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          Before the beginning

        

      

    

    
      
        
        - Archenon -

      

      

      The fire in his hand had ignited suddenly.

      Archenon didn't know where it had come from, though it seemed to come from him. The blood coursed through his veins, and he had never felt more alive. The sense of warmth had always been with him—as it usually was with the Wy-alfen-Iliath. However, others of his wild elven kin sometimes spoke of the cold. Archenon had never understood what they meant, and perhaps he never would.

      The sun forced its way through the forest with slow breaths, finally touching his skin. The clearing behind his home filled with light as Elfen Lyconis woke up.

      Archenon returned his attention to the growing ball of fire. It was like the flames were alive, frolicking in his hand before proceeding up his forearm. Another burst of fire flared to life in his other palm. He held his hands in the air, transfixed by his newfound power. The pulsating energy inside increased, and he allowed the flame to grow into a blaze, shimmering around him in the form of smoldering women performing a seductive dance.

      It was exhilarating.

      He had no idea how or why he had conjured up such a vision. The thought to ask questions was fleeting, and all he could do was dance along with the apparitions of his making.

      Something familiar whispered through the smoke.

      Was that Archenon's name?

      It was likely only the wind, Archenon thought, as one of the fire dancers slinked away from him while the others kept him in their hold. The familiar sound of his name reissued, though he hardly registered the voice.

      Something like a distant scream followed. This time, Archenon took the time to glance in the direction of the sound.

      Braxon!

      Archenon's uncle was on fire, his arms reaching out from the fire dancer's hold as he crumbled to his knees.

      Archenon shook himself and willed away the fire still vividly burning. The tendrils of flame died down before propelling over to join the dancer that had latched onto Braxon. Together, they licked their way up to his bare chest as they grew back, stronger than before. The first dancer had only scorched Braxon a little. But when the others joined in the frenzy, Braxon's skin began to bubble.

      It was strangely mesmerizing.

      Archenon slapped himself over the head. What was he doing? He ran for his uncle. Braxon must have thought Archenon had been burning and had tried to reach him when the first flame had grabbed hold. As he neared his uncle, the flames were twisting up from his body on the ground. The fire of their being had consumed him entirely.

      Archenon swooped in for the rescue, the flames vanishing at last as he pulled Braxon to him. Too late. Pieces of his uncle's smoldering flesh fell through his fingers to the ground.

      The tears welled up. What in Aradria had Archenon done?

      "Arch!" Archenon's mother's voice was several notes higher than usual. "What happened?" Ithriel came to sit next to Archenon, placing a hand on his bare shoulder.

      "I…I killed uncle Braxon. It was an accident. The fire was just there."

      Ithriel turned Archenon's face toward her own. Her emerald-green eyes were somehow less bright, and a deep shadow set beneath her brows.

      "Sorcery," she muttered. "This is not your fault; it is mine. Still, this is something we can’t handle on our own."

      Ithriel took Archenon's hand while stroking her fingers through the ash on the ground that had once been her brother. A tear shone in the crook of her eye. Somehow, Archenon wondered if she was more scared than sad. Maybe both at the same time.

      "What can I do?" Archenon's voice trembled. Sorcery was not something the wild elves coveted. It was considered a dark art that did not belong in Elfen Lyconis.
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        * * *

      

      The shaman of the wild elves looked at Archenon with wide eyes.

      "So," she said. "Given that Archenon recently came of age, your son appears to have an innate power of sorcery." She spoke to Ithriel, yet she did not take her crimson gaze off Archenon.

      Ithriel paced the circular space of the shaman's moss cottage. "What can we do? Can you spell this awful thing away?"

      The shaman tutted. "This is who he is. He was born with it. It was simply time for the flames to manifest, and we were not prepared—though we should have been." The shaman placed a hand over Archenon's raven hair, tracing her fingers down one of his braids, finally twisting the ends in her hand.

      "His powers must be contained. Especially after what happened when he tapped into them for the first time." She hesitated. "This was the first time, yes?"

      Archenon nodded, cringing under the shaman's touch.

      "We could send word for a wizard or someone else who might be able to help him?" Ithriel asked.

      "I can’t allow outsiders to enter Elfen Lyconis, even for this purpose," the shaman said. "You should know this, Ithriel. It would be dangerous for everyone in the village."

      A sigh slipped out of Ithriel's mouth. "Then, tell me what to do. The others will have him trialed or worse—hunted— once they find out what he did, not to mention how he did it. Especially if we have no one around who can control his sorcery."

      "You're quite right. Archenon can't stay. There's only one place I know that might be able to teach him how to handle his powers. Your boy has a strong heart—it's possible he will endure the trials put upon him. Nothing is ever certain, however."

      Archenon shivered. Not due to any cold. More because of the dread rising in his chest. Had they said he had to leave? He wanted to stay.

      "This is my home," he said.

      "Not anymore, my boy." The shaman let go of his hair. "You and your mother are about to go on a journey to another land. I don't know if the High Queen will help you, though it's the best option I can think of."

      Ithriel stopped pacing and let her arms slump to her sides.

      "Êvina. I never thought I'd go back. But if you say it's the only way…"

      "I do say."

      Archenon wanted to protest, to scream and plead his case, but one did not argue with wild elven women. All he could do was shake his head, and hope his mother would somehow change her mind.

      She did not.
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        - Archenon -

      

      

      The room of white marble’s oval, glass ceiling revealed the starlit sky. Ithriel’s and Archenon’s journey to the white castle had been quiet, apart from the vast amount of humans staring at them. It was rare for wild elves to travel outside of Elfen Lyconis. The scowling eyes were expected, and so Archenon didn't care, at least not as much as he cared about his mother’s silence.

      Ithriel had not said one word since they had arrived at the castle and been escorted into one of the hundreds of rooms therein.

      Archenon somehow sensed the High Queen’s approach, even as she prepared to come and greet him and his mother. The air changed and rippled before him, as though she was stroking his skin from afar, supplying warmth to his flesh and attempting to soothe his weary mind. His mind, he learned then, was not as easily influenced as his body.

      Rhonja had entered the room so quietly that Archenon’s mother jumped when the High Queen spoke.

      “Greetings, Ithriel and Archenon of Elfen Lyconis. Welcome to the towers of Êvina. I know why you're here.” Rhonja smiled gently, appearing almost luminescent as she stood before them.

      Something Archenon had not felt before stirred in his heart at the vision of Rhonja’s otherworldly beauty. Her skin sparkled as bright as a million stars. Her hair seemed to have been woven from the gleam in her skin and flowed sinuously about her waist and shoulders.

      With all of her beauty, Rhonja’s most striking feature was her eyes. As soon as Archenon thought he knew their color, they revealed something different. They were unlike anything he had ever witnessed. The constant shifting of images reflected in her irises left his knees weak, though he yearned to be strong.

      “Your Majesty.” His mother inclined her head. “My son has a good heart, but I fear for it. My only hope is that you'll know what to do. He can’t stay in Elfen Lyconis. The shaman said that she could not provide the help he needs and that sorcery requires careful guidance. I didn't know where else to turn.”

      Ithriel had been conflicted, but the shaman had been adamant—Archenon had to leave Elfen Lyconis.

      Archenon was still looking at the High Queen. He thought he saw his entire life story in the her eyes. Her power to read spirits was vastly underestimated. The spirit-wielder was known by the wild elves to be just and wise, but Archenon was scared to learn how she would judge him.

      The image of his mother, cradling a baby, appeared in the High Queen’s irises. “You never got to know your father,” Rhonja said, raising her eyebrows at Archenon. “It must be difficult.”

      She was right, of course. Ever since the dragons disappeared from Aradria, the wild elves had been unsuccessful in bearing male children. As many of the wild elven women had, Ithriel had left the tribe in search of a suitable human with whom to breed.

