
  
    [image: The World of Lasniniar Starter Collection]
  


  
    
      THE WORLD OF LASNINIAR STARTER COLLECTION

      BOOKS 1-3

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

    
      
        JACQUELYN SMITH

      

    

    
      WAYWARDSCRIBE PRESS

    

  


  
    
      
        
        For my husband, Mark.

        Thank you for always believing in me. I couldn’t have done this without you.

      

        

      
        For Mom and Uncle Al.

        Thanks for giving me the push I needed to take the plunge into the world of indie publishing. If not for you, my books would probably still be hidden away on my computer, unread.

      

        

      
        For all my loyal readers.

        Thank you for coming along with me on this epic journey! It means more to me than I could possibly say.

      

        

      
        The World of Lasniniar Starter Collection

      

        

      
        Copyright © 2023 Jacquelyn Smith

        Published by WaywardScribe Press

        Cover and layout copyright © Jacquelyn Smith

        Cover design by Jacquelyn Smith/WaywardScribe Press

        Cover art copyright © Refluo, Elena Schweitzer/Dreamstime

      

        

      
        Light Chasers: A Novel of Lasniniar

        Copyright © 2023 Jacquelyn Smith

        First published in February, 2012

      

        

      
        Kinslayer: A Novel of Lasniniar

        Copyright © 2023 Jacquelyn Smith

        First published in September, 2018

      

        

      
        Soul Seeker: A Novel of Lasniniar

        Copyright © 2023 Jacquelyn Smith

        First published in October, 2011

      

        

      
        This ebook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. All rights reserved. All characters and events in this book are fictitious. Any resemblance to persons living or dead is purely coincidental. This book, or parts thereof, may not be reproduced in any form without permission. Thank you for respecting the hard work of the author.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Light Chasers

        The World of Lasniniar Book 1

      

      
        Kinslayer

        The World of Lasniniar Book 2

      

      
        Soul Seeker

        The World of Lasniniar Book 3

      

    

    
      
        Storm Rider

      

      
        About Jacquelyn Smith

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            LIGHT CHASERS

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          THE WORLD OF LASNINIAR BOOK 1

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          FIRE AND WATER

        

      

    

    
      Valanandir’s throat spasmed as he tried not to choke. He spat out a salty mouthful of seawater, coughing. The unnatural mixture of air and water burned his throat and lungs. He blinked rapidly, trying to clear his stinging eyes. He gripped some nearby rigging one-handed and flung out his other arm for balance as the ship’s deck rocked beneath his booted feet. His vision slowly came into focus.

      The sky was completely dark, as it always was. Most of the ship’s lanterns had gone out. As luck would have it, there were other sources of light available, creating a flickering twilight. Enormous forms swooped overhead on dark wings that beat the air, churning the waters below into a frenzy. Sporadic jets of flame blasted down from above, punctuating the darkness as the serpentine juggernauts made one pass after another, their long necks and tails writhing. Bright, slitted eyes peered out from scaled faces, picking out their next target. They were glaurinu—dragons.

      Despite the frigid water soaking him to the bone, Valanandir’s skin felt hot. The ship was on fire. Other vessels, already engulfed in flame, lit up the water like torches.

      A shocked numbness washed over him as he stood frozen in place, unnoticed for the time being. He wondered if this was what his parents had felt like before they had been killed in battle. According to the stories, they had gone down fighting against the dark army, but his own attackers were hopelessly out of reach.

      Would he be remembered as his parents had been? He had no siblings to carry on his memory. The only blood family he had were his aunt and uncle, who would be devastated when they learned his fate. They had always hoped he would stay with them on Arindaria among the fisherfolk of the isle, but the call to follow in his parents’ footsteps had been too strong.

      Now he was out on the waters of the sea under attack by dragons of the dark army—just another doomed skirmish in a war that had been raging since the dawn of time between the creatures of light and darkness.

      Screams of panicked agony pierced Valanandir’s awareness. He pushed wet strands of long, silver hair from his eyes, tucking them behind pointed ears with his free hand. Bodies lay strewn about the deck of the ship, bloody, charred, and lifeless. Others floated on the waves.

      He could see figures running about the decks of the other ships, haloed in flames. Their cries echoed across the water, only to be cut short as they jumped overboard. Even the sea held no escape. The unnatural waves were too strong, even for the crafty Sea Elves. The wounded shadows soon slipped beneath the surface.

      Valanandir had escaped this fate thus far, somehow unnoticed by the relentless dragons. He remained hidden in the shadows, his dusky skin helping to camouflage him. But this had not saved any of his companions, and soon his ship would be consumed. If he could last long enough, perhaps the dragons would leave and he could try to make his escape.

      As the cries of the wounded sailors on the other ships died out, most of the dragons seemed to lose interest and flew off into the darkness. Valanandir held his breath, waiting for the others to leave. The next few moments slid by with agonizing slowness as the looming shadows circled overhead.

      Just when he was beginning to hope the nightmare might be over, one of the dragons swooped downward. Valanandir let out his pent up breath in a gasp. The body of the creature was huge, dwarfing the others. Its black scales gleamed dully in the light of the fires. Valanandir nearly gagged on the musky stench that radiated from its body and filled the air each time the creature beat its enormous wings.

      Not it—he. Valanandir knew this foul beast. All of Ralvaniar trembled at the mere thought of him. He was Nargaz, lord of the dark dragons. Valanandir heard a mew of terror, and realized it was his own. He clenched his quivering jaw and squeezed his eyes shut, wishing himself somewhere else.

      Valanandir heard the roar of flame and felt its heat. His eyes opened in surprise once he realized he had not been consumed. His pupils narrowed to mere pinpricks of shock within silver irises, darting left and right in confusion. The air was silent, save for the crackle of flame, the wingbeats of the dragons overhead, and his own ragged breathing.

      A fresh scream ripped through the night air. Valanandir felt tears slide down his hot cheeks. He was torn between relief the victim wasn’t him, and a sympathizing despair. Choking back a sob, he continued to cling to the hempen rigging, its rough surface biting into his sweat-slick hand.

      The screaming grew louder. Valanandir turned his head toward its source and saw one of his shipmates staggering toward him, engulfed in flame. His face was a tortured mask of agony, beyond Valanandir’s recognition. He weaved and stumbled, eventually falling to his hands and knees at Valanandir’s feet. Valanandir caught his bottom lip between his teeth, still hoping to remain unnoticed by the remaining dragons.

      He was unsure whether the unfortunate soul writhing on the deck had seen him until the other elf looked up, his eyes filled with an unspoken plea. Valanandir knew it was too late to save him. Yet if he did nothing and somehow survived, this moment would haunt him for the rest of his life. He could not in good conscience watch a fellow elf burn alive without trying to save him or put him out of his misery.

      Valanandir sighed and released the rigging to bend down to the figure at his feet. He braced himself before scooping him into his arms. The elf cried out once before sagging in relief. Valanandir’s wet skin and clothing would protect him for only a few moments from the flames that licked the dying elf’s body.

      He would have to be quick.

      Nargaz continued to swoop overhead, circling closer to watch his victims’ death throes. Valanandir spared a glance upward to meet glowing, red eyes. The eyes narrowed as they caught sight of Valanandir.

      Valanandir was momentarily frozen in fear, his feet rooted to the deck of the ship. His legs compensated for the roiling waves out of long-ingrained habit, enabling him to keep his balance. Nargaz circled even lower, drawing breath to attack once more. His fiery gaze pinned Valanandir in place.

      A raw pain in his chest and arms and the stench of burning flesh shook Valanandir from his trance. With a startled curse, he realized his burden was burning him. He forced himself to keep his gaze on his destination, ignoring the eager death that hovered above.

      Valanandir ran across the slippery deck as fast as he dared. A jet of flame roared behind him, singeing the back of his legs. The ship rocked from the impact and he skidded, landing hard against the side. He lost his grip on his burden, and the elf went overboard, falling through the air in a blaze. Valanandir gripped the side and looked over, but the other elf had disappeared into the watery darkness. Valanandir had done what he could for him. Perhaps the elf would survive. Now he had to try to save his own skin.

      He batted at the flames on his tunic sleeves and chest in an attempt to smother them and looked up. Nargaz was flying closer, preparing one last attack. Valanandir could either continue to try his chances on the ship, which would eventually be burned to a cinder, or throw himself at the mercy of the unruly sea. Like any Sea Elf, he was a strong swimmer, but he was also far from land. It wasn’t much of a choice. The fire on the ship was spreading quickly, and there was nowhere left to run.

      Strangely, Valanandir found himself thinking of his best friend, Numril. He was the shipwright who had designed the vessel and been in charge of its creation. It had always been a gift of his, and the ship had been a beautiful craft. Numril would sorrow to learn it had been destroyed. Still, he would not want Valanandir to go down with the ship when there was another chance at survival.

      Valanandir’s thoughts passed in the blink of an eye. Nargaz was directly overhead now. Valanandir could hear the beast fill his massive lungs for one last attack.

      He hoisted himself onto the side and launched into a dive as the blast hit. The wind whistled past his ears as he plummeted. The air around him crackled with the heat of Nargaz’s attack. Valanandir’s legs were on fire. He bit back a cry of pain as his flesh began to burn. Once he was in the water, he would need all the breath in his lungs.

      The churning waves rushed to meet him. He heard a roar of frustration from above. It was cut short by bubbling silence as he plunged into the dark waters.

      After the initial shock of cold, there was blessed relief as the flames on Valanandir’s body and clothing were quenched. He opened his eyes, but it made little difference. Moving shadows and darkness were all he could see. He swam toward the surface, his burned legs kicking painfully. As he got closer, the light increased and the water became more restless. The flames from the burning ships glimmered from above in crazed fragments.

      He would need to surface soon, but he remembered the last sound he had heard before hitting the water. Nargaz would be waiting. Valanandir swam a bit closer to try to make out the dragon’s form from the undulating shadows above. He was rocked back by a sudden impact. The waters immediately above him filled with a blinding light for several seconds before fading. Valanandir squeezed his eyes shut until it passed. An unnatural heat warmed the waters around him.

      Nargaz had seen him.

      The dragon was trying to prevent him from surfacing. Valanandir would have to choose between drowning and being burned alive. No doubt the sadistic creature found this amusing. Nargaz’s eyes were sharp and he was patient. Valanandir let a few precious air bubbles escape as he considered his options.

      Dark shadows of varying shapes and sizes bobbed overhead on the surface of the water. There was the underbelly of his own ship and debris from the other ships. Many of the shadows were bodies. Valanandir tried not to panic as he searched for something, anything he could use.

      Then he saw it—the capsized remains of a lifeboat. His instincts screamed at him to swim to it right away, but to do so would mean certain death. He was too close to the surface. If Nargaz saw him swim to the lifeboat, he would set it ablaze. Valanandir would have to fool the dragon into thinking he had drowned.

      He turned away from the surface and swam into the deeps. The last of his air followed in a trail of bubbles behind him. He would only have one chance.

      Once he was deep enough that the surface was hazy and distant, he aligned himself so he was directly under the dim shadow of the lifeboat. When he felt certain of his positioning, Valanandir began to swim back to the surface. His chest was constricting with the desperate need to breathe. He kept his lips sealed shut against the reflex to open his mouth and inhale. His limbs were heavy with fatigue, but a rising sense of panic drove him onward.

      As he got closer to the roiling surface, it became more difficult to remain on course. Valanandir gritted his teeth and fought toward his goal. The surface was farther than it appeared. Dark spots crowded his vision. He was going to pass out soon.

      Just when he thought he would never make it, he bumped his head on something hard. A blaze of sparkling white washed across the dark spots that blinded him. Valanandir struggled to remain conscious. He forced his fingers to grope above him to determine the nature of the obstacle. After a few dazed moments of probing, he nearly wept with relief. It was one of the wooden plank seats of the lifeboat. He used his hands to locate the space he knew would be between one seat and the next. Once he found it, he used the last of his strength to kick himself up into the void.

      He sucked in one breath after another in ragged gasps. As his body replenished itself, his vision cleared. The underbelly of the lifeboat arced overhead. Valanandir made out the middle plank seat in the shadows surrounding him and wrapped his arms around it. Although his body could finally rest, his heart was still pounding in his ears. His heavy breathing echoed within the confined space. Valanandir forced it to slow and concentrated on the sounds coming from outside the boat.

      Wingbeats. Valanandir could hear the dull pounding of wingbeats over the sound of the waves slapping the sides of the lifeboat and the occasional splitting crack followed by a splash from the ruins of the ships. Although the sound was muffled, Valanandir knew he would recognize it anywhere. He closed his eyes to focus.

      The dragon making the sound was flying directly overhead. Nargaz was waiting for him. Valanandir held his breath, hoping his hiding place wouldn’t be found. Never mind he had no idea how he was going to get back to land. Surviving this moment was all that mattered.

      Please don’t see. I am not here. I am only a weak elf who has drowned rather than face your fire. Please don’t see…

      Several agonizing moments passed. He repeated his inner litany as he listened to Nargaz fly circuits over the area where he had last been seen. Valanandir waited for the attack to fall, shivering in cold and fear. After what seemed like an eternity, he heard the booming sound of several pairs of wings flying into the distance, immediately followed by silence. The lapping of the waves was all that remained. It was the sweetest sound Valanandir had ever heard. He opened his eyes and sagged against his wooden bench support.

      Once his initial rush of euphoria faded, a new set of concerns set in. How long could he survive in the frigid waters? Even if he had not been injured and exhausted, there was no way he could swim all the way back to the island or the mainland. He had a lifeboat, but it was capsized. He didn’t have the leverage to turn the vessel over while treading water. Even if he did, how would he climb in? Not to mention the oars had been lost in the attack, so he would be at the complete mercy of the sea.

      Even though he longed for the feel of open, fresh air, Valanandir remained clinging in place. He didn’t have the energy to swim out from under his makeshift shelter. Even if he did, he had no idea how far he would need to swim to find something else to use as a floating support. He would find no purchase on the curved underbelly of the lifeboat unless he somehow managed to straddle it, which would be an exhausting task in his current condition. There was nothing else to do but hang on to the seat of the lifeboat with tired, stiff arms and hope the current would eventually bring him to shore.

      Valanandir swallowed. His throat was scratchy and dry. The smoke from the fire had dried him out. His parched mouth was filled with the acrid taste of it. Now he was surrounded by water, but none of it was fit to drink. Its salty tang mocked him as it bit into his burnt skin, stinging. He hadn’t noticed the pain before, but now it felt like his flesh was burning anew. He tried to push the pain aside and adjusted his grip on the lifeboat.

      Time lost all meaning. With no water clock or hourglass, Valanandir had no idea what time it was or how long he had been in the water. He was shivering now. His teeth chattered and his hands were numb. The bump on his head was throbbing. His eyelids grew heavy and he struggled to keep them open. He caught himself closing them for what must have been the hundredth time and shook himself awake. If he lost consciousness now, he would be lost. He hoped he had not survived fire and dragons only to drown hours later.

      His body felt impossibly heavy. It no longer seemed to float in the water, but pulled downward as if he were made of stone. His grip on the wooden plank was slipping. Valanandir tried to readjust, but his aching fingers refused to obey. A tide of darkness rose to engulf him. He realized his eyes were closing, but he couldn’t seem to open them.

      He was slipping beneath the water. He managed to gasp one last breath before he was completely submerged. Once he was under, Valanandir began to sink. In his mind he was thrashing his arms and legs, fighting his way back to the surface, but his body was no longer his own. His limbs remained still and lifeless, dead weight that increased the speed of his descent.

      It was over.

      Valanandir choked back a sob as the realization hit him like a physical blow. The sea cared nothing for his grief. His tears were lost in the endless salty waters. He held his last breath as long as he could as a final act of defiance, but in the end, his body betrayed him. Valanandir’s lips parted and it escaped in a stream of bubbles. He fought the urge to inhale, but how long until he lost that battle as well?

      Beloved faces flickered beneath his closed lids. Raswyn and Sinmalia—the aunt and uncle who had raised him—his best friend, Numril… He wished he could say good-bye.

      His mouth was opening wide now. The water rushed into the void.

      As consciousness faded, Valanandir saw his parents as he remembered them from his childhood. Although he wanted to live, a part of him was looking forward to joining them finally. Their arms reached out toward him. His lips moved without sound.

      Mother… Father…

      The arms reached out to embrace him, and Valanandir knew no more.
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          A WALK ON THE BEACH

        

      

    

    
      Iadrawyn wrapped her arms around herself in a loose embrace, chafing herself for warmth. She pulled her cloak closer around her shoulders with chilled fingers. The dark sky overhead was laced by the branches of the trees. Iadrawyn was glad for their shelter, naked as most of them were. The looming emptiness of the sky always unsettled her. That something so vast should be completely devoid of light…

      She shook herself and continued to pick her way along the forest trail, brushing her long, dark hair from her face as she walked. A light dusting of snow covered the ground beneath her feet. The natural sounds of wildlife soothed her frazzled nerves. Pausing, Iadrawyn closed her eyes and allowed her sharp breathing to slow to a deeper, more relaxed rhythm.

      She had left the village so she could be alone, which was not unusual, but her anger was. She inhaled the pine-scented air and exhaled slowly, her breath a steady plume. She felt a semblance of her usual calm return, albeit reluctantly. She opened her deep green eyes and continued along the trail, her elven sight piercing the darkness with ease. Although her anger had faded, her thoughts still churned as she walked.

      It was the visit from the drakhal that had incensed her. The foul creature should never have been permitted to cross the borders of her people’s wood. What madness caused the elders to welcome it as a delegate was beyond Iadrawyn’s understanding. Her own father had even voted to consider the drakhal’s message! It was as if he thought the thing could be trusted. Iadrawyn realized her hands were balled into fists. She forced her fingers open and shook them loose.

      The world was changing. Iadrawyn knew it. She could sense it building with each passing day, this feeling of waiting for something to happen. What it was, she did not know, but she couldn’t believe it was a truce with the drakhalu.

      The drakhalu were as ancient as the elves. When the world first came into being, the spirits who watched over it eventually became manifest in various forms who served either light or darkness. There were the dragons, masters of air and fire, who attacked from the skies with jets of flame. Some dragons were creatures of light, but many served the darkness. Her people were the elves, or Adar in their own tongue. They were former spirits of light, reborn in tall, lean frames with dusky skin, pointed ears, and delicate features.

      The Sea Folk were also people of the light. They were elf-like creatures who had the lower body of a fish and lived in the deeps. The Fire Folk served only the darkness. Their bodies were mere shadows that could burst into flame at will.

      Then there were the drakhalu. The polar opposite of the elves, they had the same frame and features, save that their skin was milky white, and their eyes were strange colors that no elf’s would ever be. They were denizens of the shadows, who took their sustenance from the blood of other creatures, puncturing the skin with their sharp fangs to drink.

      Although they looked like living creatures, they were the embodiment of death, and could only be destroyed by certain means. They could not reproduce among themselves, but often shared some of their own blood with their elven victims to turn them and swell their numbers. Like all dark creatures, they fought against the elves for dominion over Ralvaniar. It was a struggle that had endured since the beginning of time. Thus far, the elves had managed to resist, but the cost was often high.

      Now the drakhalu were trying to make peace. Their leader had sent an emissary. To hear the messenger talk, Iadrawyn’s people were in grave danger. Not from the dark races, no, but from their own kind—the other elven tribes, who were plotting against them.

      It was the one fatal flaw of the elves. After becoming manifest as the elven people, they realized they had diverging interests, and split into different tribes before dispersing far and wide across the face of Ralvaniar. The Sea Elves, who loved the waters, settled on the isle of Arindaria. The Earth Elves were masters of metal and jewels. They made their home to the north in Meladaro, at the feet of the Hamad Sinta, the Mountains of Sky. The Wild Elves were a fey people who lived unfettered in Melabeli to the east. Finally, there was Iadrawyn’s own kind, the Wood Elves, whose hearts belonged to the trees. They made their home in the great wood on Ralvaniar’s western shore.

