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      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. A sudden, terrible weakness overcame her. 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.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      Aaron stretched. He had not slept this well in years. He thought he should be 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 groomed, tents folded and stashed away, and everyone seemed to be busy with something.

      He noticed his kids were not up yet, so he 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.
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        * * *

      

      Thursday had been one of the most challenging days of his entire life. Lisa had called him and the kids to her sickbed. She had told them 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 very 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 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 directly 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 anymore. 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 wasn’t manufactured anymore.

      An agonising three hours later, they had spotted the Mercedes ahead of them in the distance. They had passed Salisbury a while ago and were 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.
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        * * *

      

      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 was made up of 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 ring. 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 centre 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 jawline and checked her pulse while Aaron watched from a distance. He felt very strange at that moment, concerned that his wife might be dead.

      “I can feel her pulse. It’s 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 had a bad dream. She seemed familiar somehow, but he was sure 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 can’t 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 to the girl who wore his wife’s suit to fall into a fitful sleep.

      Morning came with startling suddenness; one moment, it was still chilly 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 could not distract them from their problems; they were hungry, thirsty, and alone. They did not want to leave the girl in search of 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. Aaron 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 to the ground, his legs too weak to hold him up any longer.

      Jasmin screamed, and when Aaron 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 the animal 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 site 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’s 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, except for 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 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 leaving. 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 not recall every word Silas had 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.
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      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’s 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 yet another handsome young man was serving Jasmin and Luke, 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’s 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 returned, 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 didn’t 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 delicate 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’s 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.

      

      After 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 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 freshwater 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’re 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 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.
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        * * *

      

      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 massive 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 sweltering within the depressions, and you should cover your head and most of your face.”

      Silas handed Aaron a large finely woven cloth of a material similar to the tents. Silas showed him how to wrap it around his head. He felt a little silly wearing it but noticed 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 talked 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’re 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’m worried about my wife. I cannot believe that she’s 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, extraordinary 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 recognise her as our Prime officially.”

      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 anymore, but it was their home, and they had managed all right. However, something else Silas had mentioned caught his attention.

      “What do you mean by time difference?”

      “You see, Aaron, one year here on Elveron equals 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 long 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 would 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 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 can return home. Once returned, the Prime will revert to their 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 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. Aaron 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.
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        * * *

      

      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 challenging. 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.
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        * * *

      

      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 familiar 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 about 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 open 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 scruff 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. Perhaps 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 goosebumps. 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 underwater and wet her hair. Then Maia swam a couple of strokes upriver 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 anymore. 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 goodbye 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.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Maia froze; every nerve and muscle in her body tense. Within moments, feelings of confusion, panic, and 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 beside 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 father 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, wolf and fire, and 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?”
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        * * *

      

      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 was 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 pleased 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 will finally 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.
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        * * *

      

      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 slight 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 beautiful 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 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 utterly 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 feel 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 enjoyed 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 snowfields on Shadow Peak, but it is wonderful.”

      “Thanks, Maia. I do feel dirty. I have not washed or changed in three days. I’m surprised the smell of me does not repulse Archer.”

      “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.
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        * * *

      

      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 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 putting the dirty suit back on, but Maia had promised fresh clothes for tomorrow, and if Maia could bear it, so could she.
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        * * *

      

      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 delicious. 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 errand, 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.”
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        * * *

      

      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.
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        * * *

      

      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 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 small 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.
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        * * *

      

      In the morning, Jagaer ordered the members of the Guard to take the horses down to the Grazing Grounds.

      “We will take the shortcut 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 uphill, 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. 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 areas, 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 from 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 poured 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 entirely absorbed by 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.
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      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 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 sawn 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 home, 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 bridges were made 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 could 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 little 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 other homes; 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.
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        * * *

      

      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 bare but functional. Decorations were not important to them, and Aaron 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.
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        * * *

      

      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. 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 that they were all Elves. Aaron struggled to believe it, especially because 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 lovely. 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. Perhaps 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 anymore. 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.
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        * * *

      

      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 spoke 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, accentuating 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 why 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 reflected 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 practised 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 leaned 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.

      Maia did not feel ready to go 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 a short while.

