
  
    [image: Dreams Of An Elf Maid]
  


  
    
      DREAMS OF AN ELF MAID

      A WOLVES OF VIMAR PREQUEL

    

    
      
        V. M. SANG

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright (C) 2021 V.M. Sang

      Layout design and Copyright (C) 2021 by Next Chapter

      Published 2021 by Next Chapter

      Cover art by CoverMint

      This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, or persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

      All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system, without the author’s permission.

    

  


  
    
      To my Auntie Millie and Uncle Albert, (whom I called Pop). Without them I would not have been able to have the education I did, thus would not have been able to write this book.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER ONE


          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      “Aspholessaria!” called the young elf’s mother. “Are you going out?”

      “I’m meeting Syssillina, Mother. There’s a new place that opened across the other side of Quantissarillishon. It’s called Allimissoro’s, and we’ve heard it’s fantastic. We’re going to suss it out.”

      “I do wish you’d refrain from using slang words, dear. So common. Don’t forget we’re related to the Elf Lord.”

      “Only distantly, Mother.” Aspholessaria skipped out through the door to meet her friend. “I don’t expect he’ll hear about it, so don’t worry.”

      A few minutes later, the two girls were running toward the new bar and dance hall especially opened for young folk. The youngsters had little to do in Quantissarillishon, and some of them became a little unruly from time to time.

      “My cousin, Gerralishirondo, went last night. He says it’s real cool,” Syssillina said, as they trotted across the capital city of Rindissillaran, the land of the elves. “He says there were elves playing music, and everyone was up and dancing.”

      “It sounds amazing.” Aspholessaria grinned at her friend. “Did he say how far it is?”

      “Oh, Asphodel.” Syssillina used her friend’s diminutive name. “I told you it’s only a few trees over. Well, perhaps a bit more than that, but only about half-a mile.”

      The elves built their city of Quantissarillishon deep in the forest. Many who visited it for the first time did not know they had arrived. The elves had built some of their buildings into the trees themselves, with knotholes as windows. Walkways stretched from tree to tree. To anyone not looking up, it would seem there was nothing but forest.

      The girls trotted along these walkways, passing residences and workshops, until they arrived at a building that stretched over the branches of several large oaks. Music and laughter came from out of the open doors. The girls stopped and looked at each other.

      Asphodel took a breath. “Well, we’ve come, so we might as well go in.”

      She matched her actions to her words, and Syssillina followed.

      Lanterns wreathed the room and gave a festive air to the surroundings. Seats surrounded small tables, most of which had young elves sitting and chattering. A dance floor occupied the centre of the room, with a number of young folk dancing to the music.

      The girls looked around. Syssillina noticed an empty table close to the band. They made their way to it and sat to claim the seats. Syssillina got them fruit juice from the bar, and they sat, sipping their drinks and listening to the music.

      “Isn’t that Llinisharrovno over there?” Asphodel whispered about a young man who went to school with them. “Who’s that with him? I’ve not seen him before.”

      Syssillina looked to where Asphodel pointed. “Yes. I’ve not seen Llin for a long time. His friend’s hot, don’t you think?”

      The girls started to giggle, but stopped quickly when they noticed the pair looking at them. The two young men smiled and walked toward them.

      “Are they coming to us?” Asphodel looked at her drink.

      “I don’t know. There’s a group of girls at the next table. I expect they’re going to them.”

      But they weren’t. They came and stood in front of Asphodel and Syssillina.

      “I’ve not seen you two since we left school,” Llinsharrovno said. “Where’ve you been hiding yourselves?”

      “Don’t forget, you live at the opposite side of the city from us,” Syssillina said. “We’ve not been hiding. We don’t get over there very much.”

      Llinsharrovno sat in an empty seat. “This is my cousin, Vassinamorro. Vass, this is Aspholessaria, known as Asphodel. And Syssillina, known as Syssi.”

      The other young man pulled a chair over and sat. His smile made Asphodel’s stomach turn over. He had blue eyes and blond hair, and was tall for an elf, being five-foot-ten. He had the build of one who looked after his body.

      “Pleased to meet you,” he said. “I’m new to Quantissarillishon. Llin has been showing me round. It’s a beautiful city, but it pales into insignificance next to the beauty of its girls.”