      When her goal had been accomplished, his mother returned to Elfen Lyconis to raise Archenon as a true Wy-alfen-Iliath. Being half human had certainly not been without its obstacles. The pureblood wild elves had always thought less of him, though there were other half-breeds in Elfen Lyconis. Archenon’s sorcery made him unique, however.

      The High Queen fixed her gaze on him now. She paid little attention to his mother’s plea, but she continued to gracefully utter simple words of understanding and give light nods in the appropriate places.

      Archenon’s stomach churned as Rhonja’s eyes shifted again. He attempted to draw away from her, but the effort was futile.

      He winced as he watched his past self, deep in her eyes. A spark appeared in the palm of his past self’s hand. He had allowed the flame to grow into a blazing fire. He had been so consumed by his newfound power that he didn't notice his uncle, Braxon, yelling his name. Rhonja saw everything.

      The painful images vanished, leaving the vision of a starry night in the High Queen’s eyes. He wondered briefly if she saw his remorse or only his actions.

      The High Queen turned to Ithriel. “If I allow him to stay here, there will be certain conditions.” Her voice was soft as velvet, yet carried an undertone of steel. “Sorcery is not a gift to be trifled with, as I am sure you're aware. It may take far longer than the life of an ordinary Wy-alfen-Iliath to teach him to control his gift and to treat it with the precision and confidence needed to wield it.

      “However, he’s not at all ordinary, and as a sorcerer, he will outlive you. His apprenticeship might last for centuries to come. You must understand that if he is to stay, you may not. He may not leave my borders or return to your people until such time as I believe he’s ready. As long as he remains an apprentice in my care, there can be no distractions, or else it may end badly for all of us. Do you agree to these conditions?”

      Archenon’s mouth dropped in silent protest. At only sixteen years of age, he was too young to oppose his mother, but he knew with certainty that he didn't want the deal the High Queen was offering. As a child of the Wy-alfen-Iliath, he would forever be bound by his mother’s words, however. It was the way it had always been with her people.

      He tore his gaze away from the High Queen so his mother would see the torment written on his face. Ithriel’s emerald eyes shone with determination, however, and Archenon’s heart sank.

      His mother ignored his silent pleas and looked at the High Queen. “I’m afraid I’ll lose my son either way. As much as it pains me to part with you, Archenon, I want you safe. If you stay here, then perhaps you’ll stand a fair chance at keeping your life, and you'll gain control over your powers.”

      Archenon struggled to fight the oncoming stream of tears. He was already an outcast with his own people, but not as much as he would be among the humans in the white castle. Most of all, he didn't wish to part with his mother.

      Ithriel shuddered as her gaze travelled the room of white marble. “Do you believe this is the best choice I can make for him?” she asked the High Queen. She raised her chin, clenching her jaw.

      Archenon followed her line of sight. He twitched at the lack of green in the room and the thought that he might never return to the forest he loved so much.

      The High Queen closed her eyes. She inhaled deeply, and when her lids parted again, a flutter of images flashed across her eyes. She nodded.

      Ithriel turned to Archenon. Standing on tiptoe, she cupped his face in her hands. He shook his head wildly as warm breath and the smell of autumn rain reached him. Dry lips caressed his forehead.

      “With love, always, my son.” Ithriel hesitated only for a heartbeat before she turned back to Rhonja. “Agreed.”
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        - Archenon -

      

      

      The castle was Archenon’s home, and it was his cage. To be confined within marble walls, however grand, was at odds with his wild elven nature.

      He stood before Rhonja. She was his warden, but also his friend. On this day, however, he was her subject, and she was the High Queen of Aradria. They were not equals, nor had they ever been.

      “Please—I beg you. Let me go.” Archenon braced himself. His pointed ears dropped backwards, and he knelt before the High Queen in the Great Hall of Êvina. An intricate braid of ebony hair lay heavy along his spine. The piece of parchment crunched in his hands, folded and read so many times that it had begun to crumble.

      The High Queen looked down on him. “You know I can not.” She smoothed out a fold on her silky dress. It hugged her slender form, mirroring the blinding hall in its purity. Her hair, shining like starlight, drifted about her shoulders.

      His emerald eyes met hers from the bottom of the half-moon staircase leading up to the white throne. A vast mosaic of Her Majesty’s Royal Crest lay fixed in the wall behind her—four petals aligned to the cardinal points held each other under the protection of a circle representing Spirit, the High Queen’s element.

      Archenon swallowed hard. “I’ve given you my life, and now the last tie to my heritage is to be torn away. Is there nothing I can say to make you change your mind? I want to see my mother one final time.”

      Rhonja had never reciprocated Archenon’s feelings, but he thought she cared for him enough to allow this one request. She was the epitome of hope for her subjects, yet she would crush his.

      “You do care for me, don’t you?” he sighed, inhaling the fresh scent of blueberries from Rhonja’s perfume. It was a bittersweet reminder of his former home.

      “Of course. I treasure you,” she replied, her brilliant gaze a calm ocean at twilight. But her words were scant comfort.

      Shafts of light pierced between the half-drawn lilac drapes hanging over the arched windows. Elegant pillars of creatures, cunningly carved, held up the vaulted ceiling. griffins, Mermians, dragons, Elves and other beings stared at him with marble eyes. It was as if they fought to keep the very building from crashing down on him. More than ever, the immensity of the white hall felt intrusive and distinctly foreign.

      Archenon was afraid he would never belong anywhere. Not here, in this land where the trees were few and the waves lapped around every edge of the border. Not even in his first home, deep in the woods of Elfen Harrows, in the realm of fire. Far from an easy thing for an Elf to admit, and he shivered with a sudden fear.

      Rhonja lowered her chin. “I understand you miss your mother, Archenon. It still does not change the agreement I made with her when she chose Êvina as your home.”

      Her words cut him. Archenon remembered that day all too well, and he knew that what she had said was no mere reminder. It was a rebuke.

      Archenon had arrived at the castle shortly after his coming of age. More than three centuries had passed of his apprenticeship since then. Now, crumpled in his hands, he held a message informing him that his mother was dying.

      “Why will you not use your powers to help me? Your Highness, I would do anything you ask.”

      The radiant shimmer of Rhonja’s skin flared a shade brighter than usual. Archenon held his breath, awaiting her reply.

      She leaned forward, but the distance between them had never been as apparent as it was in this moment.

      “You have made significant progress controlling your sorcery, but allowing you to travel, even with an escort … there is no telling what would happen. I would be reckless to grant you this sentimental wish.”

      Archenon’s fingernails dug into his palms. Despite all Rhonja had done for him, she was also the cause of his suffering. It became clear that in her mind he was but a boy lost in the dark and she the High Queen of Aradria: Rhonja, the Drothnûil Êvina – a beacon of light.

      Rhonja shook her head. “No, you still have too much to learn, my dear Archenon.”

      “Then perhaps you might send someone to aid my mother? You could call upon the Queen of Ûnda to cleanse her body of the disease, or perhaps the King of Caradrea could breathe life into her as her spirit departs with the sickness?” It was a feeble request, but Archenon had few options. “Perhaps you might consider aiding her yourself?” His final words were almost a whisper.

      Though she was no sorcerer, as the wielder of Spirit Rhonja had much experience in foreseeing the most probable turns of events, even if she could not predict the future with certainty. Rhonja knew how to shield herself, and others, from harm, more than any other living being in Aradria. Surely, she could help.

      The High Queen sighed. Her hands gripped the armrests of her throne, a position she often took when meting out judgment. “I cannot simply meddle with life and death whenever it suits me. The monarchs must not interfere with the circle of life. You don't know what you ask, and for that reason alone I cannot allow you to leave. Nor will I call upon anyone to aid her.”

