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      Golvanyar crouched in the bushes, watching the other elven children play. They frolicked in the forest clearing, chatting among themselves in the shadows. Occasionally one of them would crouch to roll a snowball and launch it at anyone who happened to be standing nearby, triggering an impromptu battle. These outbursts ended with most of the children rolling on the ground laughing while wiping snow from their faces before returning to whatever imaginary game they had been playing before.

      Only one elf remained apart from the others. Golvanyar’s violet eyes were drawn to her immediately, almost of their own accord. She appeared to be around his own age—perhaps twelve or thirteen years old. She sat on a large rock, fletching arrows. She hunched over her work, her long, raven hair obscuring her features as her fingers continued their task. She seemed to need no lantern or torch, using only her elven sight and deft touch in the constant darkness of the forest. Golvanyar watched her, barely breathing.

      His mother had always kept him apart from the other children of the village. Now she had deemed him old enough to wander on his own, but his peers held little interest for him. Their rough horseplay seemed so crude and childish. The other youths also tended to be more aggressive with him than they were with one another, which didn’t help matters.

      They know I’m different. Mother has always told me how special I am. They must sense it, and hold it against me.

      But this elf girl who sat fletching arrows... She was different too. He had never seen her before, but he was sure of it. She radiated a calm solitude, holding herself comfortably apart from the chaos around her. When one of the children had the audacity to lob a snowball in her direction, she dodged it without looking up from her work. Golvanyar’s hands balled into fists. How dare anyone attack her like that?

      “Iadrawyn, come play with us!” her attacker called, stooping to roll another snowball. Golvanyar’s rage was briefly forgotten.

      Iadrawyn. Her name is Iadrawyn.

      She looked up, revealing smooth, dusky skin the same shade as any other elf’s, angular features, and a pair of deep, green eyes. Her lips twitched in a tolerant smile.

      “You don’t really want that, do you?” she asked, raising an eyebrow. “Or have you forgotten how badly I beat you last time?”

      Golvanyar found himself hanging on every word of her lilting voice.

      “You just got in a few lucky shots,” her attacker blustered. “I bet you couldn’t do it again.”

      Iadrawyn shrugged and said nothing, returning to her work. The boy smiled to himself and wound his arm to throw. Golvanyar was about to throw himself from the bushes to tackle him, but Iadrawyn was already in motion. If Golvanyar hadn’t been watching her, he would never have believed she could have moved so quickly. In mere moments, she had three snowballs in the air. They slammed into the boy’s face in rapid succession with damp splats, sending him reeling. His own missile fell from his hand, forgotten.

      When Golvanyar looked back at Iadrawyn, she was already back to her fletching without a single strand of hair out of place, as if nothing had happened. Golvanyar blinked and shook his head. After a startled pause, the other children began to laugh as her target wiped the snow from his face with a rueful expression.

      “Don’t feel bad,” Iadrawyn said without looking up. “I have two older brothers, remember? I am used to being attacked without warning. Now leave me to my work, please.”

      The boy’s shoulders slumped in defeat and he returned to playing with the other children. Golvanyar forced his tense muscles to relax, his eyes glued on Iadrawyn.

      Her head snapped up without warning. She sat motionless while the other children continued their games, her green eyes sweeping the clearing. Golvanyar froze. He knew there was no way she could see him, but she was staring directly at his hiding spot. Her expression was wary, as if she sensed something was amiss, but could not quite put her finger on it. Time hung suspended.

      Golvanyar couldn’t explain it, but something deep inside him suddenly surfaced, forging a link between them. Iadrawyn appeared oblivious, but somehow Golvanyar knew. There was no doubt in his mind that his and Iadrawyn’s fates were inexplicably intertwined. The absolute certainty of it overwhelmed him.

      After a few tense moments, Iadrawyn shook her head and returned to her arrows. Golvanyar’s breath came out in a rush. It seemed strange that she would not sense the immensity of what had just happened, but clearly she had sensed something.

      It must be my task to make her see. Surely once we properly meet, she will understand.

      But Golvanyar wasn’t about to make his move now, not in front of so many people. No, he should probably get to know Iadrawyn first before approaching her. Watching her should be simple enough. And he would definitely make sure she was alone when he finally approached her, so there would be no interruptions. He smiled as he imagined the scene...

      A single thought thrummed through his entire being, repeating itself in an endless chant.