      As the years went by, the tribes became more insular, and communications became strained, eventually ceasing altogether. Now the drakhal messenger claimed the other tribes had aligned with the Fire Folk and dark dragons, and were planning to turn on the Wood Elves. Many of Iadrawyn’s people were swayed by the creature’s words. The drakhalu could be very convincing when they wished. Their strange eyes were almost hypnotic. Now her tribe was considering going to war against their own race.

      Iadrawyn was unconvinced. What reason did they have to trust the word of this foul embodiment of darkness and death? How could they know the drakhalu weren’t sending emissaries to all the elven tribes with the same story? They never acted without purpose, and what could be better than to wipe out the very people who stood between the dark races and complete dominance by turning them against one another? Iadrawyn wondered if they had contacted the Sea Folk as well.

      No one wanted to listen to Iadrawyn’s concerns. She was only a youth among her people, despite being several decades old. Her eccentric reputation certainly didn’t help. Iadrawyn was a solitary soul who enjoyed her independence. She was often away from the village, wandering the wood. This was not considered appropriate for a woman, especially not the daughter of one of the noble council members. But Iadrawyn had ceased begging permission for her excursions long ago. She was more skilled at tracking than anyone else in her tribe, so it was no difficulty to slip away unnoticed. Her parents grudgingly learned to accept her need to roam unfettered, although they did not understand it.

      The snapping of a branch somewhere behind her startled Iadrawyn to alertness. She stopped to listen. After a moment of silence, she heard a familiar footfall and stifled a groan.

      “Iadrawyn!” An elf with long, silver hair jogged to catch up to her. “I heard the council met with a drakhal. I knew you would be upset, so I came looking for you. I’m glad I found you.” He beamed, his violet eyes lighting up his guileless face.

      “Eruvalion,” Iadrawyn greeted him with long suffering patience.

      She looked over the other elf’s shoulder and silently cursed. In her anger, she had left a trail even a child could follow. Hence, Eruvalion.

      Eruvalion had become attached to her when they were both children. He followed her everywhere, watching her with his worshipful gaze. It was maddening.

      Iadrawyn had lost her temper with him several times over it. This only made him try to follow her unseen. In a way, it was worse. It was one of the things that had forced Iadrawyn to take up tracking in the first place. She could usually avoid him in the forest, but she couldn’t hide from him in the village for long. No matter how she tried, she would find him hovering somewhere in the background.

      She had tried to talk to his mother about it. Aranriel doted on her only child. Her husband had died in battle before Eruvalion was born. She had brushed aside Iadrawyn’s repeated requests to keep her son away, believing if Eruvalion thought Iadrawyn was his, it must be so. She had been smug, insisting Iadrawyn would come around about the idea eventually. Iadrawyn suspected she even encouraged her son’s possessive nature.

      Iadrawyn had learned to ignore Eruvalion over time, but it wasn’t easy. One day as a child she had lashed out at him in frustration, calling him ‘Eruvalion’ in a taunting jest. The name meant ‘hidden watcher.’ To her chagrin, he claimed it as his name from that day forward. It was the only thing she had ever given him.

      “Where are you going?” Eruvalion asked, ignoring Iadrawyn’s silence.

      “Nowhere in particular. I just wanted to go for a walk so I could calm my thoughts. Alone,” Iadrawyn said, knowing full well her hint would be ignored.

      “Well, no one should be off alone with drakhalu about. I will keep you company.” He smiled, looking pleased with himself.

      Iadrawyn stifled a sigh of frustration. She had to think of a way to get rid of him. In her current state of mind, she couldn’t trust herself not to lash out. As much as Eruvalion annoyed her, she didn’t want to say or do anything she might regret later. If she did, she would never hear the end of it from his mother.

      “You don’t like the drakhalu either?” she asked, her mind already working.

      “I certainly don’t trust them. Who knows what they’re up to with this peace gesture?”

      “You know, I stormed off in such a hurry, I never told anyone I was leaving or where I was going. Did you?” Iadrawyn kept her tone casual.

      “No… I just set out to find you as soon as I realized you were missing. Everyone was so busy talking about the drakhal messenger. I was probably the only one who noticed you were gone.” His chest puffed up with pride.

      He was probably right, but Iadrawyn needed to regain his focus.

      “I’m not ready to go back yet, but I don’t want anyone to worry… I wish there were some way I could get word back to the village so they could find me if anything happens, especially with drakhalu lurking about. Who knows what they will think when they find me missing?”

      “I can go back and tell them!” Eruvalion leaped at the opportunity she had left dangling.

      “Are you certain? I wouldn’t want to inconvenience you…”

      “It’s no trouble at all! I’ll run back and tell your parents, and return to find you.” He grinned. “I’ll be back before you know it.”

      “My thanks, Eruvalion,” Iadrawyn said, feeling a bit guilty about her manipulation. “That would be wonderful.”

      “Ward yourself until I return.”

      Eruvalion turned and ran back in the direction of the village. Iadrawyn listened as his footfalls faded into the distance.

      Alone once more, Iadrawyn stepped into the trees, away from the trail. This time, she was calm and left no trace of her passing. Weaving between the trees, she veered southwest toward the coast. She often sat at the edge of the wood to listen to the crashing of the waves on the beach. It was one of her secret places. No one knew about it, not even Eruvalion. The rest of her tribe avoided the open waters, remaining deep within the heart of the forest.

      The familiar pounding of the surf grew louder as Iadrawyn walked. Soon she could see the crests of the waves writhing in the distance. The trees came to an end. Iadrawyn remained beneath their familiar shelter, sitting with her back against the trunk of an ancient spruce. Beyond the forest’s edge, the snow-covered ground sloped downward in a gentle hill, ending at the beach. Iadrawyn had never set foot beyond the edges of the trees. Most of her people didn’t travel beyond the borders of their wood, unless it was a group of young warriors who went off seeking adventure and battle against the creatures of darkness.

      Iadrawyn closed her eyes and tried to lose herself in the endless crashing of the waves. She had always felt isolated from her tribe—some of which was by choice—but she had never felt it so keenly as when the council had listened to the drakhal emissary. She felt the irresistible urge to do something, but what, she did not know. The council would never listen to her protests. And yet she could not accept the situation. The drakhalu were trying to manipulate them somehow. She felt it in her bones, but she had no proof. Perhaps if she could convince her father…

      Some deep-seated instinct brushed Iadrawyn’s thoughts aside, urging her eyes open. She remained motionless, listening and peering into the darkness. No unusual sounds could be heard and there was nothing to be seen nearby. Her eyes scanned farther into the distance, seeking the cause of her alarm.

      Something was moving in the water. It took her several moments to notice it past the motion of the waves. It was a group of figures, moving toward the beach. Iadrawyn found herself already on her feet with her knife drawn. She berated herself for storming out of the village without a bow.

      There appeared to be three of them. Two figures dragged a third limp shadow between them, laying it on the sand. Strangely, they did not move very far inland, staying well within the reach of the waves. Iadrawyn watched, fascinated as they both lay on the sand, propped up on their elbows, with the limp figure between them.

      Iadrawyn didn’t know how long she stood staring. When one of the creatures turned its head in her direction and beckoned, she cursed herself for a fool. Whatever they were, their eyes were keen enough to have picked her out from the trees.

      The creature beckoned again.

      For a moment, she was frozen with indecision. The rational part of her told her to flee back to the village. And yet every other part of her was urging her to go down to the beach.

      Iadrawyn realized she had taken a step out from the edge of the trees without thinking. What was she doing? It could be a trick!

      The figure beckoned once more.

      Iadrawyn sighed. Whatever was down on the beach was in need of help. She could not in good conscience walk away.

      She took another step toward the beach. The dark sky loomed overhead. The vast emptiness was disorienting. Iadrawyn had never felt so vulnerable and exposed. A frisson of fear brushed over her. Her fingers clenched around the hilt of her knife. How it was going to protect her from the vacant heavens, she did not know. Taking a deep breath, she forced herself to continue toward the water, keeping her eyes on the terrain in front of her.

      By the time she walked down the hill and reached the sand, she had broken out in a cold sweat. The creatures had not moved except to urge her forward from time to time. Now that she was closer, she pushed her fears aside and took a better look.

      At first glance, they appeared to be elves. Both had dusky skin and long hair, tangled with seaweed. Their torsos were bare. One was male and the other female. Then the water covering their lower bodies rolled back. Iadrawyn stifled a gasp. Both creatures had shiny scales where their legs should be, forming a long tail ending in a pair of flukes. They were Sea Folk.

      Now that she was close enough, she could also make out some of their coloring. The male’s hair and scales were green, and his eyes appeared to be a murky green as well. The female had blue hair braided with shells, and matching blue scales. Her silver gaze met Iadrawyn’s. Both creatures looked exhausted.

      Only after she got a good look at the Sea Folk did Iadrawyn notice their burden. The third figure they had dragged onto the beach was not one of their own. An elf lay unconscious on his back. Judging by his silver hair, callused hands, and the fact that he had been rescued from the sea, he was most likely a Sea Elf from Arindaria. His clothing was torn and there was a lump on his temple. His skin was tinged blue with cold, but Iadrawyn also noticed what appeared to be burns on his body. His eyes were closed and his breathing was shallow.

      “We rescued him from a shipwreck.” The female’s voice had a reedy quality as she spoke haltingly in the Elvish Tongue. The Sea Folk had their own language they used among themselves, and they seldom interacted with elves, with the exception of the Sea Elves. “He is wounded. We have done all we can. He needs help from his own kind.”

      “But I am not a Sea Elf,” Iadrawyn protested, thinking of her people’s reaction if she brought this elf to her village. “You should take him to Arindaria.”

      The two creatures exchanged glances and spoke briefly to each other in the piping tones of their own tongue. The male seemed agitated while the female spoke in soothing tones.

      “Forgive me,” the female continued, “but all land-dwelling elves are the same to us, save that we have regular contact with the ones who live on the island. We would have taken him there, but there are winged demons about and this was closer.”

      “Dragons…” Iadrawyn breathed in fear, her eyes scanning the skies for shadows.

      “The great black one attacked his ship with many others before flying south. We could not risk following in their wake to return this one. Will you help him?”

      There was only one ‘great black one’ Iadrawyn knew of among the dragons—Nargaz. All elves had cause to fear him. When Nargaz attacked, he left no survivors. How had this wounded elf escaped? Either he was very clever, or very lucky.

      The Sea Folk awaited her response, their faces unreadable. Iadrawyn knew if she did decide to help, she couldn’t take the wounded elf back to her village. With the drakhal stirring up trouble, her people would not react well to the presence of a Sea Elf. But if she didn’t help him, who would? She could see he was in poor shape. No other elf from her tribe would help him if they found him, and as far as she knew, she was the only one who ever traveled this close to the edge of the wood. If she didn’t intervene, he would probably die.

      “I will help him,” she sighed.

      As she said the words, she felt something within her she hadn’t known was disjointed snap into place, startling her for a moment. Her intuition had always been strong—stronger than any other elf she had met—but she had never felt this powerful a reaction before. For whatever reason, she was meant to care for this elf.

      “Thank you,” the female said. “How is it you are called so we may remember you?”

      “I am Iadrawyn.”

      “Iadrawyn.” She spoke the name slowly. “I am Nimrilwyn and this is Rallavalan. We must go now. Farewell.”

      The Sea Folk launched themselves from the beach with the next wave, their flukes fluttering behind them before they disappeared beneath the surface. Iadrawyn watched the water for several moments afterward, unable to believe what had just happened.
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      Iadrawyn gave herself a mental shake, returning her attention to the unconscious elf. She had to move him to shelter, but he was a full-grown male, too heavy for her to carry. She couldn’t ask anyone from her tribe for help. They would either imprison him as a possible spy, or leave him to die on the beach. Although Eruvalion would probably be delighted to help her if she asked, she didn’t trust him to keep a secret. He told his meddlesome mother everything. No, it was up to Iadrawyn to take care of the stranger.

      It was a strange feeling. The youngest of three children, she had never been responsible for anyone else’s welfare. The other elves didn’t even trust her to watch their children due to her ‘eccentric’ ways. Although younglings seemed to like her when she spoke with them, their scowling parents would soon arrive—warned by some other well-meaning elf, no doubt—shooing them away from her with hollow excuses.

      It hurt to be so different from her own kind that they didn’t trust her. They certainly wouldn’t trust her opinion in this particular instance. Iadrawyn was alone. Then again, she always was.

      Swallowing her self-pity, she focused on the problem and realized there was someone she could rely on for help. She jogged back up the hill to the edge of the wood and gave a long, trilling whistle. Satisfied, she began gathering some deadfall from the forest floor. A Wood Elf never cut from a living tree unless there was great need. She carried her bundle back down to the beach, laying it in a pile near the unconscious elf.

      Grabbing him under his arms, she dug her boots into the sand and dragged him out of the reach of the waves. Even moving his dead weight that short distance was difficult. Once he was clear of the water, Iadrawyn took off her pack and pulled out a blanket, wrapping it around him. She chafed his blue-tinged arms for good measure. Returning to her pack, she also retrieved some leather thongs and a coil of rope. She was glad she was in the habit of always carrying a full pack, in case the urge to run off into the woods struck her.

      She laid out the lengths of wood on the beach in a rectangular framework, creating the skeleton of a sledge. She used the thongs to bind the wood together. Once this was done, she tested the strength of her creation. It would hold.

      Returning to the elf, she hoisted him once more, dragging him onto the sledge. Once she was satisfied with his position, she used the rope to bind him in place.

      Iadrawyn sat back on her heels to look toward the forest. Would her summons be answered? She thought so, but she wasn’t sure. When she glimpsed a shadow of movement among the trees, she walked back up the hill to investigate.

      A doe’s head nosed out from between the branches to look up at her with liquid brown eyes. Iadrawyn sighed with relief, reaching out to stroke the creature’s neck. She was tan with white markings like any other of her kind, except for one large, white marking on her left flank. Although Iadrawyn was friendly with many creatures of the forest, this bond was special. Years ago, she had stumbled across the doe’s mother giving birth, but her fawn had turned in the womb. If Iadrawyn hadn’t intervened, both mother and child would have died. She had managed to save them both. The mother was a shy beast Iadrawyn only saw occasionally in her wanderings, but the fawn had become attached to her elven midwife, and still joined Iadrawyn sometimes on her walks even now that she was full grown. She had come in response to Iadrawyn’s whistle.

      After greeting the doe, Iadrawyn took a step beyond the trees and beckoned for her to follow. The doe looked around with curiosity. Iadrawyn beckoned once more. The creature looked back at her. Brown eyes full of trust, she took a small step forward. Iadrawyn continued to encourage her until the doe was completely out from the shadow of the forest. The beast’s delicate legs were twitching with nervousness. She, too, had never been out from under the shadow of the trees.

      Once the doe was completely out in the open, Iadrawyn put a hand on the creature’s shoulder and walked beside her toward the beach. Every so often the doe would balk in fear and Iadrawyn would have to soothe her before encouraging her to go on. When they finally arrived at the stranded elf’s limp form, the doe lowered her head to give him a cursory sniff before looking back up to Iadrawyn.

      Iadrawyn stroked her flank in reassurance and reached down to grab the rope harness she had made to pull the sledge. The doe stood completely still as Iadrawyn fastened it to her, watching in curiosity, her fears forgotten. Once Iadrawyn was satisfied the rope would hold, she coaxed the doe forward toward the forest. The doe took a tentative step, looking back over her shoulder to watch the sledge drag behind her. With Iadrawyn’s encouragement, the doe continued to pull her burden all the way up the hill to the edge of the forest. At one point, Iadrawyn had to help pull due to the incline, but they made it.

      Iadrawyn grabbed a fallen branch from a pine tree, shaking it to remove any dead needles. Once she was satisfied no more would fall off, she went back down to the beach where she had met the Sea Folk and worked her way backward up the hill, using the branch as a broom to sweep away their trail.

      Now that they had cleared the first obstacle of getting the elf away from the beach, they had to get him to safety. Iadrawyn had several places hidden throughout the forest where she had created shelters for when she didn’t want to be found. Some were even up among the bare branches of the trees. Since she couldn’t possibly carry the limp body of the elf, none of those shelters would do. She needed something close by, far from the village and patrols of the guard…

      Iadrawyn knew the perfect place. She went ahead of the doe, leading her onward. She had to stop every so often to sweep out their tracks. The trusting creature followed her without any further hesitation, quickly growing accustomed to her strange burden. Iadrawyn kept alert for any sounds or signs of being followed.

      Although they were traveling in a different direction from where Eruvalion had found her, he was relentless in his efforts to follow her everywhere she went. If he stumbled across her now, she didn’t know what she would do. There was also the risk of drakhalu wandering about, since one was in the village. The thought of coming across one of them when she was vulnerable and alone terrified her. Even though the air was crisp, Iadrawyn’s nerves soon had her in a cold sweat.

      When they finally reached their destination, Iadrawyn threw her arms around the doe’s neck in gratitude and relief. She would never have been able to get the wounded elf this far by herself. The doe nuzzled her face with her wet nose. Iadrawyn pulled away with reluctance to investigate the security of her hiding place.

      It was an enormous, wayward pine, thick with needles. Its long branches reached all the way to the ground. Iadrawyn circled it on light feet, not even leaving an impression in the snow. Her knife drawn, she checked for any tracks leading to or from her shelter. There were none. Crouching, she pulled one of the bottom branches aside and crept under the tree’s skirt.

      It was pitch black underneath. Iadrawyn stood completely still for several moments, waiting for her eyes to adjust and listening for signs of movement. Her shelter was empty.

      Breathing a sigh of relief, she reached into her pack for some flint. She needed to warm the wounded elf. The tree would hide the light of her fire. Iadrawyn hoped she was too far from the village for anyone to notice or investigate any resulting smoke.

      She struck the flint with her knife over a pile of tinder she always left prepared. A spark leaped onto the wood and flared to life. The smoke was drawn up through the giant tree’s branches. It was a perfect natural tent. She went back out to retrieve her charge.

      The doe was still waiting patiently. Iadrawyn untied the sledge while stroking her with words of thanks. Once the sledge was free, Iadrawyn gave the beast a light slap on the rump. The doe startled and ran a few steps before looking back. Iadrawyn smiled and gestured for her to leave. The doe sprang off into the darkness.

      Bending over to grasp the frame of the sledge, Iadrawyn dragged it under the shelter of the pine. She untied the rope binding the elf and lay him down as gently as she could near the fire on a bed of dried pine needles. She tucked the blanket around him once more. He still gave no sign of life, save for his shallow breathing. She left him only to wipe out the last of their tracks around the base of the tree before returning.

      Iadrawyn sat across the fire from her charge, lost in thought. She could treat his wounds and nurse him, but he was in bad shape. He might never wake up. If she had not been near the beach when the Sea Folk had dragged him to shore, he would be dead for certain. Iadrawyn knew she had done the right thing, but she craved the sense of certainty she had felt earlier.

      Was she really meant to do this? This question was immediately followed by another she hadn’t even considered.

      What would she do if he woke up?
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      Darkness. Valanandir could not seem to escape it. He had thought it was the end for him when he had seen his parents, but only darkness had followed. He felt as if he were still drowning in a sea devoid of light, sound, or touch. The vast emptiness was oppressive. Occasionally, he heard voices far off in the distance before he seemed to drift away from them once more. Even when he did hear the voices, they weren’t ones he recognized, and he couldn’t seem to make himself understand what they were saying or even what direction they were coming from. Valanandir felt a stab of loneliness and fear.

      Was this what death was really like?

      He didn’t know how long this went on. It seemed like forever. Each time he heard a voice, he tried to swim toward it, but it always seemed to fade away before he could get his bearings. He was exhausted from the effort. What little strength he had left was failing. He didn’t know how much longer he could keep trying.

      Then he heard a new voice. Although Valanandir still didn’t recognize it, it blazed through the darkness, reaching out to him. He latched onto it as if it were a lifeline, following the sound.

      It was tiring work. Even though he grasped the thread of voice tightly, it was still far away. He had to stop to rest countless times before continuing. Sometimes, the voice would stop and he would be lost once more, desperately hoping it would return. The first time this happened, he was terrified. When the voice finally resumed its indecipherable murmur, he nearly wept in relief.

