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The She-Elfs’ Trip

But why are they really here?” demanded the elf com­mander Tadren. “Why have they not asked for me, if that is what they want?”

“Because they need a new city, and they figure that ours will do just fine after they kill us,” deduced the astute young Zyrthal.

“How many of them lay siege?” asked Tadren.

“Twenty thousand,” answered a scout.

“We have no more than four thousand,” King Paletin murmured.

“Not many of them are experienced in war,” murmured Almion, tiredly.

“To survive, we need to attack in the dark, while we can see and they cannot.”

“That would be a safe supposition,” Zyrthal answered. 

“Michail, I want two rows of swordsmen with shields in front to protect our archers,” Tadren ordered. “Captain Dellin, put your archers behind the shields and make every arrow count. Silent Warrior, come in with Potigor.... Now, to your commands, and tell them that we fight for our families and our freedom.”

“Ligh’ yer arras,” Jamal, the enemy commander, pro­jected his voice, to be heard by all, “end sen’ ’em ova da walls.”

The Silent Warrior looked back at the city in flames and then everything moved. Had he been shot? The Warrior tried to clear his fuzzy head. What was wrong? 

“Good morning beautiful,” Dellin’s voice came to her through the fog of her dream. He had brought her back from a world of dreams and nightmares, into a clear morn­ing in Lothia, the elf city. He embraced his wife lovingly.

“Good morning, handsome,” she responded.

“How do you feel, my love?”

“Almost awake, now.” She cuddled in his warm arms.

She enjoyed Dellin’s touch and turned to admire the moon-dust in his light-blond hair and the starlight in his blue eyes.

“You are wonderful.” He squeezed her and her silky dark-golden hair snaked across the pillow.

“And here I thought it was you who is wonderful.” She buried her giggles in his chest.

Adren was the only survivor and the last Princess of Menarm, a mankind kingdom in the south of Andoriah. She had married Dellin, an elf-man from Lothia, and lived there with him and his family. 

He disentangled himself from her arms and rose to help her up. They walked towards the balcony of their home and opened the door to let the new day in.

“Dellin, as I look at the destruction of the elf city after the recent battle, it makes me wonder how Menarm looked after the orks destroyed it?” 

The dream she had that morning remained still quite fresh in her mind.

“I suppose many times worse than ours,” he answered.

The dawn came to shine on the early morning dew. Nothing stirred this early, so they just enjoyed the peace.

“Will you work with Daddy this morning?” she yawned.

Her father, Tadren, the commander, was one of the most powerful leaders in the city, second only to Almion, who was a statesman.

“We will repair the house next to the scout Siamuel’s. It will take all day, from what we saw yesterday.”

“Lothia was such a beautiful place. Do you think it will look the same after is repaired?”

“We will make it look better.”

They had been married for three years and she was with child; a rare event in the lives of the elfs. 

“Will the elf nation and culture change much, because of this experience?”

“Life usually comes into a better focus after it has been shaken out from under our feet,” he replied. 

Dellin’s statement referred to the recent battle they had fought with the Tahitans. Lothia’s position, nestled in the Latin Mountains where no one would dare to attack them, had become their rock until their old enemies the Tahitans had put their kingdom under siege. 

Dellin embraced her anew and held her so close that she could feel his heart beat. After a small moment of silence, she raised on her tiptoes to kiss him. She turned about to face the city still with his arms about her.

“The great hall is not there anymore,” she sighed sadly.

“It will become a silent reminder of the destruction that complacency in time of peace can bring to our kingdom,” Dellin replied.

Just then, the sun peeked over the mountain and they watched it grow bigger and brighter. The birds started to sing, and the couple silently listened to their melodious twitter.

“Dellin, tomorrow the girls will come for tea.”

“Do you have second thoughts about your request of them?” he murmured. 

“I did not mean to sound apprehensive,” she explained. “I will ask a lot of them. Especially after the battle ... they probably want to be with their families, since they almost lost them.”

“Just make sure they understand that it is not a com­mand and let them choose for themselves.”

Her anxiety didn’t concern him enough to take his eyes from the distance and she felt his peace.

After another long pause she said, “Dellin, are you sure the two of us should go?”

“I thought you would be pleased.” He turned her by the shoulders to look into her eyes. “Sebasten did agree that we could join them.”

“I am pleased...” She didn’t finish.

“But?”

“Paletin mentioned that we could face danger on this mission.”

“You want to know if I will let you fight if the circum­stances demand it. You are not worried about your own safety. After all, our father and brothers would protect you, and I would give my life for you. The only thing left is the critical question of the Silent Warrior. A Silent Warrior with child,” he finished.

“I promised you that I would not take up arms while I carry our baby ... and I will comply.” After a sigh, she con­tinued, “Am I to stand by and watch everyone taken from me, and not lend a hand? Do I need to ask your per­mission to defend myself or you, and if I do so without permission and break my promise... would you ever trust me again?”

“Oh, Adren, if the need arises, I do want you to defend yourself and a very few of us.”

He lifted her chin up to look deep into her eyes.

“I would prefer that it was not so, yet, I cannot stand by and I do not expect you to. But, until that happens, let us hope for the best.”

“Adren, it is not my desire to hold you back. You are my eternal partner, and I want you to feel free to do what you think is best.”

“Thank you, I needed to know that you would trust my judgment.”

“I will, my butterfly.” 

Dellin came so close and she couldn’t help that she felt so warm in his arms and soon found herself lost in his lips.

“Saelia and our mothers will help me make the pas­tries, this afternoon,” she added after the kiss.

“You will not tire yourself much, will you?”

“I believe not. I will sit most of the time.”

“Adren,” he asked after a short pause, “what are pas­tries?”

“They are made of flour and sweet fruits, similar to sweet elf bread, and you eat them with a cup of hot bev­erage.”

