Maia wanted to protest, but Silas carried on.
“The Vampyres will swarm through our Gates, yes. And we will fight them here on the ground, but I don’t think that is where the battle needs to be won. They will come; we cannot stop them. Lives will be lost; we cannot stop that either. But we can avert defeat. The answer lies outside of war. I have seen it in your eyes. Sometimes, when you look at each other, it is as if nothing can stand in your way. I know, when the moment comes, you two will know what to do, even if we do not. Have faith and trust in each other. I can no longer tell you what to do. You have outgrown the Master. I now lay my life and my death in your hands, for I know it will be safe.



 
 
How did you chaperon a Life Elemental? Having Blaid stay in Shadow Hall made all of Jagaer’s worst nightmares come true. No matter how many times Malyn tried to calm him, and he tried to be reasonable, he could not let it go.
After his return, he made peace with his wife and he had no intention of incurring her wrath again. Jagaer now only included Jaik and Aaron in his plots to keep Maia under the watchful eye of a chaperon wherever she went.
This, however, proved to be more difficult than anticipated, especially once they agreed that Maia and Blaid would hunt the Vampyres for the information they needed. He planned to send them with a Regiment at their back, and a Commander to chaperon them.
“Father, we work faster and more efficient alone,” Maia said, and Silas agreed with her.
On the morning of their departure he waited for Maia in the common room before the sun rose to speak with her about his concern. Malyn pointed out to him that they had travelled alone together before, but as far as he was concerned, their courting had now officially begun and he needed to talk to his daughter about it.
At sunrise, Malyn came down the stairs, wrapped in her woolen blanket.
“My love,” she said, “they left before the moons descended towards morning. It is time you let go of your little girl and welcome the Prime she has become.”
With an ache in his heart, he followed his wife to the kitchen where she made him his tea before he saw to his tasks at the Hall of the Guardians for the day.
 

 
The forest lay still around them; white snow contrasting black trees. As they walked, the light from the moons cast eerie shadows through the stark branches above. They moved silently, using their Air magic not to leave foot prints in the snow.
Midnight had taken them into the mountains between Shadow Hall and Thala Yll; for that was where the last Vampyres were seen; but from there,they commenced on foot and Midnight returned to Shadow Hall.
“When I started my training with Silas, I never imagined it to turn out like this,” Maia said as they walked. “Silas must have known something, though, for why else did he rush my ceremony? Most Primes do not have their ceremony until their two hundredth birthday.”
“Yes, I had mine when I was about that old,” Blaid confirmed.
“Now, look at us. I have children and a former husband from Earth. Your sister has become a dragon rider and your father has accepted dragons back into his country. Our planet is threatened by another race and we had to find our way to a ritual so ancient not even the Elders know about it. Sometimes, I cannot believe this is happening to us. We lived such peaceful lives before.”
“It is terrible what is happening to our people, but I have no regrets,” Blaid said. “I would go to war with you every day of my life, than never have met you at all.”
“Aye.” Maia looked at him and he briefly leaned over to kiss her cheek.
“The world is changing, and so are we. We scoffed at Kanarel and his drive for advancement, but he wasn’t all wrong. Look at how Aaron’s strange machines help Jaik maneuver the armies already. Bringing the Humans here, and your father accepting them into the community, may have paved the way for him, and the rest of Shadow Hall, to easier accept me. We need to be flexible and allow some change if we are to survive in this changing world.”
“I hope my father can see it that way by the time this war is over,” Maia sighed.
Blaid entwined his fingers with hers. “So do I.”
They walked on in silence for a while; their elemental senses open, seeing every life within their vicinity. The forest around them grew lighter as the sun rose higher into the sky and by noon they took off their heavy overcoats.
“The cave where we will make camp is not far ahead,” Blaid said, for he had lain low there several times. “After we have eaten and hidden our bags, we can leave straightaway. Are you ready to change into the falcon and scout through the night?”
Maia nodded. She had not changed into the falcon, except briefly to show Silas. For this mission, however, they agreed that during the day they would trek on foot, and at night they would change into their animal forms. Their animals had exceptional night vision.
“What about you?” she asked. “Are you ready to use your Soul magic to get the information we need from the Vampyres?”
Hesitantly, Blaid nodded. At first, they assumed only Maia had the Soul magic, which she used during healing, but Yolanden had corrected them, saying the Death Elemental had to connect to souls to send them to the afterlife. The old Prime had then explained that a Death Elemental was able to absorb the negative energy of a soul, or many souls, for a brief period of time, using this energy for himself.
At first, Blaid had not understood what Yolanden meant, but after some more explaining Blaid became quiet, and had withdrawn into himself. Black rage, he called it, eventually telling them of all the times it had happened to him. Maia knew what it felt like, as she had shared those feeling with Blaid before and knew them to be dangerous.
“Yolanden has shown you how to use your power for good. You need not fear to lose control anymore. I will be by your side.”
“I have caused so many deaths, Maia.”
“No more shall die because of it. Have faith. We are learning on this journey, but we are learning together. Would you have it any other way?”
“No, you’re right. Together, we can accomplish this.”
They did not make a fire, but ate their food cold. After sunset, they hid their bags and their clothes within a crevice in the cave and then changed, darkness hiding their nakedness. Knowing her true self, Maia changed easily, the bird flying from her body without the eruption of that first day.
She flew overhead while Blaid padded below; a lone, dark shape against the white snow in the moonlight. They covered a great area during the nights they ranged out in their animal shapes, unnoticed by many that dwelled in the forests. When they eventually came upon a camp hidden deep within the mountains, the Vampyres were completely ignorant of their presence as Maia sat on a branch above one of their tents and Blaid sat on his haunches looking down on them from an embankment.
A Werewolf sounded the alarm and a Vampyre rose from the fire to drive the wolf away. As arranged, Blaid let himself be chased and let the Vampyre believe Blaid to be a simple wolf.
Back at the cave, Maia and Blaid changed into their hunting clothes and strapped their weapons to their bodies. They threw their overcoats on before hiding their bags again and then began the march towards the Vampyre’s camp.
They knew the way now; two days and one night. They travelled with only one short break, afraid the Vampyres might move from their camp. When they reached it late on the second day, silence greeted them, but the camp still stood.
Maia found them a place to hide, while Blaid investigated the area.
“They must have gone hunting,” he whispered when he joined her up in the tree she had selected. “They hunt at night, so I believe they left but moments before we arrived.”
Blaid dug around in his satchel and produced a few items to show her.
“I found these.”
Startled, Maia looked at the two sketches. One of herself, the other of Blaid.
“And this.”
Blaid handed her a worn map of Grildor; a smaller map of Shadow Hall folded inside of it. Both maps had notes written all over it in Nayleran.
“And, then this.”
Maia gasped at this last item he produced. She had never seen a real one, but heard Glark tell of it. Of dwarfish make, this weapon fired twelve bolts of silver in rapid succession without the need to reload. Glark often told of its efficiency in killing Werewolves, but its proximity to Maia’s and Blaid’s pictures in the General’s tent told of another purpose.
“I am sure this lot was part of the attack on Shadow Hall,” Blaid continued. “There are now only nine, plus three Werewolves, but the camp was bigger at some point. I cannot wait to find out the meaning of all this.”
High up in the tree they waited as the night grew darker around them before the moons rose into the sky. The moonlight wove tiny tendrils of light through the dense branches overhead, hiding the camp below within a web of shadows.
The Vampyres approached silently after their hunt, careful even in thinking themselves alone. One started a fire within the centre of the camp, the flames hidden from outside eyes by the tents surrounding it. The Werewolves soon found their places, taking their bones from their kills with them to chew on for the remainder of the night.
Maia and Blaid observed for only a short while. Once the General discovered his missing items, he would sound the alarm. The moment he entered his tent, Blaid gave the signal to attack. As planned, they jumped from their tree, landing next to the fire within the center of the camp, catching the Vampyres by surprise.
Two years ago, Maia could not have imagined herself in a situation as this. Now, she wielded her Twin Blades with deadly precision, not thinking twice to take a life. However, their aim was not to kill, but to capture and question. The three Werewolves, and two of the Vampyres,died in the struggle that ensued before Maia and Blaid had the camp secured.
The General glared at them as they strung him up from the tree, with his underlings trussed up beneath him.
“Do you understand us?” Blaid asked the General.
The big Vampyre spat in their direction. Blaid’s knife was at the Vampyre’s angled nose not a moment later.
“We are not here to play games,” Blaid hissed. “Either you speak to us, or we extract the information the unpleasant way.”
“Pah, nothing you can do to me, Prince of Darkness. I ‘ave stared evil in thee eye and lived.”
“Bold words, General. What makes you so brave?”
“Why you call me General, eh? I am Lord Dras, Overlord of the Drasden. Grildor is to be mine. It is promised.”
“What is he talking about?” Maia whispered.
“Ha ha, Princess of Light. So innocent. So pure. Bah! I cut your throat. Put silver bolts through heart. I …”
“Enough!” Blaid cut the General’s words off with a back-handed blow to the face. “It is obvious he has no intention of telling us anything we need to know,” Blaid sneered. “I tried it your way, Maia. Now, we are doing it my way.”
They had not expected the General to cooperate and discussed their tactic in detail beforehand. Blaid hoped to avoid using his Soul magic, but Maia knew they would not get the information they needed without it.
Knowing what to expect now, she shielded her mind and steeled her heart. The night grew darker around her as Blaid’s Soul magic enveloped them, its dark tendrils weaving their way into the very pores of the Vampyres before them.
Screaming and contorting in agony, Blaid let them suffer long enough to make them pliable before easing back, allowing them to recover enough so they could think once more. Defiantly, the General raised his head and looked at Blaid.
He should not have done so.
The moment their eyes locked, Blaid took control of the General’s mind, extracting every bit of information this Overlord of the Drasden possessed. It took all of Maia’s self-control to remain still and not to break Blaid’s concentration. So much of what they had assumed was true, yet so much they had not known at all.
Worst of all, Lord Dras was but a minor Lord of Naylera, uninformed of the ultimate plan of Lord Drakul, Purest of Pure, Eldest of the Ancient Line.
 