      As he continued his journey, the darkness seemed to loosen its grip. Although he still couldn’t make out the words, the voice became stronger. It was a woman’s voice, melodic and soothing. His mother’s? No, Valanandir still didn’t recognize the speaker, although the voice seemed to resonate with him somehow.

      There was one point where Valanandir felt as if he were on the brink of understanding the words. Then the voice faded once more, leaving him to curse in frustration.

      The next time the voice returned, he scrambled after it as quickly as he could. The words washed over him. It seemed like they were a language he understood.

      Mela... meliar… Something about trees in a wood? Valanandir realized they were the words of a song. Although it was being sung in Elvish, it wasn’t one he recognized. It wasn’t something any Sea Elf would sing. All his people’s songs were about water and wave. Where was he? Had he finally died?

      Valanandir struggled to breach the surface of the surrounding darkness. He knew he was close. His eyes were difficult to open. They felt as though they were glued shut with some sort of gummy substance.

      When he did manage to crack his eyes open, he immediately wished he hadn’t. With full consciousness came an awareness of pain, making him gasp. Every part of him hurt. He snapped his unseeing eyes shut and tried to retreat into the numb cocoon of darkness.

      “You’re awake,” the voice said. There was a rustle of movement. A cool, damp cloth gently bathed his face, wiping his eyelids clean.

      Valanandir kept his eyes closed, hoping the voice would leave so he could slip away once more and escape the pain. But the owner of the voice didn’t move from his side, waiting with quiet patience.

      Valanandir groped for the darkness, but it fled from his grasp. It was gone. For better or worse, he was awake. He forced his eyes open once more.

      At first, there was only light. His eyes watered, and he had to blink several times to clear them. As he regained focus, the light faded to a tolerable level, flickering behind the shadow that was kneeling before him.

      He realized he was lying down. That made sense. He must have been unconscious. His entire backside stung fiercely. He tried to move his arms, but couldn’t. He looked down and saw that he was swaddled in blankets. Having taken a basic assessment of his condition, he looked up at the figure at his side.

      Her long hair fell over her shoulders and down her back in a shining wave. It was so black it had blue highlights, like the wing of a raven. She wore a basic doeskin tunic and matching breeches, which hugged her lean frame. Valanandir’s gaze moved to her face. She had the pointed ears and dusky skin of an elf, and her angular features were delicate. And her eyes… They were a deep green, deeper than Valanandir had ever seen. They looked at him with patience and compassion. For a moment, he found himself lost in them before tearing his gaze away. In short, she was the most beautiful elf he had ever seen. She was also a Wood Elf. None of the other tribes had her combination of coloring.

      “Who are you?” he asked, trying to avoid her eyes.

      Last he had heard, the Wood Elves were in league with the drakhalu and not to be trusted.

      “I am Iadrawyn.” Her voice was smooth and calm.

      “Where am I? Am I a prisoner here?” Valanandir’s eyes darted, taking in his surroundings for the first time. They seemed to be in some sort of tent fashioned to look like a tree. The floor was covered by a blanket of pine needles and a fire crackled from behind the elf woman. The pungent scent of pine resin and smoke filled his nostrils.

      Something was missing. Water. For the first time in his life, Valanandir couldn’t smell the salty tang of the sea. He felt a surge of panic.

      “You are in a hidden shelter of mine in the forest of the Wood Elves.” Her finely arched brows furrowed. “You are not a prisoner. I have been caring for you while you were unconscious. Now that you are awake, you may leave whenever you wish. You are still quite weak though.”

      “How did I get here?” Valanandir fought his rising tide of anxiety.

      He had never set foot on the land beyond his home isle of Arindaria. He had attacked dark creatures on the shore of the mainland from the deck of a ship, but it wasn’t the same.

      “A couple of the Sea Folk carried you to shore. They asked me to care for you, so I brought you here. That was three days ago.”

      “They must have saved me from the wreck…”

      Valanandir thought of the arms he had felt around him as he had drowned. He shivered at the thought of how close he had been to dying.

      “Wait, why would you listen to the Sea Folk? Why would they even speak to you? You are not a Sea Elf. Why would you help me? Are you going to give me to the drakhalu as fodder?” Valanandir’s panic was returning, fearing some sort of trap.

      Iadrawyn sighed. “The Sea Folk had no choice. They had already carried you to the mainland and I was the only one around to speak to. My people do not often wander within viewing distance of the sea. I enjoy wandering our lands, and it was the first time even I have ever ventured out from under the trees of the wood. I helped you because I knew if I did not, you would die.”

      Valanandir held her deep, green gaze for several moments. Iadrawyn met his eyes without flinching. She was telling the truth. It was certainly true if she had not cared for him, he would have died.

      “I’m sorry.” He felt his cheeks flush. “You saved my life. I am grateful.”

      “No apology is needed. If I were in your position, I would ask the same questions.” Her face darkened. “And whatever you have heard about my people and the drakhalu is perhaps not unfounded.”

      Valanandir froze. “What do you mean?”

      “The day I found you, a drakhal emissary arrived in my village, telling tales of the other elf tribes plotting against us. He spoke of a potential alliance. My people decided to hear him out and consider his words. My own father…” Iadrawyn took a deep breath, visibly calming herself. “My father is on the council and voted in favor of allowing the drakhalu to speak. I was so angry, I stormed out of the village to be alone. I wandered far to avoid any followers. That is how I came to be at the edge of the forest to meet the Sea Folk.” Her hands were balled into fists on her knees.

      “Your people are truly in league with the drakhalu?” Valanandir’s mouth went dry with fear.

      “Not yet, but the emissary’s words were convincing. His voice is hypnotic. And his eyes…” Iadrawyn shivered. “It is difficult to look away from them. I believe many of my people have been entranced by him. I spoke against the drakhal, but my words had no effect. They usually don’t. No one wants to believe a strange elf woman who is always wandering off to be alone.” She gave a bitter smile.

      “So you don’t plan to take me back to your village.” Valanandir made his voice even, hoping she was everything she appeared to be.

      He wanted to trust her. Badly.

      “No! Even if I were alone, I don’t think I would go back to the village until after the drakhal had left. I have no doubt been labeled a possible troublemaker for speaking out against him. I planned to keep you here until you were well enough to travel. I don’t know where you would go though. My people do not build ships, and I don’t think any of your people will be coming for a visit anytime soon.”

      Valanandir found himself flushing with shame for doubting her. He was also ridiculously glad she had proved herself trustworthy. It was strange. He had never felt such strong emotions so soon after meeting someone.

      “My thanks for rescuing me,” he said. “Not everyone would have done as you did in these troubled times for an elf of another tribe.”

      “It isn’t true what the drakhal said, is it?” Iadrawyn leaned forward. “Are your people plotting against mine?”

      Now Valanandir could see she also hungered to know whether he could be trusted. For all she knew, she could have rescued an enemy. He admired her for holding out as long as she had before asking.

      “Not to my knowledge, no. We have heard rumors of the other tribes aligning with the drakhalu, but no one plans to act on them yet. There are too many other enemies who threaten us.”

      “Like the ones who attacked your ship?”

      Valanandir’s mind flashed back. He no longer saw the safe surroundings of Iadrawyn’s shelter. He was back on the deck of the ship, listening to the screams of his people burning alive. The stench filled his nostrils. Nargaz swooped overhead, preparing to strike…

      A hand grasped his arm, shaking him. He closed his eyes and shook his head to force away the memory and return to the present. When he opened them, he was back in the tree tent. Iadrawyn’s eyes were wide with concern. Valanandir realized he had broken out in a cold sweat.

      “I’m sorry.” Iadrawyn released her grip on his arm. “That was thoughtless.”

      “It’s all right.” Valanandir forced his voice steady.

      “No, I should have known better than to ask so close to you waking. The Sea Folk told me it was Nargaz who attacked your ship. I can only imagine how horrible that must have been. When you’re ready to talk about it, I will listen. In the meantime, you need to eat. I have only been able to give you water these past few days.” She turned toward the fire.

      For the first time, Valanandir noticed the aroma of cooked food. Although he could tell from the scent it didn’t contain ingredients he was familiar with, his mouth started to water. Iadrawyn turned toward him with a wooden bowl of soup and a carved spoon. He sat up and stirred the contents in an effort to identify them.

      “Sweetroots, venison and herbs,” Iadrawyn answered his unvoiced question. “It’s not much. I carry some basics in my pack, but I don’t usually entertain guests.” She gave a wry smile.

      Valanandir took an experimental taste. It was unlike anything he had eaten before. His people’s food mainly consisted of fish and sea plants. The rich flavor of the meat was strange, but pleasant. His stomach gurgled, demanding more. Abandoning the spoon, Valanandir held the bowl to his lips and drank it all down. It felt good, having the warm broth slide down his throat to sit in his empty belly.

      The warmth quickly spread through his limbs, making him drowsy. His eyelids became heavy. How long had it been since he had really slept? Valanandir couldn’t remember. He found himself lying down in his bed of pine needles. Iadrawyn leaned over him, settling the blankets around him and murmuring soothing words that were already fading into the distance. The sweet oblivion of sleep reached out to claim him.

      The last thing he saw was her face.
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      Valanandir and Iadrawyn fell into a comfortable routine over the next several days. He would sleep late while she gathered more food and deadfall for their fire. When he woke, they would sit together for hours, swapping stories of their people. It soon became obvious other than their natural affinity for different elements, their tribes weren’t so different. Valanandir would eventually fall asleep again only to wake in time for supper. Then Iadrawyn would inspect and treat his many healing wounds until he fell asleep once more.

      Valanandir could feel himself getting stronger. His injuries were healing, but he was still weak. He didn’t know what he would have done without Iadrawyn to take care of him. He tired too easily to help her with any of the daily chores. For the first few days, he barely had the strength to leave their shelter to relieve himself.

      Today he had sent her away so he could finally bathe. He was sick of his own sour stench. He was sure it was only politeness that prevented Iadrawyn from saying anything about it. She had given him one of her long, penetrating looks before agreeing to leave him on his own.

      Valanandir had also insisted on doing all the work for his bath himself. He was tired of being an invalid. After Iadrawyn left, he stepped through the branches of the shelter to fill the cooking pot with snow. His muscles ached and the skin around his wounds pulled, but it still felt good to be outside and moving about. He stood with his eyes closed for several moments, breathing in the crisp air.

      He opened his eyes. He was surrounded by trees of all types. Most of the branches were bare, save for the evergreens. They blocked out most of the dark, empty sky overhead. It was unnerving to feel so surrounded. He knew if he decided to go off on his own, he would soon become lost. Even though he was free, he was still Iadrawyn’s willing prisoner as long as he remained dependent on her knowledge and wood skills. He knew it should frighten him, but it didn’t. He trusted Iadrawyn. She would teach him what he needed to know once she knew he was ready.

      Valanandir shivered, breaking his reverie. Without Iadrawyn’s comforting presence, he suddenly felt vulnerable and alone. Who knew what lay hiding in the darkness under the cover of the trees?

      He knew he was being paranoid. According to Iadrawyn, no one knew about her hidden refuge and her village was nowhere nearby. He was clearly imagining things.

      Valanandir filled the pot and made his way back into the shelter, trying to shake the feeling of being watched.
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      Eruvalion was ready to tear his hair out in frustration. He had been searching for Iadrawyn for days without success. He had returned to the village as she had asked to inform her family she had gone off again, telling them not to worry. He had been careful not to mention it in front of the visiting drakhal, who was spending quite a bit of time with Iadrawyn’s father and the other councilors.

      Melariel seemed unconcerned when Eruvalion gave her the news. Iadrawyn’s mother was used to her daughter running off into the woods by herself. She had simply smiled and thanked him for telling her.

      Eruvalion almost considered his trip back to the village a waste of time. Still, Iadrawyn had asked it of him. He always enjoyed doing things for her. He would do anything she asked of him. He was the only person who truly knew and understood her. She needed him to watch over her.

      And now he couldn’t find her. He had had no problem following her from the village, but since he had gone back, she seemed to have disappeared. He could find no trace of her passing anywhere. He had already checked her usual haunts.

      What if she was in danger? He knew she could take care of herself, but with drakhalu about, who knew what might happen? Although Eruvalion was genuinely worried, part of him was also secretly pleased to have a legitimate excuse to help Iadrawyn.

      She needed him, even if she didn’t know it yet. She always needed him. They belonged together.

      Eruvalion forced himself to focus on the matter at hand. He could still find no signs of Iadrawyn’s passage, even though he was far from the village. Why hadn’t she left any signs for him to follow? She knew he was coming back for her. Perhaps she didn’t think it was safe to do so. She didn’t usually leave tracks as she had done when she had left the village in anger. Eruvalion always considered it a personal challenge to find her when she went out into the woods. But she had never been away for this long before. She always returned eventually, which was usually when Eruvalion found her.

      What if she didn’t want him to find her?

      The thought struck him like a blow. His eyes stung with unshed tears at the very thought. Of course she wanted him to find her. She needed him. They belonged together.

      But Iadrawyn didn’t always seem to understand that the way he did. He was patient, of course. One day she would see. He would make her understand. But why else would she be gone for so long? He should have found her by now, or she should have come back.

      Was she hiding something from him? There were no secrets between them. He always made sure of that. Sometimes Iadrawyn tried to hide something from him, but he always found out. He felt a growing sense of certainty.

      Iadrawyn had a secret!

      His need to find her now was urgent. There could be no secrets between them. Eruvalion began to run. The trees whipped past him as he went. He needed to find her now. His eyes frantically peered through the darkness as he ran, looking for any sign. He blinked away tears of hurt and frustration. How could she betray him like this?

      He would find her. He would find her if he needed to run for days to do it. And once he did find her, he would make everything the way it should be. He would make her see. There were no secrets between them. They belonged together. She would understand and everything would be all right.

      Eruvalion was so focused on his search for Iadrawyn’s trail, he almost missed it. The faint scent of smoke stopped him in his tracks. He wasn’t anywhere near the village and no one ventured out this far.

      It had to be her.

      He slowed his rapid breathing and focused on the scent. It was coming from the west. Taking his time now that he had something to go on, Eruvalion followed the invisible trail. At first he wasn’t certain whether he had chosen the right direction, but soon the scent became noticeably stronger. He was close.

      He stepped lightly on the snow, making no sound. The trees opened to form a small clearing with a giant, wayward pine at its center. Eruvalion crept around the perimeter. There were tracks everywhere. He crouched to take a closer look and received his second shock of the day—the prints were not Iadrawyn’s. They were too large. They appeared to belong to a male elf. There was a crisscrossing trail of them coming and going from under the pine. The tracks were fresh.

      Eruvalion burned with a righteous fury. What was Iadrawyn doing hiding in the woods with another man? Even though there was no trace of her, he knew this must be her shelter. The male elf wouldn’t be in it unless Iadrawyn had brought him there. Eruvalion realized he was shaking. He closed his eyes and took several deep breaths to calm himself. It would do him no good to go charging in.

      Was Iadrawyn in the shelter with the other elf now? That was the first thing he needed to know. He opened his eyes and crept around the tree to a spot where the needles were sparse. He peered inside.

      He could just make out the outline of someone crouched within—definitely not Iadrawyn. They appeared to be tending a fire. Eruvalion strained his eyes and ears. To all appearances, the elf inside was alone.

      Who was he? Eruvalion had no idea who would run off with Iadrawyn like this. His own ignorance disturbed him. To the best of his knowledge—which was extensive where Iadrawyn was concerned—there was no one in the village who would do such a thing. Whoever the mystery man was, he would soon be very sorry.

      Eruvalion drew his knife. He would have to be quick. It would be better to deal with this situation before Iadrawyn returned to complicate things.

      He positioned himself behind the other elf’s back and pushed his way through the branches. The elf sensed the movement and turned to face him.

      Eruvalion felt as though he had been punched in the gut. The other elf had silver hair and matching silver eyes, which were widened in surprise. No one from the village had that combination of coloring. He was a Sea Elf.

      “What have you done with her?” Eruvalion demanded, barely controlling his warring anger and fear.

      “What have I done with who? You mean Iadrawyn?”

      “Don’t you dare speak her name!” Eruvalion spat. “Now, what have you done with her? Where is she?”

      “I haven’t ‘done anything’ with anyone. She’s off gathering food and firewood. I was in a shipwreck and carried to the beach nearby. Iadra—I mean she rescued me and brought me here.” The Sea Elf eyed Eruvalion’s knife. “Do you mean to use that? I’m unarmed.” He held both hands up to show they were empty.

      “You lie!” Eruvalion raised his knife, putting the blade against the other elf’s throat. “If you were shipwrecked as you say, you would be in no condition to walk from the beach. If Iadrawyn rescued you and brought you here, how did she do it? She certainly didn’t carry you.”

      “I—I don’t know.” The Sea Elf frowned, appearing confused. “I never thought about it, but you are right. How did she get me here from the beach?” His eyes were lost in thought. He was thinking about her.

      Eruvalion put enough pressure on his knife to draw blood. It trickled down the Sea Elf’s neck in a thin, red trail. The stranger’s silver eyes met his in startled pain. Eruvalion moved his face in close.

      “Iadrawyn. Is. Mine!” he growled from between clenched teeth. To his credit, the other elf did not flinch.

      “I don’t think she belongs to anyone.”

      For some reason, this calm statement pushed Eruvalion over the edge. He gave a savage cry, whipping his knife out from under the Sea Elf’s throat to strike him across the temple with the pommel. His eyes rolled back as he slumped to the ground at Eruvalion’s feet.

      Eruvalion was trembling. He took several steadying breaths. Was the elf dead? He leaned over the prone body to listen. The Sea Elf still breathed.

      Eruvalion took some rope from his pack and bound the Sea Elf’s wrists and ankles. Once he was satisfied with his handiwork, he dragged him out from under the pine. Regardless whether his captive was telling the truth, he was a stranger to the wood. His fate was for the council to decide. But after the drakhal emissary’s visit, Eruvalion was fairly certain how such a decision would go. He smiled at the thought.

      Hefting the elf’s limp form over his shoulder, he headed back for the village. Eruvalion’s anger gave him strength, but his burden was also light for its size. The Sea Elf must be malnourished. Once he handed the stranger over to the council’s custody, Eruvalion could continue his search for Iadrawyn.

      If she had rescued and cared for this foreign creature… Well, Eruvalion would just have to show her the error of her ways.

      This time, he would make her understand.
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        * * *

      

      Iadrawyn weaved between the trees, heading back to her shelter. She had given Valanandir more than enough time to clean himself up. Her pack was laden with the carcass of a rabbit and some nuts and berries she had foraged, and she carried an armload of wood for the fire. She was careful to leave no tracks in the snow. She did not want to lead anyone back to her hiding place.

      She found herself eager to see Valanandir again, even though they had only been separated for a few hours. Despite their tribal differences, they shared a certain kinship. She felt comfortable with him in a way she never had with anyone else. She didn’t know what would happen when he was recovered enough to take care of himself. He was stranded here on the mainland, in the wood of a tribe that would most likely persecute him if they knew of his existence. She tried her best not to think about it.

      Nevertheless, Iadrawyn felt a growing uneasiness she could not explain. She felt a sense of urgency to return to Valanandir’s side. Her intuition had never steered her wrong in the past, so she increased her pace.

      The nagging feeling grew with each step. As she drew close to her shelter, she realized how quiet the woods had become. She was surrounded by an unnatural silence. The usual chatter and rustling of wildlife had vanished. Iadrawyn felt the hair on the back of her neck rise in warning. The clearing with her wayward pine was just ahead.

      She set aside her pile of wood and drew her knife, approaching the area with caution. Her eyes darted about, assessing the situation.

      There were tracks everywhere. She could clearly see where Valanandir had left and re-entered the shelter several times to fill the pot with snow for his bath. She forced her increasing dread aside to search for more clues. Something else caught her eye.

      There, in the snow, was a second set of prints. The faint trail circled around the base of the tree. She followed it, her heart in her throat.

      On the far side of the tree, the tracks led under its sheltering branches. Iadrawyn froze in place, her ears straining for any sound of life within the shelter. She heard none.