“Hmmm, I would like to try them.” He received her pleased smile in return.

“Do you believe the girls will want to accompany us?” she asked.

“You know them better than I, my love.” Dellin re­sponded. “You seem more anxious about this trip than the girls fighting deadly enemies for the first time,” he said.

“Well, it will be for a long trip, and they have never left home, and they are girls and if something happens to them...”

‘He is right, I am too anxious about this trip,’ she thought.

“That they are. Not many elf men would understand why they chose to fight. Our sacred duty for centuries has been to keep our women safe. An honor we hold dear to our hearts. However, no elf would reproach them if they felt so inclined.”

“I did worry that I was causing a revolution in the elfs’ culture,” she giggled.

“It is not our way to tell our women what or when to do anything.”

“I am quite thankful for that. Since Liotan and Siefen will come with us, they will want Jessikal and Emelen at their sides.”

Liotan and Siefen were Tadren’s sons with his wife Annia, and thus Dellin and Adren’s half brothers. Both shared their parents’ eyes and golden hair, although in different shades. The girls were their betrotheds. 

“I believe we will have Franelee with us, too,” Dellin added.

Franelee was Johesin, Zethil and Saelia’s sister, the youngest of Almion’s children.

“This is Saelia’s first trip to Menarm and Franelee will not want her sister or nephew to be in danger without being there to defend them,” Adren giggled.
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Later that morning, Annia arrived at Adren’s garden gate, where she found her inclined with her back against a tree, as she enjoyed a book in the shade.

“How do you feel, my girl?” she greeted her.

“I am fine, Mother,” Adren answered. “Come, let me get you a drink, it is quite hot already.”

“Worry not, Adren, I will get it myself,” she answered. 

Both headed to the kitchen door at the same time.

“It is all right. I need to move a little.”

“Do you feel like a walk, Adren?” Annia took a sip of the drink she offered her.

“That would be great,” she answered.

Pretty soon they strolled through the streets of Lothia.

“Do you not love how the branches of the trees cover us from the hot sun?” asked Annia.

“Yes, it makes for a cool and pleasant natural hall.”

At Almion’s home, they saw Saelia coming out of the door with her son in her arms.

“We, too, thought that a walk would keep us happy.” Saelia smiled at them. “Would you like some company?”

Saelia had married Paletin, the Dúnedain king from Renil, and resided in his kingdom. They were in Lothia to introduce their son, Raiden, to her family. 

“May I hold Raiden, please?” Adren asked the slender she-elf with dark eyes and olive skin. 

A cascade of dark hair swayed to the middle of Saelia’s back when Adren took the baby from her.

“He would like that.” 

“Hello, Your Highness,” Adren smiled as the little brown eyes found hers and he cooed.

“Raiden looks healthy and happy, Saelia,” commented Annia as they renewed their stroll.

“That he is,” she responded.

“How do you know when he is hungry?” asked Adren. 

The baby found a lock of her hair and tried to place it in his mouth.

“He lets you know, usually with a particular cry, or he gets ornery and refuses to be happy with anything we do.”

Saelia took the hair away from his little hands. 

“But, even older men get ornery and it has nothing to do with food?” Adren said.

“Yes, you are right,” Saelia rejoined with a laugh.

Annia noticed how insecure Adren felt on her role as mother.

“If he is fussy, tickle the side of his mouth like this,” she showed her.

“What is supposed to happen?” Adren asked.

“The baby will turn his head and try to reach your finger to suck on it.”

“Is that right?” She stared at the baby.

“Do not worry about your baby, Adren. You will know what he needs before he does,” Saelia hugged her.

“It comes with the baby,” agreed Annia. “It is part of becoming a mother that will let you know what he needs, even when he is grown.”

“It is wonderful to know that I will have a baby. It is also frightening.”

“We will help you like we were helped when it was our time,” Annia assured her.

Annia was glad she had followed her instincts and gone for a walk with Adren. She had forgotten her worries and chatted happily with everyone they met on the way. At noon, they returned Raiden to Saelia’s parents’ home for lunch and a nap. 

Just a few moments later, Moriana, Saelia’s mother entered Adren’s cozy kitchen. 

“Are we ready?” she queried. 
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“I would like us to make four different kinds of sweet­bread,” Adren instructed. “Each one of you will make a dif­ferent kind.” 

As she talked, Adren placed a mixing bowl and a spoon in front of each woman.

They poured the ingredients from the recipes that Adren had ready for them. It didn’t take long to prepare the dough, yet to cut and bake it was another story.

“This is a different way to make sweetbread,” said Moriana. She looked at a small piece of dough, before she tried it.

“They are made in great quantities every day in our castle,” commented Saelia.

“Do you eat them just like they are?” asked Annia.

“You add different types of fruit preserves, on top of them,” Adren told her.

“Sometimes you cut them in two halves and put the preserves in the middle,” added Saelia.

“But you do let the bread cool off first, do you not?” Annia awaited her answer with one eyebrow raised.

“I would think so, or the preserves would run off the hot bread,” Moriana surmised.

“You are quite right mother. But they are quite tasteful if you eat them warm,” answered Saelia.

“We will try the first ones that are ready,” Adren said.

Later, as the scent of the warm bread filled the home Saelia asked, “What do you think?” She watched her mother finish a raspberry-covered bread.

“They are very good, quite different, but yummy,” she responded.

“I would agree completely,” Annia nodded. She looked at her friend and licked the blackberry sweet from her fingertips.

“I believe we are done then.” Adren thanked the group.

The next day arrived just like every sunny day does, beautiful and full of hopes. Midafternoon came and all the invited guests started to arrive at the tea party. Not only the warrior-girls were present, but all those who would be needed for a dangerous trip.