 
They hurried back to Shadow Hall, armed with the information they extracted from Lord Dras. Nayleran hierarchy was not only complicated, but also revealed a horror that choked them to the core.
The Ancients of Naylera, the direct descendants of the Drakulian line, ruled absolute. The supreme leader, King Drakul himself, was a tyrant, a dictator, a despot so evil, they now understood why Lord Dras had not feared them.
All Lords were descendants of this Drakulian line, as King Drakul only trusted those of pure blood to lead. However, not all Generals - as the Elves called them - were Lords. Those of pure blood, but from other families, looked the same as the Lords, but did not hold their titles.
From the very first day the Vampyres set foot on Elveron, the Elves had noticed the differences between the Vampyres, but Maia and Blaid could have never imagined where these differences came from.
The tall, strong and refined Vampyres were those of pure blood; the Elder race of Naylera. The smaller - the scraggly foot soldiers - did not start out as Vampyres.
Naylera has been on decline for over a millennium. The Vampyres’ increasing thirst for blood decimated their limited animal population and they went from a once thriving, rich people into a steady decline that saw them starving and close to extinction.
King Drakul’s ruthless way of thinking eventually saw them on the rise again and he gradually built an empire out of the dust of a forgotten era.With more than half of the original population of Vampyres lost, King Drakul did not have an army to fight wars to win what he sought.
For years, in secret, he sent raiding parties to various planets, capturing Elves, Magradorians, Dwarves, Humans, and even Witches. Back on Naylera, he then turned them, creating his army of Vampyre underlings; grotesque replicas of the Overlords themselves.
Now, over two hundred years since he turned his first underling, Lord Drakul was finally ready, with an army of nearly one and a half million soldiers at his command. Maia shuddered at the thought of how many she had already killed and what they had been in their previous lives.
“No, Father, Lord Dras did not know the final time frame of the attack. His mission was to assist in the capturing of Shadow Hall and, if possible, to kill me and Blaid.”
“They are more advanced than we thought. For two years they have been sending through their rabble to weaken us, holding back their main forces and equipment. Their sheer numbers could crush us, but with the weapons they have amassed over the years from the different planets, we hardly stand a chance.” Jagaer looked up and waved Aaron forward. “Aaron, what is this taser they speak of?”
“My Lord, if I remember correctly, it harnesses energy similar to that of a lightning bolt, rendering you unconscious if you are touched by it.”
“A devious weapon, indeed. I fear we are ill-prepared for this fight. If only there was a way we could bring the rest of the armies to Grildor, maybe we stood a chance.”
“Father, Midnight may have a solution for you,” Maia said, then fell silent as she listened to Midnight’s plan.
The people within her father’s chamber - Commanders, Elders, Masters, Siana, the Humans, and even her mother - waited impatiently for Maia to speak again. Blaid stood beside her, included in the silent discussion between her and Midnight.
“Very well,” Maia finally murmured. Louder, she said, “Midnight says he can convince the wild dragons to let warriors travel upon their backs for the duration of a short trip. They are willing to do so several times until all two-legs have been brought to the stones. If we enlist the help of half of Thala Yll’s Battle Dragons as well, Midnight says we should be able to have all armies, including Lord Elderbow’s army, in Grildor within a fortnight.”
“Would this be possible?” someone asked.
“What about the horses?” another asked.
“And the supplies?” yet another voiced his concern.
They spent the rest of the afternoon discussing the details of such an enterprise, but in the end they had no other choice. The pure blood Vampyres cared not about seasons; they would attack when ready, even in the middle of winter.
Jagaer gave the orders and the dragons moved out at first light after receiving their orders from Midnight. Four Commanders from Thala Yll took one hundred dragons each. One flew north, two flew east, and the other flew west. Siana took ten of her men, plus one hundred wild dragons to fetch her father. The rest of her men she divided to fly in two equal groups with the wild dragons to cover the south.
A fortnight. Maia hoped they had that much time. She watched the dragons fly off; taking with them the hopes of Shadow Hall, but even as she watched, a sensation of unease settled on her.
Blaid stood next to her, narrowed eyes raised to the sky, frowning.
Magic! Midnight warned.
 

 
By that evening, a large storm formation had settle over Grildor, growing in size by the hour. The people of Shadow Hall, accustomed to such weather this time of the year, withdrew to their homes with their families. However, this storm was not what it appeared.
“The magic used for the Finding of Souls is old magic. The magic the Vampyres used to break the stones of Greystone is old magic,” Silas explained to Jagaer and everyone assembled in the common room that evening after Maia had spoken to him about how she felt. “This storm, it contains traces of old magic as well.”
“Are you saying the Vampyres are creating this storm?” Jaik asked, disbelieving.
“No, they are using it. I believe they have been waiting for a large front to come this way so they might use it as cover. I can only speculate, but I think the old magic keeps it in place.”
“I may not have a lot of experience yet,” Aaron added, “but the storm would be a good way to weaken us. The armies around Greystone are camped and rested. I would want to weaken them before I face them in battle.”
Maia forced herself not to stare. She hardly recognised Aaron. He retained enough of his humanness to look exotic, especially with the stubble of facial hair, but had changed enough to look like an Elf. However, his confidence, quiet calm, inner strength, and total acceptance of himself now set him apart from the man he used to be.
His colour now the same as his smell. Sun-warmed rock. Ochre. Strong and steady. A new name he shall need.
Maia pushed Midnight’s thought away. She wished she had the time to think about how they had all changed - Luke, Jasmin, Aaron, even her own family - but unless she paid attention, none of them would be alive to ever talk to again.
“I think Aaron is right,” Blaid said, sitting to her left. “This does not feel like concealment. It smells of violence. We should brace ourselves for the storm of the century, or worse. This was sent to weaken us.” Midnight, you better warn those dragons.
“Aaron, how far are you with the rest of your war machines?” Jaik asked.
“There are two Sky Busses already at the ten mile marker where the armies are camped,” Aaron replied. “Three more will be ready within two day days.”
“And the tanks?”
“All five should be ready in another three to four days, Jaik.”
Jaik nodded and Maia knew her brother was making the calculations in his head. He had stationed all their armies within a ten mile radius around Greystone. Close enough to reach the stones quickly, but far away enough to avoid a surprise attack by Vampyres coming through the Gate.
They had erected semi-solid structures along this line to serve as housing for the armies during their stay. These structures could be converted into catapults, and other war machines, within moments. Aaron’s designs, too. The Sky Busses, besides being mobile and able to transport a full set of Regiments, also served as housing during the nights, and shelter during storms. Five Sky Busses could house over one thousand people.
The tanks, even more complicated than the Sky Busses, although not as large, could also shelter another fifty people each. All in all, once all their equipment reached the ten mile marker, those armies already present would weather the storm without ill-effects.
Maia watched the discussion for a while longer, no longer hearing their words, feeling as if she was a million miles away. Helpless to do anything but watch Grildor move their armies into position for slaughter, Maia wondered what she had been given her powers for. Her stomach heaved; bile rising to her throat. With this storm, none of the other armies stood a chance of reaching Grildor.
Blaid gently took her hand - it tingled where he touched her - and when she looked up at him, he gestured towards the door with his head.
No one noticed them leave. Even her father was too absorbed in the discussion to worry about sending a chaperon after them.
“Do you feel it, too? The inevitability?” Blaid asked as they entered the warm silence of the stable.
Fire snorted as Maia stepped up to him and leaned her head against his neck.
“What use is our power if we cannot use it? We cannot sit here and do nothing. Why must we wait for the Vampyres to attack? They will kill thousands of our people within the first few moments.”
“I know, Maia, but we cannot go to Naylera. The last time a peace treaty was negotiated, there were twenty-two of us and they did not go just as an army was gathering for an attack. You and I alone do not stand a chance against all the Vampyres of Naylera. Not even together do we have that much power.”
Absently, Maia rubbed her hands over Fire’s red coat. He gleamed in the light from the lanterns and only the deep scar on his hind leg detracted from his perfection. Channelling some energy, Maia let it flow towards the scar as she spoke.
“Everyone is preparing. We are their Primes. We cannot simply wait. Already, the magic within the storm is stronger now than it was earlier. I can feel it. I say we go to Greystone, for that is where the magic must originate from. We can keep the magic subdued and the storm at a minimum to give the dragons a chance to bring the armies to us.”
Blaid laughed. “Aye, Princess of Light, and now that you have healed your horse, please dull the glow, or I may go blind.”
Startled, Maia let go of the energy and the silver glow around her slowly faded. Fire nickered softly and he stamped his foot, as if to prove he had his full strength back. Maia stared at his hind leg; his coat so smooth, she could not tell there had been an injury before.
 