      Archenon leaped to his feet, assuming his full height. He wanted to plead, to cajole, to threaten, even. But if she would not listen to his words, perhaps he could sway her some other way? The ability to enter the mind of another was an art form few possessed and even fewer learned to control.

      Archenon enjoyed this practice and, over time, had come to master it. Once he had managed to tunnel into someone’s subconscious, it would forever be open to him, and Archenon could venture there again as he pleased. As long as the person still drew breath, they remained an open book to him.

      Archenon concentrated. A slight tingle spread from his spine to his forehead. He pushed at Rhonja’s barriers, but, as he always had with her, he faltered. The strength of her mental shield nearly knocked him back to his knees, but Rhonja didn't move a muscle. No matter how skilled he had become, Archenon could not enter her mind.

      Taking a deep breath, his eyes bored into Rhonja’s. His next words hissed through gritted teeth.

      “From the moment I became your apprentice, I’ve done everything required of me. I speak your language, wear your clothes, and sit tirelessly by your side. I can control my powers. If you take away my last chance to see my mother again, I swear I’ll never forgive you.”

      
        
        - Rhonja –

      

      

      Rhonja believed Archenon. No matter what she had done for him in the past, there was no mistaking him.

      The wild elves fascinated her. For all their fierceness and longevity, the Wy-alfen-Iliath were so often like children, unable to foresee the consequences of their actions. They approached everything with passion and loved with an abandon that knew neither age, nor gender, once they came of age. If Rhonja could be certain of one thing with wild elves, it was that no matter how much time passed, they never forgot. And despite his mixed heritage, Archenon was still a wild elf at heart.

      His dark skin was tight against the muscles on his sinuous body. Serpentine decorations of black markings adorned his flesh, visible just above the neckline of his tunic. Rhonja admired his loyalty to his kin. Whenever Archenon made a breakthrough with his sorcery, he added a wild elven tribal tattoo on his skin, bearing witness to his new accomplishment. It was his way of paying homage to the hunters from Elfen Harrows.

      It’s not what he wants, but if he cannot join them in the flesh, then at least he will be there in spirit. Rhonja hoped Archenon found comfort in that. There was a possibility her answer might change him. Even so, she had good reasons for her refusal.

      She struggled to hide the unfamiliar sadness that had crept into her spirit. She didn't desire Archenon’s resentment, but she was not a god. Nature must run its course.

      “The tribe’s shaman will ease her pain. Then, as she withers, she will eventually become the source of new life. Take comfort in that, my dear Archenon. Such is the natural order. I’ll release you from your duties so that you may have time to grieve, but my answer is final.”

      Rhonja averted her face as her heart fought her mind. From the first moment she had learned of Archenon’s existence, some part of her had cared for him, and her adoration had grown throughout the centuries.

      She didn't possess the same romantic feelings Archenon held in his heart, however. To her, he was family. Taking a deep breath, she suppressed an oncoming surge of tears. Archenon’s sorrow and anger burned as her own, but sorcery was extremely treacherous, even if wielded with the best intentions. The image of smoldering flesh she had seen in Archenon’s spirit when he first arrived was never far from her mind. He had already made grave mistakes. And once touched, darkness could never be far from the surface.

      Rhonja arose from her white throne. Afraid she could hide her emotions no longer, she hurried out without another word, leaving her young apprentice alone in the Great Hall.

      
        
        - Archenon -

      

      

      A terrible weight pressed down on Archenon’s soul. Fuming, he watched his queen through hardened eyes as she swept out of the hall.

      Rhonja had betrayed him. Could she really care so little for his wishes and yet so much for those of people she had never met? She never hesitated to aid her subjects when they needed her. When the shadow plague engulfed the city of Beregend, she’d been there to ease the passing of the dying. When the Fiery Mountain reduced Vulkan village to clusters of cinder, she had sent her own guards and stonemasons to help rebuild.

      Archenon wanted to scream, but instead his mouth twisted into a hard grimace. He turned and stalked out of the throne room.

      A group of castle maids huddled in a nearby doorway. Upon spotting him, their voices faded to whispers. He studied their doll-like faces.

      It was hard not to compare himself to the people of Êvina. They looked nothing like him. He towered over them by at least the height of half a man. His skin was dark, while theirs echoed the white marble of the castle.

      The seams of Archenon’s man-made clothes cut into his flesh, and the woolen fabric left him overheated and uncomfortable, but there was no use complaining. He had to abide by the High Queen’s wishes. Bound by his mother’s promise, he was, despite Rhonja’s refusal, forever at her service.

      He could not betray his mother’s word. The wild elves would never accept him back into their tribe if he did. They would burn away his tattoos and cut his hair, then release him into the woods before hunting him down like an animal. It was the punishment all oath-breakers received.

      Like all his people, Archenon was naturally hot-blooded and, when given the choice, wore as little as possible. As such, it was not appropriate for Archenon to walk the halls of Êvina looking like the Elves of his tribe. In this moment, however, he didn't give a Linden’s last nut to keep up appearances for these short-lived creatures.

      He tugged at his clothes, pulling free the drawstring at his waist. One by one, garments fell to the floor until only a pair of black silk shorts remained. The maids were undoubtedly watching him, even if they should not.

      No matter how much the Êvinians sought to teach him their ways, he would not forget his heritage. Especially not now. Flinging wide his chamber door, Archenon strode through as the heavy oak crashed into the wall. He slammed it shut behind him. Alone at last, he stood stock still in the middle of the room and breathed. Each inhalation was deeper than the last.

      Without warning, he sprang across the room and punched a fist into the wall, again and again and again. He heard the snap of his breaking bones but didn't care. Eventually, Archenon’s breathing slowed, and his eyes closed as he crumpled to the marble floor. On the wall, a red streak dripped slowly against the pristine white.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            3

          

          
            Archanath

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        - Archenon -

      

      

      A week later, Archenon sat on the windowsill in his chamber, waiting for a raven to arrive with news of his mother’s condition. He gazed toward the eastern shoreline of Êvina. Beyond the ocean lay his former home, deep in the woods, in the Land of Fire.

      On occasion, he allowed maids to enter his chamber to do their chores. He permitted them to braid his hair in the traditional way of the wild elven hunters. Archenon didn't like their touch, however, and he sometimes caught himself grimacing as he watched the Êvinian girls work. Their sharp hairstyles and pursed, painted lips contrasted with the Elven women who wore their hair as they pleased and never powdered their faces. He imagined his mother shaking her head at how subdued these girls were, bound by etiquette and custom.

      With his mother so close to death, he pondered the choices made for him. Her reasons had been justifiable, but there was no one like him in this land. No other Elves lived here. And though his father had been human and would be long dead by now, Archenon had spent a great deal of time attempting to picture him.

      It pained Archenon to know his father would have had no recollection of his mother, let alone known of his existence. Ithriel had told Archenon of how she had erased his father’s memory after they had mated. The ability to wipe human memory was a talent possessed by all purebred Elves, though it had become an uncommon occurrence among the half-breeds as well. It thoroughly annoyed Archenon that he didn't possess that particular skill.

      He jerked his head up as someone knocked on the door.

      “Enter.”

      Pyralis, the High Queen’s most trusted advisor came in and stared at him with bright eyes. “No word yet.”

      Archenon stared back. Pyralis was a so-called wise man of Êvina—a wizard. Untidy silver hair brushed his shoulders, but his walnut-colored eyes, tinted with green, shone with wisdom and clarity. Despite his furrowed features, he left the impression of youth and vigilance. Even for a wizard, he should have died centuries ago. Only some extraordinary magic could be keeping him alive. Rhonja should have issues with Pyralis’s unnatural longevity, but she had never openly expressed any concerns about the matter to Archenon’s knowledge.

      “Why hasn’t she come to me? She knows I’m in pain. Why does she send you in her place?” Archenon’s words were a cold whisper in the room. He had grown fond of the old man over the course of his apprenticeship, but resentment toward Rhonja replaced the adoration he had held in his heart for so long.