“Hello, Father,” Adren said, when King Paletin and his elf wife, Saelia, entered. Her siblings, Johesin, Zethil and Franelee followed them.

“Welcome, Uncle Hedron,” Dellin greeted the com­mander from Woodland. 

He had saved the city from destruction by the Tahitans by showing up unexpectedly with Tronil, Lothia’s captain, and their host of warriors. He embraced his sister, Annia, and her husband, Tadren 

“Welcome, my brother,” she said.

“Hello, my princess.” Tronil bowed, which caused his midnight-colored hair to fall forward and frame his wise, tan face.

Zyrthal followed him. The extra tall and quiet strategist nodded at her before he entered. 

Adren watched Zyrthal towering over the rest of the elfs, and his soft grey-green eyes sparkled from his angular features. 

“I believe we are all here,” announced Dellin, to get everyone’s attention. “Adren, are you ready?”

“Yes,” she answered. “Everyone take a plate. Put a couple of sweetbreads on it and also take a cup of tea. Then return to your seats to enjoy it.”

Saelia helped Adren to fill the cups and everyone took turns and did as she had instructed.

“Try the tea like it is, and be careful, it could be hot. Now add a spoonful of cream and try it again,” she pointed at the cream pitchers on the table. “The last item you will add is sweetener, stir it and sip it slowly.”

“This is a custom in some mankind kingdoms,” she added. “In fact, they do it every single day at the same time.”

“At what time of the day do they perform this rite?” asked Zyrthal, and she suspected that he had already fig­ured it out.

“Usually between lunch and supper.” Adren received a smile of satisfaction from the young man.

“Do you always start with the bitter drink and then add the rest?” asked Kyanite.

“I wanted you to try the three different ways.  Actually, you drink it how you like it best,” Adren responded.

“It is quite interesting,” commented Likana. She licked her lips once again and added, “Do they drink tea on hot days, too?”

“Yes, some people would not stop for any kind of weather,” smiled Adren.

“I favor the sweetbreads, over the drink.” Jessikal’s cheeks wore a soft pink shade.

“The pastries are quite good,” agreed Tadren. He too examined the last morsel in his hand and set it in his mouth.

“Thank you. It was fun to make them,” Saelia told them.

After they enjoyed this new experience and the treats, the girls took everything to the kitchen for Adren.

“Now that we all know what a tea party is,” smiled Dellin, “I believe Adren has something else to tell us.”

Everyone turned at once and she felt a touch appre­hensive again.

“Well, as you all know,” she started, “I was born and grew up in Menarm. Paletin’s kingdom, Renil, and Menarm were sister cities that were divided by war, a long time ago. Renil is in urgent need of funds to keep going after a long period of drought and the last war.”

“Is there anything we can help you with?” asked Tadren.

“Yes, Daddy, there is,” Adren answered to cover Pal­etin’s hesitation. Her father turned back to her. “The treas­ures in Menarm are untouched and they can help Paletin’s kingdom overcome its problems.”

“It makes sense to me,” Tronil commented. “Yet, what does that have to do with the rest of us?”

“There is one big problem with transporting the riches of Menarm to Renil,” Paletin replied. “Men’s love of money and power. It makes it impossible for me to trust my kinsmen to do the job and survive long enough to tran­sport the needed treasure to our realm.”

“Can you send your troops to help guard them?” asked Johesin.

“That would bring too much unwanted attention to the group,” answered Dellin.

“The more people that know about it, the more chance that it will never get to my kingdom, Paletin answered. “Besides, I can trust my royal captains, but they are not immune to greed.”

“You could end up with a massacre or civil war on your hands,” concluded Tadren.

“Yet, elfs do not care for riches and would not covet them,” Adren mentioned.

“They can keep their mouths shut, too,” Zethil contin­ued her line of thought.

“That is why you asked us to come,” Likana exclaimed. “You want us to go and transport it from Menarm to Renil.”

“My thought was that I can trust you,” she said. “But it is not a command.”

“We realize that many of you have never left Lothia and may never have thought of doing so,” added Dellin.

“It could be dangerous,” added Tadren.

“We already know about dangers. Do you not agree, girls?” smiled Likana.

“Yes,” the nine warrior-girls chorused.

Adren smiled thankfully.

“It will also be a long trip,” added Paletin.

“It will take three weeks to get to the dead city. Who knows how long to find the treasure, and then another two from there to Renil,” calculated Zyrthal, “then two or more to come back.”

“We will be gone most of the summer,” replied Imari from where she sat next to her husband, Johesin.

“We have planned our wedding at the end of summer,” Emelen said. She looked at Siefen for his input.

“I will go either way, Emelen. I would love if you came along,” Siefen kissed Emelen’s hand tenderly. 

“Like I told you,” repeated Adren. “You need not feel obligated.” 

Adren send an inquiring gaze to Liotan and Jessikal. 

“We decided to marry in autumn,” he stated.

“Well, that leaves you, Zethil,” Adren said.

“Our wedding will come with winter,” he answered.

Christalyn smiled at her fiancé. “I believe my parents would let me go.”

“What about the rest of you?” Paletin asked the girls.

“We will come too,” answered Likana, who had become the new leader of the warrior-girls. “When will we depart?”

“We should be ready to go next week,” Dellin told them.

The girl-warriors left while the other guests stayed to continue their meeting.

“Tronil,” started Paletin. “We chose you to accompany us, because of your expertise in travels. We would like you to take charge of the safety of our group.”

“Do you expect problems on the way, even with elfs?” Tronil’s eyebrow rose.

“The best scenario would say not,” Paletin replied. “Yet, we deal with men, and they are dangerous if a fortune can be made easily.”

“A train of elfs will still get some attention from any who might see us on our way there, or back,” Tadren explained.

“If we set guards and scout the terrain ahead of us, that should keep as safe,” Tronil replied.