      Iadrawyn will be mine.
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        * * *

      

      Golvanyar sat, lost in thought, as his mother ran a comb through his long, silver hair, humming as she worked. The long, steady strokes of the comb soothed him, just as they always did, but his eyes remained half-open. Treasured memories of his first sight of Iadrawyn danced through his mind—her smile, her cunning, the sound of her voice... Golvanyar uttered a sigh.

      “Why so restless, my silver prince?” Aranriel asked as she continued her grooming.

      A smile tugged at Golvanyar’s lips. His mother had always recognized how special he was, even if no one else did.

      “I met someone today,” he said. “Someone special.”

      “Really?” His mother asked, her fingers going still. “Who?”

      “Her name is Iadrawyn.” Golvanyar felt that same sense of connection lurch within him once more as he spoke her name aloud.

      “Iadrawyn...” His mother’s voice drifted off in thought for a moment. “I have heard that name before. Isn’t she Iaralys’s daughter?”

      Golvanyar shrugged. “I’m not sure. She did mention having two older brothers. Does that help?”

      “Yes, I think Iaralys has two older boys as well. Why didn’t you just ask her?” Aranriel gave her son’s shoulder a playful swat.

      “Well... I didn’t meet her, exactly. I saw her from where I was standing, behind some bushes.” Golvanyar felt a warmth flush his face.

      “And you never talked to her?”

      “There were other children around,” Golvanyar said. “They would have only made things awkward.”

      “You mustn’t let the other children look down on you,” his mother said in a firm voice. “You are far better than any of them will ever be. Not only are you the descendant of a noble bloodline, but I knew the moment I conceived, you would be touched by a great destiny. Your father knew it too.”

      Golvanyar tried to take comfort in his mother’s familiar declarations. She had been born the unacknowledged daughter of one of the Wood Elves’ higher ranking nobles. Her father had died in battle before he was able to claim her. Since he already had an established mate and children of his own, his family decided to look the other way, leaving his lover to raise Aranriel alone. Years later, Golvanyar’s father suffered the same fate, dying in battle before he could meet his son.

      Golvanyar knew the other elves didn’t believe his mother’s claims of a noble heritage, but she ignored them, bearing herself like a queen in exile. Golvanyar was her treasured prince. She was fiercely protective of him, and considered him without peer. Her absolute certainty in his great hidden destiny allowed nothing less.

      “Iadrawyn would make a fair match for you,” she said, returning to her combing. “She comes from noble stock, and her father is on the council. You are too good for her, of course, but she is not too far below you to be cause for embarrassment.”

      “She will be my mate someday,” Golvanyar said, his conviction coloring his words.

      “Are you certain?” Aranriel asked. “There are a few others I have had my eye on that I thought might be suitable. They are more highly placed. In fact, I had not even considered Iadrawyn. She is a third child, after all, and will inherit little power of her own.”

      “Iadrawyn is the only one for me.” Golvanyar’s shoulders tensed. He had to make her understand. “There is no one else. We are connected—I know it.”

      His mother rubbed his back, massaging gently. “Please do not get upset, my prince. If you have decided, and you know she is the one for you, she will be yours. I only want you to be happy.” She kissed his cheek. “She must be a part of your destiny. She should consider herself lucky...”

      “She will be a fitting mate,” Golvanyar said, allowing the tension to flow out of him under her touch. “She is beautiful and clever.”

      “When will you begin courting her? You are both a bit young, but it would not be unheard of. I would also like to meet her. The sooner she comes to understand the situation, the better.”

      “I want to get to know her better first,” Golvanyar said.

      “You plan to watch her unobserved,” Aranriel said, giving him a pat of approval. She knew her son all too well. “That is wise. She will reveal more that way. That means it will also be just the two of us for at least a little while longer.” She wrapped her arms around his chest in a possessive hug.

      Golvanyar stroked her fingers. “Iadrawyn will never come between us. But she will be mine.”
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        * * *

      

      Iadrawyn felt a prickling sensation on the back of her neck. She stifled a sigh. She was being watched. Again. She resisted the urge to whirl around to look for her hidden tormentor.

      At first, she had thought she might have been imagining things. Whenever she looked in the direction of her unease, she would only see a trembling branch or shrub as her watcher ducked into hiding, which only added to her discomfort because the behavior was so strange.