      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 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 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 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 didn’t 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 secretly wishes 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, which 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 ate 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 enjoyed 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 going 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 practising. 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 length of time. Even her young legs started to protest after a while, but he could somehow sit in such a fashion for hours and meditate.

      Maia cleared her throat, and Silas opened his eyes.
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        * * *

      

      Maia spent the night in Silas’ cave. She had dreaded going to him. Although she knew the old Elf 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 she 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 led 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 height was one of their few differences; they shared the same emerald green eyes, the dark Mahogany coloured hair, delicate 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 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 couldn’t 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. 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.
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        * * *

      

      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 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 went 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 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 didn’t 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, Aaron was clearly 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.
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        * * *

      

      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 goosebumps 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 had 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 goosebumps 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.
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        * * *

      

      Sweating, she sat up on her cot. She was breathing hard. Goosebumps 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 making 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 the 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 unique herb mix of chamomile, cloves, and other ingredients; it would calm her while she waited for him.
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        * * *

      

      She spent a short while in Silas’ cave, sipping her tea, but when he didn’t 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 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 exactly two hundred and fifty steps above ground or if it had been a coincidence. Her 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 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 charming.”

      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.”
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        * * *

      

      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 felt 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, which 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 the courage to speak to Aaron and the right words to say. However, halfway 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 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 determine 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’m 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 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.
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        * * *

      

      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 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 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 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, 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 leaned 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 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?
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        * * *

      

      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 practised 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 home, 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 necklines and long, flowing sleeves. The white one was adorned with rich embroidery, whereas the green was plain, with only the hems decorated 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 gorgeous 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.”
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        * * *

      

      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 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 loaves of bread, 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 to keep her strength up. She started with bread and the mushroom ragout and then had some 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 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.
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        * * *

      

      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 spoke 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 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 crowd 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 practising 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 slight 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 form 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 they 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 with 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.
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        * * *

      

      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 expressing what she felt.

      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.
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        * * *

      

      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.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Five

          

        

      

    

    
      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 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 attained 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.
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        * * *

      

      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 his consent to meet 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 didn’t 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 almost instantly airborne.

      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.
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        * * *

      

      As she stepped onto The Axis, she decided to detour via 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 when 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 can also 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 carry 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 particular 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 them 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.

      “As I said, I want to do more research, but did you not wonder how your family can 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 believe that they are speaking their own tongue and have accepted 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 worse. Here she had spent all day thinking about how to get rid of them like they were a 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 with Silas, practising. 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, and 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 was 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 how 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 sometime 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 didn’t,” 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 the 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 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.”
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        * * *

      

      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 to 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 halfway 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 encourage the trees to accept the hall; it had taken nearly an entire 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 made 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 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 critical 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. 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 find a cause for 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 were 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 doorstep. 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.”
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        * * *

      

      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's 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.
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        * * *

      

      “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 practised. 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 natural 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 mark 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 arrange 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.”
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        * * *

      

      The next few days brought numerous meetings, but whenever Maia did not have to be present, she spent the day with Jasmin. Her progress was astonishing. She practised 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 apologise 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 haven’t found an answer yet. I know you want to go home.”

      “That’s all right; I know you’re doing your best. If you want to stop for today, then we can carry on tomorrow.”
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        * * *

      

      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 slight frown on her forehead, and her lips were pursed just a little, making her look infinitely sexy.

      He remained at the 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.
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        * * *

      

      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 that 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 was 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. The 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 beside 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.
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        * * *

      

      Later that night, she had strange dreams of eyes watching her. Black eyes that looked at her with such intensity she felt utterly 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 to 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 had 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 if 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 decided 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 reassurance that there is a way home for them, it is only expected that he will be angry. Time moves differently here, and he knows 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?”
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        * * *

      

      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 were 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.
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        * * *

      

      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 focused on everyday 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 and 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 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.
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        * * *

      

      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 returned to the fire and put the kettle on its iron hook over the flames.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Six

          

        

      

    

    
      “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 was unprepared.

      “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. A suitable space had to be selected, 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 challenging 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 that she was not sorry that the bitter, frowning Aaron was gone but 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 men 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 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 spilt 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.
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        * * *

      

      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 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 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 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 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 any of our neighbouring countries, for almost two millennia. The main purpose of 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 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 many 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.
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        * * *

      

      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 a war on Elveron in over five hundred years. Although the different regions sometimes had disagreements, they mainly were settled amicably.