“That is the idea,” answered Adren. “We could trust no one else with our lives,” she smiled.

“For you, my princess, I would go to the end of the sea,” he bowed to her.

“Thank you, my brother,” she hugged him.

“Why did you ask me to come?” interrupted Zyrthal.

“We have a minor problem, my friend,” Adren ex­plained. “You see, the vaults in the city were hidden by mankind strategists, and I do not know their position.”

“We figure that the mankind strategists should be no match for the best elf strategist,” Dellin explained.

“What would happen if I could not find them?” Zyrthal sat up straight.

“Nothing,” Adren said. “Will you accept the challenge?”

“Yes, Princess, but... what about Saphyr?”

“She is welcome to come. Talk to her and see what she wants to do.”

“I will, thank you.”

“We thank you, our friends,” Paletin replied.

“What is the role you want me to play on this excur­sion?” asked Hedron. “I know that Woodland lays eight days from Menarm, in the opposite direction from Renil, yet?”

“We will need some escorts, willing elfs to help Tronil keep us safe, and your elfs could do that job very well,” responded Dellin. “Afterwards, they can just go home to Woodland.”

“We cannot take the men from Lothia, Uncle,” ex­plained Adren. “They are needed here to repair the city before winter comes.”

“That is the same reason you asked the girls to come,” expanded Saelia.

“Yes, they are not needed in the reconstruction of the city,” responded Adren.

“Yet, thanks to their training, we could use them on our trip,” added Dellin.

“I will explain the plan to them and get enough volun­teers,” stated Hedron. “How many of my elfs will we need?”

“Tronil?” asked Adren.

“Give me twenty men, plus all of you. That should be enough.”

“Then that is what you will have,” the Woodland leader responded.

“Hedron, for the privacy of the warrior-girls, send your elf troops home the day before we leave. Keep only the twenty that will come with us,” Tadren recommended.

“Anything else?”

“Will you make sure that they keep the girls’ identities as warriors secret?”

“I promise, my princess.”
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Meanwhile, Franelee was on her way home alone from the meeting and crossed Siamuel on her path. 

“Good afternoon, Siamuel,” she smiled into his deep chocolate eyes.

“Good afternoon, my lady,” he responded.

She noticed he did not return her smile.

“I have not seen you for a while?”

“I have been busy with the reconstruction.” His re­sponse sent a chill over her.

“Everyone is busy.” She smiled to take the shivers away. “I have waited for you to fulfill your promise.”

He didn’t say anything for a long moment. “I did not realize that I promised anything,” he finally muttered.

Something was wrong; he turned away from her eyes.

“I understood that you wanted to be my friend?” she countered in the elf way.

“Your friend, my lady...?”

Her heart broke and her eyes flooded with tears. “I am sorry,” she apologized. “It was my mistake. Please forgive me.” 

She spun on her heels before the telltale tears fell down her face.
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With a pierced heart, Siamuel sadly watched her leave. 

“Oh, Franelee,” he murmured, yet didn’t go after her.

His thoughts came fast, ‘Why should she cry when I have seen her with Tadren’s son, Nianen, almost every day since she asked me to visit her. 

‘Does she not know how it hurts me to see them to­gether? No, this way is better. They are a couple and if she chooses him, I will stay out of her way. 

‘Will I ever be able to put them out of my mind?’
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Paletin and Hedron met before the trip started. 

“I have picked the Woodland elfs who will accompany us,” he told the king. 

“Thank you, Commander.”

“I told the Woodland elfs that the girls will be dressed as warriors. And if any of them have a problem with that, I needed them to tell me now. Not one indicated any issue with the way the maidens dress. However, they did ask why they would choose to do that.”

“What did you tell them,” the king asked.

“More than anything for safety and to conceal their identity. The male elfs reminded me that they would be there to protect them.” 

“Did they also wonder why we are taking women on this expedition?” Paletin asked.

“I explained that the men of Lothia need to repair the city and the she-elfs are not needed for that task. Be­sides, that they are able to fight if the need arises.” 

“Well, I couldn’t expect you to lie to them.”

“Lie?” Hedron asked.

“An untruth,” he answered. 

“I told them that they were trained by the Silent War­rior.”

“Oh my...”

“Did I overstep my bounds, Paletin?”

“It is not your fault, you’re an elf and speak your mind. What did they say?”

“They were quite surprised. They wanted to know why a renowned warrior would train women. I answered that the girls asked to be trained. They thought that not one of our women would want to fight. Yet I pointed out that we have never asked them.”

“I hope you and I aren’t in trouble with Adren,” Paletin stated.

“I tried to responded vaguely, but enough to have their trust.” 

“Didn’t they ask, ‘Why would they?’”

“Curiosity,” I answered. ​“They insisted that they will keep an eye on the girls, just the same.”

“Well, that’s good, too,” the king agreed.

“I asked them to keep everything I told them quiet, or it could affect the safety of the girls. They still wondered at my words until Peiryl told them that Lady Likana was dressed like a warrior when he met her. She had a sword across her back, too.”

“Really? What did they say?”

“They wondered if he had seen her fight. He told us that after he heard the accounts of how a group of warriors had burned the catapults and rescued the captives, he knew it had to be true.

“He said that Likana has a herd of horses, and she commands them with whistles.

“They all had heard the story of how the warriors leaped upon the horses while they ran by after someone whistled to call them back.

“I added that these girls, including Likana, did it with the help of the Silent Warrior.” 

“What did they say to that?” 

“Peiryl had suspected that Likana had something to do with it, but never asked her. Bottom line is that we have open-minded elfs to accompany us on this trip.
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Chapter Two
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Eyes to Menarm

One week later, as planned, a train of wagons was ready to exit the gates of Lothia. In the lead wagon was Franelee, in her warrior clothes, her sister, Saelia, and the baby. 