      Pulling the branches aside, she followed the prints within, her knife held tight in her fist. It took a few moments for her eyes to adjust to the darkness. The fire had died down to embers. The shelter was empty.

      Valanandir was gone.

      Iadrawyn forced down her rising panic. She peered at the forest floor. The pine needles on the ground were disturbed on the other side of the fire. She knelt for a closer look.

      The prints of the intruder showed him facing Valanandir, but there was no trace of Valanandir leaving the shelter. Iadrawyn knew he didn’t have sufficient skill to walk without leaving a print. She felt a deep sense of foreboding.

      Her eyes swept the ground. It appeared that Valanandir had been crouching by the fire when the intruder had arrived. Her heart contracted painfully as she noticed some dark droplets on the carpet of pine needles. She lifted them for a closer look. They stained her fingers a sticky, dark red.

      It was blood.

      Iadrawyn forced herself to remain calm. Whomever the blood belonged to, there wasn’t much of it. She continued to investigate the signs that had been left behind.

      The intruder’s tracks stopped at the fire, where it appeared a confrontation had occurred. Yet it was clear both the intruder and Valanandir had left. Iadrawyn noticed the carpet of pine needles had been scattered in a wide line leading out from under the tree on a different angle from where the intruder had entered. It was as if something—or more likely, someone—had been dragged.

      Iadrawyn followed this second trail out from under the pine. The drag marks continued in the snow for several paces before the intruder’s prints reappeared. They were much deeper in the snow than they had been on the approach to the shelter.

      Iadrawyn looked up to see where the tracks headed. Her heart sank. Whoever the intruder was, they were making a beeline for the village with a helpless Valanandir in tow. Iadrawyn estimated the trail was two hours old.

      She silently berated herself for leaving Valanandir alone for so long. Even though his wounds were healing, he was still weak from the attack on his ship. He was in no shape to defend himself from an armed attacker. She also had a bad feeling about how her village would react when they saw him. What if the drakhal was still there?

      Iadrawyn sprang into action. She had to get to Valanandir before it was too late. With the trail laid out before her, she started to run.
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          THE END OF THE WORLD

        

      

    

    
      Something was happening. Lystari had felt it for days. She finally decided to leave the comfort of her lair to investigate.

      None of the other dragons seemed to sense it, but then again, she wasn’t like the others. They had always served the darkness since they had come into being. She had been born a creature of light. No matter how long she lived among them at Hamadi Glaurinu, she would always be different.

      Lystari had decided long ago it didn’t matter. She was the mate of Nargaz. No other could claim such a prize. It was he who had seduced her into following the dark ways and leaving her own kind in the mountains to the north.

      It had been worth it. Not only was Nargaz the most powerful dragon in Ralvaniar, he was also a fine mate. She lost her train of thought for a moment as she thought of his burning, red eyes and his sleek, black scales. She knew it drove the other female dragons mad with envy that Nargaz had chosen her. She shivered with delight.

      And why shouldn’t he choose her? Her long, lithe body was the envy of any female dragon. Her crimson scales and charcoal eyes were a rarity. Combine those traits with her agility and intelligence… She was irresistible.

      Her thoughts were soon interrupted by the strange itching sensation she had struggled with for days. She had tried her best to ignore it once she realized she was the only one who felt it, but it persisted. Now, her curiosity had finally gotten the best of her, as it usually did. She had to investigate. Nargaz was off on another mission. He would never know she was gone.

      The sensation was pulling her north, away from the dark lands that had become her home. She had not bothered to tell anyone she was leaving or where she was going. It wouldn’t do to have a wing of jealous dragons vying for a share of her discovery. No, whatever it was that drew her, she wanted it to herself. Perhaps she would share it with Nargaz. That would probably be wise. If he discovered she was keeping a secret from him… Well, she did not think it would end well for her. Nargaz did have quite a temper, even for a dragon.

      She banked northeast over the Dira Nelar. She could smell the foul swamp air even from her high altitude. The dark peaks of the Hamad Orom faded into the distance behind her. With the empty skies surrounding her and no one to be seen in the lands below, it was as if she were the only living creature in the world. She felt a sense of release.

      Dragons were solitary creatures by nature. Although she was a queen among her dark brethren, she often found the communal lair of Hamadi Glaurinu stifling. Before she had met Nargaz, she had an entire peak to herself. Perhaps she could persuade him to force most of the others to create new lairs in the Hamad Orom…

      The pull was getting stronger. She had been flying for a few hours now. Lystari forced herself to pay attention. She was coming up on the rolling hills of Vila Eadros. The flowing waters of the Riliara glistened below like a ribbon of darkness. Its tributary, the Rilloda, sprawled to the east. She was getting close.

      The sensation was coming from below. Without a second thought for the possible cause, she tucked her wings against her sides and plummeted from the sky, the wind rushing against her. At the last moment, she unfurled her wings to slow her descent, beating them several times before her feet touched the ground.

      Once the dust had settled, Lystari strained her senses for any signs of life. There were none. Her entire body tingled in proximity to the mysterious pulling sensation. It was very close. She flashed her pointed teeth in a wicked grin. Whatever it was that had summoned her, it would soon be hers.
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        * * *

      

      Branches whipped past Iadrawyn’s face as she ran. Her long, dark hair streamed behind her. How long she had been running, she did not know. Her lungs burned from the cold air and her legs felt heavy. She pushed herself onward. She was almost there.

      The trail had continued without deviation toward the village, as Iadrawyn had feared it would. The trees parted to form the entrance of a clearing. Iadrawyn pulled up short. Two male guards appeared from the foliage.

      “You have been gone for many days,” one of them said. Iadrawyn nodded, trying to catch her breath.

      “Did the Sea Elf harm you?” the other asked. “Eruvalion thought he might have.”

      “Eruvalion?” Iadrawyn panted. Of course. She should have known. She shook her head, not bothering to explain. “Where has the Sea Elf been taken?”

      “He is being held prisoner until the council can decide what to do with him.”

      Iadrawyn was already running. The tracks continued into the village toward her family’s home. The large, squat dome of mud and branches was partially hidden by the drooping boughs of the giant pine it was built around. Iadrawyn marched through the door flap.

      She was startled by what she saw inside. Her father and Eruvalion were sitting comfortably before the fire having an animated conversation. Iaralys had never been interested in Eruvalion before. Under normal circumstances, her father barely tolerated his presence. Both men looked up as she walked in.

      “Iadrawyn!” Eruvalion leaped to his feet, looking relieved. She ignored him, turning to face her father.

      “Where is he?” she asked.

      “Where is who?” Deep green eyes matching her own narrowed under white brows as her father took in her disheveled appearance.

      “You know who I mean. The Sea Elf. What have you done with him?”

      “Did he hurt you?” Eruvalion placed a hand on her shoulder. “I was just about to go back to look for you. Are you all right?”

      Iadrawyn shrugged his hand away. “Yes, it’s quite clear from your actions, you had only my welfare in mind,” she snapped. “Attacking a weakened stranger before trying to get an explanation from me, then hauling him off as a prisoner, leaving me to discover his absence on my own. Very considerate of you.”

      Eruvalion paled and shrank back.

      “He did the right thing.” Iaralys faced his daughter’s ire without flinching. “The intruder is a Sea Elf, and most likely a spy.”

      “His name is Valanandir, and he is not a spy. I found him on the beach. Two of the Sea Folk had dragged him to shore. They told me there had been a shipwreck. The ship had been attacked by Nargaz.” Iadrawyn waited for her father’s response. Her mother entered the room, drawn by the raised voices.

      “Perhaps he fooled the Sea Folk to make his story believable.” Iaralys kept his tone reasonable. “You have only known him for a few days, Iadrawyn. You cannot be sure.”

      Iadrawyn’s two elder brothers, Linlevni and Eranalfia also arrived to witness the argument.

      “I think she’s spent too long running wild on her own,” Linlevni said with a sniff. “If you care nothing for your reputation, Iadrawyn, you could at least consider the rest of us. Father is on the council. He has an image to maintain.”

      Linlevni raised his chin to give her a disparaging look, his long, white hair cascading over his shoulders. Save for his silver eyes, he was the image of their father.

      “You would say that.” Eranalfia rolled his eyes. “What about Iadrawyn’s reputation? She might be known to be eccentric, but her judgment of character is sound. She has spent several days with the stranger, while we have only seen him unconscious. Shouldn’t we at least listen to what she has to say before jumping to conclusions?” He flashed Iadrawyn a quick smile.

      “He will be questioned by the council once he is conscious,” Iaralys said.

      “And I’m sure that will be a fair and balanced trial.” Iadrawyn’s voice dripped with sarcasm.

      “We must keep the safety of our people in mind, Iadrawyn,” Iaralys said. “Clearly, you cannot be trusted to do so. You are not to leave this hut until the trial is over. There will be guards posted outside to prevent any… incidents.”

      Her father’s words were like a physical blow.

      “So I’m a prisoner too?” Iadrawyn felt numb with disbelief.

      “It is for your own good. There are those on the council who believe the stranger has bespelled you, which makes you a possible danger to others. I argued against the notion, of course, but I was considered too biased on the subject.”

      “Yes, I can understand why you would argue against it. I’m sure this situation is all very embarrassing for you.”

      Iaralys winced as his daughter’s scathing words hit home. Iadrawyn turned to give her mother a pleading look. Melariel shook her head and left the room without a word.

      Iadrawyn’s shoulders slumped in defeat. She had never felt so abandoned.

      “I’ll be going to my room now,” she said. “Unless you need to knock me unconscious or tie me up first...” Eruvalion flushed, and everyone but Eranalfia looked away. “No? Very well.”

      Iadrawyn turned to leave. Before walking away, she gave her father one last glare over her shoulder.

      “I hope your precious reputation is worth it.”
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        * * *

      

      Lystari’s head swiveled back and forth on her serpentine neck as she tried to pinpoint the exact location of the pulling sensation. She was so close! Where was it coming from?

      Aha! She felt it. She bounded over and began searching frantically. It was almost unbearable. Her skin itched and shivered. Where was it, where wasit, wherewasit?

      The area was empty. Lystari’s intuition screamed otherwise. It had to be here! She placed one of her forepaws on the frozen ground. A shudder ran up her body. Her frustration gave way to excitement. It was somewhere beneath the earth!

      She took a few paces backward and let out a slow, controlled breath of fire to thaw the ground. She didn’t want to damage whatever was underneath. The snow evaporated and the earth softened. Lystari began to dig. The dirt came up in clumps that wedged themselves between her sharp talons. Dragons weren’t made for digging. With a screech of annoyance, Lystari shook her forepaws free and continued, ignoring the pain as they cracked and bled.

      After what seemed like an eternity, the earth gave way to reveal the treasure lying beneath. A piercing white light burst forth from the ground, making Lystari close her eyes and look away. Steeling herself, she turned back to face it.

      It was the most beautiful thing she had ever seen. It was a perfect sphere about the size of an elf’s head. A myriad of light and color swirled beneath its surface, radiating a white glow.

      For a moment, Lystari was stunned by its beauty, but her possessive greed quickly resurfaced. It was hers! She felt the power that lay within the strange object, calling out to her own. Soon she would not just be the queen of dragons, but the queen of all the races! Even Nargaz would be humbled before her majesty. She imagined him groveling her feet. Ah yes, the image was sweet!

      Lystari reached for the orb, seizing it with her talons and pulling it free. Its glow ran up her forelegs and over her body, bathing her in light. It was the most incredible sensation she had ever known. She threw back her head and gave a cry of triumph that shook the air. The power!

      Lystari’s victory was short-lived. She began to feel a burning sensation all over her body. Although dragons enjoyed heat, this was uncomfortable. Not wanting to relinquish her treasure, she clung to the orb, waiting for the feeling to subside. The burning intensified. Lystari cursed as she found herself dropping her prize. It rolled back into the hole she had pulled it from. The burning did not stop.

      Steam was starting to rise from her scales. She felt just as she imagined her victims did when she attacked them with her fiery breath. It was agony. She rubbed at her forelegs and rolled in the snow, but the heat would not dissipate.

      Driven mad by the increasing pain, Lystari uttered a frantic screech and pushed off the ground into the air. Perhaps if she could get to a high enough altitude, she would cool off. Part of her considered flying off to plunge herself into the icy sea, but that would be the death of a creature of air and fire.

      She beat her wings as hard as she could to accelerate her ascent. Once she got cooled off, she would return for the orb. She hoped no one else would stumble across it while she was gone.

      As Lystari rose through the air, some light from the orb followed in a white streak. She didn’t notice it at first, so intense was her pain, but when she caught a glimpse of it over her shoulder, she felt a chill of fear. What was this magic?

      The burning continued. Lystari’s scales were beginning to melt, but she was more concerned about the light that followed her. She flew as fast as she could, trying to escape it, but it continued its pursuit without wavering.

      Higher and higher she flew, higher than she had ever flown before, until her breath came in ragged gasps. Although the air around her was frigid, Lystari felt no cooler. Her scales were giving off sparks that flew across the sky, remaining suspended in place as twinkles of light. Her wings ached from the strain. Still, the streak of light from the orb followed her.

      Not knowing what else to do, Lystari flew as high and fast as she could with the streak of light following in her wake. Her scales were starting to split open now. Tongues of flame licked out from the cracks.

      What was happening? How had this all gone so wrong? She let out a pain-wracked sob.

      As she flew, the cracks in her skin widened, engulfing her in flame. The streak of light following her slowed and began to solidify, becoming a large, glowing, silver sphere. But Lystari no longer cared about what was happening behind her. The heat inside her, which was already unbearable, increased its intensity, building to an excruciating crescendo…

      Lystari uttered one last cry of agony that rang across the heavens before her body exploded, bursting into a ball of flame.

      Her last thoughts were of Nargaz.
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        * * *

      

      Something strange was happening. First there were the horrible screeches that seemed to come from far away, and hours later another echoing cry. Now it looked as though the people of the village were having a bonfire near Iadrawyn’s window. Shafts of light seeped through the curtain.

      She couldn’t stand it any longer. She had to know what was happening. Iadrawyn crossed the small room and pushed the curtain aside.

      At first, the light was blinding. She closed her watering eyes, willing them to adjust. Once she managed to pry them open, she couldn’t believe what she saw. There was no bonfire, no torch, no source of light of any kind, and yet it wasn’t dark. The entire village was lit.

      Iadrawyn twisted her neck to look upward to where the light seemed to be coming from. Although it was impossible to pinpoint the exact location under the cover of the trees, it was definitely coming from overhead. Was there something in the sky?

      Once Iadrawyn overcame her initial confusion, she received another shock. The snow was melting. The strange light was heating the air. But this wasn’t what shocked her. As the snow melted, a wave of green was spreading. Tiny, green shoots were popping up out of the ground. Above her, buds were appearing on the branches of trees that had been barren, and were unfurling. In some places, delicate blooms on long, green stems blossomed from the ground in a riot of color. The air was filled with unfamiliar fragrances. Somewhere nearby, a bird began to sing.

      Iadrawyn stepped back and sank down onto her bed, unable to comprehend what she was seeing. Her head and eyes ached. Was she dreaming? She pinched herself to make certain she was awake. What had happened?

      She wanted to ask someone what was going on, but even if she wasn’t still angry with her family, the hut was quiet. She was alone. She didn’t dare leave, knowing her father wouldn’t lie about having her placed under watch. There was nothing to do but wait and worry about Valanandir.

      Iadrawyn considered her situation as the hours wore on. If she could just present her case to the council… But why would they believe her? Her own father hadn’t. She couldn’t just sit here and do nothing. She knew that without her help, Valanandir was in danger.

      At some point she realized the strange light was fading. The snow outside had completely melted. Soon it was dark once more. Was the light a temporary phenomenon? Mentally exhausted by her nervous speculation, Iadrawyn fell asleep.

      She awoke hours later, stirred from her slumber by the return of the strange light. It was still weak, but it appeared to be growing stronger. She was startled from her observation by the sound of someone else in the hut. She turned to face the doorflap to her room just as Eranalfia stepped through.

      “You have to leave,” her brother said without preamble. He looked tired.

      “What is happening?” Iadrawyn stood to face him. “What is the strange light?”

      “We do not know. All the village has been gathered since it started, debating the meaning and the cause. There were strange noises heard and a beam of light was seen in the direction of Vila Eadros. Shortly after, small sparks of light filled the sky and there was a ball of flame and a ball of silver in the heavens. The ball of flame seems to bring the strange light. When it leaves, the silver orb remains and you can see the sparks again. When the ball of flame returns, the sparks seem to fade. Many believe it’s the end of the world.” His silver eyes had a faraway look.

      Iadrawyn gripped his arm. “Why do I have to leave?”

      Eranalfia shook himself. “They all think you have done this. You brought this upon us by sheltering the outsider. They believe he must have dark magic that is responsible.”

      “What have they done to him?”

      “Nothing yet. The council is too busy arguing and trying to keep the people calm, but it’s already turning ugly. I’m afraid of what might happen. Everyone is suspicious and scared. They are looking for a target.”

      “I have to get him out of here.”

      Iadrawyn’s eyes were already passing over the room, looking for anything she should bring with her. She knew if she did leave, she would most likely never return. She began gathering belongings to throw in her pack. This time she remembered her bow and quiver. It felt good to have them on her shoulder once more.

      Eranalfia disappeared for a few moments before returning with an armload of food from the kitchen. He wrapped everything and passed it to his sister.

      “How much time do I have?” Iadrawyn asked.

      “Not much. It won’t be long before people start showing up here, demanding you be put to justice.”

      “Did Father send you to warn me?” Iadrawyn’s heart already knew the answer, but she had to ask.

      “He’s too busy trying to save what’s left of his damaged reputation.” Her brother’s expression was bitter. It was only after he said the words that he noticed the flash of pain that crossed Iadrawyn’s features. “I’m sorry.”

      Iadrawyn put her hand on his shoulder. “Come with me. If they think you helped me escape, they will come after you.”

      Eranalfia shook his head. “My place is here. I’m not made for adventure like you. Don’t worry about me. I’ll stay here and say you wouldn’t let me in to talk to you. They won’t be able to prove anything.”

      “How many guards are watching outside?”

      “Two, but they have grown bored with their vigil and are distracted by the chaos. They are both out front watching the door and talking. You should be able to slip out the window unnoticed.”

      “Where are they keeping Valanandir?” Iadrawyn hoisted her full pack onto her shoulders.

      “They’ve created a makeshift prison from the metalsmith’s shed. You’ll have to hurry. Here, you’ll need this for your eyes.” He handed her a wide strip of sheer cloth.

      Iadrawyn threw her arms around her brother’s shoulders, squeezing him tight. “Thank you. I couldn’t do this without you.” Her eyes stung with tears.

      “You would have found a way.” Eranalfia returned her embrace. His voice was gruff. “You’re the most stubborn person I know.”

      “Are you sure you won’t come?” Iadrawyn pulled back to give him a long look.

      He shook his head. “Don’t worry about me. You need to go.”

      Iadrawyn nodded. She walked to the window and hoisted herself onto the sill before turning back to see her brother one last time.

      “Thank you,” she whispered.

      Taking one final look at the only home she had ever known, Iadrawyn climbed out the window and into the light.
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          LIGHTS IN THE SKY

        

      

    

    
      Valanandir awoke in darkness. His circumstances were no better than the last time he had regained consciousness since his capture. He was in a small, wooden building with no windows and the bare ground for a floor. The walls were covered with hooks and shelves. All were empty. He wondered what this place was. It certainly didn’t look like a prison. He suspected it was a storage shed of some kind, hastily cleared out to hold him.

      He ran gentle fingers over his temple and winced. How long had he been here? He didn’t know. Thus far, his stay had only been punctuated by visits from an imposing elf with white hair and dark green eyes that reminded him of Iadrawyn. He hoped she was all right. She was capable of taking care of herself, but the actions of the elf who had captured him weren’t rational. If he thought Valanandir was some sort of advance scout for his people, what did he think of Iadrawyn for taking care of him?