      “I am sorry,” Pyralis said.

      Archenon’s mouth turned dry. “Me too.”

      Perhaps this was meant as punishment for his carelessness back when he had come into his powers. A sting of regret shot through Archenon as he recalled his actions and the fateful decision made for him when he was too young to have any say in the matter. If Rhonja continued to refuse to help his mother, he would have to find another way.

      A heap of scrolls lay on Archenon’s desk. Their contents included records of history and geography, and a number of scribbled spells. Archenon eyed his teacher. “Do you know any spells to prevent death?”

      “I have heard of those summoning Night Mara, but…” Pyralis shook his head vehemently. “No! It’s far too dangerous. What you talk about is dark magic, my boy.”

      So there was a way! Archenon forced back a smile. “Please leave me.”

      Pyralis lingered in the doorway. “Spells of that nature always backfire. The consequences would be severe. Promise me you’ll let this matter go.”

      Archenon turned back to the window. He had no intention of heeding Pyralis’s advice, but he nodded. “Of course.”

      He locked the doors after Pyralis had left and closed the drapes. His eyes drifted to the desk. Scrolls flew across the room as he began his search. Nothing—not one word on dark spirits. Archenon sighed. Of course there would not be any here. There was only one place in the castle where he might find what he was looking for.
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        * * *

      

      Archenon moved stealthily through the castle when he left his chamber that night, careful not to be seen as he made his way to the Grand Library. Even in the dark of night, the white wood of the bookshelves and ghostly marble floors reflected any scrap of moonlight, illuminating the room with a soft light.

      Archenon’s eyes flickered back and forth between the balconies separating the countless bookcases and the double doors behind him. The library was empty apart from the thousands upon thousands of scrolls stacked on top of each other.

      The bookcases were marked, the categories of their contents carved with a gentle touch into the wood. Geography. Mythology. Fire. Air. None of which was right. Only one category might have what he was looking for. Archenon searched the scrolls in the section marked “Spirit.” There were hundreds of scrolls marked “Rhonja” with a number attached. It would not be in any of those, so he didn't bother to pay them any attention.

      He opened one scroll after another. Most of the information was familiar, but he could not find a single mention of Night Mara. Archenon grabbed a ladder and climbed to the balcony above, ready to tackle the next section.

      Something creaked down below. Archenon squatted behind the rails and peered around the room.

      An entire section of shelving marked “Fire” moved, gaping wide like a doorway, and a figure emerged. He removed his hood, revealing silver, shoulder-length hair. Archenon’s teacher turned his head this way and that as he strode across the room.

      “We must hurry,” Pyralis whispered.

      A smaller, rodent-like figure bounced on his hind legs before jumping onto Pyralis’s cloak and scurrying up to his shoulder, his large tail wrapping around the wizard’s neck. Pyralis and his companion quickly disappeared through the double doors leading out of the library.

      Archenon shook his head in puzzlement. Where had they come from?

      The wood creaked again as the hidden doorway from which they had come began to swing close.

      Without pausing to think, Archenon swung himself over the rail and slid down the ladder. He hit the floor with a thump and sprinted for the closing doorway. As he slipped inside, the door closed behind him.

      It was pitch black. Archenon muttered a couple of words, and a flame formed in the palm of his hand. The space where he stood looked nothing like the rest of the castle. The downward spiral staircase in front of him matched the obsidian stone walls. A musty smell crawled up his nose, and his throat clogged.

      He bit down on his lip and started descending the stairs. He had no idea how far he traveled, but eventually he reached the bottom and the opening to a tunnel.

      Archenon hovered at the entrance before him. He should not be taking any chances. He placed his free palm on the wall and muttered, “Traps, things hidden. Show yourself. Visande dèj.”

      A ball of light shot through the tunnel and disappeared, leaving three glowing embers the size of his fist scattered ahead of him. Archenon took a step forward, and his foot kicked against a layer of loose gravel. He picked up a handful, placing most of it in his pocket before throwing one pebble at the ember in the middle of the tunnel floor. A surge of wind tugged at him as the floor cracked open, leaving a wide circle surrounded by stony spikes.

      Archenon sidled closer. The wind quickly picked up, forcing him back. Something like a small tornado whipped out of the crevice. He shielded his eyes as particles of dust scratched at his skin. Archenon pushed himself against the air current, but he was thrown back yet again. A sharp pain ran down his spine as his fall met the bottom steps of the stairwell.

      The storm continued to build. He had to get out. Nothing could stop a force of nature like this, which raged as if made by magic. No, it was magic.

      Everything in Aradria had a counterbalance. That was what Archenon had been taught. He must either fight the hurricane with extreme ice or, better yet, extreme heat. He rose to his feet, closed his eyes, and reached for the burning sensation always present in his veins.

      “Archanath,” he whispered.

      His skin flared like the sun, tendrils of flame leaking from his hands and licking their way down the tunnel to encase the walls.

      To his relief, the wind stilled and then died. Panting, Archenon slid to the floor. “Fria,” he said, allowing the flames to die down and his body to return to normal.

      He stepped forward, keeping a close watch on the remaining two embers still shining brightly from opposing walls further down the tunnel. The open pit still loomed before him as well. Archenon shuddered and allowed a single tendril of flame to escape his hand and slither into the crevice. The void never ended before he lost sight of the flame.

      Holding his breath, Archenon placed his back flat against the wall, carefully shuffling to the other side of the dark hole. He took a moment to steady his breath before returning his attention to the remaining embers. They aligned perfectly with each other.

      He retrieved a couple of the pebbles from his pocket, pressing himself against the wall to steady himself. The rough surface dug into Archenon’s back as he chucked the pebbles at one of the embers.

      Spikes of stone rained from the ceiling, crashing onto the floor. Before the chaos had even ended, a cluster of vines grew rapidly into a thick wall, with all the appearance of the twisted trunk of a tree. It completely blocked his path. Archenon hesitated but moved forwards.

      Frowning, Archenon snapped his fingers and set the trunk ablaze. Why set another trap that could easily be vanquished by fire? He waited as the wall burned. Once it had been reduced to ash, he called for the fire to return to his body. He started forward again, but his feet failed him as a rush of water sent him sliding back towards the crevice. Without a second thought, he uttered, “Stillna.”

      His body froze, hovering in place while the tunnel filled completely with the gushing stream. He gulped as the water entered his lungs. There was nothing to do but hang on as his mind started to fail him.

      He awoke, gulping and coughing. He lifted himself to his knees and looked down at the crevice where the last remains of water dribbled into the darkness.

      What was Pyralis hiding down here? Archenon found himself overcome with curiosity.

      He remained where he was a few heartbeats longer before risking any movement forward. Water droplets met stone, echoing lightly as he stood and moved down the tunnel again. No more traps stood between him and the end of the tunnel. He summoned forth a ball of fire in his palm, and blew it onto a torch by the entrance, revealing a small, oval room.

      Cobwebs covered a hundred different scrolls similar to those in the Grand Library, though these were all the color of charcoal. Jars and odd containers littered the uneven shelves lining the walls. A dozen different baskets on the floor were filled with crystals, which ranged from gloomy obsidian, to daffodil-yellow, boysenberry-purple, and the clearest pearl-white. A dark green agate desk stood in the center of the room, and behind it lay a double-cylinder black scroll on a similar agate pedestal.

      It was a vault filled with dark magic.

      Archenon took a deep breath and repeated the spell he had used in the tunnel to reveal any traps. One shining ember hovered above the black scroll. He could not risk damaging it. He flicked his fingers and muttered another spell. “Duth sveva oht mèj.”

      The air shifted.

      A shimmer surrounded the scroll, lifting it from its place and sending it in Archenon’s direction. He gently plucked it from the air with one hand and waited. The ember disappeared, but nothing else happened. He shrugged and stepped over to the desk.