 
Midnight ploughed through the wind; ice particles stung their faces with the speed of his flight. They stopped over at the ten mile marker to relay messages, before carrying on to Greystone.
They circled, announcing themselves, warning the guards of their arrival. Midnight landed and let them dismount, before taking off again and settling a half mile to the south.
“My Lady,” one of the guards shouted against the wind, “what brings you out in this weather?”
“Magic has been cast over the stones, holding the storm in place. We are here to battle the magic. Tell your men to stay clear.”
The man nodded and left them to it, gathering his men before retreating to their camp situated just over the first rise of the rolling hills of the plain.
Hand in hand, Maia and Blaid stepped within the circle of broken stones. The stones were but a symbol for the Gate and the Channel still existed even though the stones lay broken on the frozen ground.
The moment they entered the circle, both felt the magic vibrate through their bodies. Although covered in layers of thick clothing to protect against the cold, Maia felt the hairs on her arms stand erect at the sheer force of it. Even the ancient symbols upon the stones, which had faded over the ages, glowed a dull gold.
A moment of fear and indecisions settled over Maia, and she hesitated. The storm raged around them, buffeting them from all sides. Icy cold seeped into their clothing, chilling them to the bone. The evil magic coiled itself around them, robbing them of their free will.
Blaid straightened his back and grasped Maia’s hand firmly, dragging her forward. His jaw clenched tight and his brow furrowed deep over his eyes as he fought the force of the magic to stop them from reaching the centre of the circle. Overcoming her moment of fear, Maia joined him in his drive for the middle, both screaming by the time they reached it.
“Not a whisper of wind here,” Maia said once they broke through the invisible barrier.
“Warmer, too.”
“Let us begin. Are you ready?”
“Aye, my love.”
Their Masters had taught them many lessons during their training to become Primes, yet none of those were of any help today. Neither had ever battled a storm, or old magic, and all they had to draw on were the few too short stories Yolanden told them.
They faced each other, clasped hands, and closed their eyes. They only had each other. They only needed each other. They were One.
As their energies mingled, a twirling spiral of light and dark grew outwards from their position, pushing against the storm around them. Midnight lifted his head to look in their direction, but could not discern Bright-Shining-Silver-Star from Dark-Silver-Moon. The guards in the camp looked up into the sky and saw a silver beam of light shine straight up into the roiling, grey clouds above.
 

 
 
Across Grildor, the storm raged on, but its winds no longer hindered the progress of the marching armies, and the ice floes across Nithril Deep melted. Warships docked along the coast, bringing warriors from the east.
The combined Legions of all the cities of Grildor formed a formidable protective ring around the circle of stone, keeping their beleaguered Primes safe from all outside influences; while those of the foreign Legions already present fortified the structures at the ten mile marker.
Siana flew several trips at the head of the scale of wild dragons carrying her father’s army to Grildor, letting her father ride with her on Vulkan and only allowing Vulkan to carry Lilith. Lord Elderbow met with Lord Longshadow in Shadow Hall, discussing their plans, before both rode out at the head of their armies towards Greystone.
The Lords of Kis and Eiken merged their armies, fortifying the southern side of Menandril Fields. The armies of Wilstantia, Erganor, and Sentra Merl had met on their path to Grildor, forming an imposing front as they moved across the land.
Once the dragons brought the Belmonian army to Grildor, their numbers swelled the ranks of those already marching over the snow-covered ground. Day by day, the dragons brought more warriors from all directions until, finally, eleven days after Lord Longshadow had given the order, every country’s army; with the exception of Oberon; marched within Grildor’s borders.
The final numbers surprised everyone. Everyone, even the commoners off the land, had heeded the call and joined the armies as they made their way towards the Gate. Over two hundred and fifty thousand Elves, with a few Humans and Dwarves in between, had taken up arms.
It was the largest assembly of armies seen within Greater Grildor in ten millennia; warriors, horses, dragons, war machines, wolves, and hunting falcons all made up the formidable force that spread out around the ten mile marker by the time Maia and Blaid collapsed from sheer exhaustion.
 

 
Wake! Wake, Shining-Ones.
The rhythmic beating of Midnight’s wings soothed Maia’s tired soul. She did not want to wake. Warm and comfortable, nestled between Midnight’s spike and Blaid’s body, with the noon sun shining onto her closed eyes, she cared for nothing else.
Maia’s stomach rumbled, followed by a sharp twist of hunger. She frowned and grimaced, splitting her parched lips.
Wake, partner of my soul, Midnight said.
Reluctantly, Maia opened her eyes. Ahead, the black shape of Midnight’s neck and head against a blue sky filled her vision. Blue sky?
Storm has passed.
Where are we going?
Home, Midnight rumbled.
Why?
Drink. Eat. Rest.
The moment Midnight said those words, the full impact of her physical state became clear to her. Blaid stirred behind her and, when she looked at him, she was horrified at what she saw.
“You look no better,” he croaked.
Landing in Gathering Grounds.
This alone should have been a warning to Maia, as Midnight never landed within the city, especially not now that he had grown so much. The moment they touched the ground, her dragon crouched low and four people nimbly ran up his leg.
Maia squinted at them, for who dared mount her dragon, but her vision blurred and she did not recognise them until they bodily picked them both up and carried them off the dragon.
“Luke? Mother?”
“It is all right, Maia, we will take care of you. We are going to take you home and Luke will look after you both until you are strong enough to return.”
Maia looked to Maël and Kian, her grandparents who carried Blaid. They smiled weakly at her, pity in their eyes. Did she look that bad? She tried to move, but her mother’s grip was firm and Maia could not find the will, or the muscles, to make herself move.
Closing her eyes again, she let herself be carried to the common room of their home, where they were put on makeshift beds before the fire. They received a small glass of lukewarm water to drink, before Maël and Malyn fed them chicken broth.
The soup went down warm and salty, warming her from the inside. Lying next to each other, hidden underneath stacks of furs, warmed by the crackling fire, sleep took them soon after they had eaten.
Several times during the night, Maia would wake up, confused, as if remembering something important, but each time her mother’s words soothed her back to sleep.
 