      Doesn’t my watcher know how obvious he’s being? Does he want me to find him? Why hide from me at all?

      Her stalker’s lack of sophistication made it seem as if he might be one of the younger children of the village, but something made her suspect that wasn’t the case. She was always patient with the little ones, and none of them feared her. Even if one was following her as some kind of joke or game, there was no playfulness in the odd silence that trailed in her wake—only a burning intensity she could not ignore.

      She slowed to a stop in a clearing, crouching to adjust the ties on her leather boots. She tilted her head slightly as she played with the laces, watching the area behind her from the corner of her eye.

      An unfamiliar elf crept forward, moving from the cover of one ancient tree trunk to the next. He had a young, open face, but she suspected he was closer to her own age. His long, silver hair had been bound in a multitude of tiny braids—a time-consuming task. The oddity of it struck her. She doubted he could have created all the braids on his own, and none of the other males her age could sit still long enough for someone else to create such an effect. This was an elf with unusual patience, who must have someone close to him that deemed his appearance worth hours of their precious time.

      All these thoughts flickered through Iadrawyn’s mind in mere moments. If she hadn’t already been unnerved by her first glance of the elf who had dogged her footsteps for the past few days, the naked hunger in his violet eyes as he made his furtive movements chilled her completely. She froze, struggling with the overwhelming feeling that she and this strange elf were somehow connected. She rejected the thought immediately.

      It makes no sense. I’ve never even seen him before.

      She debated how to proceed as time stood still. Her follower wasn’t physically intimidating. She always prided herself on her ability to hold her own with her older brothers. This fumbling boy with little wood sense should not have intimidated her.

      But he did.

      His intensity and behavior, combined with the unexplained sense of connection disturbed her. She wanted nothing more than to get away from him as quickly as possible.

      This primal reaction was swiftly followed by a tide of guilt. How could she react to a complete stranger this way? Even though his behavior was odd, she knew nothing about him. Perhaps he was only an overly shy boy, trying to make friends with her. Her instincts shouted otherwise, but her annoyance over her own irrational fear silenced them.

      This is ridiculous! He seems harmless. Just ask what he wants. If he turns out to be a knife-wielding maniac, you can always run away.

      Time lurched forward, and she turned to face him before he could reach his intended cover.

      “Hello,” she said, forcing her voice to remain casual. “I am Iadrawyn. Who are you?”

      The boy froze, his eyes wide in startlement. “I—I am Golvanyar.”

      Golvanyar... Where have I heard that name before? Right. That tiresome woman, Aranriel. She’s always going on about her precious son to anyone who will listen. I suppose that explains the hair.

      Iadrawyn had never met Aranriel, but she had overheard her speaking with the mothers of the village often enough. Iadrawyn got the distinct impression Aranriel thought no elf was good enough to spend time with her son. She imagined being the child of such an overbearing mother must be a challenge.

      See? He’s probably just shy because his mother won’t let him have any friends.

      “I couldn’t help but notice you following me,” she said, trying to give him a tactful opening.

      Golvanyar swallowed. “I wanted to get to know you better before I introduced myself.”

      “I see,” Iadrawyn said, even though she didn’t—not at all. Her uneasiness returned.

      How can he get to know me by following me in secret? Who does that?

      “We’re connected somehow,” Golvanyar said, his confidence seeming to grow. “I can feel it. I know you feel it too. The first time I saw you fletching arrows, you looked right at the bush where I was hiding as if you knew I was there.” The words tumbled from his lips in a rush and his eyes shone.

      Iadrawyn suppressed a shudder. She knew exactly the moment he was talking about. Clearly, it had meant something different to her than it did to him. She hid her mounting distress behind a nervous smile.

      Golvanyar’s response was triumphant. “See? I knew you felt it! We’re meant to be together. My mother thinks so too.”

      “Your mother?” Iadrawyn asked in a faint voice.

      His mother knows about this? Does she know about him stalking me as well?

      Iadrawyn feared she already knew the answer.

      Golvanyar nodded, his tiny braids swinging. “Oh, yes. She says you are a fair match for me. My mother comes from noble stock, you know. At first, she didn’t understand what lies between us. She thought it was my destiny to take a higher-ranked elf as my mate, but I made her see.”

      Iadrawyn closed her eyes for a moment, hoping this was all just a bad dream.

      His mate! What is going on here?