Adren’s ten warriors were all dressed in their attire, except for their swords and helmets that they kept under their wagons’ seats. At either side of the wagons rode two escorts from Woodland on horses provided by Likana. And each wagon had a barrel of water fastened to each side.

Tronil, had asked the Lothian scouts, Seann, Sakone, Siamuel and Kesan, to come along and help. Kesan was to be the head scout.

“I want at least four of you to ride in advance of the caravan and keep an eye on our immediate surround­ings,” Tronil charged the scouts before the wagons left.

“It will be done.”

Franelee looked surprised to see Siamuel in the group of scouts who were going to accompany them. 

She still hurt from what had happened the week be­fore.

‘What did I do to make him change his mind about me?’ she pondered.

She liked Siamuel, but could not understand him. Well at least her friend Nianen was close to her.

“Nianen, could your wagon go next?” Paletin inter­rupted Franelee’s thoughts.

“Sure. Mother, Adren, are you ready to get in?”

“I am ready,” Annia answered. She took her place next to Adren.

Early summer filled the air. Many green shrubs cov­ered the land of Lothia and displayed their array of beau­tiful flowers. Their scent was carried to the caravan by a soft breeze that helped the travelers cool off.

“Is my lady sure that she has everything?” Sakone asked.

“Yes, why?” Kyanite queried.

“Because we are going, and we will not be back for a long while.”

Her laugh rang out as clear as the morning bells. 

“If I forgot anything, I will have to learn to live without it. Are you sure you know where we are going?” she teased him back.

“Well, if we get lost, at least we will suffer no hunger.” He grinned wide, as he pointed at the food in the belly of their wagon.

A young elf from Woodland drove Jaspire’s wagon. Their wagon carried medicinal herbs, blankets, some shovels and digging tools. 

After they were on their way, Peiryl asked over the noise of the turning wagon wheels, “Have you ever been away from home before, my lady Likana?”

“Not ever. Our family settled in Lothia after we came to Andoriah and has not ventured out again. What about you?”

“I was in the Tahitan war and in the war practice. That is why I came to Lothia for the first time. Now I will go on this trip,” he answered. 

“You fought in the Tahitan war?” Her eyes grew big with surprise. “Where were you stationed?”

“I was at Wilapond, with Commander Tadren.” 

He watched her long sun-bleached hair bounce with the movement of the wagon.

“I bet you were really good,” she smiled. Her comment caused his countenance to brighten.

“I believe you have a sister,” he said.

“Yes, Seryola, she is younger than me. Do you have siblings?”

“My father and I have lived most of our lives in Wood­land and are alone here.”

“You must be glad to return to Woodland and him then?” she asked. 

She paid close attention to his answer and he couldn’t help but like it.

“I will be very glad to see my father. There is some­thing very important I need to tell him.”

He smiled at her, yet added nothing more.

That first night, when they camped, part of the scouts returned with wild turkeys to cook for supper.

“Although today was easy, we need to be more careful as the days go by,” Tronil told them.

“That is when we may pick up followers,” Paletin added. 

They sat around the fire, enjoying their dinner.

“Also, it will place us in the right area for mercenaries or thieves to see us and recruit friends to help them, if they plan to attack us,” he finished.

“Would it be all right if we take a walk about camp?” Tadren send a glance at his wife, Annia, who smiled.

Since elfin eyes can see at night, there was no reason to say no. “Yes, but do not wander far,” Tronil responded.

“My lady Likana, would you like to go for a walk?” Peiryl invited her.

“Yes, I need a different kind of exercise.” She took the proffered hand lightly and they left.

“I know what you mean,” he responded. 

He led her over the small hill and pointed towards the stars in the clear night. 

Zethil noticed the warm breeze that caressed Christa­lyn’s honey-colored hair, as they stopped by a group of rocks near camp.

“I can’t believe that you look so pretty, even in those clothes,” he mentioned.

“Thank you,” she giggled. “I think.”

Off to one side, Johesin lingered with Imari’s hand in his.

“This is a nice spot,” she commented. “I like the sky so clear, I can see all the stars.”

“I like the view very much, too,” he smiled.

She faced him with a laugh, “Do you not look at the stars?”

“No, my love, they pale in your glow.” 

He pulled her close behind a tree and kissed her tenderly.

To their left, Liotan and Jessikal had stopped to watch the stars’ reflection on the surface of the small stream that flowed quietly by them.

“What do you think of your first day away from home?” he asked.

“It was quite hot,” she giggled, a touch pink. “I just could not decide if it was the sun or your gaze on me.”

“I tried hard not to stare,” he sought for her eyes. “But, I am afraid that I lost that battle.”

She, of course, flushed red and he embraced her with a chuckle.

A bit further along, Siefen and Emelen had their feet in a cool pool of water formed by some small rocks.

“This is heaven,” exclaimed Emelen. “I think that these clothes are hotter than I remembered.”

“I can see why that would be the case,” Siefen smiled. “I, too, have to wear them.”

She looked at him and grinned, “Yes, I suppose you do. Dresses are a bit cooler, though.”

“I could not say, I have never worn one,” he teased her.

She laughed melodiously. 

“It will be nice to have you at my side for­ever.”

Adren and Dellin, meanwhile, strode across a log to sit on a flat rock on the other side of the shallow stream.

“Are you tired, my love?” He asked.

“Not very,” she smiled. “I feel quite well.”

“You behaved today and followed Sebasten’s instruc­tions precisely.”

“That I did. Though, it is quite different to have to change my position and my mounts so many times a day,” she admitted. “When I traveled with Paletin before you met me, we spent hours on our mounts.”

Tronil and Tadren were also admiring the night breeze with their wives and could be seen further down.

“It was a good march,” Tadren mentioned casually.