      He stroked a hand over the scroll. The texture was like snakeskin, but tougher. Archenon had only seen this kind of hide in one of his history lessons. A flitter of excitement flew through him. It was dragonhide.

      He pulled at the red ribbon holding the scroll closed and was about to roll it open when a speck of ember fell out from within the parchment.

      Too easy. The first trap had been a diversion.

      Archenon jumped back and curled up against the desk.

      The crackling sound of fire hissed from above. He pushed himself up. The entire desktop was ablaze. Archenon smirked. Fire didn't hurt him. He pulled up his sleeve and reached into the flames, retrieving the scroll, untouched by the fire. Like him, it didn't burn. The flames slowly dissipated, and Archenon placed the scroll back on the desk. On the spine it was marked The Black Lore; A Grimoire of Dark Magic. His eyes widened at the possibilities.

      He rolled open the two cylinders, folding away pages upon pages on spells, talismans, divinations, omens, and mythical stories. Archenon pored through every page, soaking up the information. He found instructions on how to best torture magical creatures, a potion to create envy in others, and a reference to an amulet capable of spreading sickness.

      Archenon stopped his search upon reaching one page in particular and smoothed it out, fingers tingling. “Night Mara” was scribbled in large letters about halfway down. Archenon skimmed through the passage that followed.

      

      Night Mara are dark spirits, often possessing the body of an after-goer, one who walks after death. They will always search for a way to influence life. They feed on the living, leaving death in their wake. Some believe the Night Mara can possess individuals, keeping them alive, even when they should be dead.

      

      Archenon’s stomach somersaulted. If he could force a dark spirit to possess his mother, then at least he might be able to sustain her until he found another way to save her. He continued reading.

      

      There is no recorded account as to the effects of the possession on the host. It is believed, however, that they will never be the same afterwards. The Night Mara’s influence on their hosts is unpredictable at best. There are said to be ways to summon and control the Night Mara and prevent the after-goer from crossing over to the otherworld. Again, the aftermath is unpredictable. It is worth mentioning that the dark spirit is bound to earth by the elements, as most things in Aradria are.

      

      Archenon folded over to the next page and found a spell for summoning the Night Mara. The instructions would make the Night Mara take possession of the one casting the spell. Archenon would have to rearrange it slightly to suit his purpose, but it should work. He bit down on his lip. At last, however, he stowed the page in his pocket before placing the scroll back on the pedestal and leaving the black vault behind.
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        * * *

      

      Back in his chamber, Archenon paced the room. Though he knew the danger, there was no other way he could think of to save his mother. But he had never heard of anyone surviving death. It would be risky, of course, but he had become a skilled sorcerer. No, a great sorcerer. Ithriel might not be the Elf she had been, but at least she would live. Archenon stopped in his tracks. Whatever the consequences, he had to try.

      He would have to improvise. This was not something they taught him in his lessons. He placed five iron candlesticks on the floor, wedging candles representing the five elements into each of them: Green for earth, red for fire, blue for water, white for air, and, in the middle, purple to represent spirit.

      “Let’s see.” Archenon sat with the spirit candle in front of his crossed legs. He shut his eyes and reached for his powers. A tingle rose in his sternum. It spread slowly through every part of him, leaving his body warm and heavy. He focused on his intentions and let the pulsating energy guide him through the words.

      
        
        
        Spirit, I chain you to my heart.

        Blood of my blood, I bind you to the earth.

        You shall have no wings to fly, but rebirth.

      

        

      
        Wash away the pain of strife.

        Let spirit linger when the body has no life.

        Death is absolved by this spell.

      

        

      

      He opened his eyes. The candles flared, casting long shadows upon the walls. A cold breeze entered Archenon’s chambers. A dark blue figure formed from the air. It grew into the shape of a wild elven woman. Raven-colored hair wrapped around it’s waist.

      The ghostlike shape looked familiar.

      “Mother?”

      The figure stretched her arms, hovering above the floor. “I feel cold, my son. Why did you call me?”

      Archenon clenched his teeth. “you're already dead? I sent the Night Mara to your corpse?”

      “Yes.” Ithriel’s smile turned vicious. Her eyes were but tiny black orbs. “Do you wish to die too, my son?” She threw herself at Archenon. Her freezing hands clasped around his throat as her legs clamped about his waist.

      Archenon didn't want to die—all he had wanted was for Ithriel to live. His fingers splayed over the marble floor. Something cold brushed against them. He wrapped one hand around the candlestick, gasping for air. Ithriel tightened her grip, shaking him violently with a ghastly strength. Pulling himself even closer to her, Archenon thrust the candlestick into her chest. Ithriel flung her head back and let out a piercing shriek.

      “you're coal-black,” she whispered after her scream had faded, snapping her neck forward. “Destined to become undead.”

      A chill surged through the room as Ithriel’s eyes turned white, and her body slumped limply on top of Archenon. His breath caught in his throat.

      Archenon squirmed underneath her still form. He pushed Ithriel away gently, but she had already begun disintegrating into a pile of ash. A shadow rose from the remains and flung itself into Archenon’s chest. He winced as it entered his body, and his vision went black.
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        * * *

      

      Archenon blinked at the spear of light creeping in underneath the curtains. A hard tapping of something against the glass window resounded in his ears. He swallowed back the bile in his mouth, rose from the bed, and flung open the curtains. A raven perched on the windowsill, a small piece of parchment tied around its leg.

      Archenon waved the raven off without taking the message. He didn't need to read it. He already knew it was too late. His mother had died, and, even worse, had been transformed into a living dead, even before his attempt to summon the Night Mara. Now she was gone forever, thanks to Rhonja’s unwillingness to aid her. Archenon wiped his eyes with the back of his hand and took a steadying breath.

      Any feeling of love or sadness washed away as a chilling darkness slithered through his veins and closed around his heart. Quiet words of vengeance whispered in his mind as the Night Mara took control.
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        - Archenon -

      

      

      A few drops of blood trickled down Archenon’s forearm. The scorching sun stung his eyes.

      “Are you trying to kill me?” He lifted his sword to meet another blow, this one aimed for his shoulder. The two blades met with a ringing high note, sending a shock of vibrations from his fingers to his torso.

      “Now, that would defeat the purpose of teaching you to fight, wouldn't it?” Pyralis beamed. His teeth were nearly as white as the castle walls surrounding them.

      “I know how to fight. We have practiced together for centuries.” Archenon ducked another attack as he swung around. His foot extended in a semicircle, low to the ground, before it knocked into Pyralis’s calves and sent him to his knees. Archenon cut the air with his sword and left the tip of his blade pressing against the wizard’s neck.

      “Surrender yet?”

      Pyralis didn't move. Instead he muttered, “Sveva vinden.”

      A sudden rush of wind lifted Archenon from the ground and propelled him to the opposite side of the courtyard.

      Pyralis’s heartfelt laughter made Archenon want to escalate the sparring into something more serious than a practice match.

      “This is supposed to be a fighting lesson, not a magic one.” Archenon pushed against the cobbled ground, but the wind pressed him back down.

      “That is part of your lesson, my boy. I have tried to teach you this forever, but you never seem to catch on. Only survival matters in a fight, and no one will care about honoring rules when matters of life and death are at stake.” Pyralis strode over to Archenon, offering him a hand.

      “Stillna,” he said.

      The pressure disappeared, and Archenon grabbed onto Pyralis’s wrist. He let the wizard start to pull him to his feet before he jerked his arm against himself, landing Pyralis on his back.

      “Archanath!” Archenon cried.

      A ring of fire sprang up around Pyralis, engulfing him in flames. It would not be fatal to Archenon’s teacher, but it proved a point.