      “Don’t worry,” Golvanyar said, misreading her distress. “I’m sure you will turn out to be a fine mate for me. After all, we are meant to be together, and I am destined for great things. My mother has always said so.”

      I’m sure she has. Iadrawyn massaged her temples.

      “Look,” she said, “I’m flattered, Golvanyar. But I am not looking for a mate right now. Besides, we have only just met.”

      She softened her words with a wry smile. As strange as he was, she didn’t want to be hurtful.

      Golvanyar cocked his head with a confused frown. “But we are connected! You are meant to be mine.”

      Iadrawyn’s shoulders tensed, her anger rising. “I don’t belong to anyone.”

      Her words seemed to have no effect. Golvanyar shook his head in amusement. “You cannot argue with destiny, Iadrawyn.”

      Iadrawyn sensed the time had come to make a stand. “I want you to stop following me.”

      “I won’t have to follow you if we are together.” Golvanyar smiled.

      “I mean it,” Iadrawyn said, her hands balling into fists. “I do not want to be courted, and I don’t want to be your mate. I am asking you to stop following me. If I want you around, I will tell you so. If you feel any connection with me at all, you will understand that.”

      Golvanyar recoiled from her words as if from a blow. “But Iadrawyn, you are m⁠—”

      “Don’t.” Iadrawyn shook her head in warning. “Don’t even say it.”

      “Please, at least talk to my mother. She will help you understand.” He reached out to take her hand, but she pulled it away.

      “Oh, don’t worry. I’m going to talk to your mother. But I am going to make her understand. I want you to leave me alone.”

      “Iadrawyn—”

      “If you do not stay away, I have two older brothers who can encourage you.” Iadrawyn sighed. “I didn’t want to be rude about this, but you have left me no choice. Please, just stop following me.”

      She turned from him and fled before he could respond, trying to forget the bottomless hunger she had seen in his eyes.
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        * * *

      

      An insistent knocking on the doorframe of her hut startled Aranriel from her work. She carefully set the embroidered wedding shirt she was making for Golvanyar aside and pulled back the doorflap. A young elf woman with dark hair stood outside, her dusky cheeks were flushed as if she had been running.

      “Please forgive my intrusion,” the young elf woman said. “I need to speak with you about your son.”

      Aranriel smiled. “You must be Iadrawyn. My Golvanyar has told me so much about you. Please, come in.”

      Aranriel led the way inside, and gestured for Iadrawyn to take a seat on one of the few cushions resting on the floor of the hut. Iadrawyn seemed less sure of herself now that she had been welcomed as a guest. She fidgeted with her bootlaces for a moment before speaking.

      “Golvanyar has been following me,” she said.

      Aranriel nodded. “Yes, I know.”

      “How could you—” Iadrawyn caught herself, shaking her head in bewilderment. “Why would you let him do such a thing?”

      Aranriel shrugged. “It is his way. I saw no harm in it.”

      “No harm?” Iadrawyn spluttered. “Do you have any idea how unnerving it is to be stalked from the shadows by someone you have never even met? Do you even know how wildly inappropriate that kind of behavior is?”

      “But you have met him now, haven’t you?” Aranriel asked, unfazed. “Surely you see what a special boy he is.”

      “His... specialness has nothing to do with it,” Iadrawyn said. “It seems that he has somehow gotten the idea that I am meant to be his mate. The problem is, I don’t feel the same way. I did not want to hurt his feelings, but in the end, I had to tell him to leave me alone. I came here to ask for your support in this. If he continues to stalk me, he will not only be risking my wrath, but that of my older brothers as well. It would not end well for him.”

      “He told me there is a connection between you,” Aranriel said. “Is that not true? Have you not felt it?”

      Iadrawyn closed her eyes for a moment. “I have felt... something. But I do not know what it means. All I know is my heart tells me for certain I am not meant to be your son’s mate.”

      Aranriel gave her a pat on the arm. “You are young, and the heart is often confused. That is to be expected.”

      Iadrawyn shrugged her arm away. “You do not understand. My heart is not confused. Your son’s obsessive behavior repulses me. Despite what I have felt, I have no desire to be anywhere near him. I will never be his mate.”

      Aranriel bristled. This girl’s impertinence has gone on long enough.