      These attacks were something entirely new for 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, save lives, and 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 control.

      She hoped he was right.
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        * * *

      

      “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 leading to 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 she 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 the 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 trembled, 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 sure he was here for her; it was her time to go, to leave this life. If that were so, she would accept it, but she would defend Wolf, even if it were 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 next to Wolf. It was not a severe injury, and she healed it quickly, but what had transpired had shaken her to the core; she would not mention it to anyone.
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        * * *

      

      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. As Cinaed from Tarron Heights was already here at Shadow Hall, he deemed it 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 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 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 you 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.
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        * * *

      

      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.
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        * * *

      

      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 spilt into Nithril Deep at Braérn.

      The landscape was lush and green, with little forests dotting the countryside. They would have plenty of 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. 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 them. 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 acknowledgement 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 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 fabric had been treated with birch sap to make it waterproof 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 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 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 time. 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, and 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 Midnight's roaring and thrashing.
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        * * *

      

      “What were you thinking?” Jaik admonished her for the third time while she tended to the cuts on Midnight’s wings. Although the forest was dense, the trees were small and thin, and the damage was minimal. Still, healing that many minor 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.
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        * * *

      

      He had always felt protective of his sister. If asked, he would be unable to put into 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 competent 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 how 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 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 intelligent 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 sure that what troubled her were matters of the heart. He was convinced, if it made 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 afterwards, but while she held him and hummed him a tune of comfort, his ankle had mended. Maia 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.
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        * * *

      

      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 fewer 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 often snorted, 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 an entirely different matter. Not only was he almost four times as large as a Plains Dragon, called Dragono Captivaris, but he 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.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      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, it was actually one of the larger cities.

      Braérn was set on one of the Trade Routes, and trade flourished. One could procure a wide 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 primarily built from river clay, with great oak beams 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 sunlight. 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 home 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.”
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        * * *

      

      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 surprised 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 became 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 in Braérn. They left the curtain open.
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        * * *

      

      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 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 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 anymore, 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 corn 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 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 the 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 he had 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 courtyard. The sun had set, and the lanterns were lit. They glowed in various colours, giving the courtyard 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 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 purchased 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.
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        * * *

      

      Maia looked 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 talked, laughed, and danced, 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 a predator was watching her. She knew she was in danger but was unable to move. It was a similar sensation 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 slight 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 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 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 washbasin 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.
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        * * *

      

      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 beautiful. 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.”
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        * * *

      

      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 acknowledgement 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. Things 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 giving 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 favourites. 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 a long time, 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 suitable 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 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 relatively small roll of cloth, but it nonetheless cost her five pieces of her suede.
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        * * *

      

      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 to 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 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 turned 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 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 disapproved 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 wasn’t 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. 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.”
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        * * *

      

      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 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 the stomach for food now.
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        * * *

      

      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 were 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. Wide, 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 Kanarel stepped 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 crowd 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, 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 to stop the attacks. Four clans have sent speakers to tell us their stories. From Shadow Hall, I welcome Jadae Longshadow, son of Jarra.”

      Jadae rose and bowed to the congregation before retaking his seat.

      “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 rockslide. But, upon close inspection of the accident site, we discovered that the rockslide 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 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 don’t 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 could 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 couldn’t tell how much blood they had spilt 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, which 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 some tufts of fur but no sign of his wolf. We have now bidden the Farmers 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 crowd 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 continuing.

      “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 birds from Braérn when we go back, saving 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 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.”
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        * * *

      

      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 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 leaned 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 ended.