      Archenon walked away from the courtyard. He eyed the tall tower where the throne room lay. He had more important matters to attend to than Pyralis’s games.
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        * * *

      

      A year had slipped by since Ithriel’s passing. Wiping his brow of grime from yet another battle practice, Archenon took a deep breath and readied himself. Stepping into the throne room, he walked through the growing crowd to take his seat at Rhonja’s left side. Even though she sat on the throne of one land, she provided guidance to all five. Ûnda lay to the west, Caradrea to the east; Sonûdor was north, Lycobris south, and in the center, his personal prison, Êvina. The peoples and creatures of all the lands came to seek her wisdom and her aid.

      Archenon avoided Rhonja’s eyes as he took his place. It had become habit, focusing on the tall pillars and their lifelike carvings. Though he didn't want to be in the throne room beside her, it was necessary for his plan to work.

      “Good to see you, Archenon,” Rhonja said. She leaned discreetly toward him, and whispered. “I have not seen you much of late.”

      Archenon reluctantly turned his gaze toward her. He observed Rhonja’s rosy lips. The way they moved and her shining skin had always mesmerized him in the past. He had learned how deceiving beauty could be, however.

      The supplicants had gathered before them in a slightly ragged line. Most of the visitors wasted Her Majesty’s time and expected too much. Yet, she often gave them more than they deserved. Had he not been more worthy of her kindness than any of them?

      Surrounding the half-moon staircase along the walls of the room stood Her Majesty’s personal guard. They were referred to in Ancient Arvish as the Èblazons but were more commonly called the Spiritguards. Their appearance was like that of a blinding ray of light breaking through clouds personified as men. Their black armor included a full breastplate with no sleeves. The metal shimmered with thousands of speckled gems, and, on their right wrists, they wore matching bracelets, each of which contained a single, white diamond embedded in the metal. The presence of the Spiritguards had always made Archenon uneasy. Now, more than ever.

      The Èblazons were incapable of emotion. They felt no fear or sense of self outside their duties. Their sole purpose in life was to protect the land of Êvina and its ruler. They would obey the queen’s commands without question or hesitation, and they were nigh on impossible to defeat.

      Archenon shuddered. To be so cold and unfeeling, with no sense of self, seemed a fate worse than death to him. The Èblazons didn't really belong, as far as he could tell, within a balanced world like Aradria. It was less than likely that the Spiritguards would catch onto his plan, but it was a possibility.

      Watching them from the corner of his eye, Archenon concentrated on the task at hand and opened his mind outwards, feeling for the minds of the supplicants.

      The Èblazons didn't stir.

      It bothered Archenon that he could not seek out the mind of someone he had never met. He needed to look into someone’s eyes to gain the foothold of a connection. Nevertheless, he had never been able to penetrate the shield in Rhonja’s mind. In the months after his mother’s passing, he had certainly tried. Even so, there were plenty who would succumb easily to Archenon’s influence.

      “What do you think? Are they truthful?” Rhonja asked quietly, indicating the pair of common folk standing at the front of the line. She knew of his power to read minds, but not that he could use it to control people. He had always practiced his ability in secret. Now, Archenon shifted his attention to the man and woman in front of them.

      “I think that the wife should be free of such an abusive husband and that he should not be allowed to marry again.” It wasn’t that he really cared for the woman, but it was his job to advise objectively. She had done nothing to deserve ten lashes a day from her husband.

      “I cannot keep him from finding another wife. Surely, you understand that, though that is not to say I don't agree. From what you just told me, however, I can absolve their marriage, since he has broken his vows. You’ve done well.”

      Rhonja turned back to the couple. “Your marriage is no more. You'll go your separate ways. She may keep the house your children call home. And I’ll accommodate you, Goodman Creen, on the outskirts of Beregend city.”

      When Creen started to protest, one of the Èblazons stepped forward. Cowering in front of the Spiritguard, Creen stayed his objection. The Èblazon silently guided the couple out. Archenon watched them leave with a callous stare. The woman’s happy sobs bounced off the marble as they left.

      Archenon had prevented thieves and even assassins from carrying out their evil deeds across Aradria in the past. These common folk, however, were of no use to his current plans. He was seeking a particular kind of personality.

      “Why do you bother with these simpletons?” he asked Rhonja in a hushed voice. “You know most of them only mean to deceive you. Surely they could settle most of their quarrels on their own, no matter their rank?”

      “People need a voice of reason, Archenon. You know this. Above all, they need to know they can count on me to be just.”

      Clenching his teeth, Archenon kept his tongue. He would not comment on how just he thought her.

      He searched the room, looking for anyone who might be from Ûnda. Having spent the past year latching onto the minds of representatives from each of the five lands but the Land of Water he had grown impatient.

      A year of searching came to an end, however, as Archenon’s eyes fell upon a burly fisherman standing near the front of the line. Even though water was an element that brought forth life, everything had an opposite—a counterbalance. Aradria was built upon such balance, and Archenon’s plan relied on the fact that there would be men more disposed to take on some of the more deviant characteristics affiliated with the element.

      Ûndan folk rarely ventured into the great halls of Êvina. When they did, Archenon had found their minds so benevolent and filled with love for life that he had immediately dismissed them. It pleased him to find that the fisherman was different. He would make a fine advocate for Archenon’s cause.

      “My queen,” the man mumbled through his untamed, grey-speckled beard, which covered most of his face and neck. “I am Captain Urii. I am in charge of the fishermen who trade between the Merri Docks of Ûnda and the Blanchess Bay in Êvina. Yesterday, Mermians attacked my ship on our way to Blanchess Bay. The people under the ocean stole our haul.” The captain shifted his weight, his ocean-blue eyes flicking about the room, never settling in one place.

      As Archenon reached further into the captain’s mind, he saw a jumble of thoughts.

      The captain opened and closed his mouth a number of times. “I, I don’t. I mean, you should … it’s not right.”

      Archenon squirmed in his seat with anticipation. Deciding to lend the captain a hand, he whispered in his mind.

      Urii puffed himself up. Then he spat the words Archenon had planted. “You must reimburse us for what the Mermians stole!”

      “Why?” Rhonja asked, her voice indifferent. To Archenon’s delight, this angered the captain even more.

      “If you don’t, I’ll tell all my men and everyone I meet that the ocean has become hostile territory. I’ll have people know that Your Majesty does not care for the well-being of her hard-working traders.”

      The captain was no different than most people, driven by selfishness and greed. No more than a common, mischievous trader who cared for nothing but his own comfort. Captain Urii believed that the regents restricted the traders for no good reason.

      However, it was an excuse the captain not only told others, but which he also repeated to himself. What he really sought was the earnings he might make from larger hauls. His position with the traders and as a captain would serve Archenon’s plan perfectly.

      Daring a glance at Rhonja, Archenon thought he caught a glimpse of resentment on Her Majesty’s face. The captain had undoubtedly struck a chord when he threatened her reputation.

      Rhonja folded her hands in her lap. “I will have words with the Queen of Water to have her convey your complaints to the Mermians. As for what you have lost, I am sure it was worth a great deal to your fleet. If you'll tell Pyralis what has been taken, he will make sure to compensate you for its worth. Farewell.”

      As she spoke the words, they were not the ones reaching the captain’s mind. Archenon had seen, clear as day, the lies in the man’s head. The attack had not been unprovoked. Urii’s fleet had ventured outside the legal bounds for setting nets—beyond the cliffs of Nayaneiri—the home of the Wy-alfen-Nayaneth, the Water Elves. It was indeed a big haul, but the Mermians had had the right to claim back what had come from their territory.

      Archenon carefully distorted the words from his queen to convey a different message to the man.

      She turns you away. She calls you a liar. She says the Mermians were within their full rights to act as they did. In fact, she thinks the Mermians have the only claim on the open waters. She’s not the queen you thought she was, and you'll not keep quiet on this matter outside these halls.