      Each visit from his interrogator brought more insistent questions. There was no doubt the Wood Elves believed Valanandir was a spy. What Valanandir didn’t understand was what they thought he had done that was making them so agitated.

      He sensed a growing desperation in his white-haired interrogator with each round of questions. Only once did the other elf slip and mention something about lights in the sky, but Valanandir was certain he must have misunderstood. Even if he had heard correctly, what could he possibly have to do with something like that? Were these elves that superstitious?

      Then Valanandir remembered what Iadrawyn had said about the visiting drakhal swaying her people against outsiders. It was obvious the visit had been successful. Perhaps the lights the elf had mentioned were the work of the drakhalu. But that made no sense. They were creatures of shadow and darkness.

      Valanandir directed his thoughts away from his idle speculations. How was he going to get out of here? He had to escape. He hadn’t survived a dragon attack at sea to be executed on land for something he didn’t do. He returned to his survey of his prison. There was only one door, and it was barred from the outside. Escape seemed a hopeless task.

      The scraping of the wooden bar being lifted startled Valanandir to alertness. The door swung outward, revealing a narrow view of a large clearing lit by a strange light. This view was quickly blocked by the elf that entered, closing the door behind him. It was the one who had captured him.

      Weaponless, Valanandir took a defensive stance as far back as space allowed. “What do you want?”

      “I told you to leave Iadrawyn alone. She’s mine!” It was almost as if the other elf hadn’t heard him.

      “What are you talking about? I’ve been in here the whole time!”

      Valanandir tried to control his exasperation. What did these people think he had done?

      “Don’t act like you don’t know! The day I brought you to the village, a ball of fire appeared in the sky, along with some other lights. The rest of my people are terrified, thinking the end of the world is at hand. They blame Iadrawyn for sheltering you, but I know better.” The Wood Elf’s hands were balled into fists.

      “What do you mean? I have no idea what you’re talking about!”

      “You expect me to believe this is all a coincidence?” the Wood Elf spat. “I know you must have charmed her somehow to get her to help you. Then when I take you captive and bring you here, you use your dark powers to strike terror into the hearts of my people. You probably want us to give her back to you and then you will use your powers to make us your slaves! Well, I won’t let that happen. Iadrawyn is mine!” He was trembling with fury.

      Valanandir felt an icy wave of fear wash over him. Is that what these people thought? How could he possibly prove himself innocent of such charges? Valanandir knew if this elf’s beliefs were any indication of those of rest of the Wood Elves, his life was in grave danger. He decided it was time to change tactics.

      “Let me go, and I will leave peacefully.” Valanandir’s words threw the other elf off balance.

      “You will leave Iadrawyn?”

      “Yes.”

      Valanandir hated to agree. His connection with Iadrawyn was special, but he had no choice.

      The Wood Elf looked at him, considering. Valanandir knew he had to push him just a little more, but it was clear he was dealing with someone who was more than a bit mad, especially where Iadrawyn was concerned.

      “If you keep me here, I can’t be held responsible for what might happen.” It was true in a way, but Valanandir still felt as though he were lying. “Think of Iadrawyn. She is a strong-willed elf. Who knows what she might do if she thinks she is protecting me?”

      The other elf’s head snapped up, his violet eyes flashing and his nose pinched with fury. Valanandir sighed inwardly.

      Too far.

      His fears were confirmed when the Wood Elf’s fist smashed into his jaw, sending him sprawling. Valanandir’s left ankle twisted beneath him as he fell.

      “I told you never to speak her name!” the Wood Elf shrieked, punctuating his words with kicks to Valanandir’s body.

      Valanandir huddled into a ball to stop the blows from landing on his stomach, but they continued on his back instead. He felt one of his ribs crack and gasped a wordless cry of protest.

      The Wood Elf continued his attack, his stream of furious words devolving into something barely coherent, save for Iadrawyn’s name. Both elves were so distracted, they didn’t notice the sound of the door opening. It wasn’t until the room flooded with light that Valanandir’s attacker pulled back to shield his eyes. A shadow stood in the doorway.

      “Eruvalion! What have you done?”

      The Wood Elf froze. The voice was Iadrawyn’s. Valanandir had never heard a sweeter sound.

      “Iadrawyn!” Valanandir’s attacker squinted against the light. “What are you doing here? You’re supposed to be under house arrest!”

      “I really don’t think you have the right to question my actions right now. I’m not the one beating a defenseless elf!”

      Although Valanandir couldn’t see Eruvalion’s face from his vantage point, his shoulders slumped at Iadrawyn’s words before tensing once more.

      “He has bewitched you! He has to be stopped!”

      “You couldn’t wait for the council to decide his fate, could you? You just had to take matters into your own hands.”

      “The council’s decision is a foregone conclusion. The lights in the sky appeared after he was taken prisoner. The people will not stand for him to live when he brings the destruction of the world! I had to question him first to see if there was a way to free you from his spell.”

      “I’ve tolerated you following me around and watching me all these years, but this is getting out of hand. I am not your property, Eru. I do not belong to you.” Even Valanandir winced at the coldness in Iadrawyn’s voice.

      A moment of silence followed as Eruvalion absorbed her words. Then he sprang into action, lunging toward Iadrawyn’s shadowed form. His hands were around her throat.

      “He’s controlling you! You are mine!”

      Valanandir tried to pull himself to his feet to help, but he was too slow. His wounded body refused to obey. On hands and knees, he dragged himself closer, staring up at the scene before him.

      The light from outside was so bright, Valanandir could hardly see what was happening. All he could make out were two grappling shadows. He could hear Iadrawyn struggling to breathe. The sound filled him with panic. She was going to die, and he was helpless to stop it. He grasped at Eruvalion’s leg in desperation, but it proved only a distraction at best. The other elf shook him off easily.

      Determined to do something, Valanandir grasped the leg once more, wrapping his arms around the calf. Eruvalion couldn’t shake him off. Valanandir pulled his face toward Eruvalion’s leg, his mouth open wide, baring his teeth. They were the only weapon he had.

      Just as he was about to sink his teeth into Eruvalion’s calf, there was a dull thud of impact. Eruvalion doubled over in pain. Iadrawyn had kneed him in the groin. Although Eruvalion still had his hands around her throat, the unexpected blow must have caused his grip to loosen. Iadrawyn twisted, hitting him hard across the temple with the hilt of her knife.

      Valanandir was forced to roll out of the way as Eruvalion slumped to the ground. The Wood Elf landed in an unconscious heap. Valanandir tried to look up at Iadrawyn, but the bright light was too much. His eyes watered and he was forced to close them.

      “Here, let me fix that.” There was a shuffle of movement as Iadrawyn closed the door.

      Valanandir opened his bruised, swollen eyes carefully. At first he was confused by what he saw. Iadrawyn was crouched before him, but her eyes were bound by a strip of cloth, giving her an alien appearance. Something of his confusion must have shown in his expression, since she pulled back the blindfold to reveal herself.

      “I forgot I had it on,” she said with a smile. Her voice was hoarse from Eruvalion’s attack. She gave Valanandir an amused look as she crouched beside him. “Were you really going to bite him?”

      Valanandir flushed. “I had to do something.”

      “Let’s clean you up.” Iadrawyn pulled some strips of cloth from her pack, along with a waterskin. She bathed his wounds and bound them as she spoke. “He really doesn’t like you, does he?” Valanandir tried not to wince at her gentle ministrations. It felt good to be close to her again.

      Valanandir gave Eruvalion’s unconscious form an involuntary glance before noticing the marks on Iadrawyn’s neck. “Not half as well as he likes you.”

      “This has been a long time coming between us. I’ve always wanted to hit him. I’m glad he finally gave me the excuse.” She gave Eruvalion a disgusted look and handed Valanandir her waterskin and damp cloth. “Here, finish up. I want to take care of him before we leave.”

      Valanandir bathed his remaining bruises as Iadrawyn went to work on Eruvalion. She bound him hand and foot, and gagged him for good measure before rolling him into the far corner of the makeshift prison.

      “That should keep him busy for a while.” She glanced over at Valanandir. “Are you well enough to walk?”

      “Don’t worry about me. I’ll do whatever it takes to get out of here.” Valanandir pushed himself to his feet, groaning as he felt his injured body protest.

      Iadrawyn dug around in her pack and pulled out another strip of thin cloth. “Here. You’ll need this. It helps shield your eyes from the light.”

      She pulled her blindfold over her eyes, securing it in place. Valanandir followed suit. In the dim shed he could hardly make out anything through the fabric.

      “Ready?” Iadrawyn’s disembodied voice asked.

      Valanandir caught himself nodding before he remembered she probably couldn’t see him either. “Let’s go.”

      There was a slight creak as Iadrawyn opened the door, allowing the strange light to flood in. Even with the blindfold on, it took Valanandir a few moments to adjust. When he finally did, he noticed the profusion of green on the ground and the tops of the trees. The snow was gone. The air felt strange on his skin.

      “It’s warm!” he said, holding out his arms.

      “Many things have happened since you were taken hostage,” Iadrawyn said. “Here. I got you a pack and knife as well.” She handed them to him from where she had left them outside the door, which she closed and barred behind them.

      Valanandir shrugged on the pack and stuck the knife in his belt. It felt good to be armed again. He took another look at his surroundings. It was his first time seeing any part of the Wood Elf village. There were other buildings of branches and mud scattered throughout the area, blending with the trees. The village seemed empty.

      “Where is everyone?”

      “The light seems to come and go in a cycle. This is when it is strongest. Not only is it difficult to see, but the people are afraid. They are all holed up in the council hall, arguing over our fate. Once the light fades again, it’s only a matter of time before a frightened mob comes here looking for vengeance. We need to leave.”

      “You’re coming with me? Won’t that make them more suspicious?”

      Valanandir was excited by the prospect of Iadrawyn coming with him, but he knew if she did, she would never be able to return.

      “I cannot stay here.” Her voice was sad.

      “You could just claim I put some kind of spell on you, like Eruvalion seemed to believe.”

      Iadrawyn shook her head. “This whole situation has only made it clear to me I do not belong here. Even if I did as you suggest, I would always remember how my own people, my own family, treated me. And even if they did believe I had been bespelled, they would only keep me here as a prisoner to ensure it didn’t happen again. My father would marry me off to Eruvalion without my consent, since I’m clearly not capable of making rational decisions. I would be living a lie.”

      “I’m sorry. Maybe you should have just left me on the beach. Although, I’m glad you didn’t.” Valanandir gave her a rueful smile.

      “Don’t be sorry. I regret nothing. For some reason, I feel as though this is what I was meant to do. I knew the day I found you on the beach something was about to change. I also don’t believe the lights in the sky have anything to do with you. They would have appeared whether I helped you or not. My people would still be looking for a scapegoat for their superstition, and I am an easy target.”

      “Where will we go?” Valanandir was curious to hear her answer. He had no ties on the mainland. He also knew she had never ventured outside the forest.

      Iadrawyn sighed. “I would say we should go to one of the other elf tribes, but it’s too dangerous in these suspicious times. Who knows what kind of welcome we would receive?” She squared her shoulders. “I have heard the lights originated from Vila Eadros. I think we should go there.”

      “Why? Do you want to find out what happened there?”

      Iadrawyn’s answer struck a nerve for some reason. Valanandir felt compelled by her suggestion, but at the same time, it would make more sense to find someplace to go into hiding and start a new life instead of chasing trouble.

      Iadrawyn hesitated before answering. “I don’t know… I just feel drawn to that place, in the same way I was drawn to help you. I know that sounds strange and I cannot explain it, but I get these strong feelings sometimes that I just can’t ignore. I need to go there.”

      Valanandir considered her words. Although her explanation seemed illogical, he couldn’t deny he felt as if he belonged with her. Not in the possessive way Eruvalion did, but at her side. He couldn’t explain that either, and he had never felt such a thing before the day he woken in her shelter. It went beyond simple attraction. The thought of parting with her seemed painful, frightening, and wrong.

      Could he really discount Iadrawyn’s intuition? It wasn’t as if he had anywhere he could go, unless he found a ship.

      “All right, we’ll go to Vila Eadros. If we can’t find anything, we can look for somewhere to go into hiding.”

      Iadrawyn smiled. “Thank you.”

      “It might be dangerous,” Valanandir warned. “Whatever created the lights must be very powerful. And I’m sure we are not the only ones who are curious enough to investigate.”

      “We had best leave now to put some distance between us and the village before the light fades,” Iadrawyn said. “Are you sure you are well enough to walk?”

      “I’ll manage.” Valanandir’s body ached, but he was determined to fight through the pain.

      Iadrawyn nodded. “Let’s go.”

      Squaring her shoulders, she led the way from the village and into the trees without so much as a backward glance.
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      Valanandir struggled with the pain of his injuries. He followed in Iadrawyn’s wake as she led him through the forest. As she had predicted, the light faded as time wore on. Eventually, it was safe to remove their blindfolds. They spoke seldom as they walked through the ancient trees that were now in full foliage, with broad, green leaves.

      They followed no clear path, but weaved between the trees in an easterly direction. Iadrawyn left often to backtrack and lay false trails for their pursuers to follow. When she returned, she led Valanandir onward as quickly as he could follow, trying to make good time while there was still light. Valanandir stumbled along behind her, his injuries throbbing.

      His face was painfully swollen from Eruvalion’s vicious attack, and his chest and abdomen were mottled with bruises. His left ankle was tender, making him grimace in pain with every step. The only thing that kept him going was Iadrawyn’s presence. She had sacrificed everything to help him escape after knowing him for only a few days. He didn’t want to let her down. If he had run away on his own, he would have long since collapsed in defeat.

      When Iadrawyn slowed her brisk pace, he nearly wept with relief. She began looking around for something. Curious, he followed her movements, but could see nothing unusual. Finally, she seemed to spot what she was looking for.

      “Over here,” she said.

      They were the first words either of them had spoken for the last few hours. She led him toward one of the ancient trees. Its trunk was enormous. It was surrounded by low bushes. Iadrawyn pushed one aside to reveal a hollow in the tree’s base. Drawing her knife, she crouched and went inside. After a few moments, she emerged looking satisfied.

      “This is one of my shelters. I almost missed it. These bushes didn’t have leaves before, but they will help protect us now. I was afraid an animal might have taken it for shelter, but it is undisturbed. We will rest here for the night.” She gestured for him to enter.

      Valanandir crouched and walked through the dark entrance. It took a few moments for his eyes to adjust. It was large enough for two people to fit somewhat comfortably. There was a wrapped bundle leaning against the inner wall of the tree. Valanandir took a closer look. It was basic survival gear, presumably left by Iadrawyn. He admired her forethought.

      Iadrawyn’s face appeared in the opening. “Make yourself comfortable, but please do not make a fire. This shelter isn’t made for it, and we will need to keep a cold camp if we want to avoid being found. I will be back soon.” With that, she disappeared, leaving him on his own.

      Valanandir unpacked his bedroll and blankets, making himself comfortable in one half of the shelter. He groaned as he settled on the ground, leaning his back against the inside of the trunk. He pulled off his left boot with a hiss. The ankle was definitely swollen. It felt good to have it out of his cracked, water-damaged boot. He took a deep breath and tried to relax.

      It was almost completely dark inside the tree, but it was dry and warm. The bushes outside created a natural windbreak. Other than its small size, it was the perfect shelter. If Iadrawyn hadn’t pointed it out, he would have never known it was there. He pulled some berries and dried meat from his pack and allowed his thoughts to wander as he ate, washing them down with water from his waterskin.

      Outside, the light was beginning to fade, becoming a strange, fiery color before fading to the familiar velvet darkness.

      What had happened to create such a phenomenon? According to Iadrawyn, the light would reappear in several hours’ time. Valanandir could understand why her people were afraid. He knew his own tribe was probably experiencing the same fear of the unknown, as were all the creatures of Ralvaniar. He didn’t know what the source of the strange light could be, but he found it unlikely anyone was the deliberate cause behind it. What would be the purpose? It was a mystery. One that he and Iadrawyn would try to solve.

      The adventurer in him was excited by the prospect. He was selfishly glad Iadrawyn had come with him. Not only did he enjoy her presence, but he knew he wouldn’t survive long on the mainland without her. They had some sort of connection he couldn’t explain. He knew she must sense it too. She could have easily left him behind, or suggested they go separate ways after freeing him. His thoughts formed an unbidden echo of Eruvalion’s words.

      They belonged together.

      Valanandir shuddered at the intensity of his realization and tried to push it away.

      He was startled from his thoughts by the sudden reappearance of Iadrawyn in the entrance of the shelter. His eyes pierced the darkness to scrutinize her expression. She appeared tired, but calm.

      “I have cleared the area of any traces of our passing and laid false trails elsewhere. The village will send trackers after us. I have long thought myself the best tracker in my tribe. Now we will see.” She unslung her pack from her shoulder and began to set up her half of the shelter.

      “Did you find signs of anyone following us?”

      “No. I don’t think anyone from my village would travel during the light hours. They will have discovered our disappearance by now though. It won’t take long for them to organize search parties. They will use the dark hours for tracking. We will need to sleep in shifts.”

      She pulled some food and water from her pack and settled across from him. Their knees were almost touching in the small space.

      “You think there’s a chance they might find us?”

      Valanandir’s heart gave a leap of fear at the prospect. During his captivity, he had protested his innocence. The Wood Elves hadn’t believed him to begin with, and fleeing wouldn’t help his case if they were caught.

      “No, but I would rather err on the side of caution. If they are clever, they will know I can disappear in the woods easily, and will use organized search parties in addition to trackers. They might stumble on our hiding place if they are persistent.” Iadrawyn’s voice was calm, but her words alarmed him.

      “What will they do if they capture us?”

      “My brother thought there was a chance my people would have killed you once they worked up the courage to do it. I am not so sure. No elf has ever killed another. It is taboo. But they could still find a way for someone else to do their dirty work if they were convinced we are truly evil. The drakhal emissary made an impression on them. My guess is they would hand us over to him. It is possible that even now they are requesting his help in their search.” Iadrawyn shuddered at the thought.

      Valanandir had never seen a drakhal up close before, having only attacked them from a safe distance at sea, but he had heard the stories. Now one might be hunting them. He felt a chill go through him and winced as a fresh stab of pain shot up from his ankle.

      “Your ankle is hurt? Why didn’t you tell me?” Iadrawyn was already unpacking her medical supplies.

      “It only seemed a little tender when we left the village. I didn’t know how bad it was.”

      “If you are injured, I need to know,” she said as she gently rubbed some herbs onto the skin around his ankle before binding it. Whatever the herbs were, they felt cool and tingly. “We need to be able to rely on each other, which means being aware of all our strengths and weaknesses.”

      “I’m sorry,” Valanandir said, chagrined. “It won’t happen again.”

      “Good.” Iadrawyn sat back on her heels. “I should have noticed you were injured, but I was too wrapped up in what I was doing. I am not used to traveling with others. I will try to pay more attention. Now try to get some rest. I will take the first watch.” Packing her supplies, she leaned against the trunk.

      Valanandir didn’t argue, knowing it would be foolish to do so. He curled up under his blanket, lying so he was facing Iadrawyn. It felt comforting to go to sleep knowing she was within arm’s length. All his cuts and bruises stung and ached, but he was so exhausted from his ordeal that it wasn’t long before sleep claimed him. The last thing he saw before closing his eyes was Iadrawyn’s still form in the darkness.
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        * * *

      

      A soft touch on his shoulder startled Valanandir awake. A hand clamped over his mouth, preventing him from making any sound. Iadrawyn’s face in front of him gradually became clear to his sleep-fogged eyes. Once she saw she had his attention, she pulled her hand away, putting a finger to her lips.

      She wanted him to be silent, but she didn’t seem nervous or panicked. Was anyone nearby? He jerked his head toward the entrance of the shelter to indicate his unspoken question. Iadrawyn shook her head, but put her finger to her lips once more before taking both index fingers and placing them against her upper lip, pointing downward, like fangs.