      Both girls blushed and muttered their thanks for the compliment.

      “Can I get you a drink?” Llin stood.

      The girls accepted. As he walked away, Vass asked Asphodel if she would like to dance. She accepted, and he escorted her to the dance floor, putting a guiding arm on the small of her back. Asphodel’s heart began to pound.

      Vass danced as gracefully as a dragon in flight, and Asphodel felt she had wings on her feet, he was so easy to dance with. When his hand touched hers, baby dragons began to dance in her stomach, and she thought she would melt into his blue eyes. Her black hair flew around her head as he twisted and turned her in the dance. He lifted her up and swung her around, and she gasped in surprise, which made him laugh.

      The dance ended and they returned to their seats.

      Llin danced with Syssi, then with Asphodel as Vass danced with Syssi. Asphodel watched the pair, treading on Llin’s feet a few times, but he laughed.

      “My cousin has that effect on women,” he whispered in her ear the fifth time she missed a beat and trod on his toes. “I wish I had his looks and charm.”

      The girls danced with Vass and Llin all evening, the two young men taking turns with both of them. It grew dark. Time stood still while they talked and danced.

      The master of ceremonies announced the last dance. Vass guided Asphodel onto the dance floor one last time as the slow music began. He pulled her close as they shuffled around the floor. All too soon, the music stopped and the young people prepared to depart.

      The four of them left the building together. The lights that had lit it up so brightly were going out one by one, and the few lamps on the walkways, high in the trees, gave only a little light.

      “I don’t like the idea of you walking alone in the dark,” Vass said. “May we walk the two of you home?”

      The girls agreed, and the four young people meanderedthrough the treetop walkways to the girls’ homes.

      “Will you be going to Alli’s again?” Vass said, as they stood outside Asphodel’s home.

      The girls looked at each other. Asphodel had to restrain herself from replying too quickly. She would certainly go again if Vass were going to be there.

      “What do you think, Syssi? Should we go again?”

      “I think we should give it another go. I enjoyed myself tonight. The music was excellent, and the drinks as well. They’ve done wonders with the décor, too.”

      Vass looked at both girls in turn. “Perhaps we’ll see you there another time.”

      The two young men left the girls, walked a few paces and turned to wave.

      Asphodel entered her home and crept up the stairs to her bedroom. She threw herself on her bed, smiling, then turned on her stomach and groaned.

      Does he like me? Does he like Syssi better? Oh, I can’t tell who he likes better.

      She thought of the way he looked into her grey eyes when they danced, and her stomach turned again. She thought, one minute he liked her best. Then the next, she thought of how he had looked at Syssi, and decided he liked Syssi best.

      With her thoughts in turmoil, she fell asleep.
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      Asphodel spent the next few days in confusion. Her mother reprimanded her several times for forgetting little things.

      “Really, Aspholessaria. Anyone would think you were in love. What’s wrong with you?”

      Her father laughed. “Perhaps she is in love. She’s at that age.”

      Her mother turned to her husband. “She’s of House Royal. She can’t be allowed to fall in love. She will need to marry someone suitable.”

      Am I in love?

      Asphodel wandered into the city. She had an errand to do for her mother, but she found her steps taking her on a detour past where Llin lived.

      As she passed his house, the two young men came out.

      “Asphodel,” Vass called. “I’m glad we’ve seen you. Are you and Syssi going to Alli’s tonight? Llin and I are, and I’d very much like it if you were there, too.”

      “I don’t know. I’ve not seen Syssi for a couple of days. I’ll go and ask her when I’ve done the jobs Mother wants me to do.”

      Syssi agreed to go to Alli’s that evening to meet the two young men. Asphodel was still in confusion. Vass had said he would like it if they were there, but did he mean her, Syssi, or both of them?

      Later that evening, it became apparent that Vass’s interest was in Asphodel. He danced with her all evening and hardly took his eyes off her when they were not dancing.

      That night, he walked her home without the accompaniment of Syssi and Llin, who walked home separately. Halfway to Asphodel’s home, their hands touched. Her stomach turned over again as Vass took her hand in his. They strolled along in silence, each happy in the other’s company. The world around them had vanished. There was only Vass in the world, as far as Asphodel was concerned.