 
“Maia, are you awake?”
“Aye,” Maia whispered back.
They glanced around the common room. Kian and Maël must have gone to bed at some point, for they were not here. Luke lay awkwardly in an armchair, his head at an odd angle, fast asleep. Malyn dosed peacefully on the long bench at the bay window, a sheep skin nestled over her shoulders.
“I don’t remember much,” Blaid confessed in a hushed voice, moving closer to Maia. “How did we get here?”
“I think Midnight brought us.”
They touched, fingers intertwining, lying on their sides facing each other.
“I would do it all again, even if it killed me this time,” Blaid said.
“Aye,” Maia agreed, and held still as Blaid leaned in for a brief kiss.
For eleven days they had not had anything to eat or drink; had not slept, or even rested. They had combined their energy, their powers, their magic, and their souls, and directed it all at the magic keeping the storm in place.
Their idea had worked, for the storm had abated and then dissipated, but something else had happened they had not accounted for, nor even expected.
With their souls connected as they were, especially for such a length of time, they had truly been one. They had found each other in ways every couple in love wished to find each other. Exploring each other’s inner selves, they had made love for eleven days.
Blaid kissed her again, moving closer. Maia closed her eyes, briefly sending her senses around the room to make sure everyone was still asleep.
Blaid’s hand slid beneath her covers, stroking her along her arm, sending an electric tingling throughout her body. His kisses deepened and she inhaled his scent.
“Making love to you with my mind has been the most exhilarating experience of my life,” Blaid whispered into her ear. “Only making love to you in real life has ever been better.”
His lips gently traced along her neck, leaving a deliciously cool trail along her collarbone as his hand slid under the long shirt she wore. A soft moan escaped her lips as his warm hand found her breast.
Shifting, Blaid moved from his cot onto hers; climbing underneath the covers beside her. Slowly, they continued to kiss, savouring the physical contact; each other’s taste, smell, sight, and touch.
Maia reached out to him, touching his strong muscles beneath his silky skin; how she had longed for this over the past Moons. Blaid’s hot breath washed over her in short gasps as she guided him towards her, closing her eyes again, anticipating his full warmth.
Even after eleven days of complete oneness, nothing could have prepared her for the feeling when they were finally absolutely together, absolutely one. Feeling every sensation, they moved together, slowly.
As the sensations became more intense, it became increasingly difficult to keep their sounds muffled. With short, hot breaths and low moans, feverishly touching each other, their movements became faster until they could not hold out any longer and they let out their pent up release in one long, exquisite breath.
Glad I cannot see when you are One. Difficult enough keeping everyone asleep.
Chuckling, they drew apart, but still held each other’s hands, eyes as connected.
What is happening out there, Midnight? Maia asked.
Are you strong again, Bright-Shining-Silver-Star?
I feel better, yes. She did, she thought, as if being with Blaid had restored her energy.
Dark-Silver-Moon?
Hungry, but better than I was.
You are needed, Midnight said. Mother, awaken.
Malyn awoke with a start and the sheepskin fell to the floor. “What?”
“Huh?” Luke sat up in his chair, stretching his stiff neck.
“Maia, Blaid, you are awake. How are you feeling?” She noticed Blaid was on Maia’s cot, but did not mention it.
Blinking at her mother, barely controlling the heat rising to her cheeks, Maia struggled to sit up. “Better, Mother. Thank you. Midnight says we are needed.” She shrugged off the heavy weight of the furs, her flurry of movement causing Blaid to scoot back to his cot.
“You are,” Malyn confirmed, “but not until you are strong enough to go. These are the orders from your father. Luke, please make them tea, while I get their food. Biandala will bring clothes shortly.”
“What is happening?” Blaid asked. “Midnight will not tell us.”
“The dragon has his orders, too,” Malyn said. “You two need to regain your strength. It is only because of you that all the armies made it to Grildor. We owe you so much already. Jagaer says it nearly killed you and by the state you arrived here, I believe it. I am surprised you are feeling so much better so quickly.”
Maia blushed, thinking of what happened but a moment ago. “Midnight channelled some of his energy into us on our way here, he says, for otherwise we may have died along the way.”
Luke handed them their tea and they drank it sitting up in their makeshift beds.
“You have been here a day and a night,” Luke said quietly before he went to sit back down in his armchair.
“Luke,” Malyn scolded him.
“They have a right to know,” Maia’s son replied defiantly.
“And I do not want them to go out there before they are ready. We are not having this argument again.”
Maia looked from Luke to her mother, and back. They had obviously spoken about this before, and disagreed.
“That long?” Blaid asked. “Please, Malyn, tell us what is happening.”
Malyn set their food down in front of them; chicken broth, bread, cheese, dried fruit, and jam.
“Eat, and then I will let Midnight show you.”
Her tone allowed for no argument and both ate ravenously. They ate quickly, for now that they were fully awake, neither could shake the icy fingers of dread winding their way around their hearts.
Biandala, their Server, came in soon after that and, at a sign from Malyn, went to fetch Maia’s and Blaid’s clothes and gear. The clothes had already been washed and their weapons cleaned, and everything was ready for them to go into battle.
Looking at Biandala with the clothes made Maia realise that the long shirt she wore was a white night shirt. Her body felt thinner underneath the thin cloth.
After their meal, Luke accompanied Blaid to Malyn’s bedroom to help him get changed there, while Maia changed into her clothes in the common room. She struggled at first, but after a few moments Maia recovered her balance and control over her muscles.
“How can I let you back out there if you are still fragile?” Malyn asked, tucking a strand of Maia’s hair behind her ear. “As a mother, I cannot let you go. As a queen, I must order you to. Be safe, and bring them all home to me, my daughter.”
Tears rolled down Maia’s cheeks at her mother’s words, for she knew then the battle had already begun. “Aye, Mother.”
“You take care of her, Blaid,” Malyn said, looking over Maia’s shoulder.
“With my life,” he answered.
His presence and his warmth bolstered Maia.
“Luke will walk with you to the Gathering Grounds. Midnight is already on his way. He will show you everything.”
“Thank you, Mother.”
Maia hugged her closely, kissed her on both cheeks, and then followed Luke towards the door, Blaid beside her, their hands clasped tight. She could not look upon her mother’s heartbreak any longer.
At this time of the morning, the temperature was still well below freezing. They huddled in their overcoats as they made their way towards the Gathering Grounds. A sprinkling of fresh snow covered the silent city and, to their right, the lake lay frozen and still.
!!! Midnight warned them as he came in to land.
“Thank you, Luke, for everything you have done. Stay safe,” Maia said.
“Malyn and I are riding out as soon as you have left,” Luke said. “I was still overseeing the placement of the elderly and the children when we received the message to expect you. We are riding to war now, same as you. Father and Jasmin left once the tanks were ready.”
Maia’s heart sank further. Not only was her Human family going to war, but her mother as well. Jagaer never allowed Malyn to fight, even though she was an exceptional warrior.
“Very well, Luke. Take care of yourself.”
She hugged him briefly and then ran up Midnight’s leg to settle between his spikes.
Blaid soon joined her and, with a few powerful strokes of his wings, Midnight rose straight up into the air. They clung to him, Midnight already channelling energy into them to replace more of what they had lost during the battle with the storm.
Please, Midnight, show us, Maia pleaded.
You were not ready. I will show you now. Prepare. Be warned. Prepare.
Maia and Blaid exchanged a glance, knowing from the tone of Midnight’s thoughts to expect the worst.
Through Midnight’s eyes they saw one light, slowly fading, Midnight flying towards it. As he reached it, the light separated into two. Midnight picked them up, unconscious, and took them to Jagaer, all the while feeding them his energy to keep them alive.
The vast army spread out around Greystone; the once snow-covered Yllitar Plains a quagmire of trampled soil and horse dung. Smoke from thousands of fires stained the sky grey.
They tried to revive Maia and Blaid at the camp, to no avail. Dehydrated, starved and exhausted, they did not respond to Silas’ ministrations. They needed rest. Jagaer sent a bird to Shadow Hall letting them know to expect Midnight; as soon as Silas thought then strong enough to travel.
Some confusion reigned within Midnight’s thoughts then and it took them a moment to comprehend what had happened. An explosion sounded, its shockwave travelling across the plains at speed, and moments later, hundreds of Lava Bats swarmed over the camp. Only Jagaer’s urgent command stopped Midnight from attacking the creatures. Instead, he took Maia and Blaid to Shadow Hall first, before returning to the fight.
That entire day and throughout the night, the Vampyres attacked relentlessly; coming through the Gate in their hundreds every time. Vampyres, Werewolves, Lava Bats, war machines, and weapons such as they had never seen.
The wild Fire Dragons expressed an unusual hatred for the Lava Bats, engaging them in a spectacular display of aerial attacks. The armies of Greater Grildor marched forward, meeting the Vampyres head on; outnumbered three to one. Siana and her squadron of War Dragons, so much swifter than the Battle Dragons, darted in and out of the fighting, eliminating as many Werewolves with one swoop as possible. Rothea and Aaron, in command of the Tank Regiment, moved about the battlefield destroying as many of the Vampyre’s war machines as they could.
Midnight spent the day hunting Lava Bats and the night hovering around the Gate, spewing fire, killing at least half of the Vampyres coming through with each travel. Yet, they kept coming. At a ratio of a thousand to one, the turned Vampyres by far outnumbered those of pure blood.
And the battle rages still? Maia asked.
Worse now.
I can feel it, Blaid said. We are close. I can feel their pleas for death.
Almost there.
They passed over another patch of snow-covered forest below, before the battlefield came into sight in the distance. Thick, black pillars of smoke rose into the air, interrupted only by the passing flights of the dragons, interspersed by Lava Bats.
As they neared, Maia could hear the screams, feel the fear and pain, smell the blood and putrification. Midnight circled out of reach of the Vampyre’s weapons, waiting for Maia to let him know where to go.
Maia stared at the carnage below. She could barely tell the difference between Vampyre and Elf, lying dead and dirty in the quagmire of the battlefield. Wolves and Werewolves. Dragons and Lava Bats. Dirty, dead, and broken; they all looked the same.
She thought about this horror happening at all other Gates on Elveron; saw more and more Vampyres coming through the Gate; saw her people fall before the onslaught; nothing could stop this; and she could do nothing but cry.
 
 