      A chill ran down Valanandir’s spine. Drakhal. If one was hunting them, they must be as silent as possible. Darkness was the natural element of the drakhalu. As Iadrawyn settled down to sleep, the only sound was Valanandir’s breathing, which seemed unnaturally loud in his own ears in the confined space of the tree trunk. He strained for the sound of anyone outside, his heart pounding. He heard nothing unusual. A breeze whispered through the trees, and an owl hooted somewhere nearby.

      Valanandir forced himself to relax. Although he wasn’t as familiar with the woods as Iadrawyn, he knew the creatures of the forest would have become silent if an intruder were near. He forced his breathing to slow and relaxed against the wall of their shelter. As he calmed himself, he began to notice other sounds, such as the almost inaudible rhythm of Iadrawyn’s breathing. He could barely make out her sleeping form in the darkness of the shelter. He felt the surge of strange feelings that were starting to become familiar every time he looked at her.

      What did they mean? Although they had only known each other for days, it seemed like a lifetime had passed since he had been shipwrecked. Not for the first time, he found himself missing his home.

      Arindaria almost seemed like a dream. Valanandir wondered if he would ever see the island again. Doubtless, his people assumed him dead, along with the rest of the elves who had formed the doomed expedition. Although he had no regrets about where he was now, he did wish Numril was around to talk to. He missed his friend’s steady presence, and wondered what he would make of Iadrawyn.

      The first few hours of Valanandir’s shift passed uneventfully. Although he strained to hear signs of passage, the forest seemed quiet. His original nervousness eventually gave way to boredom. He caught himself nodding off a few times and forced his eyes to stay open. Beside him, Iadrawyn seemed deeply asleep.

      Valanandir’s eyelids were growing heavy once more and his head was beginning to droop when some small sound in the distance jerked him back to alertness. He stayed perfectly still, listening. A long, unnatural silence followed for several moments. Valanandir began to think he might have imagined the disturbance when he heard something even closer. It was the sound of footsteps and voices. His hand snaked over to grasp Iadrawyn’s shoulder, gently shaking her awake while the other pulled out his knife.

      Iadrawyn awoke quickly, sitting up to listen with him. The footsteps drew closer and the voices became clear enough to understand.

      “They cannot have made it this far from the village.”

      It was a male voice, speaking the Elven Tongue. Valanandir looked across the shelter to see Iadrawyn stiffen.

      “Eruvalion thinks she might have. Besides, you know she spent all her time in the woods. She always was a little odd, if you ask me.” The second voice belonged to a woman.

      “Up until he brought in the prisoner, you wouldn’t have given Eru’s opinion a second thought. The man is obsessed, and more than a little off balance where my sister is concerned. Why are we even listening to him?”

      “Your father and brother seem to agree with him.”

      “Yes, well this whole thing has made everyone a little off balance. I still don’t see why we need to search all the way out here. We’ve already sent a messenger to the drakhalu. They’re much more suited to this kind of hunt than we are. Even Iadrawyn would be hard-pressed to elude them.”

      “Eruvalion says⁠—”

      “I don’t care what Eruvalion says! We’re far from the village, and it will be light again soon. Do you want to be caught out here when that happens?”

      There was a pause as the elf woman considered. The male voice continued, showing no mercy.

      “Very well. Since you are so determined to impress Eruvalion, you stay out here by yourself and keep looking until the darkness fades. I’m going back to the village while I can still see.” There was some rustling as he presumably turned to leave.

      “Wait! You can’t leave me alone out here… Who knows what might happen when the light returns and we’re this far from the village!”

      More rustles followed as the second speaker ran after the first. After a few moments, both were gone and the silence returned.

      Valanandir looked over at Iadrawyn to see her reaction. She seemed lost in thought. Eventually, she noticed his inquiring gaze. She gave him an apologetic look, shook her head and lay back down to sleep. She was right. There still could be drakhalu out there. It was too dangerous to speak. He just hoped she would tell him what was bothering her when the light returned.
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        * * *

      

      They started out once more as soon as the sky was light. Valanandir’s ankle was stiff, but considerably better than it had been the day before. Although he was still curious about what had happened during the dark hours, he waited for Iadrawyn to bring it up. He didn’t have long to wait.

      “One of the searchers last night was my brother, Eranalfia.” Valanandir nodded. The male speaker had named her as his sister.

      She took a deep breath and continued. “He was the one who helped me escape. He came to me and warned me what would happen to us if I waited. My father is a councilor. He is always concerned with the opinions of others. I have been an embarrassment for too long with my solitary ways.” Her words were bitter.

      “He was the one who interrogated me,” Valanandir said as he made the connection.

      “Who, Eranalfia?”

      “No, your father.”

      Iadrawyn sighed. “At any rate, my father wasn’t going to do anything to help me. He was too concerned with saving his reputation. My other brother, Linlevni, is no better. He wants to follow in my father’s footsteps. My mother does whatever my father asks. She would never do anything against his wishes.”

      “And now your other brother is also hunting us. Why would he do that if he helped you escape?”

      Iadrawyn shook her head as she walked. “No, he wasn’t hunting us. He was trying to help us.” Iadrawyn saw Valanandir’s look of confusion and continued. “Of all my family, Eranalfia is the only person I have ever allowed near any of my hidden shelters. When we were younger, we would play together here. It’s how I found this place. He knows we’re fleeing the forest, and his tracking skills are only second to my own. He probably got himself assigned to this area on purpose. Didn’t you notice how he was convincing the other elf to give up the search? And the way he was letting us know what was happening back at the village?”

      Valanandir thought back to the night before. “You’re right.” He considered the situation further. “Wait. If he is helping us, why didn’t he escape with us?”

      “Eranalfia loves the village. As much as he is against what is happening, he didn’t want to leave. He doesn’t understand the allure of being alone and free. He’s not like me. No one is.” Iadrawyn spoke the last statement softly, as if to herself.

      Valanandir wished he knew what to say to banish her sorrow. He placed a hand on her shoulder. “I’m sorry.”

      He knew the words fell short, but they were all he had to offer.

      Iadrawyn gave him a small smile. “This is not your fault. It would have happened eventually one way or the other. Keep moving eastward. I’m going to cover our tracks.”

      She disappeared into the trees, leaving him to continue alone.
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        * * *

      

      By the end of the day, Valanandir was stumbling from fatigue and the pain of his throbbing ankle. The light was fading to that deepening red he was starting to associate with the coming darkness. He looked up to realize they had reached the edge of the forest. The trees thinned, giving way to the open grassland beyond. Valanandir could make out the rolling hills of Vila Eadros in the distance. Until now, they had only been a name on a map to him. After being in the woods for so long, the absence of trees seemed strange and discomforting.

      “What now?” he asked as Iadrawyn appeared at his side. She seemed lost in thought, her eyes fixed on their destination. He gently touched her arm to get her attention.

      She turned her green gaze to him, startled from her reverie. “We make camp in the forest for one more night.”

      “Is that wise?”

      “We won’t make it very far before it gets dark. There is no place to hide out there and I am not familiar with the area. The fewer nights we spend out in the open, the better.” Her brow creased in a frown.

      “What is it?”

      “I don’t have a shelter nearby. I have never come this close to the eastern border before.” She looked up as she spoke, scanning the trees.

      “They will probably double their efforts to find us after coming up empty handed last night,” Valanandir said. “Where can we hide?”

      Iadrawyn met his gaze. “Can you climb?”
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        * * *

      

      Valanandir forced his eyes shut, willing sleep to come. He was cradled between two branches, close to the trunk of an oak tree. The ground seemed very far below. Iadrawyn had scrambled up first, as lightly as a squirrel, bringing a rope with her for him to climb. Now it was her turn to keep watch while he slept, but the discomfort of being so high up and the sporadic rustling of the leaves in the breeze made sleep impossible.

      Giving up, Valanandir opened his eyes. Iadrawyn appeared completely comfortable sitting on a limb next to him, her legs dangling. She sat with her back against the trunk of the tree, staring out into the darkness. While she watched, she busied herself with replaiting the small braids scattered through her long, raven hair. Her nimble fingers moved in a steady rhythm, almost like a dance. Valanandir found his eyelids growing heavy as he watched the hypnotic movement.

      A hand gripped his arm, jerking him to alertness. It felt as if only moments had passed since he had closed his eyes. He looked from the white-knuckled hand to its owner. Iadrawyn’s eyes were wide with fear. With her other hand, she pointed downward.

      Valanandir shifted ever so slowly to look down. At first he saw nothing. Then a shadow of movement caught his eye. The creature was elf-shaped, but its movements were furtive, almost like those of an animal. Valanandir’s bowels turned to ice.

      Drakhal.

      The creature was almost doubled over, its face pressed close to the ground. Despite Iadrawyn’s efforts to mask their trail, it appeared to have followed them somehow. Valanandir had heard legends the drakhalu could follow the scent of their victims’ blood without it ever being spilled. He had always wondered if it were true. Now it seemed he would learn the answer.

      The drakhal drew closer to the tree that sheltered them, presumably drawn by their invisible scent. Valanandir’s fingers gripped the rough bark of his perch so tightly, it cut into his palms. Although he wanted to look over at Iadrawyn for reassurance, he didn’t dare move for fear of creating any sound that might draw the dark creature’s attention upward.

      The drakhal circled the base of the tree. Valanandir’s breath was coming fast now. He couldn’t seem to get enough air. Iadrawyn was frozen in place on the branch beside him. The drakhal meandered below, following an invisible trail. Its lithe movements were hypnotic. Soon it would find them and it would be over.

      Valanandir eased his knife from his belt. Even though he knew it was hopeless, he wouldn’t go down without a fight. If he could keep the creature’s attention focused on him, perhaps Iadrawyn could escape. It was the best he could hope for.

      The drakhal put its hand against the trunk of the tree. It was just about to look up when a sudden gust of wind seemed to rise from nowhere, swirling around the tree several times before heading in a southwesterly direction. Valanandir pushed his hair aside and looked over at Iadrawyn. Her own braided hair was tangled and she looked just as surprised as he was. Her eyes dropped back downward to watch what was happening below. Valanandir’s gaze followed.

      The shadowed form of the drakhal had gone tense, its head raised to catch the breeze. It gave the ground another sniff before smelling the air once more. It took a few steps in the direction of the wind before returning to the tree, appearing confused. Valanandir held his breath, not daring to believe something so simple as a breeze might save them.

      There was a rustle of leaves below to the west. The drakhal’s head swiveled to follow the movement. Presumably it was some woodland creature, or one of the Wood Elf search parties, but combined with the change of scent direction, it must seem suspicious.

      The drakhal froze for several moments in indecision. The rustling started again, this time from a more southerly direction. Its mind made up, the drakhal left the tree to follow the sound. Valanandir slowly exhaled, unable to believe their good fortune. He closed his eyes in relief.

      A tapping on his thigh got his attention. Valanandir opened his eyes to see Iadrawyn miming that it was her turn to sleep. Valanandir nodded and she leaned back against the tree trunk, closing her eyes. Between their uncomfortable perch and what had just happened, he didn’t know how she would be able to sleep, but within moments her breathing slowed. She must have been exhausted from leading him and constantly doubling back to cover their trail. Her face had gone lax and her lips parted slightly. Even in sleep she was beautiful.

      He watched her until light filled the sky.
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          SOMETHING IN THE AIR

        

      

    

    
      Iadrawyn stood frozen in place. A seemingly endless field of green stretched before her, the long grass swaying in the breeze like a rippling wave. How had it grown so quickly? Rolling, green hills could be seen in the distance—Vila Eadros. Now that they were within viewing distance of their destination, the pull within her became even stronger.

      Closing her eyes, Iadrawyn took a moment to savor the open air. It was fresh and vibrant, without the familiar, rich scent of trees. Valanandir stood at her side, not questioning her long pause.

      She knew she was postponing the inevitable. The edge of the forest stood behind her. It had been all she could do to leave its reassuring canopy to rescue Valanandir. Now the open sky loomed overhead once more. Valanandir stood calm and waiting, looking around with curiosity. He was probably used to being out in the open as a sailor. She realized it must have been strange for him to be in the woods without being able to see the sky, although she found it difficult to imagine such a thing. Squaring her shoulders, Iadrawyn forced herself to look up.

      A wave of vertigo threatened to overwhelm her. Even with her protective blindfold, her eyes watered from the bright light overhead. She blinked rapidly to clear them. She realized this sky was quite different from the one she was used to. The gaping void of darkness was gone, replaced by a brilliant blue. Fluffy-looking white things seemed to float, suspended. A few moments of watching them made her realize they were moving. Disoriented, she looked away.

      Her gaze was drawn to the source of the light. An impossibly bright disc hung in the eastern sky. She couldn’t look at it long. The light was too intense. She took a deep breath, reassuring herself that nothing was going to fall, or it surely would have done so by now. She turned to Valanandir.

      “Let’s go.”

      At first, Iadrawyn had to force herself to pay attention to where they were going and the trail behind them. She found her eyes constantly being drawn upward. She noticed as time went by the disc of light appeared to travel westward in the opposite direction of their course. She was unsure whether this was its usual behavior or some kind of sign. As the hours passed, the feeling of oppression faded and the strange, new sky became familiar.

      Valanandir spoke little as they walked. He seemed equally mesmerized, but unafraid. He kept pace beside her, despite his healing injuries. She took heart from his quiet resilience and determination. He was completely unlike anyone she had ever met. For the most part, the elves of her tribe enjoyed their comforts and weren’t very adventurous. Their insular nature had made them xenophobic and overly concerned about social status within their own limited world.

      “Are all Sea Elves like you?” she asked, breaking the long silence.

      Valanandir gave her a look of what she assumed was confusion, cocking his head to the side. It was difficult to read his blindfolded features.

      “How do you mean?”

      Iadrawyn considered her reply. “Compared to my people, you seem quite adventurous and adaptable. My tribe has become self-satisfied, staying within their boundaries, and seldom leaving the village.”

      “All my people have a love for the sea, but we express it in different ways. I have always been very curious. My parents were both sailing warriors, who died in battle against the dark forces. I was their only child, so it was natural for me to follow in their footsteps.

      “Many of my people have never been off Arindaria. I grew up being raised by my aunt and uncle, who fish to feed our people. My best friend is a shipwright. Others are craftspeople or ambassadors to the Sea Folk. Few leave the island in search of battle or adventure anymore. The dark creatures have killed too many. Of the three ships I sailed with to find battle on the mainland, I am the only survivor. My people most likely believe I am dead, and I doubt more ships will be sent.” His voice sounded sad.

      “Are you certain you want to continue traveling with me? Perhaps you could find a way back to your island. The Sea Folk helped you. Perhaps you could get one of them to send a message.”

      Valanandir shook his head. “Going back to the coast means risking being found by your tribe’s search parties or a drakhal. I don’t know what we will find once we get to Vila Eadros, but I want to find out. I can’t explain it, but I feel like it’s something I need to do.”

      “I’m sorry you cannot go back to your own people, but I am selfishly glad I won’t be traveling alone.” Iadrawyn smiled.

      She was also happy to hear Valanandir’s explanation about why he needed to come. She felt the same way, but she couldn’t imagine trying to explain it to anyone from her tribe.

      They would never understand.
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        * * *

      

      Iadrawyn watched the sky in fascination, her blindfold on the ground beside her. As the light hours ended, the fiery disc disappeared into the west and the sky went through a myriad of changes, fading from blue to pink, to violet, to darkness. Now a pale, silvery-white crescent hung suspended in the heavens, like a glowing nail paring. Scattered silver pinpricks of light glimmered overhead. It was the most incredible sight she had ever seen. Valanandir sat beside her in the grass, equally entranced.

      “Whatever has happened to our world, it can’t possibly be the work of the dark creatures,” he murmured. “It’s too beautiful.”

      Iadrawyn nodded, unable to tear her eyes away. She didn’t know how long they sat like that, neither of them wanting to sleep. It seemed like only moments, but she suspected it was quite a bit longer. A rustle in the grass from the south finally caught her attention. She pulled her gaze away with reluctance.

      A murmur she had failed to notice grew louder and more distinct. Iadrawyn strained her ears, trying to make sense of what she was hearing. The harsh syllables of the Black Tongue made her heart hammer in her chest. It was a group of drakhalu. Dragons did not walk without making quite a bit of noise, and the Fire Folk rarely spoke at all.

      Iadrawyn looked to Valanandir. He was crouched beside her, his knife already in hand. She realized she was gripping the hilt of her own weapon, for all the good it would do them. Drakhalu could only be killed by a wooden stake to the heart or decapitation. She wished she had taken the time to gather some stout branches to sharpen before leaving the woods.

      Both elves remained motionless. The slightest movement would cause the grass to move and attract notice. Even though the drakhalu seemed unaware of their presence, they continued walking straight toward them.

      Iadrawyn wished she could understand what they were saying. Were these creatures a search party summoned by her village, or just another pack that had stumbled across their path? Either way, confrontation seemed inevitable. The drakhalu were only a few feet away. They should have caught the elves’ scent by now.

      Iadrawyn’s eyes met Valanandir’s. He gave a grim nod. They would make a last stand together. It frustrated Iadrawyn that their efforts to escape should come to this. Still, she was glad she had gotten to experience the changes in the world, if not for very long. She took a deep breath, committing herself to the attack. If she and Valanandir didn’t move now, they would lose the element of surprise. Iadrawyn launched herself at the approaching creatures. She heard Valanandir somewhere just behind her, joining the fray.

      There were three of them.

      Judging from their surprised expressions, they had been unaware anyone else was nearby. Their pale skin seemed to glow in the darkness. Iadrawyn threw herself at the one closest to her. It was a female. Her amethyst eyes widened as Iadrawyn made contact, slashing with her knife. She couldn’t kill the creature with it, but she could wound her as much as possible.

      The female drakhal didn’t seem to know how to react to Iadrawyn’s attack. She stumbled backward, trying to ward the blows with her hands before reaching for her own knife. Behind her, Iadrawyn heard Valanandir fighting off the other two creatures.

      Iadrawyn was thrown off by the drakhal’s uncertainty. Why didn’t the creature try to use her strange eyes to bewitch her into becoming her next meal?

      Iadrawyn and her opponent exchanged cuts, but Iadrawyn was clearly the more competent fighter. The female drakhal bled strange, dark blood from several wounds, including a gash on her forehead that disappeared into her black hair.

      Iadrawyn could hear Valanandir struggling. It was time to even the odds. She feinted to the left, drawing the female in, while switching her momentum to the right at the last moment. Iadrawyn flipped her blade into her hand and gave the drakhal a smart rap on the temple. Her opponent crumpled to the ground.

      Iadrawyn whirled to help Valanandir. He was being pressed on both sides by the remaining two males. He could do little but deflect and sidestep their attacks. Iadrawyn didn’t want to hit one of them from behind and have them stumble into Valanandir. Still, she could use the element of surprise.

      Gripping the hilt of her knife tight in her fist, she tapped the closest creature on the shoulder. The drakhal turned, probably expecting his female companion. Iadrawyn slammed her dagger-weighted fist into his face as hard as she could. There was a satisfying crunch as his nose broke. The creature howled in pain before launching at her.

      Now Iadrawyn had to focus solely on defense. The drakhal slashed at her from all angles, his battered face dripping with dark blood. Its coppery tang filled her nostrils. She could feel her arms growing heavy. Her blocks became slower. Her opponent sensed weakness and continued his unrelenting attack, scoring several hits. He smiled, white fangs gleaming. His tongue darted out of his mouth to taste his own blood. He savored it before smiling even wider. His bloodstained grin made Iadrawyn shiver.

      Valanandir was still too busy with the other male to come to her rescue. On the ground, the female drakhal was stirring. A tide of despair rose within Iadrawyn. She could only hope the creatures would kill them outright. The idea of spending thousands of years as a drakhal made her physically ill. She swallowed a lump in her throat and tasted bile.

      Iadrawyn ignored the stinging pain of her wounds and forced her leaden arms to keep moving. She noticed for the first time that the sky had become completely dark. The glowing crescent and sparks were hidden. An ominous rumble made her jump back. The drakhal seemed equally surprised, his red eyes widening before continuing his attack.

      Several more rumbles echoed across the darkened sky, followed by a crackling bolt of light. It shot from the heavens to the ground several feet away before disappearing. The air took on a scorched scent. Iadrawyn’s skin tingled.