      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 goodbyes 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.”
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        * * *

      

      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 need 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 they were 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 the 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 a 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 the 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.”
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        * * *

      

      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 this situation felt 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.
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        * * *

      

      “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 lifetime, 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’s 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. 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 dreamlessly that night and was glad for it.
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        * * *

      

      “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 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 façade, 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 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 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 leaving 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 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.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      “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 minor 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 made 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 worlds, thus he linked the eleven planets with The Channel through which the wisest of the people could keep in contact with each other, 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 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.”
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        * * *

      

      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 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 anymore 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 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 for 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 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.”
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        * * *

      

      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 eyeglasses to see correctly and especially to read, which he could do now without them. Aaron had discovered that the 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.
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        * * *

      

      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 often a distance away from the people and the horses to not 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 of her questions remained unanswered, she was more settled by the time they reached home.
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        * * *

      

      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 anticipated Maia’s return, the city's beauty 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 about 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 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 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 obvious 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 house's main structure 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 observed her 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.
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        * * *

      

      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 previous 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 appreciate the conversation or if she had enjoyed his company. The thought worried her.

      Now agitated, she decided to 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, she should not be 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 tiny 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 disapprove, 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 Hunters, who had 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 colossal 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 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 bear's 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 bear's 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, 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.
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        * * *

      

      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 hill 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 woods 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, which would undoubtedly 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 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 were 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 removed 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 killing the bear, she was proud of what she had accomplished. She had saved herself and Wolf and now even had a bearskin 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.
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        * * *

      

      “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.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      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 whole 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 implement.

      The afternoon became evening, and Maia was relieved when Jagaer finally announced the end of the meeting.
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        * * *

      

      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 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 about 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 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 that 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 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.
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        * * *

      

      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 nought 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 can’t be helped. It’s 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 heartbreak 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, 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.
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        * * *

      

      Maia’s eyes were burning. How is it even possible to write in such small letters?

      This last scroll was 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 slight 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 had done. 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.
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        * * *

      

      “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.”
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        * * *

      

      For three more days, Silas and Maia worked with the scrolls and books. Each day they spent their daylight hours in Silas’ cave. During the late afternoon, Maia would sneak out for a bit to see 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 particular 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 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.
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        * * *

      

      Silas and Maia spent the day by the small lake. Silas wanted to recreate the situation at the Gate, hoping 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 carrying 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, which showed in his body language. She relaxed as they walked, and he talked.

      No strange innuendos today then, she thought with relief.
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        * * *

      

      During the following days, Maia spent most of her time studying the scrolls with Silas or working on 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 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 directions, looking for any sign of foreigners on their land, signs of attacks, dead animals and anything else suspicious.
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        * * *

      

      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, putting 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 conclude 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.
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        * * *

      

      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 through 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 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's 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, 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.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      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 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.”
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        * * *

      

      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 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 passed. Maia shivered. Maybe it was just a rumour; perhaps 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.
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        * * *

      

      “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 settled 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 bearskin 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 washroom. May your beauty never fade, and may love always find you. Be welcome.” She smiled at Jasmin and winked 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 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 packed. The furniture was stacked in the correct rooms, the lanterns lit, and the beds 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 to 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 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.
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        * * *

      

      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 reminded 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 blades 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 practising 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 practised with 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, 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 possible, 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 noticeable 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 initially 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 in the general direction they were looking but did not see what 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.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Ten

          

        

      

    

    
      “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.
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        * * *

      

      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 sky in front of her.

      The Plains Dragons were a much smaller specimen than a Soul Dragon but were 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 practised 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 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 hunted 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 no 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.”
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        * * *

      

      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 Midnight's 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 as 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.
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        * * *

      

      “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 could not 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 a 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 morale 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 was the War Games. Archery, sword fighting, jousting, tracking, trapping, and 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 defending 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 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, we can find them. No one knows this part of the forest better than we do. 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.”
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        * * *

      

      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 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 when 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.”
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        * * *

      

      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 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 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, which 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 a certain occasion, he will also bugle.”

      “Wow.”

      The clearing opened before them, and Maia led them 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 rubbing 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 apparent, 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 slight 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 rumbled, 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, touch the dragon, and share 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 precisely 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.
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      “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 onto 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 weren’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 heartbeat 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, one pierced 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 the 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 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 a person had made it, 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 potent anticoagulant 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 spilt 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 fabric 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. 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 knifepoint, 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 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 minor 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 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?”
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        * * *

      

      Maia spent the night with Wolf. Her parents, as well as Aaron and the children, came to see Wolf and kept 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.
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        * * *

      

      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.