      All too soon, the walk ended and they stood outside her home. Vass put a finger under her chin, lifted her face and bent his head to kiss her. When his lips met hers, she thought she would faint with pleasure.

      The kiss seemed to go on forever, but finished all too soon. Asphodel leaned against Vass’s chest and he held her close.

      “You’re the most beautiful girl I’ve ever met. I wish we could stay like this forever.”

      Asphodel sighed, and her practical side came to the fore.

      “So do I, Vass, but my mother will be wondering where I am. I’m afraid I must go in.”

      Vass bent his head once more and delivered a passionate kiss on Asphodel’s mouth. He stood and watched as she walked up the ramp leading to her home in the trees.
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      Asphodel and Syssi’s visits to Alli’s became more frequent over the next few months. Asphodel did not deliberately keep her relationship with Vass secret from her parents. She just never bothered to tell them. It didn’t seem important they should know.

      She was engrossed in her growing relationship with Vass. That was all that seemed important to the girl. He was kind and attentive, and always complimented her on how she looked.

      Twice a week, she and Syssi went to Alli’s and met the two young men. This went on for two months. They danced and talked amongst the lights and music of the venue.

      One evening, as they stood on the balcony of Alli’s, Vass turned to Asphodel and kissed her. An owl hooted in the tree next to them, and Vass smiled.

      Turning to Asphodel, he said, “We always seem to meet where there are others, Aspho. Let’s go somewhere we can be on our own. Just the two of us.”

      “I’d like that. Just the two of us.”

      “Are you busy tomorrow? We could go for a walk. Perhaps out of the city.”

      Asphodel smiled at him, her grey eyes dancing. “I’m not going anywhere tomorrow afternoon. Yes, let’s do that.”

      The following afternoon, the sun shone and it was warm, being nearly midsummer. The pair sat outside the city, next to the river that flowed through it. A tree had fallen long ago, and its trunk lay across the clearing it had made.

      They sat on the trunk, dangling their feet in the water to cool them. The river burbled along, ignoring everything except it’s own journey. Birds hopped from branch to branch, calling to each other. A pair of turtledoves sat on a tree close by, preening each other.

      “Look at them.” Vass pointed to the birds. “They’re in love.”

      The male flew up and called his coo-hoo-hoo-hooo, before landing next to his mate, and they began their preening again.

      “Like I love you, Aspho.” He leaned over and kissed her.

      She closed her eyes and felt as if she were flying with the doves. Once more, time stood still.

      They talked and kissed, and kissed and talked, until Asphodel decided she had better return home before it became dark.

      The pair continued meeting at places other than Alli’s, and took frequent walks in the land outside the city. If her mother thought anything, she assumed her daughter was out with Syssi somewhere.
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      One day, after Asphodel and Vass had been seeing one another for almost a year, Asphodel’s father called her into his study.

      “I have something to tell you,” he said. “Do you remember Frishillondor? He came here not long ago to eat with us, as I had business with him and wanted to help it along. Well, it seems he was quite taken with you, and he’s asked me for your hand in marriage.”

      Asphodel gasped.

      “Yes, it’s quite a surprise, isn’t it? And an honour, too. Your mother’s thrilled. He’s nearer in blood to the Elf Lord than even we are. His sister’s the Elf Lord’s mother. Fancy that! So of course, I agreed immediately.”

      “No!” Asphodel cried. “I can’t marry him. He’s old. I won’t marry him.”

      “Now, now, child,” her father replied. “He’s not so old. He’s younger than I am. Anyway, I insist on this marriage. It’ll be a big boost to our family. All our businesses will benefit greatly with him as a sponsor. We’ll discuss it when we get back from seeing your sister.”

      Asphodel stamped her foot. “I said I won’t marry him, and I meant it.”

      She ran out of the room, slamming the door behind her.
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      Asphodel stormed out of the house, tears streaming down her face. She would go to Vass. He would have a solution to this. She could not—would not—marry this man. He was old, despite what her father said. It was wrong to force someone to marry against their will. It was one thing if the two people both agreed to the arrangement, but she did not. She loved Vass. If she married Frishillondor, she would never see Vass again. And she could not bear that.

      Asphodel ran along the path high in the trees. It swayed a little under her feet, but the familiar movement did not seem as gentle as in the past.

      To the distraught girl, it felt like forever until she saw the path leading to where Vass stayed with his cousin, Llin. As she arrived, the door opened and the two young men came out.