      “So you think you are too good for my silver prince, is that it? Well, I will have you know, he is far better than you deserve. He comes from noble blood, you know—nobler than your own. You should consider yourself lucky to have even caught his interest! My Golvanyar is destined for greatness.”

      Iadrawyn rose to her feet with an incredulous expression. “I do not care how noble his blood is, or even if he is destined to change the very fate of Ralvaniar! I want nothing to do with him. Now we both know I am not your first choice for his mate. I am asking you to convince him to leave me alone. Will you at least try?”

      “You are certainly right that you would not be my first choice...” Aranriel shrugged. “But my Golvanyar always gets what he wants. I might try to sway him, but I will not risk turning him against me over you. Besides, destiny is at work here. Perhaps the sooner you learn to accept your role in all this, the better off we will be.”

      Iadrawyn gave her a flat look. “Fine. Just remember what I said about my brothers.” She spun on her heel and left.

      Aranriel shook her head and took up her embroidery with a sigh. Why couldn’t her son’s destiny be tied to one of the more noble, placid girls? When Golvanyar eventually took a mate, Aranriel wanted to keep him under her roof, and in her mind, there was only room for one queen bee.

      It seems I have my work cut out for me. That girl is going to require a firm hand...
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        * * *

      

      Mother will explain it to her. Mother will make things right between us.

      Golvanyar comforted himself with these thoughts as he made his slow way back to the village and his own hut. He wanted to give Iadrawyn the time she needed to understand.

      He was surprised when he only found his mother inside. He had expected to find Iadrawyn still there, making herself at home while his mother told her stories about him. He shot his mother a questioning look.

      “She already left,” Aranriel said.

      “Did you talk to her?” Golvanyar asked.

      “Yes, but she was too stubborn to see reason.” She paused before continuing. “Perhaps you should give her some space.”

      “But Mother⁠—”

      “I know, my silver prince.” She gave her son a sympathetic look. “She is meant to be yours. I just think she might be overwhelmed by all this. Give her some time to think things over. I’m sure she will come to realize how special you are. How could she not? Now come here.” She patted the cushion next to her.

      Golvanyar sat beside her, resting his head on her shoulder, taking comfort in her presence. They sat together in companionable silence, her arm wrapped around him.

      “I know you care for her,” Aranriel said. “But Golvanyar... are you certain she is the one you are meant to be with? Is it possible she might only be a passing fancy? She is the first girl you have taken an interest in, and the first one usually hits the hardest.”

      Golvanyar pulled away, unable to believe what he was hearing. “It’s not like that! The connection Iadrawyn and I have is special. She’s just denying it for some reason.” His mother’s betrayal stung him deeply.

      She stroked his braids in a placating gesture. “Forgive me. It is only that I do not want her to hurt you. I cannot bear to see you suffer. You know I always have your best interests at heart.”

      Golvanyar sighed, submitting to her ministrations.

      She only wants to protect me. She doesn’t know what she’s asking by telling me to stay away from Iadrawyn.

      “So what do you say?” his mother asked. “Will you give Iadrawyn a chance to sort out her feelings in private? For me?”

      Golvanyar’s lower lip protruded in a sullen pout. “I’ll try.”

      He had meant it, too. But the next day, he found himself skulking outside Iadrawyn’s hut, waiting for her to emerge. It was larger than the one he shared with his mother. Remembering Iadrawyn’s words, he stayed well hidden to avoid being seen by any of her family members.

      As much as he knew he shouldn’t be there, he couldn’t seem to walk away. Iadrawyn’s presence drew him like a moth to a flame, their connection singing in every fiber of his being. He felt a bit guilty for going against his mother’s wishes, but he knew she would forgive him.

      Eventually, he heard Iadrawyn’s voice through one of the windows, raised in laughter. A male voice joined in. The two voices continued in conversation, too muffled for Golvanyar to make out, followed by more laughter.

      Golvanyar’s muscles tightened, his fingers curling into fists. Iadrawyn was his. She should have been spending the morning in quiet solitude, thinking about her connection with him. How dare anyone else compete for her attention!

      His breaths came out heavy and fast. When a male elf a few years older exited the hut with a backward wave and a bow and quiver on his shoulder, Golvanyar’s eyes narrowed. His entire body trembled with rage, and it was all he could do to keep himself in hiding. In that moment, he hated Iadrawyn’s brother for his easy relationship with her. He imagined picking up a rock and smashing it into his face over and over...
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