      After that, Maia ran out of the house with such haste. At first, he thought it was because of him, but then he 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 the 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 never forget 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.
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        * * *

      

      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.
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        * * *

      

      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 as 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 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 get the information they were after. Jaik said it was not a pretty thing to watch, so he took some of the men and 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 can 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 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 a 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.”
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        * * *

      

      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.
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        * * *

      

      “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 returned 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 broad 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 stable 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 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’ll 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.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twelve

          

        

      

    

    
      Maia wiped the last 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 whole night afterwards and felt like an empty shell when she met 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 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.
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        * * *

      

      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. You must accept 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.
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        * * *

      

      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 terrible 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 lookout, mainly 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 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 while 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 report, 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 halfway 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.
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        * * *

      

      “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 on 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 that 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 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.”
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        * * *

      

      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 clan member, 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 acknowledgement 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 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 willing and able to fight to sign up with the Legion. See Commander Willowbay 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 unable to fight. Those we will send to Tarron Heights for safety.”
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        * * *

      

      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 contact him when someone touched her on the arm. She had been so deep in thought that 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 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 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.
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        * * *

      

      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 about 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 bothered 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 her people being 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 laid 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 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 slight 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 felt he had 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.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirteen

          

        

      

    

    
      “That was better. Let’s do it again,” Jaik shouted up at her.

      Maia gave one of the signals she had been practising, 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 crucial 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 complex than they had anticipated. During the last three Quarters, they practised 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 practising 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, she was confronted about wanting to have an active part in 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.”
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        * * *

      

      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 carried 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 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 fly 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 is 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 bit 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 stepped 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 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 city.”

      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 were 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 don’t 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.
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        * * *

      

      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.”
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        * * *

      

      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 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 way of manifesting, and we might learn something valuable.”

      Maia looked up into Silas’s wise, grey eyes. His long, grey hair hung lose today, making his face seem long and narrow. She had known him all her life, and she trusted him. Yet, she was unsure 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. Perhaps he had advice he could give her. She took a deep breath and began.

      “I have had several dreams. They usually start 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 returned 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 fascinating 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 a 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 a 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.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fourteen

          

        

      

    

    
      “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 to 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, and 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.”
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        * * *

      

      “There, that should do it.”

      
        
        Maia dropped the last bundle of clothes onto 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 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 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 changed. 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 quickly, 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 are much larger. Their humped shoulders are almost the same height as a horse. Inbreeding and selective breeding have 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 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.”
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        * * *

      

      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.
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        * * *

      

      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.
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        * * *

      

      She woke with a start. A soft scream escaped her lips. Wolf jumped off the bed, startled. She still felt arousal surge through her body, and she fought to control it. There was no doubt in her mind about who she 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 could 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 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 employment was food and any other household essential. Good Servers would often be rewarded with other items, usually something of more value they could 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 had she 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 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; about 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 exceptional. 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 hugged her horse. 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 crowd 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.
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        * * *

      

      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.
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        * * *

      

      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 making tea.

      “What ails you, Maia? You look like something is 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 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.”
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        * * *

      

      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 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.
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        * * *

      

      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 practising. 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 to look at the forest around her. Her eyes opened wide in astonishment. The trees and the entire area behind her were covered in vines. Fat, twisted 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.
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        * * *

      

      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 practised hand-to-hand combat. She still practised 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 pretty 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 combat. 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 practised creating, holding, and then throwing a fireball. Creating one and then holding 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 practised 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 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 practised 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.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “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 from 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 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 they 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, was 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 disapprove 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 expressing 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.”
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        * * *

      

      The next morning Maia had a chance to tell her brother. He was equally 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.

      “Aargh!” Jaik screamed as the ground around him exploded, showering him in the 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.
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        * * *

      

      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 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.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifteen

          

        

      

    

    
      “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.
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        * * *

      

      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 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 onto 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 futile 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.
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        * * *

      

      They marched all through the night, keeping close to the edge of the forest on their right. They moved with purpose and determination, their heads held proudly 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.”
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        * * *

      

      “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 a 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 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.
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        * * *

      

      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 anymore, 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 were their yelping as they whipped to greater speed.