      Vass ran to Asphodel and took her in his arms. “Oh, my darling, what’s the matter?” He brushed long strands of black hair from her face where it had stuck to her tears.

      Asphodel stopped sobbing and leaned her head against his chest. She was safe now. Vass would not allow this marriage to take place. He would think of something.

      “Vass, it’s terrible. Father has arranged a marriage for me with a man who’s nearly as old as he is. I told him I won’t marry this man, and ran out of the house. He’ll be so angry. He’ll make me marry Frishillondor, I just know it.”

      Tears began to fall once more.

      Vass pushed her away from him, holding her by her shoulders, and looked into her grey eyes, no longer clear as they usually were.

      He smiled at her. “Asphodel, I swear I won’t let this wedding go ahead. I love you, and you love me. Let’s go for a walk and think about it.”

      “But what are we going to do?” She began to breathe more quickly. “I know we should be together, Vass, and I’ll make sure we will be. I don’t know how, but whatever happens, I won’t marry this man.”

      Asphodel’s tears had stopped, and what had been heartbreak turned into anger. She clenched her fists, pressed her lips together, and looked at Vass. She saw his smile, and her heart beat faster. Yes, this was the right man for her.

      “You don’t like being told what to do, do you?” Vass pulled her into a tight embrace.

      “It’s not that. What I don’t like is being told to do something I know is wrong. I won’t do it. My parents will be so angry at the way I rushed out in a temper.”

      Asphodel hung onto Vass’s arm for comfort as they walked through the trees, thinking.

      Vass turned to Llin. “Do you think your parents will let Asphodel stay for tonight? Maybe by tomorrow, her parents will have calmed down and will be willing to listen to reason.”

      Llin shrugged. “Hmm!” He scratched his head. “It won’t be easy. After all, I think they agree with Asphodel’s parents—that she ought to marry the man they choose for her.”

      As it began to get dark, the trio made their way back to Llin’s home.

      Llin’s mother stood in the kitchen, preparing the evening meal. She had her back to them as she stirred a pot of stew. The savoury smell permeated the small room, making Asphodel’s mouth water.

      Llin’s mother turned as she heard their footsteps. “Ah, there you are. Did you have a nice walk? Llin, your father will be home soon, so get washed. And you, too, Vass.” She turned to Asphodel. “Would you like to stay for the evening meal, Asphodel? If you’re sure your parents won’t mind.”

      Asphodel glanced at Vass, who smiled at his aunt.

      She replied, “No, they won’t mind. In fact, they won’t even know until I tell them. They’ve gone away to stay with my sister for a few days.”

      Asphodel embroidered the truth slightly.

      “That’s settled then. You’ll stay and eat with us.” A smile lit up her face, and Asphodel thought it made the woman look beautiful.

      “I’ll need a few more vegetables if Asphodel is staying to eat with us.” She turned to Llin. “Go and get some from the store, will you?”

      Llin returned with the requested vegetables, and his mother began peeling and chopping. She stopped and brushed her hair from her eyes. “I’ve had an idea. How long are your parents going to be away?”

      This took Asphodel by surprise. She hadn’t thought Llin’s mother might ask this question.

      “O-oh…er…I don’t know.” She looked at her feet, then back at Llin’s mother. “Daisy—that’s Dassirrola, my sister—is expecting a baby any day, and I think they’ll stay until she’s had it.”

      Vass looked at her and raised his eyebrows. Asphodel smiled and gave a little nod to say that it was the truth she told about her sister.

      “Oh, I understand,” Llin’s mother said. “Your mother is lucky having two of you. That’s rare in elvenkind. Most of us have to make do with one child.” She picked up her knife again and resumed her chopping. “What I was going to say is, would you like to stay here while your parents are away? It’ll be lonely for you at home by yourself.”

      Vass stifled a laugh, and Llin’s jaw nearly dropped to the floor. How easy it had turned out to be. No arguing a case for Asphodel to stay. His kindhearted mother had done it for them.

      Llin whispered to Asphodel, “How much of that was the truth?”