 
Their combined wail of sorrow brought Midnight to the ground. Flapping and stumbling, he crushed an injured Lava Bat as he crashed.
Drawing their weapons in unison, they ran down Midnight’s leg and straight into battle. A plan formed at the back of their minds as they slashed mercilessly, slicing their way through the enemy line towards the main battle, towards Lord Longshadow, a plan to alter the outcome not only of this battle, but the the widespread war.
Midnight rose again, shook off the dirt, and then took off to do as the Primes asked of him.
As Maia and Blaid hacked their way through the fighting, they noticed the glazed eyes and fatigued arms of their warriors. Their army barely held on under the onslaught. Maia’s father had kept her and Blaid at Shadow Hall to regain their strength, but at what cost to his people? Lord Longshadow had sacrificed nearly half his army to save his daughter. Maia’s blood boiled at the thought and she fought even harder. Connected to her as Blaid was, her rage was his.
Vampyres fell before them in their dozens. Werewolves lost their heads as they passed. Low-flying Lava Bats crashed to the ground, wings broken.
Maia tried not to count the mercy killings - Elves, wolves, horses, dragons - but she felt every one of them as a separate incident. Mercifully, Death wielded death swiftly.
Within the heaving, throbbing, bloody mess of bodies, they soon came upon Jaik, fighting back to back with Filithrin, others of the Guard spread around them. Heaps of dead Vampyres lay in all directions and when Jaik looked at Maia, he grinned manically.
They moved on, running over a deserted field of dead bodies. They stopped in the middle, turning slowly, looking at the fighting happening all around them. Chaos. Screams. Blood. And agony.
They ran on and back into the battle. Arrows whistled past their heads and they surrounded themselves with a shield of air, the arrows bouncing off harmlessly as they moved through the fighting, ever closer towards Lord Longshadow.
They closer to Maia’s father they came, the heavier the fighting became. Their progress slowed, fighting several Vampyres and Werewolves at any given time, wielding weapons and magic equally.
When the earth shook, some of the Werewolves hesitated, and then fled. The Vampyres cursed. Out of haze hovering over the battlefield rolled a tank, its oval-shaped, toothed wheels squashing everything in its path. Crossbow bolts fired in rapid succession from holes within its structure, killing the enemy as it passed. Jasmin straddled the top of the grotesque machine, clad in heavy armour ,Archer protecting her back, firing her own crossbow at any enemy within range.
Aaron soon followed, riding ahead of two more tanks, one in flames, Rothea by his side. Both wielded their swords with deadly efficiency, while the tanks behind them fired their bolts relentlessly.
Maia wondered when her world had changed so much.
Then, the next enemy engaged her and she sought revenge on him for turning her family into killers.
Covered in mud and blood, Maia and Blaid pushed on through. Wave upon wave of Vampyres fell before them, yet still the Elves died. They simply could not be everywhere at once.
When they came upon a downed dragon, Maia thought she recognised him. Fighting their way towards the dragon, she saw the silver scar on its wing. A lump formed in her throat at the sight of Silverwing broken and bloody, but when she saw Commander Hollowdale’s dead body a few strides away, Maia screamed with rage.
Again, the Vampyres nearest to them suffered the worst of their rage, and it increased steadily as they neared the center of the fighting. They needed this black rage now, for the sheer numbers of Vampyres overwhelmed them, leaving them with little space to wield their weapons.
Maia only knew from her senses, and Midnight’s aerial view, of her father’s location and the peril he found himself in. Several Lords and Commanders had arranged their warriors in formation around one of the Sky Busses. Lord Longshadow and Lord Elderbow had stationed themselves, and close on five hundred warriors, within the Sky Bus, defending it from the inside.
The beleaguered, makeshift fort had become the focal point of the Vampyre’s attack; Blaid assumed because two Kings of Kings of Elveron were within. The warriors around the Sky Bus barely managed to hold their positions as the Vampyres pressed forward. Catapults bombarded the wooden sides with fiery rocks, and Vampyre archers shot flaming arrows upon its deck.
From above, Lava Bats attacked the warriors stationed atop the Sky Bus and, by now, the Fire Dragons, who had spent eleven days transporting warriors, were too weak to carry on defending the Sky Bus from the grotesquely red and black creatures.
Coldly, Maia and Blaid used the black rage to move ever closer, but they used it with a clarity such as Blaid had never been able to achieve by himself before. Together, however, they could control it.
They moved through the crowd with such speed, seeing everything with such lucidity, everyone looked as if they stood still. As they slashed and sliced, body parts remained suspended in mid-air as they moved past. Sound became distant. They felt nothing but the rage inside; all other thoughts were pushed away.
Faces flashed before them, angry at first; then surprised; finally, afraid. By the time they reached the last group of Vampyres around the Sky Bus, all fight had gone out of them. They threw down their weapons and cowered on the ground.
Maia and Blaid halted, working hard to control themselves, not to kill without reason. Before them knelt the Vampyres; surrendering. Behind them lay more Vampyres; dead. They had made it to their fathers.
The warriors cheered and rushed forward to secure the Vampyres and to open a path for Maia and Blaid to reach the Sky Bus. Taking each other’s shaking hand, they strode forward. The rush of battle still ran through their veins and their eyes darted left and right, expecting an attack.
“My son,” Lord Elderbow called from the top of the Sky Bus, his voice filled with pride.
Blaid looked up and Maia knew he was going to tell him to get back inside, just as her senses warned her of danger from behind. At the same time, she heard a noise, followed closely by the sound of an arrow whistling by.
!!!
Midnight sailed overhead, a crushed Lava Bat within his talon. Maia closed her eyes at the heartbreak Blaid felt the moment the arrow hit the centre of his father’s heart, killing him instantly. Blaid’s knees smacked into the filthy earth.
Behind them, ten thousand mounted Generals rode towards their position, their Werewolves howling with blood-lust.
 

 
Maia swung around. Weakened, exhausted and battered, their army stood no chance against a fresh charge of mounted Generals. It must have been their plan all along.
The plan, she thought. Midnight had his orders. She could use some of these Generals to her advantage, if only they could find a way to defeat them.
“Come, my love, I need you now,” she said, helping Blaid to his feet. “I shall grieve with you tomorrow.”
His deep violet eyes gazed searchingly into hers, then he nodded and his look hardened. “Aye, we shall grieve tomorrow.”
“Stand firm,” Maia shouted the command.
The shields around them ceased shaking and lances were brought to bear. Maia and Blaid took a few steps forward and they felt the men rally behind them. The few dragons they still had, cawed, eager to sink their teeth into the Werewolves.
Midnight made a pass over the approaching Generals, blasting them with a dense stream of fire.
“Garr,” Maia swore in Dwarfish when some magic prevented the fire from reaching them.
“The one of power must be near,” Blaid said.
Indeed.
Midnight made another pass; with the same result. The distance between the armies closed; the snarling of the Werewolves becoming louder with every heartbeat.
“Where does he get the power?” Maia asked. “We are two and we cannot summon that much between us. How do we shield our people?”
“I do not know, Maia, but I do know how to fight. Here they come. Are you ready?”
“I have to be.”
With a sound like thunder, the two armies clashed. Maia and Blaid braced themselves, sending forth their energy through their weapons and on into the first row of galloping Werewolves, which plunged into the ground.
To their left and right, the Werewolves ploughed right through the line of Elves; the Generals slicing off their heads as they rode by. Screaming, Maia and Blaid increased their energy, spreading it to encompass more Elves around them, but it was not enough. They saw their people die in their thousands right in front of them.
A horn sounded in the distance; Midnight roared triumphantly overhead; the ground shook beneath them; and Yolanden suddenly stood calmly beside them.
“Offer my help, I can,” the old Elf said. “I will be Death one last time.” He grinned. “Oh, and your friend is here.”
They all ducked as a General swung his sword over their heads. Yolanden dispatched him with a wave of his hand.
As Midnight roared again, they had to hold onto each other as the ground suddenly bucked beneath them, breaking up in great chunks, spewing clots of bloody mud in all directions. Elves everywhere struggled to stand with the shaking, but the earth they stood on held firm. All around them, however, the ground broke up in pieces, smashing Werewolves to the ground and tossing Vampyres from their saddles. For but a moment, Maia and Blaid got to see a flash of a black tree, with claws, and wings, and fur, and feathers, zip past. Belura. He had come to fight for them.
Renewed hoped surged through them, and not just hope, but also ideas. Using not only their own power and magic, they now made use of what Belura had taught them, asking nature to help them. Menandril Fields suddenly had numerous sink holes, patches of sinking sand, bog ferns, throttler vines, and all manner of dangerous natural occurrences the Werewolves and Vampyres got caught up, fatally, in.
Regiments, Legions, and lone warriors alike from all over the battlefield converged on the main battle, adding their numbers to the deadly force of the pure-blooded Vampyres and their hounds.
Fire Dragons filled the air, darting in and out of the horde of Vampyres, plucking them out of their saddles, one by one. Midnight dared not use his fire now the Elves fought amongst the Vampyres, but it did not stop him from swooping low and picking them and their Werewolves up by the talonful, only to fling them back down at speed from a great height.
Bravely, the army of Greater Grildor fought on and the numbers of the Pure gradually dwindled. Maia felt the warriors’ hope, but also their fatigue. They needed a victory, and they needed it soon.
She looked over at Blaid, fighting but a few strides away, and knew he had expended almost all of his energy. If only they could have drawn more energy from Midnight before the fight.
!!!
Blaid looked at her with horror in his eyes as Midnight’s warning sounded in their minds. Several deep horns of foreign make sounded in the distance, accompanied by war drums. Images flashed through their minds as Midnight showed them what he saw.
An army, one hundred thousand strong. Generals, to the last. Clad in heavy armour. Riding the finest, strongest Werewolves. Behind them, twenty thousand common Vampyres. Pushing and pulling war machines of every kind. Making their way towards them.
“Our people have no more to give,” Blaid said, his tone bleak.
“I know.”
“Do you think he is here?”
“I hope so,” Maia said. Midnight, do you see their king?
They all look the same, but I sense him not.
“It was too much to hope he would have chosen our Gate as his personal attack,” Blaid said. “Without him, our plan won’t work.”
Around them, the fighting continued; the warriors still unaware of the large Vampyre army marching towards them. Midnight, and several Fire Dragons and Plains Dragons, bombarded the marching army, trying to delay their progress, but this army was protected underneath some kind of invisible shield and the dragons were unable to reach them.
“Maybe it still can. It is up to us now.” Maia touched Blaid on the shoulder. “Let us go.”
The first flaming ball from the war machines crashed into the warriors to their left, crushing dozens of them. Three more followed the first, killing Vampyres and Elves alike. Belura raised clots of earth, trying to slow the missiles’ progress, but the sheer number of them overwhelmed even his strength.
Maia and Blaid ducked out of the way, running towards the ever nearing army, when a scream, ripped from their own throats, stopped them in their tracks. The medallions around their necks burned them, hot against their skin, almost as painful as the ache within their hearts.
There lay Yolanden, grotesquely twisted, slain by a fire ball, his clothes burned off his body, his skin charred black. They knelt beside him amidst the chaos, feeling as if the old sage had one last thing to say to them.
As they cried over his body, the medallions that had once belonged to Yolanden and his one true love rose from their chests and floated in the air in front of their faces. They stared, wide-eyed, as their own medallions rose to circle the other. With strings twisting, the two sets started to glow, absorbing what remained of Yolanden’s Eläm.
When the medallions finally settled back on their chests, there were only two of them; their own having absorbed those of the other. Maia and Blaid immediately felt revived and they stood, thanking the old Elf for his sacrifice.
Maia thought she could not be any angrier, and this time it had nothing to do with Blaid’s black rage. Blocking out the screams of pain and terror behind her, she concentrated on the army in front of her.
A single person would never be able to protect such a large force with magic. Even a group of ten would not be able to do so. Holding on to Blaid to guide her, she closed her eyes for a moment to use her senses to discover the source of the magic. Blaid shifted the air around them, hiding them from sight.
To her surprise, the magic came from the rear, along the last line of pure bloods, and emanated but from a single Vampyre. Over the past two years Maia had learned how to read Vampyre Eläm, which was so different from those of the Elves, and she could tell that this Vampyre possessed no extraordinary power, only exceptional talent.
“He is using the common Vampyre slaves as his source of power,” she finally said. “He has the power of twenty thousand Vampyres. That is why not even Midnight can penetrate that shield.”
“Then we need to get to him first.”
The time for discussion had ended, for the army was upon them. Maia and Blaid let them pass, standing still and letting them crash upon them like waves upon a rock. The Werewolves smelled them - for Blaid’s invisibility cloak was poorly constructed - but the Vampyres moved them on.
The frontline of the Vampyre army drove into the remainder of the Elven force, crushing them mercilessly. The magic-wielding Vampyre was still too far away, but they had to act now. He became the plan.
Combining their souls, similar to what they did to keep the storm at bay, they created their own shield and then pushed outwards with everything they had left to give.
The force killed everything within a radius of a hundred strides around them, before the ripples lost their strength; only stunning, instead of killing. It gave them the diversion they had hoped for and they ran towards the Vampyre Maia had singled out.
Chaos reigned around them, but the magic-wielder sat calmly upon his Werewolf, waiting for them to come to him. His slaves stood still behind him, all twenty thousand of them, their war machines now idle as they waited for his commands.
“You are making it too easy, Princess of Light,” the Vampyre drawled. “And you, Prince of Darkness. Lord Drakul vill be pleased I bring you to ‘im.”
“What does he want with us?” Blaid asked. “Is our planet not enough for him?”
“Your planet is only thee beginning. Now, come.”
The Vampyre waved his hand, beckoning them. A force grabbed them and dragged them forward. They struggled against it, but to no avail; he simply had too much power.
“You vill like Naylera. I take you. Take you to King Drakul. You vill remember my name. I am Lord Vlarden.”
The Vampyre cackled with glee, and then his eyes widened in terror as Midnight approached in low flight from behind them. Soon, Midnight filled their entire field of vision and Lord Vlarden murmured strange words as he summoned the magic.
The army of slaves mournfully sighed in unison as the magic-wielder drew on their combined energy to fight the black beast. Distracted by the threat, he released Maia and Blaid. Directing all the power he sucked from the slaves at the dragon, he shot a ray of pure energy directly into Midnight’s open maw.
Spraying soil in all directions, Midnight crashed to the ground, sliding along before eventually coming to a standstill a mere ten paces from Maia’s feet. She stared at his still and broken form.
Behind them, the Nayleran war horns signalled victory. Even exhausted as they were, the slaves cheered their master for his cunning. All around them, Elves laid down their weapons.
Fixing his evil, black eyes on Maia and Blaid, Lord Vlarden bound them once more with his energy before they could escape. Neither resisted. The war was lost.
This was the end.
 