      He planted these thoughts deep—into the very depths of the captain’s subconscious. The whispers clung to Captain Urii’s mind as he received reimbursement from Pyralis, which he would forever be oblivious to. As he left, the captain felt nothing but anger and quietly vowed vengeance.
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        * * *

      

      Archenon smirked behind folded hands. It had taken him over a year since the death of his mother, but he was now in control of the minds of a lord from Caradrea, a renowned blacksmith from Lycobris, an Earthling witch from Sonûdor, and now the captain from the Merri Docks in Ùnda.

      Delightfully pulling their strings at his will, Archenon had slowly begun spinning the wheels in their minds. His puppets spread horrific rumors about their kings and queens.

      He watched with glee as misconceptions about power struggles and conspiracies were promulgated, accepted by many as truth. Factions formed, made up of people opposed to the monarchs, and word that the time had come to free themselves from the High Queen of Aradria spread like wildfire.

      It took some time, but Archenon was patient. Lycobris was the first of the lands to rebel, almost five years after the death of Ithriel. Archenon observed the proceedings through the eyes of Thontox, the leader of the guild of blacksmiths in Lycobris. Thontox was well-respected among people of all classes. Every Vulkan guard—the Vaexennas—wore Thontox’s mark of a dragon upon their armor.

      As Archenon watched from a distance through the mind of the blacksmith, Thontox stood in front of his king, stretching his heavyset arms wide in anticipation. “She won’t deal with us, Your Highness. We need more supplies, but the price of the merchandise from Êvina has soared”

      “I am sure it’s not as bad as you claim.” Vaedex, the king of Lycobris, leaned forward in his throne of carved stone, which mirrored the outside volcanic landscape in its decoration. Rise and falls in the design mimicked the Vulkan wastelands. Wave-cut erosions decorated the base, while dips and curves wound along the armrests like calderas.

      Vaedex’s posture revealed the heavy weight of time on his broad shoulders. A golden crown forced his dark hair to lie straight, so it reached just between his shoulder blades.

      Thontox clenched his fists. “The people need weapons and food, sire. They have to be able to hunt and defend themselves. I am not imagining anything. It is you who are blind if you'll not act on this. Do you not see that the High Queen has become power hungry?”

      Distaste and then doubt flashed in the king’s eyes, but he held his ground. There was no swaying him to oppose his lifelong ally, the Drothnûil Êvina—his friend, Rhonja.

      “Lycobris has no reason to start a conflict with Êvina. We're not at war and don't wish to be,” Vaedex said.

      The blacksmith spat at the king’s feet. “Perhaps we ought to be.”

      Archenon left Thontox’s mind. As he visited each of his puppets, he was pleased to discover that the stories were the same throughout Aradria. The people had grown restless from tales of injustice, merchandise was lost, and traders demanded too much from their regents. Across Aradria, the regents would not act, other than to inform the High Queen of the situation.

      The throne room of Êvina grew quieter, and those who visited were more often from within the borders of the Land of Spirit. Archenon found he was not enjoying Rhonja’s pain as much as he thought he would, however. He had grown accustomed to witnessing the look of worry written in her very being.

      The change in the High Queen unsettled Archenon more than anything else. His aim had been to punish her, but his heart still wished to offer her comfort. Whenever these thoughts crept up, however, a prickling sensation shifted through his veins, chilling his bones. There was no turning back. The deed was done, and what was to transpire would run its course with sure inevitability.
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        Ten years later

      

      

      
        
        - Archenon -

      

      

      “Are you not speaking to me anymore, Archenon?” Rhonja stared at him. Her shimmering silver lashes rose and fell slowly. Despite its size, the massive library felt strangely claustrophobic in her presence.

      “I am. What would you like us to talk about?”

      A brick of a book landed on the table beside him.

      “This.” She smiled expectantly.

      He looked down at the original Book of Creation. Sighing, he fell back in his chair, shaking his head in violent protest. “I am not reading the Tale of Creation again.”

       “I don't wish for you to read it. I would like for us to talk about what it all means. Everything hangs in the balance. It is paramount that you understand.”

      The door sprang open.

      “Your Majesty,” Pyralis called as he entered the library. “I have grave news. The King of Fire is under attack.”

      Rhonja opened her mouth to reply, but fell to the floor. Her hands reached for her neck, and her glittering skin turned the color of a brook at dusk.

      Without a moment’s hesitation, Archenon fell to his knees beside her. He carefully placed her head on his lap. Eventually, her breathing steadied, and her skin regained its color.

      “Water,” she gasped.

      He lifted her into the nearest chair and went to fetch a pitcher of water and a crystal glass. Filling the glass halfway to the brim, he set the pitcher down on the table and offered Rhonja the drink. She pushed his hand aside. Seizing the pitcher, she poured the entire contents down her face. The water sizzled, turning to steam as it hit her skin.

      “More,” she croaked. Archenon handed her the glass as Pyralis fetched another pitcher. She drank, slowly returning to her more normal self.

      Pyralis slumped his shoulders. “He’s gone now, isn’t he?”

      “Yes, I believe King Vaedex is dead. I could feel him burn.” Rhonja whimpered, her voice hoarse. She shook, and tears streamed down her cheeks.

      Archenon allowed her to weep on his shoulder. This was far beyond what he had imagined when he had set his plan in motion. He wanted nothing more than to take it all back. But his plan had spiraled out of control. The seed had sprouted, and the roots had grown too deep to be easily pulled up. The minds of those he had controlled were corrupted beyond his ability to change what he had started.

      This would only be the first death of a regent.

      The people’s demand for independence, along with the news of King Vaedex’s demise, reached the High Queen not long before Georganna, the Queen of Earth, was tied to a pyre and burned alive by her own kin.

      Archenon watched with dismay as Rhonja’s usual radiant glow dimmed, and her skin turned the color of a frosted lake mid-winter. He didn't think she had ever truly known pain before, apart from through the spirits of others. It was little comfort to know that at least now she knew what true loss felt like.

      With each new tragedy, Archenon offered her comfort. She accepted it, and he held her tight. But there was not much time for a High Queen to wallow in her own misfortune, so he would stroke her hair and wipe her tears only until she regained her vigor enough to carry on with her never-ending duties.
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      He awoke from a heart-wrenching scream, about a half-moon after Queen Georganna’s passing. Archenon cringed beneath the sheets in his bed. Horrifying warning signals shrilled at the back of his mind. He jumped up, threw on a pair of shorts, and rushed to Rhonja’s chambers.

      The door was wide open. He stopped in the threshold at the sight of her fragile body.

      Rhonja leaned heavily against the window frame. The strength in her had faded to exhaustion, and her skin looked paper-thin. She struggled to stay on her feet. She slipped, but managed to hang onto the windowsill by her elbows.

      Instinct made Archenon run to her, and he offered her his shoulders for support. With her arms wrapped around him, he carefully led Rhonja over to her bed before letting her sink down on the mattress. He sat carefully next to her. The soft ringlets of her hair ran through his fingers, and Archenon absently caressed her cheek with damp lips before catching himself. His gaze flickered.

      A faint smile touched Rhonja’s lips. “Archenon. My dear, dear Archenon, I am glad it is you. Please, don’t feel bad. You had no idea of the darkness that would possess you. I blame myself.” Her cool fingers brushed against his own, finally landing on top of his hand at her side.

      He bit down his words, but he had to know. “What happened?”

      She inhaled sharply. “I believe the King of Air has lost his life. It felt as though I was out of breath, and I screamed with the effort of catching it back.”

      Archenon despaired. He had wanted Rhonja to feel the pain and suffering of loss in her heart, not this physical torture. It made no sense.

      “What is happening to you?” Archenon asked. With the monarchs dying, he now feared for Rhonja’s life as well. Despite everything, she was all he had left. Though she was guarded well, she was in no condition to defend her self.