      What was happening? Was this the apocalypse her people had predicted?

      Iadrawyn held her trembling arm ready to defend, but the drakhalu were mesmerized by the phenomenon, the fight temporarily forgotten. Another rumble boomed almost directly overhead. Another crackling zigzag of light followed, this time only a few feet away.

      Iadrawyn was startled by a large drop of cold water landing on her head. She looked up, only to have another land on her face. Within moments, the entire sky was unleashing a torrent of water, pelting the combatants below. Iadrawyn’s clothes became plastered to her body. Her hair flattened against her scalp. It was a strange sensation, but in some ways refreshing.

      This new development proved more than the drakhalu could bear. The one facing Valanandir shouted something to the others in their own tongue. The creatures abandoned the battle, fleeing south. In moments, they disappeared into the darkness.

      Iadrawyn looked over at Valanandir. His puzzled expression mirrored her own. Was it possible the dark creatures were just as confused about what had been happening lately? Perhaps they believed all the strange phenomena were the work of the elves.

      “Why didn’t they try to mesmerize us?” Iadrawyn asked, breaking the silence.

      “Those were lower caste drakhalu. They were not powerful enough to rely on the tricks of their more powerful brethren.”

      “How do you know they were lower caste? I thought all drakhalu were the same. They look the same to me.”

      Iadrawyn tried to pinpoint the difference between the ones that had attacked them and the one who had visited her village and came up empty.

      “Higher caste drakhalu don’t need weapons. They are the weapon. Only the weaker ones would need to rely on a knife. Purebloods are the most dangerous. These ones must have been elves who were turned.” Valanandir tilted his head to look up at the sky, allowing the drops of water to fall on his face. “What do you make of this weather?”

      Iadrawyn frowned before answering. “I think it’s snow.”

      “Snow?” Valanandir’s brow furrowed.

      “Well, not snow, exactly. Snow is just frozen moisture. The weather is warmer now, so it’s melted snow.”

      “Ah. We call it ‘rain’ on Arindaria,” Valanandir said. “We don’t get it often, but I have experienced it before.” His gaze took on a faraway look.

      For a moment, Iadrawyn was tempted to ask him what he was thinking about.

      “My people live inland, under the shelter of the trees,” she said instead. “Being surrounded by the ocean must affect the weather. I have never seen or heard of anything like this storm before. The drakhalu seemed to think it was our doing.”

      “What do we do now?” Another flash of light in the distance briefly illuminated Valanandir’s worn features.

      Although she felt for him, Iadrawyn forced herself to be practical. “I think we should move on. We can use this weather to provide us with cover. I know we’re both tired, but if we stay here, we risk those drakhalu going back to wherever they came from and telling others of our campsite. If we move now, the water should make it impossible for even drakhalu to track us. Our scent will be washed away.”

      Valanandir said nothing, but gave a grim nod. They gathered their scattered belongings. Even though they were both already soaked, the water continued to fall from the sky. Iadrawyn drew up the hood of her cloak and shouldered her pack before looking to make sure Valanandir was ready. Together, they began walking east.
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        * * *

      

      Iadrawyn forced one foot in front of the other. She was exhausted. They both were. She and Valanandir had traveled all through the dark hours, binding their wounds from the fight with the drakhalu as they went, under the steady downpour. Now the disc of light was back in the sky, and the falling water had finally stopped. Their eyes were bound once more, and Vila Eadros rose before them.

      Iadrawyn didn’t bother backtracking to cover their trail. The weather would take care of that for them, and now that it had cleared, she was too tired to do more than trudge onward. Her clothes, boots, and hair were still damp, making every step feel heavy.

      Her only consolation was the increasing sense of certainty they were drawing close to their goal. What had begun as a distant pulling sensation had slowly grown to a living pulse that tingled. Even Valanandir could feel it now. Every few moments, she caught him scratching at his arms. Her growing desire to locate the source of these strange feelings had become irresistible. Despite her exhaustion, she couldn’t stop her forward momentum if she tried. She had to find whatever had caused all the changes in Ralvaniar and these strange feelings within herself. It was her destiny.

      Iadrawyn stumbled, startled from her hypnotic thoughts. Valanandir was at her side, gripping her shoulder to prevent her from falling forward. She gave him a grateful smile. She was glad he was with her. She knew there was a reason she had felt compelled to rescue him on the beach. It seemed like a lifetime ago. He was also a part of her fate.

      The gentle, grassy slopes of the hills were right in front of them now. Iadrawyn forced herself to focus. They had arrived. What they sought would be in the heart of Vila Eadros. She knew this as surely as she knew her own name. Wordlessly, she beckoned Valanandir onward.

      Together, they wound their way between the hills. Iadrawyn felt as though she were a scrap of metal being pulled by a strong lodestone. There was no resisting.

      At first it wasn’t noticeable in the daylight, but a white glow seemed to be coming from the same location as the pulling sensation. Even with her blindfold, it became almost unbearably bright.

      Iadrawyn had ceased to notice anything else. Her world narrowed to discovering the source of these sensations. She knew they were close. Her skin prickled. Just a few more steps and she would find it.

      A hand gripping her arm distracted her. She shrugged the hand away without looking back. She was so close…

      The hand grabbed her shoulder, turning her around. Iadrawyn nearly screamed in frustration. She found herself facing Valanandir’s panicked features. His face had gone pale.

      “What is it?” she snapped.

      “We have to take cover!” He pulled at her arm, but she refused to move.

      “Leave me alone. I have to find it!”

      Iadrawyn tried to shrug his hand away once more, but Valanandir’s grip remained firm.

      “Come on!” He gave another tug, this time more forceful. Iadrawyn stumbled in his direction against her will.

      “I’m not going anywhere. Let me go!” She struggled in his grip.

      Valanandir used his other hand to grasp her chin, forcing her to look up. An impossibly large shadow passed overhead. Iadrawyn felt as if she had been doused with cold water.

      “Dragon,” Valanandir breathed in her ear, confirming her fears. “Now come on!”

      Chagrined, Iadrawyn allowed him to lead her into the shadow of the closest hill. She hoped her idiocy wasn’t going to get them killed. They crouched together against the hill, their eyes glued to the sky.

      The dragon circled several times before landing. Its silver scales were almost blinding in the light. They had a rippling blue sheen that made the creature’s movements almost hypnotic. Iadrawyn and Valanandir were forced to shield their faces with their cloaks as the dragon landed, its enormous wings stirring up loose grass and dirt. Somehow, the large creature managed to make its movements appear graceful. It tucked its wings to its sides as all four legs touched the ground.

      Iadrawyn pressed her body against the side of the hill, hoping they would escape notice. Surely two elves must seem like ants to such a creature. Perhaps it had not seen them before it had landed. Valanandir’s silver eyes were wide with terror. She remembered it had been dragons that had attacked his ship and nearly killed him.

      The dragon’s long neck wound from one side to the other, clearly searching. She could hear it sniffing the air. Iadrawyn closed her eyes and reached to grasp Valanandir’s hand. He gave her an answering squeeze, which gave her the courage to open her eyes.

      She immediately regretted it. A fresh wave of terror washed over her. Beside her, Valanandir uttered a faint moan. His hand slipped from her grasp.

      The dragon was looking right at them.
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          HISTORY IN THE MAKING

        

      

    

    
      Iadrawyn was frozen in place. The slitted, blue eyes of the dragon were looking directly at her. She could feel Valanandir trembling beside her. The eyes narrowed.

      “Are you drakhalu?” The voice was powerful, but feminine. It spoke in the Elven Tongue.

      Iadrawyn tried not to flinch at the sight of the dragon’s sharp teeth as it spoke. It took her a few moments to digest the creature’s words. She hadn’t expected it to engage them in conversation. Although to her, the elves and drakhalu were clearly different creatures, she realized that to a dragon, they probably did look similar.

      Should she lie? If the dragon was a creature of darkness and believed them to be allies, it might let them live. But Iadrawyn’s instincts told her this dragon was not to be trifled with. She also doubted she could tell such a repulsive falsehood without giving them away.

      “No,” Iadrawyn forced herself to reply, what seemed like long moments later. “I am a Wood Elf, and he is a Sea Elf.”

      “Indeed. Come closer so I may see you better.”

      The dragon sat completely still, waiting.

      Iadrawyn squared her shoulders and took a step forward, pulling Valanandir with her. If getting eaten alive was her destiny, so be it. It wasn’t as if they could run from such a creature, and there was nowhere to hide. Valanandir stumbled after her without protest.

      The dragon’s deep, blue eyes narrowed, considering the two figures standing before it. Iadrawyn waited without comment. She had to admit, the dragon was a beautiful creature. Her body was lean, her wedge-shaped head balanced on the end of a long, graceful neck. A ridge of blue spines matching her eyes went from the back of her head, all the way to the tip of her twitching tail. Wickedly sharp, silver talons dug into the soft earth, and the light danced on her iridescent scales.

      “What are your names and why are you here?” The dragon broke Iadrawyn’s trance.

      Iadrawyn looked at Valanandir, but he was in no condition to answer. “I am Iadrawyn of the Wood Elves, and this is Valanandir of Arindaria. We heard that the strange lights in the sky originated in this area. We wanted to discover where they came from.”

      A long pause followed.

      “Why are your eyes bound like that?” the dragon asked. “If you are truly elven children, remove those blindfolds and show me you do not have the eyes of drakhalu.”

      Iadrawyn had forgotten their eyes were covered. They must look a strange sight. She reached behind her head and untied the strip of cloth that protected her vision. It took a few moments for her eyes to adjust to the brightness. She blinked away tears, but the light did not hurt as she had thought it would.

      Beside her, Valanandir remained frozen in place. She gave him a nudge, but he didn’t move. Iadrawyn removed his blindfold for him. His flinch as it fell from his eyes was his only acknowledgement. His pupils were mere pinpricks.

      Iadrawyn nearly jumped out of her skin when the dragon’s face suddenly appeared directly in front of her. The creature regarded them closely.

      “I am not the first dragon he has seen.” She watched Valanandir with interest.

      “N-no.” Iadrawyn was shaken by the close proximity of such sharp teeth. “He and his companions were attacked at sea by dragons. He was the only survivor.”

      “Nargaz.” The dragon pulled back with a hiss.

      Valanandir seemed to come back to life with a violent shudder, nodding.

      “I am sorry you and your people suffered such a fate. Nargaz and his kind are a despicable lot. I am Malarin. I have come from my home in the Hamad Balas for the same reason you have.”

      “Do you feel that pulling sensation?”

      The words tumbled from Iadrawyn’s mouth before she could stop herself. Now that they had met someone who seemed rational about what was going on, she had to know.

      “Yes, but that was not all that guided me here. In the hours before the world changed, I was wandering the skies, as I am fond of doing when I cannot sleep. I saw the traitorous wretch Lystari, far in the distance. She flew here. There was a flash of light, and then I saw her launch back into the sky, engulfed in flame. A ball of silver light followed her. She flew higher and higher, until she was completely consumed. I believe she has become that orb of light that shines so brightly before vanishing in the west. The silver orb can still be seen when the darkness returns, along with other flecks of light, which were once her scales, I think. It was a mystery to behold…” Malarin trailed off, lost in thought.

      Iadrawyn gathered the courage to ask another question. “Who is Lystari?”

      Malarin shook her head. “Who is Lystari? How can you not know?” She huffed a great cloud of steam in agitation, causing Valanandir to jump. “Well, I suppose the story is more important to dragons, and you elves have kept to yourselves these long years. You see, not all dragons serve Nargaz and the darkness. There are some—like myself—who live to the north and keep to our own code. We came from the spirits of light when the world was made, while the others evolved from spirits of darkness.

      “Lystari was one of us before she met Nargaz. He seduced her and turned her toward the darkness. Then again, she always was a sly, greedy creature, so perhaps it wasn’t much of a challenge. She became his mate and joined the other dragons in the foul lands to the south. She lived and fought beside him as his queen before she spontaneously combusted. I say good riddance. She was a traitor to our kind.”

      “If you saw all this when it happened, why haven’t you investigated until now?” Valanandir surprised Iadrawyn by speaking.

      “So you have a voice after all? It’s a valid question, I suppose. To be honest, it shook me to see what happened to Lystari. She was a selfish fiend, but she wasn’t stupid. Whatever she did to trigger her demise, she was clearly drawn by that same pulling sensation we’re feeling. I didn’t want to repeat her mistake and suffer the same fate. At first, I decided to leave it alone, but I’ve never been able to resist a riddle or challenge. I’m somewhat of an adventurer among my kind. After a few days of trying to avoid it, I finally decided to give in and see what I could find. What do the elves make of these events?”

      Iadrawyn hesitated, not wanting to cast undue suspicion on Valanandir.

      Valanandir stepped forward. “They think I am the cause.”

      “You? Why?”

      “I had the misfortune of being shipwrecked on the shores of the Wood Elves a few days before the lights appeared.”

      Malarin swiveled her head back toward Iadrawyn. “Are your people always so paranoid?”

      Iadrawyn felt her cheeks flush. “All the elven tribes have become insular over the years with little contact between them. A drakhal emissary visited, claiming the other tribes were conspiring against us just before I found Valanandir on the beach.”

      “A drakhal. Your people allowed a drakhal within their borders and gave him an audience.” Malarin’s voice was flat.

      “He was very convincing. I believe he used his powers to mesmerize my people into believing his words.” Iadrawyn felt compelled to defend her tribe, despite her disagreement with them.

      “Whatever he did, it didn’t work on you. What is wrong with the rest of your tribe? Can they not think for themselves?”

      “I—I am an outsider among my people, and these are troubled times…” Iadrawyn’s excuses sounded weak, even to her own ears.

      Malarin shook her head with a hiss. “I suppose none of that matters right now. We might have to deal with it after, if your people are determined enough to pursue you here though.”

      “After?” Valanandir frowned. “After what?”

      “After we investigate the cause of all the strange happenings, of course.”

      “So you’ve decided to trust us?” Iadrawyn asked.

      “You have answered me truthfully. We dragons can sense when someone lies to us. There is still more I would like to discuss, but that tingling sensation is becoming intolerable. I am willing to wait until after we have discovered what has happened here.” Malarin gave a small shudder in response to the unseen power. “Shall we?”

      Iadrawyn exchanged glances with Valanandir. She felt as though this were the moment she had been waiting for her entire life. She also felt strangely reassured to have him by her side. He gave a small nod to her unvoiced question. She took a deep breath.

      “Let’s go.”
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        * * *

      

      As Iadrawyn followed in Malarin’s wake with Valanandir trailing behind her, the tingling sensation grew until it was almost unbearable. She scratched at her arms as they walked into the heart of Vila Eadros, the grassy hills rising to surround them on all sides. Her feet seemed to move of their own accord, drawing her forward.

      What was this power? Although she knew she should be afraid, she felt only a strange calm.

      The light was getting brighter. Iadrawyn blinked away tears. She didn’t know how she was managing to keep her eyes open in the glare. The fiery disc in the sky seemed pale by comparison.

      Just when it seemed the dream-like experience would never end, the hills fell away, revealing an earthy mound. The grass surrounding it ended in jagged edges as though torn up by claws. The pulsing white light was coming from a hole within.

      This was it.

      When Valanandir’s hand found hers to give it a reassuring squeeze, she knew she had made the right decision rescuing him. This was how it was meant to be. The sense of certainty she had felt when she had found him on the beach had returned. Even though the dragon’s appearance was completely unexpected, she sensed Malarin’s presence was also necessary.

      Giving Valanandir’s hand an answering squeeze, Iadrawyn stepped toward the hole. Once she took the first step, her feet continued moving without thought. It took only moments for her and Valanandir to arrive at the edge of the mound, Malarin looming over them.

      What lay within was pure light. Although it appeared white from a distance, now Iadrawyn could see it was actually composed of every possible color blended together in perfect harmony in the shape of an orb. Her free hand slipped forward into the hole until her entire arm was submerged within the heart of the light.

      A fiery burning sensation traveled up the length of her arm. Iadrawyn tried to pull away, but she was held fast. The burning spread throughout her body, from the tips of her toes to the crown of her head. Valanandir’s hand became a lifeline. She clutched at it with all her might. She thought perhaps she felt a small squeeze of response. She couldn’t see him. The light was consuming her. She tilted her head back in a silent scream.

      Suddenly the light was gone along with the pain, and there was darkness. Her perspective was disorienting. It was as if she were floating in the sky over an enormous ball of clay. A streak of pure light plummeted from the heavens to land deep within the core of the sphere below. She watched as the surface transformed. Hills and mountains appeared, followed by water and trees. Everything was covered by a layer of frost and snow. At first there was a single, giant landmass, but then there was a deafening crack and it split into two continents. One was clearly Ralvaniar. The other drifted to the west and out of sight. Iadrawyn realized she was watching the birth of her world.

      Time passed swiftly and soon spirits of light and darkness were born to wander the lands. She watched them evolve into the earthly forms she knew today. The elves were united at first, but it wasn’t long before they went their separate ways to follow their diverging interests. The creatures of darkness massed in the south, building a powerful stronghold.

      A dragon appeared in the southern skies, flying north toward Vila Eadros. Her red scales looked like the color of blood in the darkness. Although there was no way to tell, Iadrawyn instinctively knew the creature was female. Her movements were graceful and delicate. The dragon landed where Iadrawyn and her companions now stood and began ripping at the earth with her claws after heating the earth with her fire. Her charcoal eyes were bright with excitement and greed. She often looked over her shoulder to check the skies for intruders. She clearly intended to keep whatever she found for herself, and was frantic to get to it.

      When the earth finally did give way, a beam of light emerged. This only deterred the dragon for a moment before she reached for the hidden orb with both forepaws. As the creature clutched her prize in her talons, Iadrawyn could sense the gloating, possessive nature of her thoughts. She could also feel the stirring power of the orb.

      What happened next matched the words of Malarin’s tale of Lystari, only this time it was as if Iadrawyn were there, experiencing all the thoughts and feelings of Lystari and the orb. She watched in wonder as the silver sphere and flecks of light filled the sky, and Lystari’s final screams faded into nothingness.

      Iadrawyn knew a moment of fear. Would she suffer the same fate for daring to touch the orb? Feeling Lystari’s pain secondhand had been bad enough. Still, Iadrawyn felt as if she had been summoned here for this very moment. She surrendered to her fate, allowing her fear to melt away.

      The nature of the visions suddenly changed. What she saw next shook her to her very core. The visions continued, merciless in their onslaught. A cry burst forth from her lips and she felt tears on her cheeks. These revelations would change her and the world of Ralvaniar forever. Just when she thought she couldn’t possibly bear any more, there was a burning explosion of light and color.

      Then there was nothing.
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      Valanandir opened his eyes slowly. His vision was dark and hazy. He stayed still for a moment, taking in his surroundings. He was lying on his back, and he felt the soft prickle of grass beneath his palms. The air smelled fresh and had the rich scent of turned soil. He realized his skin was tingling. The constant throb of his twisted ankle was gone.

      He blinked several times, trying to clear his sight. Shadows overhead sharpened into focus, forming hills and clouds. The sun didn’t seem nearly as bright as it had before, its light pale compared to what he had just experienced. He knew he would never need to cover his eyes to bear the daylight again.

      Dimly, he realized he now had the words to name the new phenomena that had appeared in the sky. They had been given to him when he had communed with the Quenya.

      The Quenya.

      He now knew the orb of light and color was the force that had created the world and everything in it. It had also irrevocably changed him. Besides a new heightened sense of awareness, he also felt a bond keeping him in constant contact with it. Through this bond, he was connected to every living part of the world around him. He looked at his surroundings with new eyes.

      When he saw Iadrawyn lying on the ground beside him, his heart nearly leaped from his chest. He was struck by the sudden revelation that everything that had happened to them thus far had been necessary to lead them to this moment. The Quenya had reached out, choosing them as its tools. They were meant to be together. He had never felt so certain of anything in his life. It wasn’t the same as the way Eruvalion had tried to claim her. Valanandir knew she would never belong to him. They simply belonged together.