 
I did as you commanded, Midnight spoke into their minds. The heads of twenty Overlords lie in a heap close to the stones. Go. Finish your quest. Bring peace to this world.
Maia and Blaid closed their eyes. Lord Vlarden had not killed Midnight, for they felt the dragon’s soul within them. As he lay there, pretending to be dead, Midnight channelled all his energy into them, so they might use it to free themselves from the clutches of the magic-wielder.
Before the Vampyre could even open his mouth to proclaim his victory, they broke through the bonds that bound them, killing the slaves whose power sustained the spell.
Maia drew her Twin Blades, threw one of the blades at Lord Vlarden and sliced his head clean off. She ran, jumped from one Werewolf to the next before they could react, caught her blade, and then continued to wreak havoc with the remaining Vampyres in the area, Blaid right by her side.
It did not take them long to behead several important-looking pure-bloods, and then they made their way to Greystone. They now knew King Drakul had not, in fact, left Naylera; Lord Vlarden had said so himself. He was not at a faraway Gate; the plan was not lost.
The Vampyres wanted their planet; something the Elves were not prepared to give. No matter how many times Jagaer had tried, the Vampyres refused a trade agreement. Now, it was time to do things differently. Maia and Blaid had learned, had grown, had become One. They might not be the original twenty-two, but a pact would be made today.
The Vampyres were fundamentally different from Elves. Their way of thinking, their morals and ethics, their beliefs; it did not align with how the Elves lived their lives, thus the Elves could not comprehend the reasoning behind the Vampyres’ plans.
Maia and Blaid understood. They had seen into the minds of the Vampyres and knew what drove them, what was important to them.
When they entered Naylera through their Gate, they found the area deserted. The small camp Maia had seen last time she came through now spread out in all directions for miles as far as the eyes could see. About a mile to their left, a single Werewolf strolled through the camp, not paying them any attention.
“Where to from here?” Maia asked.
“King Drakul has his residence within a dormant volcano. From the glimpse I caught before I killed Drasden, it as an impressive and fortified structure. We head east for maybe fifty miles, or so. Urgh, this bag is heavy.”
With a flick of her wrist, Maia floated the bag they had stuffed the heads of the pure-blooded Vampyres into. Already, the bottom was soaked through with blood. Sooner or later, it would attract attention.
“Can you shadow travel with goods?” Maia asked.
“You mean this bag? Yes, I can, but what about you?”
“I have learned much about myself since last you tried to teach me. Just thinking about it, I feel something tingling through my veins. Shall we try?”
“Aye. Do you remember what I taught you? And, once you are ready, do not travel further than you can see, for we do not know where we are going. Let’s always agree on a point on the horizon before each jump.”
“I am ready,” Maia said.
“Then focus your energy. See that red rock a little to the left? That’s where we’ll go.”
Maia stared at the point Blaid had chosen, then closed her eyes and thought about the battle. She thought about those that had died; the injured; the look of cold rage on her daughter’s face; the despair when the warriors laid down their weapons. She could do this; for them.
She gasped for air as she stumbled and then landed painfully on her knees next to the red rock they had seen from a distance. Blaid grabbed her arm and helped her up.
“I did it,” Maia grinned.
“You did. Now, let us get this done. For our people.”
“For our people.”
They reached the volcano within five jumps. Maia cursed herself for not having learned this method of travelling sooner; they could have cut out so much travelling time along their journey.
Even the fortress within the volcano appeared deserted, but they took no chances and approached with caution. Within, they discovered several guards pacing the spacious courtyard. Gory frescoes decorated its inner walls and its blood-red flagstones added nothing to its charm.
A winding staircase, made from white, polished bone, led up to a second level, from which numerous archways led to spaces they could not see into.
“We may as well ask,” Maia said, and stepped forward into the courtyard. “Pardon,” she said in broken Nayleran, “we come to see King Drakul. Princess of Light. Prince of Darkness.”
To give power to her words, she gave them a display of fire, letting it zigzag wildly through the courtyard.
The eight Vampyre guards stared at them for a moment; weapons drawn and pointed towards them, and then they charged.
“You tried,” Blaid said, before dropping the bag and drawing his weapons.
Maia’s Twin Blades scraped gleefully as she unsheathed them and in the same motion beheaded the Vampyre coming in from the left. His rancid blood splattered her face, leaving a line of red pearls dotted across her forehead.
Blaid messily eviscerated the Vampyre to the right, discarding him with little regard. The taller one in the centre, however - the one with the stripes of rank along his chest plate - Blaid let live.
Painfully; but not seriously wounding him, Blaid put his knife to the Vampyre’s throat and moved forward into the courtyard.
“Now we see King Drakul?” Maia asked.
The General blinked in agreement. Blaid pushed him forward and the Vampyre stumbled, holding his bleeding injury.
While the others stepped out of the way with relief, the head of the guards led them up the bone staircase, through one of the archways, down several tunnels, up two more flights of stairs, and finally into a large hall. At the end of the hall stood a throne; obsidian and inlaid with skulls.
“Wait here,” the Vampyre commanded; his voice tinged with hatred.
Blaid dumped the bag with the heads in front of the throne, and resumed his position where the guard had left them.
As they waited, the hall filled. Lords and Ladies, dressed in finery such as Maia and Blaid had not seen any Vampyre wear before, came to watch the spectacle of the Elves within the throne room.
As the Vampyres stared at them, thus Maia and Blaid stared back, for they had never seen Vampyres as beautiful as these. They assumed they were direct descendants of the Purest of Pure; maybe children of Lord Drakul.
Maia and Blaid made a game of simultaneously concentrating on a single Vampyre at a time and making him or her feel either fear, or sadness, or paranoia, or depression. They did not enjoy such tactics, but they needed to let the crowd know their strength and what they were capable of.
“After all this fighting, so much death, you simply stroll in here to visit me,” King Drakul said with a near perfect Grildor accent as he took his seat upon his throne. “Who would have thought?” He clapped his hands; long, slender fingers. “Have you been offered refreshments?”
“We have not come for refreshments,” Blaid said.
“No? What have you come for, then? You are defeated, but I can offer you a life here with me. Take it and you shall be rewarded. All you need to do is use your power at my command. It is not such a bad life.”
“You underestimate the tenacity of Elves, King Drakul,” Maia said. “We are not here to surrender, but to tell you of your defeat.”
“Bah,” the king laughed.
“Lord Vlarden has lost his head. It is in the bag, along with several other Lords’ heads. You have no more magic in Grildor. By now, the last of your soldiers have been eaten by my dragon and our army is cleaning up the mess you made. There is a scale of a thousand dragons on its way to the other gates to assist them in their battles and they have authority from a Soul Dragon to pick up other wild dragons along the way to swell their numbers.”
“It cannot be,” Lord Drakul said, leaning forward on his throne.
Maia waved her hand and the bag lifted, emptying its contents on the tiled floor of the throne room. The watching Lords and Ladies gasped at the gruesome sight of the severed heads, thereafter baring their fangs and licking their lips.
Shuddering, Maia stated, “Your war is lost, but we are here to offer you a treaty.”
The king gazed at them with suspicion. “Why would you offer me a treaty if you have already won the war? You are lying; you are here to deceive me. Guards, bind them, take them away.” He rose to his feet, angry.
The ten guards present in the hall ran towards them, but Blaid halted their progress with some of Midnight’s stored energy, crushing them on the spot. They crumpled to the floor, jagged bones sticking out of their armour and dark blood slowly spreading, staining the Ladies’ shoes.
“We offer you this treaty so you will not attack in the future. We want to live in peace, not in fear you might attack again. You know what we are capable of,” Maia said, tilting her head sideways, smiling at King Drakul, and slowly increasing the air pressure around his head, and everyone else present in the room, until they screamed. She released them. “We do not want a reason to come back to Naylera, and we do not want you to have a reason to come back to Elveron, unless it is for trade.”
“So,” Blaid continued, “we have come up with a trade agreement we think even you could accept. You may think your planet is barren and there is nothing of worth left on it, but we disagree.”
“‘ow do you know vat I think?” King Drakul shouted, losing his composure and his perfect accent. “My vorld is dying. Years ve ‘ave struggled. No more.”
King Drakul flew at them, teeth bared. Maia and Blaid put up their defences, but the ancient Vampyres was stronger than anything they had ever fought. Before they could draw their weapons, he was upon them, knocking them to the floor.
“I am thee oldest. Thee strongest,” Drakul hissed, pinning them to the floor, while all around the Lords and Ladies cheered, fangs bared. “My children feed me. I cannot die.” He laughed manically. “Now, it is time for you to die, for I am stronger than your light and your darkness combined.”
King Drakul’s yellow nails dug into their flesh, drawing blood. Sticky saliva dripped off his fangs as he bent towards them, but, instead of fighting, Maia and Blaid closed their eyes.
Light and darkness combined instantly. As their souls merged, their bright silver and dark silver lights shone forth throughout the hall, not only blinding, but also singeing the skin of the Vampyres present.
Lord Drakul released them, shrieking in agony. Screams soon filled the hall; most fleeing, some falling to the floor, too feeble to even crawl away.
“Stop. Stop! I listen.”
Gradually, Maia and Blaid allowed the magic of Life and Death to fade.
Still shaken from the terrible display of absolute force, King Drakul sat back down on his throne.
“Vat do you propose?”