      “All of it. Well, the part about Daisy having a baby soon, and my parents going to visit her.” Asphodel looked sideways at him. “The part about them staying until she’s had the baby isn’t true. Well—not entirely. If by any chance the baby starts to arrive while they’re there, I don’t think anything would make my mother leave.”
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      The next morning, Vass took Asphodel to walk in the forest outside the city.

      Once there, he took her hand. “I hardly slept last night, darling. I was thinking and thinking how we can be together, and I concluded there is only one way. We must run away.”

      Asphodel stopped and stared at him. “Run away? Run to where? Wherever we go in Rindissillaran, they’ll find us.”

      “Not to anywhere in Rindissillaran. This is a big continent. We could go to Erian. They’d not find us there.” A look of excitement filled his eyes. “But we must go quickly. Your parents might already be looking for you. First, they’ll think you stayed with Syssi and not worry. But by this evening, they’ll begin asking. It won’t take them long before they think of looking here. We should go tonight. Or at the latest, tomorrow morning.”

      Asphodel walked to the edge of a small brook that ran through the forest.

      “Leave Rindissillaran?”

      “Yes.”

      “I’ve never lived anywhere but here in Quantissarillishon.”

      “It’ll be an exciting adventure for you. It’s the only way I can think of that we can be together.”

      Asphodel turned to face Vass, a determined look on her face. “We’ll goI have a few jewels and a little money. If I can get them without my parents seeing me, I will. We’ll need money.”

      “I’ve a little money, too. Not much, but I can work. And you can read and write, so you can get a job as a scribe, I expect. We’ll get along just fine.”

      “I don’t speak Erian, do you?”

      Vass laughed. “No, but we’re both intelligent people. And we learned Elvish, didn’t we? How hard can it be to learn Erian?”

      Asphodel chuckled.

      Vass picked her up and spun her round. “Here’s to our new life in a new country.”
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      Asphodel crept toward her home. Had her mother returned from Daisy’s?

      Luck was with her. As she entered the house, she glanced in each of the rooms she passed. No sign of her mother. Her father would be at work, of course. Perhaps Daisy had gone into labour. Or maybe her mother had gone out to get something.

      Asphodel frowned. Maybe she had gone to look for her daughter.

      She slipped into her bedroom unnoticed and took her jewellery from the box on her dressing table. There were a few necklaces and a medallion to Grillon, the god of nature and wild things. A ruby and diamond ring lay at the bottom of the box. Asphodel picked it up. The large ruby sat in the centre of a ring of small diamonds.

      “Grandma, would you have approved of me eloping with Vass?” She sighed as she placed the ring with her other jewels. “Probably not.”

      At the other end of the dressing table box was her moneybox. After picking it up, Asphodel shook it and grimaced as she emptied a small number of coins onto her bed. She had saved them from little jobs she did in her spare time when she still attended school.

      Asphodel had left school last summer, and had been looking for a job. The elves relied exclusively on small cottage industries. Asphodel’s family, being related to the Elf Lord, if but distantly, thought they should not take part in manufacture, but they were willing to work at financial companies.

      Asphodel had thought she might like to help others. That was considered a suitable occupation for a member of House Royal. Her cousin worked in a hostel for poor and sick elves. Something along those lines attracted Asphodel. But now she was going on an adventure. That was also something she had dreamed about, but never thought would happen. She would see more of the world than the nearly closed elven community allowed.

      Asphodel stuffed some spare clothes into a backpack, choosing to take tunics and trousers, while ignoring her dresses.

      Turning away from her home, she closed the door and sped to where Vass waited. He squinted as the sun shone in his eyes. Asphodel waved, and he waved in reply. He had been back to Llin’s home, and like Asphodel, had gathered some clothes and money. He grinned as she ran to him, and they set off southwest, toward the land of Erian.

      There were few elves around this morning. The couple had deliberately not left earlier when the elves were going about their various tasks. Now, they were all at their work. Only a single elf passed them as the pair traversed the walkways to the stairs leading to the forest floor.

      Asphodel looked back. This might be the last time she would see her home city, or her family. She frowned. Was she doing the right thing? Her parents would be worried at first, then frantic. Was it fair to put them through that?

      She glanced at Vass, and he beamed the smile that lit up his face.

      Asphodel could not live without him. She could not marry a man she did not love, just to please her parents’, and especially her mother’s, ambitions. No. This was the right thing to do.

      She turned her face away from everything she knew, and, smiling at Vass, led the way into the forest.