“Well, if they all are like today, I will be happy,” an­swered Tronil.

“The same goes for us,” said his wife, Katian. She pointed to Annia and herself.

Ahead of them, Zyrthal and Saphyr wandered into a small grove of trees bathed by the moon. To the right of the stream, they disappeared under its shadows. This did not surprise anyone, for they both enjoyed the quiet peace that prevails among the trees.
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Nianen had noticed that Franelee wandered away unaccompanied, yet he did not follow her. He hoped that Siamuel would, since he didn’t know what had taken place between them in the city. 

He looked for the scout, and, although Siamuel looked toward the young maiden, he made no effort to go after her.

However, at that moment, an elf from Woodland fol­lowed Franelee’s trail. Nianen grinned when he turned to see a deep frown on Siamuel’s face.  Later, when Franelee came back holding his hand with a wide grin on her face, Siamuel’s frown deepened. The couple seemed to have enjoyed each other’s company. 

Guards were changed and they all settled down to rest.
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As expected from elfs who do not need to sleep many hours, they were ready to go at the first light of day. To the relief of all, it had been an uneventful night.

Likana enjoyed her breakfast next to Peiryl on that new morning. She glanced at the handsome elf’s profile, with him unaware of her gaze. She reminisced on the morning they met. Likana had just called her horses back to bring them home after the battle when he had spotted her.

“Hello,” he had greeted her, “I am Peiryl, from Wood­land. Those are very nice horses you have.”

“Thank you. They are my friends.”

“We do not keep many horses in Woodland,” he had told her. “Yours are magnificent. The way you handle them is even more splendid.”

“I have liked horses since I was a little girl. My father trained me to work with them; the rest came naturally. By the way, my name is Likana.”

“That is a beautiful name.” He had kissed her hand, and she had enjoyed a special feeling that engulfed her.

The early sun had shone behind his head and his dark eyes were full of light. However, it was not that vision, rather the kiss that had impressed upon her that she had found someone special. 

Her heart had sung when he added, “We are going to be here for a few weeks. Would you care to teach me how to work with horses the way you do?”

“I will be delighted to,” she had answered. She still was mildly surprised at how eagerly her answer had come out. 

He had helped her with the animals almost every day, and had lodged at her ranch many times. He was liked by the horses and the ranch hands, and had eaten with them often. What was even better, they seemed to like him as much as she did.

“I am impressed at how easily you learn,” she had commented one evening. 

“I believe I have found my home, my lady.” 

What he had meant still escaped her, yet she had felt his love and wondered when he would declare it to her.
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After breakfast, the caravan started its march. Those who had ridden wagons the first day switched with the mounted elfs for a change. There were no incidents and at noon they stopped to rest and eat a cold lunch.

Nianen sought out Franelee first thing. 

“Is something wrong between Siamuel and you?” he asked.

She glanced at the back of the elf, who, at that mo­ment, rode towards the nearby mountain with the rest of the scouts. 

“He changed his mind about being my friend,” she an­swered sadly.

“That is impossible,” he stared at her.

“He told me so last week when I saw him.” Her voice quaked.

“I understand not,” continued Nianen. “Why would he say that? I know he is in love with you.”

“Perhaps he discovered that he was wrong?”

“That makes no sense, Franelee. We both know that an elf knows when they find their eternal partners.”

She looked at Nianen with moist eyes.

“He hurt you when he told you that, did he not?”

“I do not know what to think about him,” she con­fessed. “All I know is that it hurts every time I try.”

“I will help you figure it out,” he promised. “I think that you two belong together.”

Nianen pulled her close and she cried softly in his arms.

“I had made up my mind to like him a lot, and he sent me away without any explanation whatsoever.”

“Do you think he might still be jealous of me?” he asked.

“I know not,” she pulled away. “But I cannot spend the rest of my life ignoring you, just to make him trust me.”

“I understand, my friend. I also understand that if you want him at your side, you must help him trust you first.”

“She-elfs do not need to prove themselves to anyone, let alone to an elf man.”

“You are right there. Perhaps we can help him by not seeking each other’s company without him or others pre­sent. He may feel more comfortable if we are not together alone.”

“And he will realize that he is wrong,” she dried her eyes.

“The other item is... I had better stop holding you like this,” he smiled, and let her go.

“I see.” She returned the smile and dried her face again. “Thank you, my dearest friend.”

“Anything to make you happy,” he bowed.

They resumed their march a bit later and the scouts returned even later that evening, with three deer.

“I think we will be spoiled, with such good dinners every night,” complimented Annia.

“That is for sure,” commented Katian. “What a suc­cessful hunt.” She smiled at the scouts thankfully.

“Thank you, my ladies,” Kesan replied. 

The scouts expertly cleaned the animals and got them ready for the fire that Tadren’s sons had lighted.

“Well, we had better get started with the rest of sup­per,” commented Katian to Annia.

“Oh no, not you,” Adren stopped them. “It is my turn in the kitchen.”

“Oh no, neither will you,” laughed Likana.

“We will take care of the rest,” Kyanite and Jaspire chorused.

“Come now, ladies. I am not an invalid, yet.”

“No, you are with child,” Likana, giggled.

“Commander Hedron, could you please get Adren out of our way?”

“Out of the way,” she laughed. “What kind of treat­ment is that? I will have you know that kings have set their crowns at my feet. Men and elf warriors,” she emphasized, “kneel to me, and my enemies disappear at the touch of my hand.”

“Anyone who saw Adren in Naul knows that that is what happened. Legions of men and elfs paid her respect,” commented Dellin. 

“All right,” Likana conceded, “we apologize. Command­er Hedron, could you please take our princess for a walk? Is that better?”

“Much better,” she had to laugh. 

She took Hedron’s extended arm and they left the girls, giggling, behind.