 
 
The first thing Midnight saw as they stepped out the circle of stones was their One soul separate into two. He could not see them when they were One and it irked him. He lifted his head and shook the fresh snow from his face.
Maia looked around in wonder, holding on tightly to Blaid’s warm hand. When they left, the sky had been overcast, with roiling clouds. The ground had been a soggy mess of melted snow, mud, blood, and gore. Dead bodies strewn as far as the eye could see.
Now, a blue sky and sunshine greeted them as they stepped through the stones out onto the plain. Fresh snowfall covered the ground, hiding the ugly red quagmire underneath. They saw no lumps of any kind and knew the dead had been cleared.
Fury bounced around them excitedly, dangerous in his exuberance, until Midnight’s rumble settled the Fire Dragon and they could all greet each other.
How long have we been away? Maia asked.
Eleven days.
It is meant to be, Maia, Blaid said. We battled the storm for eleven days and we battled the king for eleven days. It is our sacred number.
How fare the others? she asked.
They felt Midnight’s glee before he answered. The magic left the battlefield after you killed the evil one. As you said it would. The warriors took up their weapons and fought again. As you said they would. I ate all the Werewolves. As you said I could. Not take long, Bright-Shining-Silver-Star. The shining people burn brightly when they are angry. As you said they would.
Maia smiled. They took a chance leaving them to fend for themselves, but it had been worth it. She had known her people would rally around Midnight if he asked them to. Her plan had worked.
Now, all she wanted to do was go home. She was tired of war, tired of fighting. They had lost so much; now she wanted to enjoy what they had left.
Maia and Blaid mounted their dragons and took off, flying low over the fields towards Shadow Hall. They landed on the southern side of the Silver Forest; The Crags still crowded with Siana’s War Dragons and some of the Battle Dragons from Thala Yll.
As they made their way along The Axis, they heard music and singing coming from several houses they passed; a sound they had not heard in a while. The lake next to the Gathering Grounds still lay frozen, yet the Gathering Grounds glowed brightly with multi-coloured lights and the light from a bonfire at its centre.
Dressed in coats and heavy outer garment, the people sang and danced to the music played by the orchestra seated on the stage, surrounded by travel stoves to keep them warm. Maia knew this celebration to be a combination of joy and mourning, for although they had won the war, they had also lost so many lives.
“Maia, my child,” Malyn called, running over to draw Maia into her arms.
“Thank you, Blaid, for bringing her back to us,” Jagaer said to Blaid, clasping arms with him.
“It was my honour, My Lord.”
Jagaer nodded seriously at Blaid, before turning to Maia and taking her in his arms. Soon, everyone had learned of their arrival and everyone wanted to greet them and to hear their story. Maia was only too happy to see them all; her grandparents, Jaik and Siya, Aaron and Rothea, Jasmin and Archer, Silas and Becci, Lunar and Wolf, and Luke and Siana.
Luke and Siana? At first, Maia thought they happened to be standing next to each other when they came over to greet her, but by their Eläm she could clearly see there was more to it than coincidence. She was happy for them.
Some people would never be able to greet her again; Lord Elderbow, Commander Hollowdale, Filithrin Overmer, Yolanden, and so many others. Siana and Blaid comforted each other; dealing with their father’s death in their own way.
Some time during the festivities, Lilith trotted through the Gathering Grounds, followed closely by Fire, and then by two huffing Horse Masters. They apologised profusely at the interruption, and then carried on after the horses. Maia and Blaid smiled indulgently, both aware Lilith would carry Fire’s foal before the night was through.
When the music stopped and a gong sounded, everyone looked towards the stage. Jagaer and Silas stood upon it, waiting for the crowd to fall silent.
“We have endured much hardship over the past few years; lost friends; loved ones. It is time that we remember what is good in our lives and celebrate that which matters most. My daughter brings tidings that the Naylerans have agreed to the trade agreement. In exchange for Elveron’s assistance with food, leather, livestock and plant life, Naylera will provide us with diamonds, oil, obsidian, hauyne, gold, hematite, and various other metals and minerals found in volcanoes.”
The crowd cheered at Jagaer’s proclamation.
“But it be the matters of the heart that see us through the dark times. If the war has taught us anything, it is that there is no such time as the present. Live now. Make the most of every day of your life. So listen closely, for I have announcements to make.”
A hush fell over the crowd, and even Maia held her breath.
“Spring is only another three Moons hence. Prepare yourselves, for there be weddings.”
The crowd cheered and yelled, “Who be wed?”
“I will be my honour to bind in marriage my son, Jaik Longshadow, and Lady Siya Sparrow of Braérn. Furthermore, I am honoured to announce the wedding of Archer Fairwen to Jasmin Nightingale. And, another of our Human’s has found love. Aaron Nightingale is to wed Rothea Goodheart.”
The couples mention grinned from ear to ear as the crowed cheered and clapped, making it impossible for Jagaer to continue speaking. Maia and Blaid hugged them all, congratulating them.
“There are other matters I would like to discuss,” Jagaer continued once the crowed settled down. “I thought to do this privately, but decided to speak publicly, for I want you all to know that even a king can be wrong sometimes.”
The people of Shadow Hall looked up at Jagaer with serious faces at his statement, wondering what was to come.
“For years I have been presumptuous in my opinion about the Death Elemental in our midst.”
Everyone looked at Blaid.
Jagaer went on. “In my mind, I had formed an opinion and I would listen to no other reasoning, banishing the Elemental and everything he stood for. Yet, time and again, he proved himself, standing by not only Maia, but by our country. In the end, he paid the ultimate price, the death of his father, to save us all. Blaid, please forgive me. I have been ignorant and foolish. Maia, the old ways do not apply here. You two have proven to me, to everyone, you belong together. That which the Mother has deemed to be together, no Elf shall pull apart. Silas.”
Jagaer stepped back and let Silas carry on speaking.
“In light of everything you have done for us, Blaid, we would like to make you an honorary member of the Longshadow Clan. If you accept, I shall speak for you; even I had my reservations, thinking you meant my Maia ill. I have struggled to accept your ways, but I have seen the error of my ways and there is no one else I would rather speak for than you. Do you accept, Blaid Elderbow, son of Blain Elderbow, first prince of Elbendal?”
Maia squeezed Blaid’s hand, shaking with excitement. For both her father and Silas to admit their error in front of the entire clan meant immense courage, but what this symbolised for Blaid was beyond measure. For Silas to be the one to speak for him was even more astounding.
“I do, My Lords,” Blaid said solemnly.
The crowd could not contain itself any longer. Deafening shouts and cheers erupted all around them as Maia and Blaid walked to the stage.
Jagaer draped the simple wooden medallion over Blaid’s head to make him officially a member of the clan, while Silas stood by his side, accepting him as his own.
 