      The Vampyres did not make a sound.
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        * * *

      

      Midnight crouched, ready to spring. A horse snorted. A man coughed near her, and she saw sweat dripping off his chin. She looked towards the front of the army but could not 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 Midnight's disgust 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 a few 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 practised this, only the principle of it, because it could be dangerous for Maia, but Jaik was confident 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 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 the 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 fireproof, she thought, just really tough.

      She conveyed to Midnight to concentrate his fire even more. Instead of spreading it to encompass a 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 battle 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 rearguard 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 few 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 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 he couldn’t shake off the feeling that something was going to go horribly wrong.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixteen

          

        

      

    

    
      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 considered 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 acknowledgement.

      “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.”
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        * * *

      

      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 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 extinguish 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 nought 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 reaching the mountain proper and the path to the city. If we fly over the forest, we might reach the clearing ahead of them. It will be fully 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 while 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 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 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 they plan 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 now fought. 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 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 climb 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.
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        * * *

      

      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 she could do nothing 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 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 woods. 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.
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        * * *

      

      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 could 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 inquired 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 could barely 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 acknowledgements 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, 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 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.
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        * * *

      

      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 exhausted.

      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 how many blades he 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.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seventeen

          

        

      

    

    
      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.
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        * * *

      

      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 rearguard, 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 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.
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        * * *

      

      It was evening when they finally managed to overrun the catapults, and 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 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 was 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.
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        * * *

      

      Midnight descended, and they now flew just above the treetops. 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 battlefield. 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.

      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 battlefield. 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.
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        * * *

      

      “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 fell into an exhausted sleep.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eighteen

          

        

      

    

    
      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 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 breasts 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 glorious 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.”
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        * * *

      

      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.

      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. A cool breeze was 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.
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        * * *

      

      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.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      It took them longer to get home than expected. They stopped and often rested, 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 were 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.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      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 fly 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 on 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 why she did not want to fly with him. He worried about her. She was in such deep turmoil, and he was afraid she would not be able to find her 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 why 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.
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        * * *

      

      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 grand 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 had 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 leave before the moons were high so that 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 crashing 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.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Epilogue

          

        

      

    

    
      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 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 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 to such a degree, he could almost not contain them.

      However, he bid 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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      The Noble Houses of 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 & Elder of the Longshadow Clan

      •	Ikari Longshadow 	– Maia’s grandmother, mother of Jagaer

      •	Jadae Longshadow 	– Maia’s father, Lord of Shadow Hall and Regent Elderlord of Grildor

      •	Malyn Longshadow 	– Maia’s mother & wife to the Regent of Grildor

      •	Jaik Longshadow 	– Maia’s twin brother

      •	Maia Longshadow	- Jaik’s twin sister and Life Elemental

      •	Wolf 			– Honorary member of the Longshadow family

      

      The House 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 			– Honorary member of the Birkenheart-Elderken family

      

      The House of Chesterfort

      •	Emrik Chesterfort 	– Maia’s great grandfather, father of Maël

      •	Maraël Chesterfort 	– Maia’s great grandmother, mother of Maël

      

      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

      •	Lenero Woods

      •	Somas Birkenstock

      •	Aari Fyrlane

      •	Glark Gnarkstrov (Dwarf)

      

      The Warrior Houses of Shadow Hall and their Commanders

      •	The Guard		 – Commander Longshadow

      •	The Regiment  	 – Commander Ridgewell

      •	The Legion		 – Commander Willowbay

      •	The Horse Guard 	 – Commander Kastenbrink

      •	The Night Watch	 – Commander Goldsbane

      •	The Sentinels		 – Commander Summerlot

      •	The Scouts		 – Commander Mellowood
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      The Noble Houses of Braérn

      

      The House of Swiftfisher

      •	Kyreon Swiftfisher	 – Lord of Braérn

      •	Amandel Swiftfisher	 – Kyreon’s wife

      •	Kanarel Swiftfisher	 – Son of Kyreon

      

      The House of Sparrow

      •	Elothrin Sparrow	 – Elder of Braérn

      •	Soniana Sparrow 	 – Elothrin’s wife

      •	Siya Sparrow 		 – Daughter of Soniana & Jaik’s love interest

      