      Although Valanandir knew the prone elf was Iadrawyn, he realized she had been physically changed. Her long, dark hair was now a shimmering gold, and her skin was a pale echo of the same color. He knelt beside her, puzzled. He placed a gentle hand on her shoulder to rouse her.

      Iadrawyn’s head lifted slowly, revealing her face. It was just as beautiful as it had always been, with high cheekbones, a narrow chin and nose, and a soft pair of lips. But her eyes… Beneath the arches of her brows, her eyes were now a pale green rather than the startling deep green they had been before. For a moment, Valanandir was lost in the bottomless knowledge they seemed to hold.

      “Valanandir?” She frowned, cocking her head.

      Realizing he must be staring, Valanandir blinked and forced himself to focus. “Are you all right?”

      He gave her his hand to help her to her feet. He almost uttered a yelp of surprise as their skin made contact. Touching her seemed to heighten his sense of connection.

      “Valanandir, you’re… different.” Iadrawyn was looking at him strangely.

      “I certainly feel different.”

      “Yes, but you also look different. Your skin, your eyes!” She leaned forward to peer at him. “They’re golden!”

      Valanandir looked down at his hands to find that his skin was the same hue as hers. He pulled a lock of hair over his shoulder to inspect it. It had changed from its former silver to a radiant white. He shook his head in disbelief.

      “You’ve changed as well,” he said, meaning more than just her appearance.

      Iadrawyn inspected her hair and skin in amazement.

      “I knew I felt different, but this… The Quenya has marked us as its own.”

      “Isn’t it incredible?” Malarin’s voice boomed from behind them, reminding Valanandir of the dragon’s presence. Now there was gold mixed among her blue and silver scales, and her eyes were a pale blue.

      “So what do we do now?” Valanandir asked.

      Iadrawyn gave him a puzzled look. “What do you mean?”

      “Well, we found the Quenya, we understand where the lights in the sky came from… What do we do now?”

      “You don’t know?” She frowned, looking from him to Malarin. The dragon shook her head.

      “What do you think we should do?” Valanandir asked.

      “It’s not a matter of what I think we should do,” Iadrawyn said. “The Quenya showed me. Why didn’t it show you?”

      Valanandir searched within himself for the answer. It came to him almost immediately.

      “I think it only enhanced what we already had inside us. You have always had strong intuition, so now you are able to divine the Quenya’s intentions.”

      “And what about you?” Iadrawyn asked. “What has been changed?”

      The answer seemed obvious to Valanandir, which only confirmed his suspicion.

      “I have always had strong logic and strategy skills. I believe they are what have been enhanced.”

      “You two will make a formidable team,” Malarin said.

      “So what did you see?” Valanandir asked Iadrawyn.

      Iadrawyn’s eyes unfocused as she gazed into the distance. “We are supposed to stay here with the Quenya. We need to protect it from the creatures of darkness.”

      “It seems fairly capable of protecting itself,” Valanandir said, thinking of Lystari’s agonizing fate.

      “It is dangerous for such a power to be unleashed.” Iadrawyn’s eyes met his. “The only reason it happened this time is because it was predestined. It was time for the Quenya to be discovered and the world to change. Lystari needed to be sacrificed for that to happen.”

      “So she was lured here?” Malarin asked.

      “Yes, but her greedy nature was her undoing. She could have chosen not to claim the Quenya, but she couldn’t resist. We were summoned to be its new guardians. Now that our world’s transformation is complete, the Quenya has become a passive power.”

      “Can that power be manipulated?” Valanandir asked.

      Iadrawyn’s eyes flashed. “Don’t make that dangerous assumption. If you tried to force it to do your bidding, the consequences would be dire. But I do believe the power of the Quenya could be channeled if it would benefit Ralvaniar. We serve the Quenya, not the other way around.”

      “Wait,” Valanandir said. “If all this was meant to happen for the two of us to meet and be here, that means the elves who sailed with me and died during Nargaz’s attack—my own crew—were sacrificed by the Quenya?” Valanandir’s mind reeled at the thought.

      “Yes.”

      “That’s crazy!” Valanandir threw his arms in the air. “Is a power like that really something we want to serve?”

      “You don’t understand. Yes, their lives were sacrificed for certain events to occur. But it isn’t over for them.”

      “What?”

      “Now that we have been changed, our lifespan is infinite. In our previous forms, we may have lived for a thousand, perhaps even two thousand years, but we would have died once we had fulfilled our life’s purpose. When that death occurs, an elf’s soul returns to the Quenya to be reborn.”

      Valanandir’s jaw dropped. “So my crew, my parents... They have all been reborn?” His voice broke on the last word.

      “Perhaps not yet. It might be a very long time before they are needed in this world again. Some souls might spend eternity as part of the Quenya. There is also the issue of the manner of their death.” Iadrawyn sighed.

      “What…?” Valanandir shook his head in disbelief. “Explain.”

      “Although each of us has our purpose to fulfill, there is always free will. If an elf is killed before their life’s purpose is complete, I am not sure how it affects their life cycle. Their soul may be lost.”

      Valanandir shuddered at the thought of his parents’ souls being sentenced to oblivion. He forced himself to ask the painful question plaguing him.

      “Do you know my parents’ fate? Are they with the Quenya?”

      Iadrawyn placed a comforting hand on his shoulder. “I do not know. However, I suspect they are. If they hadn’t died as they did, you might not have followed in their footsteps. If you hadn’t, you wouldn’t have been on that ship, and chances are you would have never left your island to meet me and find the Quenya. They died in battle to fulfill this purpose.”

      Valanandir tried to take comfort in Iadrawyn’s words. It would take time for him to ponder what he had learned. In the meantime, he had more immediate concerns.

      “So what, we stay here and protect the Quenya? How can we possibly do that? There are only two of us.”

      “Ahem.” Malarin cleared her throat.

      “My apologies—three of us.” He made a conciliatory bow in the dragon’s direction. “We already saw those drakhalu on the way here. There are bound to be others who come to investigate.”

      Iadrawyn sat on the side of a hill and looked up at him. “You forget that as its servants, we are now able to channel the Quenya. Although we cannot use its power to attack directly, we can use it to do things like manipulate the weather, animals, and nature, and perhaps even create some kind of protection.

      “It also won’t be just the three of us for long. Other elves will come, drawn as we were, and soon the word will spread. Those who come will undergo the same transformation we have, and our numbers will grow. Perhaps one day all elves will be Linadar.”

      “Linadar.” Valanandir frowned. “Light Elves?”

      “Our people have lived apart for too long. It is time for us to unite if we are going to stand against the creatures of darkness,” Iadrawyn said.

      Valanandir found himself distracted by an ominous rumble. He looked up to see Malarin sniffing the air.

      “What is it?” he asked.

      “Someone is here,” she said in a low voice. “Someone familiar…”

      Valanandir drew his knife and crept along the shadows of the hills, searching.

      “Ah, yes.” Malarin chuckled, startling Valanandir once more. “Now I remember. Daroandir! Show yourself.”

      A shadow detached itself from one of the hills. It was an elf. His chestnut hair hung in braided cables down his back. Even for an elf untouched by the Quenya, his skin was dark. He had aquiline features and his frame was wiry muscle. In addition to his pack, he wore a round shield strapped on his back. The scabbard of a sword hung at his waist. His silver eyes widened at the sight of them.

      “I should have known better than to try to sneak up on a dragon.”

      He spoke in a low tenor. Valanandir held his knife steady and gave him a questioning look.

      “Peace, I mean you no harm.” The stranger raised his empty hands.

      “This is Daroandir,” Malarin said. “He is no enemy, although he is far from home.”

      “I felt something stir from the earth several nights ago in this direction,” Daroandir said. “I went above ground to investigate. The rest of my people were too fearful. I saw the strange lights and wondered. I decided to journey closer to see what had happened. Then I saw you flying in the same direction, which only piqued my curiosity. What is that pulling sensation? Do you feel it?”

      Valanandir shook himself. The elf’s low voice was compelling.

      “You are an Earth Elf.” Iadrawyn’s voice broke the silence.

      “And you are both unlike any elves I have ever seen…” The newcomer took in Valanandir and Iadrawyn’s appearance for the first time. “Even you, my friend. Something has changed.” He took a long look at Malarin.

      “Excuse me, but how does an elf who lives underground become friends with a dragon?” Valanandir asked.

      Daroandir paused before speaking. “When I was a child, my parents were slain in battle by the dark creatures. After that, I was raised by my sister until she, too, was slain. Although I did not follow in their footsteps to become a warrior, I do share their love for wandering and exploring. I found myself high in the Hamad Sinta range one day when I stumbled across a strange dragon, who seemed to be tracking my progress.” He gave Malarin a pointed look.

      “Well, you have to admit, not many of your kind come above ground, never mind up into the mountains. You can’t blame me for being curious.” The dragon’s eyes sparkled with amusement.

      “Once she knew I wasn’t there to try to slay her, and I realized she wasn’t going to eat me, we became friends.” Daroandir gave a wry smile. “Over the years we have often crossed paths in our wanderings.”

      “So you live apart from your people?” Iadrawyn asked.

      “I return to my home in the ground from time to time. My people have grown accustomed to my ways.”

      Malarin snorted. “Don’t be modest. The Earth Elves look the other way because Daroandir is the most skilled metalsmith of his kind. They don’t dare cast him out.”

      Daroandir shrugged in response. “I’m sure that doesn’t hurt.”

      Valanandir was about to ask to see the other elf’s sword when he noticed Iadrawyn had gone still, her eyes sweeping the hills. He went to her side.

      “What is it?” he whispered.

      “Someone else is here.”

      “Daroandir, did you come alone?” Valanandir forced a casual tone.

      “Of course. I always travel alone.” The Earth Elf’s expression was open and guileless.

      Malarin rolled her eyes. “We know you’re out there,” she called. “You might as well show yourself.”

      Several long moments of silence passed. Valanandir gripped his knife, dropping into a crouch at Iadrawyn’s side. Iadrawyn appeared curious, but unconcerned. Daroandir unsheathed his sword and unslung his shield, fitting it on his arm.

      A shadow appeared from behind one of the hills, moving with deliberate caution. It pulled away from the sloping shelter to reveal a tall, lean elf woman, who was unmistakably a Wild Elf. Her red hair spilled over her shoulders and down her back in a wild profusion of curls and braids, twined with bits of leather and fur. Her doeskin tunic and breeches clung to her wiry form. Startling eyes the color of new leaves peered at them with suspicion from an angular face painted with green and brown whorls that reminded Valanandir of vines. She held her spear in a defensive position, crouched and ready. Her eyes widened at the sight of Malarin, but she displayed no sign of fear.

      “Shall we fight one at a time, or do you plan to attack me all at once?” The stranger broke the silence, her voice ringing with challenge.

      Malarin gave a snort of derision. Valanandir noticed Daroandir’s lips twitching, as though he were trying not to smile.

      Iadrawyn stepped forward, unarmed. The Wild Elf turned to face her with her spear. Valanandir bit back words of caution, trying to determine whether he could protect Iadrawyn if the strange elf attacked. Although he trusted Iadrawyn to know what she was doing, there was no telling how the newcomer would react.

      “Were you summoned here?” Iadrawyn asked. The other elf nodded. “Then we mean you no harm. Please, see for yourself. What you seek is right over there.” She stepped aside and indicated the direction of the Quenya.

      The other elf gave her a measuring look before lowering her spear. Valanandir let out the breath he had been holding. The stranger turned to face him and Daroandir.

      “What about them?”

      Iadrawyn gave the two male elves and Malarin a pointed look, indicating with a jerk of her narrow chin they should move aside. Valanandir and the others obeyed. Malarin watched the strange elf with narrowed eyes.

      The redhead looked past them at the glowing presence behind them. Her features softened with yearning. With one last look toward the rest of them, she took a step toward the Quenya.

      “Daroandir.” Iadrawyn’s soft voice was startling in the silence. “You have also been summoned. Relinquish your sword and discover what has brought you here.”

      The Earth Elf handed Valanandir his sword with a solemn nod before joining the stranger. She looked at him for a moment, as though assessing whether he was still a threat. She eventually gave him a nod and began to move forward, her spear still held ready for attack.

      Side by side, they approached the Quenya. The Wild Elf’s spear arm lowered as she drew closer. The weapon slipped from her fingers to the ground, forgotten, as she knelt and leaned forward to reach into the hole in the earth. Daroandir knelt beside her, drawn by the same invisible pull. Both elves closed their eyes and their faces went slack. As the moments passed, their expressions became rapt and their bodies trembled.

      Valanandir watched, fascinated to see what he had already experienced from a new perspective. He spared a glance to look over at Iadrawyn. Her eyes were also closed and she wore a beatific expression. Even though she was not even close to touching the Quenya, she was somehow communing with it. Malarin watched, clearly as interested as he was.

      His gaze was drawn back to the increasing light coming from the Quenya’s direction. He turned to watch the two elves, who were enveloped in a shimmering glow. It increased in intensity until Valanandir’s eyes watered and he had to look away. A soundless chime echoed the length of his body before the light faded.

      Daroandir and the Wild Elf stood, blinking. They turned to face each other in wonder. Valanandir stepped forward to see their transformation. Iadrawyn joined him.

      Both now had the same golden skin as Valanandir and Iadrawyn. Daroandir’s hair was a matching, dark golden hue. His eyes had changed to a paler shade of the same color. The elf woman’s eyes were a pale green. Her flaming red locks had been tempered to a red-gold.

      Although only moments had passed, Valanandir knew it had felt like an eternity for them. He watched them closely to see their reactions. Daroandir looked at the world as though seeing it for the first time. He made a bow to both Iadrawyn and Valanandir.

      “Thank you for sharing this with us. It was… Words cannot describe it.” His eyes shone with wonder. “If you will let me, I would like to stay here and serve in whatever way I can. I believe you are both meant to be the leaders of this endeavor.”

      In the background, Malarin rumbled her approval. Valanandir looked to Iadrawyn for guidance.

      “Of course, you are welcome to stay with us. We would be honored.” Iadrawyn smiled.

      The strange elf woman had retrieved her spear from where she had dropped it. She eyed them with a mixture of suspicion and awe. Daroandir turned to face her.

      “What is your name? We have shared what I suspect will be the most remarkable experience of our lives, and I feel strange not knowing.” His voice was gentle, and he appeared genuinely curious.

      A flicker of confusion crossed the Wild Elf’s features before she schooled her expression back to its wary mask.

      “Lodariel.”

      “Lodariel.” Daroandir echoed the name to himself before fixing her with his earnest, golden gaze. “Won’t you stay? I do not know your story, but I would be honored to learn it. I suspect the Quenya brought you here for a reason as well.”

      For a moment, she softened. “It has.”

      “So will you stay?” Iadrawyn asked.

      Lodariel looked at each of them in turn before letting out a sigh. “I will.”

      Iadrawyn smiled once more. “Thank you.”

      Lodariel gave them one last glare as she gripped her spear. “I would have beaten you, you know. You are the only one I’m not sure about.” She indicated Malarin and raised her chin. “It would have been a good fight though. I have never fought a dragon.”

      Malarin let out a rumbling laugh. “I don’t know about the rest of you, but I quite like her.”
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        * * *

      

      Lodariel stalked the perimeter of the camp, moving from the shadow of one hill to the next. A week had passed since she had first arrived. She held her spear low and ready in callused palms, the grain of the wood familiar and smooth. Beaded feathers dangled soundlessly from leather thongs below the metal spearhead. Even though she knew the darkness of night would bleed all colors into shadow, she felt painfully conspicuous without her dark skin. Certainly the physical changes wrought by the Quenya were pretty enough to look at, but they didn’t seem practical. She had considered smearing herself with mud to compensate, but the dragon had had the audacity to insinuate she was incapable of moving undetected in her new form.

      There was also the Earth Elf to consider. For some reason she couldn’t explain, what Daroandir thought of her mattered, as no one’s opinion had mattered to her before. Although they seemed complete opposites, she had felt an immediate kinship with him she could not explain. It wasn’t attraction, but something deeper. She wanted to prove herself worthy and capable, so here she was, prowling the area for intruders with no camouflage for protection.

      Despite the deficiencies of her physical appearance, there were benefits to her transformation. Her senses had become far sharper than before, and they had already been formidable. Her eyes pierced the darkness with ease and her ears were sensitive to any sound. As for her instincts, they felt as though they had been honed to a sharpness she had never known existed. It was how she sensed the intruder long before he appeared.

      His scent caught her attention first. Familiar with tracking animals through the forest, Lodariel had honed even this sense to a finely-tuned edge that was now heightened even further by the Quenya. The night breeze carried it to her—an unfamiliar male smell with a salty tang that reminded her of the sea. She waited a few moments with eyes closed to listen to his approach to pin down his location. He was traveling from the southwest. Balancing her weight on the balls of her feet, Lodariel moved silently through the grass, keeping to the shadows.

      Unaware he was not alone, the intruder continued on a course that would take him directly to her companions and the Quenya. Now that she was closer, she could make out his tall, lean frame. Was he a drakhal? Although there was no way to tell from her position in the darkness, something told her he was not. Still, she couldn’t take the chance and risk harm coming to those she was meant to protect. She circled him to approach from behind.

      He flinched in surprise as she pressed the point of her spear between his shoulder blades. She held the muscles of her arms coiled to strike.

      “One false move and I run you through.” She increased the pressure on her spear to drive her threat home. “Now turn around.”

      He raised his hands in the air and slowly turned. His features could have been drakhal or elven. His skin was darkened with grime and his long hair was a mass of silver tangles in the moonlight. His clothes were weather-stained and ragged, and his face was gaunt. Lodariel pressed her spear against his chest and leaned closer to inspect his eyes, which held a long-suffering patience. They were a blue-green color as best she could tell in the darkness.

      Not a drakhal then, but that didn’t mean he was to be trusted. Iadrawyn’s people had turned against her on the word of a drakhal. It was anyone’s guess who else might be working against them. Since the intruder was an elf, it was not for Lodariel alone to decide what to do with him. She withdrew her spear and clamped her fingers around his upper arm.

      “Come with me.”

      Giving him little choice in the matter, she dragged him toward the camp. He stumbled after her.

      Once they were within sight of the campfire near the resting place of the Quenya, she shoved him into the light. Valanandir, Iadrawyn, Daroandir, and Malarin startled to alertness at their entrance.

      “I found this one prowling near the camp.” Lodariel indicated the stranger with her spear.

      Her shove had thrown her captive off balance. He barely managed to stay on his feet. Once he regained his composure, he looked up. When his eyes fell on Valanandir, he gave a low keen and fell to his knees.

      “Numril?”

      It was Valanandir who spoke, his voice unstrung and eyes wide with disbelief. He was on his feet and at Lodariel’s side in moments, kneeling in front of the strange elf.

      “Am I dead then?” the intruder asked in a ragged voice. He touched Valanandir’s face in disbelief. “You look just like Valanandir, and yet… you are something more.”

      “No, you’re not dead.” Valanandir placed gentle hands on the stranger’s shoulders. “However did you find me?”

      “I wasn’t looking for you. Word reached us your ship had been attacked by Nargaz. No survivors reached our shores. Your foster-parents and I held a vigil to honor your memory.” He shook his head, tears creating a path down his grimy cheeks. “I came because I saw the lights in the sky and sensed something beckoning me to the mainland. The others were still discussing what had happened and deciding what to do. I couldn’t wait. News of your death made me reckless. I left Arindaria and wandered here until yon warrior maiden took me captive.”

      Lodariel shrugged, refusing to feel remorse for taking her responsibilities seriously.

      Valanandir suddenly seemed to realize there were others present. He stood and held out a hand to help the other elf rise before turning to face the others.

      “This is Numril,” he said. “My oldest, dearest friend.”

      “So we gathered.” Malarin’s dry mutter was barely audible.

      “Whatever happened to make you all look so different?” Numril asked after the introductions were made. “And what is that incessant tingle I feel on my skin?”

      Valanandir put his arm around Numril’s shoulder and smiled.

      “Come with me and I will show you.”
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efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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