      Asphodel knew the forest they passed through first. She had never been far away from Quantissarillishon, but had played among these trees as she grew up. She knew the little streams and the tall trees. She could tell Vass which were the best to climb, and which were almost impossible. She laughed as she pointed out one where Llin had been stuck when he climbed too high. He was there for several hours, until his father came and helped him.

      The couple held hands as they traveled, but did not stop to eat. Asphodel took out some food she had pilfered from her mother’s pantry, and they ate as they continued on their journey. Vass said they needed to get as far away as possible. Asphodel’s parents would become anxious after nightfall, as would Llin’s when Vass did not return. After all, he was their responsibility while staying with them.

      The darkness began to creep in, and Asphodel shivered.

      “Are you cold?” Vass said.

      Asphodel shook her head. “No, not really. The forest seems different at night.”

      “You’ve never been out in the forest at night before?”

      “My parents wouldn’t allow it. I’m a girl, and not allowed to go adventuring.”

      Vass stopped in a clearing where a little stream ran.

      “We can stay here tonight. We’ll need a fire. You get water.” He pointed to the stream. “I’ll gather wood.”

      When Asphodel returned, she found Vass cutting the turf in a circle.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Preparing a hearth. Can’t risk setting fire to the forest.”

      Asphodel sat and watched with interest. After cutting the turf and setting it aside, Vass picked up stones from a pile he had collected, and placed them in a ring around the hearth. Asphodel stared as he built the fire. Because she was a girl, woodcraft wasnot something she had learned, but Vass had been training to be a hunter, and making a fire was part of his training.

      Fascinated by Vass’s skill, she crept closer. He struck flint on steel to create a spark that set the dry leaves to smouldering.

      “Can I help?” she said

      “Blow gently on the leaves to get them burning.”

      Asphodel was pleased to comply, and as the small twigs caught, she fed some larger ones onto the fire. Vass took over, gradually adding larger pieces of wood until he had a hearty blaze going.

      “There. That should keep us safe tonight.” He sat back on his heels. “Wild animals won’t come near the fire.”

      Asphodel looked around the clearing. Her heart began to beat faster as she scanned the surrounding trees. She had not thought of wild animals. But of course, there would be bears, wolves, and wild boar, at the least. She realised how unprepared she was for this adventure.

      Vass smiled at her. “They won’t come near the fire. I promise.”

      “What if the fire goes out while we’re asleep?”

      “We take turns to watch it. It won’t be like having a full night’s sleep, and we’ll be tired tomorrow, but we need to make sure it stays lit. I’d let you sleep through, but I need some rest, too.”

      He reached over to pull her to him, and kissed her passionately. As Asphodel felt his lips on hers, she pressed into him. Her hands crept around his neck without any conscious intent on her part. She felt his hot breath as he bent his head and kissed her neck, and felt his heart racing in his chest, much as her own.

      She felt confused. What was happening to her?

      She pulled away.

      “What’s wrong? Don’t you want me?”

      Asphodel looked at him. “I’m here, aren’t I? Would I be here if I didn’t want you?”

      “Well, why are you pulling away?”

      “I’m afraid. I’ve never…you know.” She blushed. “What if I become pregnant?”

      Vass frowned. “Surely, you knew what’d happen, coming away with me? I want us to be married, but there’s no need to wait. We’re not in Quantisarillishon now.”

      “Oh, Vass, I’m worried about pregnancy. I know elves expect youngsters to experiment, and it’s not frowned on. But illegitimacy is. We’re expected to make sure we don’t get pregnant.”

      Vass lay on his blankets and turned over.

      “Take the first watch,” he snapped. “I’ll relieve you in a bit. And don’t let the fire go out.”

      Asphodel’s eyes filled with tears, and she quickly brushed them away. She was not going to let Vass’s anger upset her. This was their first quarrel, and undoubtedly they would have many more over their long lifetimes. She would get used to it and not let it get to her.

      After a while, she struggled to prevent her eyes from closing. She stood and walked around the clearing, gathering more wood to put on the fire as the flames began to splutter and die down. Walking cleared her head a little, and as she sat down again, Ullin, the silver moon, broke through the clouds above the clearing. Asphodel smiled. Ullin was full, and seemed to be smiling.