      The House of Falconfall

      •	Burindor Falconfall 	– Owner of The Falcon’s Nest Guest Lodge

      •	Selest Falconfall 	– Wife of Burindor

      •	Selena Falconfall 	– Daughter of Selest

      

      The Noble Houses of Tarron Heights

      

      The House of Tallson

      •	Cinaed Tallson 	– Lord of Tarron Heights

      •	Mikana Tallson 	– Wife of Cinaed

      •	Mekindra Tallson 	– Daughter of Mikana

      

      The Guard of Tarron Heights

      •	Erendal Baywater

      •	Arabas Winterfoe

      •	Argon Strongsteel

      •	Lemren Cattbar

      •	Ylthorn Molewright

      •	Zathraël Bergen

      •	Taevin Treadfast

      •	Balaras Oakenkin

      •	Grendor Creek

      •	Iolas Yellowfields

      •	Kellam Northfolk

      

      The 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 Noble Houses of Alea Yll

      

      The House of Plainspar

      •	Durinn Plainspar – Lord of Alea Yll

      •	Alena Plainspar – Wife of Durinn

      •	Dalton Plainspar – Son of Durinn

      

      The Noble Houses of Thala Yll

      

      The House of Hazelwatch

      •	Skylor Hazelwatch – Lord of Thala Yll

      •	Kariana Hazelwatch – Wife of Skylor

      •	Sky Hazelwatch – Son of Skylor

      

      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 Regiment of Thala Yll

      

      •	Evandeor Hollowdale 		– Commander

      •	Eyvin Arrowson 		– 2nd in Command

      •	Ryndall Wolfdin 		– 1st Lieutenant

      •	Gillear Birdwing 		– 2nd Lieutenant

      •	Daran Mosswright 		– 3rd Lieutenant

      

      The Noble Houses of Rathaés

      •	Hanno Firestone	- Lord of Rathaés

      

      The Noble Houses of Dragonfort

      •	Elgan Middleclaw	- Lord of Dragonfort

      

      The Noble Houses of Stoneloft

      •	Lothri Brimstone	- Lord of Stoneloft
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      International bestselling author Toni Cox writes epic fantasy, urban fantasy, and paranormal romance, among others.

      Born in Germany, she now lives in South Africa with her husband, six dogs, and two cats.

      Toni started writing her popular Elemental Trilogy after being diagnosed with Rheumatoid Arthritis in 2013 and has been writing books ever since.

      Due to her illness, she no longer goes horseriding, but it hasn’t diminished her love for the magnificent creatures, which has turned her into an avid collector of everything horse.

      Toni is a firm believer in dragons.

      Sign up for Toni’s newsletter for regular updates and a glance into her world with a free download. https://www.tonicoxauthor.com/subscribe
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      The Immortal Descendants

      

      Immortal Blood

      Immortal Warrior

      Immortal Kingdom

      Immortal War - releasing March 2022

      Immortal Salvation - releasing May 2022

      

      The Elemental Trilogy

      

      Elemental Rising

      Elemental Betrayal

      Forbidden Elemental

      

      The Elemental Trilogy Box Set

      

      The Elemental Short Stories

      

      On Fire

      Midnight Tales

      Jasmine In Love

      Luke

      Rebirth coming soon

      The Blade of Death coming soon

      

      Stand-alone novels

      

      Resilient

      

      Dreamstate

      

      The Wolf (Prequel)

      The Wolf of Ashford Manor

      

      A Wolf For Christmas

      

      The Fae Prophecy Series

      

      The Fae Prophecy: Prophecy

      The Fae Prophecy: Unrest

      The Fae Prophecy: Uprising

      The Fae Prophecy: Conquest

      

      The Fae Prophecy Box Set
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24 - Lover’s Lane
25 - Fleeting Steps
26 - The Ladder
27 - The Fall

28 - Urudal Steps
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30 - Dark Rise

31 - Embril Steps
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33 - Alandir Steps
34 - Forest Steps
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38 - Altar Steps
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41 - Allsteps

42 - Sleepy Stairs
43 - Mossy Stairs.
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70 - Archery Lane
71 - Rocky Place
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76 - Evergreen Hill
77 - The Blind Trail
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79 - Linden Way
80 - Blackwood
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81 - Tunnel Way
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