 
The family retreated to the royal home to sit around the fire. Blaid gave Jagaer and Jaik the exact details of the trade agreement, while Maia talked to Silas.
“I have suspected for a long time that there was something different about you, but I did not want to unnerve you,” Silas confessed. “When you brought the Human’s here, I thought the time had come, which was why I decided to have your ceremony then. Afterwards, I thought I may have been too hasty, but now I am glad it was done.”
“You expected this?”
“No, never this. I have no idea this would happen. I have been looking into your strange abilities for years. Abilities most Life Elementals do not possess. Now, knowing what I do, I realise you were never supposed to be just a Life Elemental. You are one half of a whole. You can only be complete with him.” Silas lifted his chin, pointing at Blaid. “As he can only be complete with you. I am sorry I ever doubted you.”
“And I am sorry I never listened to you.”
“You listened when it mattered, Maia. I am proud of who you have become. You make this old man’s heart very glad.”
“Thank you, Silas.” She leaned over and hugged him.
“Maia,” Jagaer interrupted them. “I have spoken to Siana and Blaid and, although Blaid is the heir to the throne of Elbendal, he does not wish to rule at this time. He wishes to stay here and I have granted him stay for as long as it pleases him.”
“Thank you, Father,” Maia said, blushing.
“Siana will return to Elbendal to rule in his stead. There is, however, one matter that will need your approval.”
“What’s that?” Maia asked, looking over at Siana questioningly.
“I would like to show Luke my country and my kingdom,” Siana said. “He has expressed a wish to see it. As his mother, and Elemental, do you consent?”
Luke looked at her pleadingly. Aaron smiled and nodded almost imperceptibly.
“Yes, Siana, if Luke wishes to go, he is free to do so.”
 

 
As the season turned and the trees came to life once more, Shadow Hall transformed from mourning their dead, to celebrating new unions.
As predicted, Lilith now carried Fire’s foal and would give birth to it during spring of next year. Siana sent a message to let them know that Lunar gave birth to a litter of five pups, mother and babies doing well.
Archer and Jasmin invited Aaron and Rothea to hold their wedding on the same day and they were wed during a beautiful double ceremony that had all of Shadow Hall’s citizens dancing beneath the newly green trees.
A few Quarters later, Lords and their families from all over Grildor, and cities further away, arrived at Shadow Hall to bear witness to the bonding of Prince Jaik Longshadow to Lady Siya Sparrow. The event was such that it would be talked about for generations to come.
Tired of travelling, and war, Maia and Blaid spent all their time close to the city, never leaving on trips further than a day’s ride. The people became accustomed to seeing Blaid within their city and, most importantly, with Maia. They came to trust him and when one of the elders of Shadow Hall felt the need to seek the afterlife, he called upon Blaid to ease his journey across.
With the acceptance of the people, Jagaer then held a ceremony at the beginning of summer to officially recognise Blaid as the Death Elemental of Shadow Hall. This would not stop him being the Death Elemental of Caverna Estralis, but, being already adopted into the Longshadow Clan, opened the possibility for Maia and Blaid to one day be wed.
In the meantime, the people accepted that the affairs of Primes - especially Life and Death - were beyond questioning and everyone smiled upon Maia’s and Blaid’s relationship; wed or not. After winning the war and once more bringing peace to Elveron, it was universally understood that their union was blessed.
 

Midnight 
 
He had grown lazy after the war, but the partner of his soul had found such peace in her mind he cared little about his laziness. Midnight spent many days sitting atop The Crags enjoying the weak rays of the early spring sun, growing warmer every day.
The Shining-Ones below celebrated; making music, and singing and dancing; their hearts and souls happy.
Bright-Shining-Silver-Star’s male hatchling had gone with the sister of Dark-Silver-Moon to mate with her at her roost. The female hatchling had mated with the fierce warrior with the happy heart. He-Of-Unshakable-Courage had finally mated with White-And-Pure-Of-Heart. Even Steady-Rock-Rising had found a mate.
Lazy and alone. His wing twitched. Almost three years he had been back with Bright-Shining-Silver-Star. Normally, at least a decade or two would go by before he felt the need to travel again. Irritated, he shook his head, startling the birds that came to roost along the ridge of The Crags.
With a hot puff of smoke rising from his nostrils, he pushed himself off from the granite rock and launched himself into the air. Maybe hunting would still the desire he felt.
Rising swiftly into the air, he stretched his black wings, savouring the now early summer warmth on his hide. He levelled out when he was about a mile high; looking down on the land he called home.
He decided to head west over the mountains, when he felt a threat descending from on high. All his senses focused on the air above him, the hide on his back tingling.
He tucked his wings close to his body and dove lower, performing a quick sideways sweep to look up at the threat.
Grown you have. Stronger you are. Fierce you look.
He spread his wings and stalled his dive when he recognised She-Who-Circles-The-Sun. The female had grown fiercer, too, since he had mated with her almost three years ago and, even as he admired her strong, streamlined body, she attacked.
Clamping his maw tightly on her neck, they fought for hours until she finally submitted to him, allowing him to give life to the new eggs she carried.




 
Shadow Hall
 
The Royal House of Longshadow
	Jarra Longshadow - Maia’s great grandfather, father of Jadae
	Algen Longshadow - Maia’s great grandmother, mother of Jadae
	Jadae Longshadow - Maia’s grandfather, father of Jagaer
	Ikari Longshadow - Maia’s grandmother, mother of Jagaer
	Jagaer Longshadow - Maia’s father, Lord of Shadow Hall & Elderlord of Grildor
	Malyn Longshadow - Maia’s mother & wife to the Lord of Grildor
	Jaik Longshadow - Maia’s twin brother, prince of Grildor & Commander of the Guard
	Maia Longshadow - Princess of Grildor & Life Elemental
	Wolf - Forest Wolf, honorary member of the Longshadow family

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

 
 
Death
	Blaid Elderbow - Death Elemental




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

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

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

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

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

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

 



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

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

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

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

 



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

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

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

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

 



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

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

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

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

 



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

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

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

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




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

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

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

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

 



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

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

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

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

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

 



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

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

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

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

 



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

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

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

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

 



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

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

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

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

 



Caverna Estralis
 
The Royal House of Elderbow
	Blain Elderbow - Lord Regent of 
	Sarena Elderbow - Wife of Blain
	Siana Elderbow - Daughter of Siana
	Blaid Elderbow - Son of Blain, heir to the throne and Death Elemental

The Noble House of Redfalls
	Cysaé Redfalls - Elder of 
	Treizelle Redfalls - Wife of Cysaé
	Cyn Redfalls - Son of Cysaé


The Noble House of Silversword
	Tinden Silversword - Elder of
	Catarfyst Silversword - Wife of Tinden
	Tarden Silversword - Son of Tinden


The Noble House of Elvenrune
	Thuraniël Elvenrune - Elder of 
	Alera Elvenrune - Wife of Thuraniël
	Thurden Elvenrune - Son of Thuraniël 


Elders of Caverna Estralis
	Cysaé Redfalls
	Beladon Ravenhood
	Tinden Silversword
	Ekarion Hardensteel
	Galanden Rockfall
	Thuraniël Elvenrune
	Sirthenna Smallwood
	Kai Oakentop
	Nolenia Robinfeather
	Avaros Blackrock
	Mithraken Summerfalls


Blaid’s Mentor
	 Master Margoth

 
The Guard of Caverna Estralis
	Cyn Redfalls (Commander)
	Nolin Falconhunt (2nd in Command)
	Tarden Silversword
	Evarion Hardensteel
	Ganden Bowstring
	Thurden Elvenrune
	Elathrin Quicksand
	Kernai Oakentop
	Lesorn Ferncoat
	Alvador Blueowl
	Mikanen Summerfalls

 
The Warrior Houses of & their Commanders
	The Guard - Commander Cyn Redfalls
	The Regiment - Commander Aven Blackrock
	The Legion - Commander Krystor Shadowson
	The Sentinels - Commander Hanlin Starbright
	The Night Watch - Commander Shaloan Rosegarden
	The Scouts - Commander Deterion Moordragon




The Warrior Houses
 
The Guard: Elite group of eleven warriors to serve and protect their Lord and Elders
 
The Regiment: Eleven groups of twenty elite warriors
 
The Legion: General fighting force, enlisting is voluntary and numbers depend on size of city
 
The Sentinels: General city guard and watchmen
 
The Night Watch: Night watchmen and patrols
 
The Scouts: Elite group of trackers and messengers
 
The Horse Guard: Special guards of Shadow Hall
 
The Dragon Guard: Special guards of Thala Yll
 
The Wolf Guard: Special guards of Alea Yll
 
The Armada: Seafaring warriors of the cities on the shores of Nithril Deep
 
The Burning Spear: Special guards of Rathaés



The Moons of Elveron
 
Spring
	Melt Moon
	Moon of Rushing Waters
	Victory Moon

Early Summer
	Moon of Songs
	Watcher’s Moon
	Hunter’s Moon

Summer
	Moon of the Dragon
	Blood Moon
	Bright Moon

Late Summer
	Fire Moon
	Harvest Moon
	Moon of Plenty

Autumn
	Fall’s Moon
	Still Moon
	Frost Moon

Winter
	Moon of Darkness
	Snow Moon
	Moon of Storms
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