      He approves of us leaving Quantissarillishon.

      As she looked at the moon, she became aware of a flash of silver in the forest.

      Just the moonlight.

      Then it came again. She turned toward where she though it had appeared.

      Yes, something was there. Something the rays of the moon had picked out. Something large and white.

      She drew closer to the fire. Vass had said wild animals would not come near it.

      She clasped her Grillon amulet and prayed to the god to protect them.

      The creature entered the clearing as if tiptoeing. Asphodel gasped. Before her stood the most beautiful creature she had ever seen. At first glance, he looked like a white horse—somehow she knew it was male. He had a silver sheen to his coat, and a long black mane. His hooves were cloven, unlike a horse, and the feathering around them was also black, like his mane. He shook his head, and Asphodel’s gaze fixed on the long spiral horn growing from his forehead.

      “A unicorn,” she breathed.

      Unicorns were rare creatures, and were shy and seldom seen. This one, though strode across the glade toward her, occasionally glancing at the sleeping Vass.

      Asphodel held her breath as the creature approached. This was such a strange experience that she wondered if she had fallen asleep and was dreaming.

      When the unicorn was within touching distance, he stopped and leaned his head forward to place his horn on her shoulder, touching her ear. Asphodel reached out and stroked the animal’s silky nose. He sighed. To her surprise, Asphodel heard a voice in her head.

      Do not fear. I come not to hurt you.

      “I’m not afraid.”

      I bring a message. You have a marriage promise, but you must not marry him. You will find another.

      The unicorn glanced toward Vass as he said this last thing, then turned to gallop out of the clearing.

      Asphodel frowned. Who must she not marry? The unicorn must be referring to her arranged marriage. That was the promised one. He had looked at Vass when he said she would find another. He must mean Vass is the other.

      Vass woke and told her to get some sleep. He would tend the fire now.

      Asphodel opened her mouth to tell him about the unicorn, but somehow it was too precious a moment to share, so she lay on her blanket and quickly fell asleep.

      The next morning, when Asphodel woke, Vass was putting the fire out. He kicked the stones out of the way before replacing the turf he had cut. When he had finished, it would be difficult to see that anyone had lit a fire here.

      Vass said little as they ate some stale bread and cheese, and walked hand-in-hand toward what they hoped was the Erian border.

      “Vass, what’s wrong?” Asphodel said, after an hour of silent walking.

      “I told you last night. I’m going mad being this near you all night and not being able to make love to you.”

      Asphodel sighed. He was still angry.

      She stopped walking and looked at him. “You can wait, Vass, surely. We’ll have all our lives to make love as much as we want once I can get herbs to stop pregnancy.”

      Vass glared at her through narrowed eyes. “Are you regretting coming away with me?”

      Was she? She could turn back now. If her parents knew of her escapade, they would be angry, yes. Very angry. They would punish her, but they would forgive her. Frishillondor was not too bad. He was quite good-looking for a man her father’s age, and he seemed kind. She might get to love him—eventually.

      “Well?” Vass barked.

      Asphodel looked at him, and her stomach somersaulted. This was the man she loved. She had every right to be with him.

      “I left my home and family because I love you, Vass. I’d go anywhere to be with you. I regret nothing.”

      “Then why wait for us to make love? Elves don’t have many babies. You wouldn’t get pregnant before we’re married.”

      Her grey eyes took on a steely glint. “It isn’t impossible, Vass. My mother had two babies, but most elves only have one. We’re of House Royal, and there are twins in the Royal line. We’re more fertile than most elves. I’m not risking it.”

      Vass relapsed into silence.

      After walking for another hour, he turned to her and said, “You’re a most stubborn girl, Aspholessaria.”

      He softened his words with a smile, which Asphodel returned, breathing a sigh of relief that his anger was dissipating.

      Three days passed as they travelled toward Erian. They saw no sign of pursuit during that time, nor did they encounter any dangers from the denizens of the forest. Vass had been right about the fire keeping wild beasts away.

      After these three days, the trees thinned, and they met a track leading westward. They followed it and soon saw smoke rising from chimneys in a small human village.

      “We must be in Erian!” Vass said. “At last. Now you can go and seek out those herbs you were talking about.”

      “One-track mind.” Asphodel laughed, and ran ahead into the village.
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