“Do you realize what happens to a girl when she is with child?” she asked.

“I am beginning to see,” Hedron responded.

“It is no wonder she-elfs do not conceive in Andoriah. If I had known all that was going to change ... I think I would have thought twice.”

“Is that true, Adren?” 

The worried sound of his words caused Adren to stop and stare at him.

“No, my uncle, I love it ... well, almost. I would like it better if I could do a few more things than they let me.”

He laughed at her pout. “That is cute, my niece.”

“Is that right?” she asked teasingly. “In that case, would you spar with me? I need a different kind of exer­cise.”

Adren and Hedron had walked to the other side of some boulders and were hidden from view from the main caravan, but were just a stone’s throw from a group of Lothian elfs.

“Uh-oh. I think I just got myself in a lot of trouble.” Hedron bowed.

She just giggled. “Nianen.” she called softly. “Could you bring Hedron and me our swords?”

“Sure,” answered Nianen, already halfway to retrieve her two short swords and the single blade for Hedron.

Adren noticed Dellin’s worried gaze upon her and Hedron did, too.

“Perhaps we should wait until the tree city, princess,” Hedron commented.

“Why until then?” she asked, and turned from Dellin.

“We have a private room to practice with swords,” he said mischievously.

Dellin laughed, “You are not any help if you encourage her to fight, uncle. Sebasten warned us...”

“It is not to fight, my nephew,” he interrupted. “I said to practice.”

Adren sighed with relief when she heard her husband’s bright laugh. 

“He is right you know. Sebasten told me not to fight in­tensely. ... He did not say I could not practice.”

“I knew it,” cried Siefen. He appeared from behind the rocks. “I knew you could not stop your fighting, no mat­ter...” He noticed her face and stopped in mid-sentence.

Dellin too glanced at her.

“It is not a matter of could or could not, my brother. I can fight, and will, if I have to. ... But I am not going to risk my baby for my pleasure.”

“I understand,” Siefen lowered his head.

“Come to think about it, you are right, uncle.”

“About what?” Hedron asked.

“We should wait until I have rested for a time in the tree city,” she conceded. She left them all staring at her back.

That night, after another delicious supper, Adren, from next to Dellin, asked Tadren and his wife to walk with them. 

After a long silence, Annia asked, “Is something the matter, Adren?”

She sighed loudly and responded, “Yes, Mother, I need to talk with you, yet... I want Dellin and Daddy to listen—without interrupting.” 

They nodded their consent.

“I feel torn by everything that is happening to me,” she started. She tossed her long, gold hair away from her face.

“Is this trip too much for you?” Annia queried.

“The trip is not the problem, Mother...”

“What is it then?”

“I need to know where Adren ends and where the baby begins.”

“You feel that both of you are one and the same?”

“Were you treated like I am, when you were with child?”

“Not exactly, but I never asked if I could swordfight.” She hugged her.

“I am afraid to do something wrong and hurt the baby and have Dellin blame me forever.”

Dellin’s mouth dropped open and his face fell. How­ever, as promised, he didn’t utter a word.

“You feel that you are in a dungeon and will be for another six months,” commiserated Annia.

“Yes. Do I really have to give up my life... so I can give life to my baby?”

“No, Adren, you are a healthy woman. Everyone is so excited about it that they forget that you, too, have a right to live.”

“What is right for me to do in my state?”

“You should be able to have a normal life. The only difference should be that you do not take extra risks that could harm the baby. And follow any instructions that the healers may give you.”

“My normal life is quite different from that of other women, Mother.”

“Your body is adjusted to that life and will continue to respond the same, even with the baby. The only difference is that now, you will get tired more easily and need to slow down somewhat.”

“I do not need to give up anything, then?”

“Only those things that the healer asked you to. He knows best what you need to do to help your baby be healthy.”

“Sebasten told me not to ride a horse, or walk, or sit in the wagon for long periods of time. I did not ask, but why did he?”

“Long trips are tiring, and being with child can make you very tired, too. The continual bouncing of the wagon can aggravate any nausea that you might have. On a horse it could cause your legs to cramp and fall asleep. It could cause problems for the baby. But that is in ex­treme cases, Adren. All those instructions were more for your comfort than to avoid harm to the baby.”

“Are you sure?” she asked.

“Quite sure,” she answered. “When I was expecting Dellin, we had no healer with us. Kenil took good care of me and the baby was fine. He was not a healer, either. Yes, that was a bit dangerous, but babies are quite strong.”

“You mean Sebasten is being extra careful, just in case?”

“Yes, that he is. He helped me with your brothers, and he has that experience.”

“What kind of things did you do when you were with child, Mother?”

“I knew not that I was until my belly started to show. ... Kenil and I used to run up to four miles every day. He was very quiet and graceful.”

“You did?” Adren asked, and she looked at Tadren, who smiled.

“Yes, though not all at once. It gave me energy and helped me sleep every night.”

“What else did you do?”

“We had one horse and, after we realized I was to have a baby, we competed for first place this way; I rode and he ran at my side. We did that quite often.”

“Would that not be a bit extreme?” she asked.

“It was unsafe. We had no experience with this condi­tion. Kenil thought that I should run no more and I agreed. So I rode instead,” she giggled at the way it sounded now.

Dellin cried, “Mother, do you think it is good to give her more ideas?”

She laughed as Dellin stared at her. 

“Relax, my son. ... It was a jest, mostly. She is right, you know. All of you are not letting her live. I see how she gets frustrated as the days go by. That is not healthy. Not for her and not for the baby.”

“You mean that we have caused Adren more problems by trying to pamper her.”

“Yes, Dellin. She is a strong woman, stronger than many others. The baby will be all right, just let Adren take care of him. And if all of you make her happy, the baby will be happy too.”

“Thank you, Mother, that would help a lot,” Adren hugged her.

“I would reduce your sword practice to every other day,” Annia told her. “Just make sure that you do not get too tired, and that goes for everything you do.”

“Yes, Mother, I promise.”

“I am so sorry, my love, I really believed that I was helping you,” Dellin apologized.

“I understand, yet you were doing the contrary. I am not dead. I need to be free... a little,” she sighed.

“Yes, my butterfly.”

She gazed at him and asked, “Butterfly?”

“Yes, beloved. You are a beautiful butterfly, but if I place you in a jar to admire you, you will die.”

“I love you so much.”

“And I adore you.”

Annia and Tadren left them alone for a private moment and continued their walk together. The night was cool and pleasant; the air was filled with the songs of starlings being welcomed home by their families.

“You never told me about that part of your life,” Tadren said, with a sideways glance at his wife.

“I had forgotten it. ... Well, the truth is that we did all of that, but not that much.”

“You wanted to make a point to Dellin, then?” He stopped her by a grove of trees that hid them from the younger couple.

“Yes, I had no desire to interfere, however, I watched as Adren became frustrated with the situation. She could not stand it much longer.”

“I, too, was concerned,” he commented. “I was not that bad... was I?”

“No, you were not. The difference was that I already had a son before I met you, and you trusted that I knew what I was doing.”

“I did trust you,” he embraced her.

“Besides that, we had Sebasten to keep me from racing down the streets of Lothia.”

“You would not have ... would you?”

“I know not, you never asked me to race you.”

He laughed at her mischievous words, “Tell me, my lady, who won the races?”

“Kenil should have,” she admitted. “He was very good at it. Yet, he let me win every time.”

He looked deeply into her eyes and said, “Annia, thank you for being in my life. I love you deeply.”

“I too love you,” she responded.
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At the other side of camp, the four scouts sat together in a cordial chat after dinner when Franelee and Nianen approached them. Siamuel followed them attentively with his eyes, yet maintained his reticence.

“Good evening, my lady,” Kesan, the middle-aged elf of lean form, greeted her.

“Good evening, Kesan and friends,” she responded.

“We did not have a chance to thank you properly after the battle was over,” Nianen started.

“We wanted to convey our appreciation for your council and help, when we were captives,” added Franelee.

“It was our job,” answered Sakone. “Though, I have to admit that we never expected you to know how to mount on the run.”

“We were concerned for the safety of you women,” confessed Seann. He pulled his black hair away from his face.

“If it was only us men, we would have escaped the first night,” admitted Sakone. He had tied his brown hair in a ponytail at the nape of his neck to reveal his strong fea­tures.

“Nianen and I decided to keep my talents to ourselves.”

“We understand,” replied Kesan.

“Your performance in the battle surprised us all, young Nianen. I thought you were too young to handle a sword. You proved me wrong,” was Seann’s compliment.

“I am, except that the Silent Warrior is my sister’s champion and he has taught me swords for about a year now.”

“It proved to be quite handy when we needed it the most,” Sakone added.

“It was my fault that we were captured,” Nianen con­fessed, with a sideways glance at Franelee.

“How so?” asked Seann.

“We had practiced all day and Franelee wanted to go home. I convinced her to go deeper into the forest and practice a few jumps onto our moving horses. It was a new skill, and I needed help to master it.”

“We left our horses and went into the forest for the first try,” explained Franelee. “We were ready to call them when the Tahitans caught us by surprise.”

“That is why you felt the need to protect her yourself, after you were captured,” Sakone said.

“I felt very guilty that I put her in danger,” Nianen nodded.

“Well, you and your lady did a great job,” said Seann.

Nianen looked at Franelee and she looked at Siamuel. His cheek muscles were all tense and his eyes lowered, with pretended absorption in his task.

“Franelee is not my lady,” Nianen explained. “She is my best friend, my sister if you will. Though, sometimes I think she believes she is my mother.”

They all laughed, which helped break the tension of the moment.

“If I do not watch out for you, who will?” she giggled.

“Alright, that is enough from you, little sister,” Nianen jested back.

“Little sister, why you. I am older than you.” She placed her hands on her hips defiantly.

“But, I am taller than you.”

“Yes, I suppose you are,” she admitted. “Do you see what I have to put up with? No respect,” her hands rushed to her heart.

“I have a solution for you, my lady,” exclaimed Kesan. “You need to leave the boy and find a man for you.” 

“No, thank you,” she spit.

She sent a half glance at Siamuel, who stared at her. “I tried that and I liked it not.”

“Perhaps you tried it with the wrong elf, my lady,” offered Seann.

“Perhaps,” she repeated. “I will wait for a few more years. That way I will not make the same mistake.”

“What will you do meanwhile, my lady?” asked Sakone, as he stared at Siamuel.

“I had better take this boy home,” she teased Nianen. “Good night,” she sang, to the scouts’ chuckles. 

“Wait a minute. Nobody takes me home, or anywhere else for that matter,” protested Nianen. “I ... will escort you back to camp, as it should be.”

“Boys,” she ran away to be chased by him.

Once alone, Kesan commented, “She is going to make some elf very happy, one day. That is, if... the elf does not mess up and ruin his chances with her.” 

Seann locked eyes with Siamuel, who still said noth­ing.

The scouts, like Nianen, had discovered Siamuel’s de­votion for her while they were captives.

“That elf is lucky that she is still so young, an older she-elf would think that he did not deserve her and would not give him a second chance.”
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Siamuel was left alone after that to consider what his older friends had insinuated. 

“Am I wrong about her?” he murmured. “But if I am wrong, why do I feel so torn? She is young; can I trust her with my heart?

“She said they saw each other because they practice together. Their fighting is evidence of much practice. Oh how I wish I could stop feeling so bad about Nianen’s rela­tionship with her. It cannot all be my imagination.”
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