      “I want you to stop inviting strangers into your halls,” he said.

      “I cannot change what is to come. Besides, it is the circle of life, is it not? All who live must eventually meet their end.” She gazed longingly into his eyes.

      Realization hit him like a punch in the gut. Everything hung in the balance. The monarchs were all connected to each other. Tears burst from his eyes.

      “But, there’s so much—” The words stopped in his throat.

      Rhonja put a finger to his lips and made a hushing sound. “I am so sorry.” She blinked back a single tear, which shone in the corner of her eye. It fell heavily onto the pillow as she uttered her very last words.

      “Vannja, the Queen of Water, rests at the bottom of the ocean. It is time for me to go.” She took one more breath before her body slowly faded away, dissolving into shimmering tendrils of light. Archenon’s hands patted the mattress frantically, searching for her. In the end, Rhonja was nothing more than shiny specks of dust hanging in the air. Then she vanished, leaving no visible trace of her existence.

      And so it was that Rhonja, High Queen of Aradria, the Drothnûil Êvina, passed from life.

      The world rolled away from Archenon.

      A stab of guilt shot through him like a giant icicle had pierced his abdomen. His knees hit the cold marble as he collapsed onto the floor. One arm grabbed hold of the bed sheets and pulled them with him. A silent scream escaped his lips as agonizing grief crushed Archenon’s heart.

      His other hand rushed to his chest. His fingers dug into his flesh as warmth enveloped his skin. Bone crushed and tiny splinters pierced his palm, red torrents pouring down his arm. His body trembled while he waited patiently for judgement.

      Death never came. Incredulously, Archenon stared down at the still-beating heart in his hand. For some reason, his spirit lingered, despite the gaping hole in his chest.

      The words of his dead mother whispered through his mind: “you're coal-black.” The spell he had cast to save his mother had backfired, and this was his prize. He was undead. Not a Night Mara, like his mother had become, but something else entirely.

      He arose, heart in hand, to leave the former High Queen’s chambers. As he walked, the flesh on his chest reformed, leaving nothing but a scar reminiscent of the sun.

      His feet carried him aimlessly through the night. As morning came, Archenon found his way to the throne room.

      Tucking his heart away in the bedsheets he still carried, Archenon entered the Great Hall. People were already gathering, and the Èblazons lined the walls.

      Head held high, Archenon walked purposefully toward the staircase. He observed the royal throne with fresh eyes.

      The seat and back bore large cushions, which were covered with boysenberry-colored velvet and intricately patterned embroidery in yarn of gold. He studied the throne, as it offered him a new purpose. The back rose as high as a fully grown Elven male. It was fit for an Elven monarch. It symbolized power above all else.

      The Èblazons gave space to let him ascend the half-moon staircase. Without a monarch, they had no allegiance until someone else claimed the throne.

      At the top of the stairs, Archenon turned and announced the truth. “The regents are all dead. The High Queen of Aradria is no more.” His voice boomed through the hall, and Archenon straightened, before sitting himself on the throne of Êvina.

      The Èblazons turned toward him in unison. They knelt and bowed. As they turned their heads upward, their complexions were now that of the night sky.

      As alliances shifted and the world changed, Êvina acquired a new regent.
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        - Everine -

      

      

      A strained voice resounded through the still night air, adding to the shrill screams.

      “Push! Come on, push!” Sereana encouraged. A three-legged pot stood over a small fire behind her. The dank smell of sweat mixed with sweet herbs suffused the stone house.

      Everine watched from her seat by the bed as the Siren wrung yet another rag into a washbasin. The water was already tinged red. The Sirens originated from Ûnda, but more and more of their kind were sold to Êvinians. Everine was thankful for Sereana’s presence in her home, even though she knew it had to be hard for the Siren to escape her master’s scrutiny.

      Sereana emptied the basin into the drainage by the far wall before refilling it with water from a barrel as she fought desperately to prolong Aurora’s life. Gathering clean rags and fresh blankets, Sereana scurried back and forth through the dimly lit room. Her pale hair gleamed with a blue tint and silent tears streaked her blotched face as she focused all her efforts into saving Aurora’s firstborn child.

      Sereana’s eyes fell on Everine. “I don’t expect your sister will make it through the night.”

      Everine’s hair had slipped from her usually well-tended coif. It was damp and frizzy, and tiny curls framed her clammy face.

      “Is there nothing we can do?” The words fell like stones from her lips. Everine knew the truth even before she had finished speaking. The loss of blood was too severe. She clutched Aurora’s hand as her sister let out another desperate scream. “You’re almost there, honey,” Everine said.

      Sereana briefly touched Everine’s shoulder before returning to the task at hand. She peeked down between Aurora’s legs.

      “The baby is crowning.” Sereana smiled. “Come on, darling, you can do this.” It was time. Diving down, she reached out to accept the baby into the world.

      The veins on Aurora’s arms strained against her fair skin as she gripped onto the blood-soaked sheets. Another long minute passed as Aurora heaved for breath. With a final surge of energy, she howled, pushing one last time.

      The house went quiet.

      Only the sound of breathing could be heard. An eternity seemed to pass before the women heard the soft gurgling from the newborn. Strangely, however, the baby didn't cry.

      Sereana raised her eyebrows. “It’s a girl.” She hugged the baby in her arms and went to wash her.

      Aurora fell back and sighed with relief. A lock of auburn hair fell over her face, and Everine gently brushed it aside. Everine swallowed her sorrow and leaned in close to Aurora. “Have you thought of a name yet?”

      Aurora had closed her eyes, but her face was flushed and calm. She gave a slight smile and whispered, “I’ve named her…Ayva.”

      “Perfect,” Everine said. 

      Aurora’s chest still rose and fell in slow breaths, but she didn't speak again. 

      For what seemed like hours, Everine sat by her sister’s side, clinging to every last bit of hope. There was nothing left to do, however, but stare at her younger sister as life seeped away from her. Everine’s throat choked up. She had failed as Aurora’s guardian. In all the years she had spent protecting Aurora, Everine had always found a way when circumstances grew dire. Everine didn’t know how to save her from bleeding out. There would be no one left of her family now, and without Aurora, Everine would have no purpose. The hope slipping out of Everine mirrored the breath leaving Aurora’s body.

      Sereana’s cooing traveled through the room and was answered with soft gurgles from the newborn. The Sirens were well-known for their brilliant voices, and Everine had always loved listening to Sereana sing. Now, however, she wanted silence.

      She didn't know what to do. Caring for Aurora since the death of their parents had been difficult enough, but an infant required so much more than Everine could offer, especially alone. How would Everine feed her? And with Aurora unmarried, no one would acknowledge the baby as anything but a bastard with no right to live. Everine would be hard-pressed to find anyone to help her, and Sereana had other obligations. The Siren’s master would not allow her to attend to a bastard.

      Everine bit down hard on her bottom lip and pulled at her skirt. The baby had taken her sister’s life. Perhaps it would be better to kill the infant now and be rid of her. Surely such a tarnished life could cause nothing but grief, considering the way she had entered this world. She probably wouldn’t even survive her first year. It would be merciful to spare her now.

      Everine could smother the child during the night while Sereana rested. It could be easily dismissed as a natural death caused by the trauma of such a difficult labor.

      Sereana never put the baby down, however; the Siren would not rest. She seemed utterly enthralled by the newborn and continued singing to her—songs of the Old Lady of the West—the once Queen of Ûnda. As the night grew old, Everine became impatient. She needed to have this done with quickly. Absently stroking her sister’s damp hair, she steadied herself and spoke to Sereana.

      “You know, I’d like to tend to her for a while.” Everine turned for the child, her eyes set on the slender form of Sereana cradling the infant carefully in her arms. Tears of joy ran down the Siren’s face.

      “She’s so beautiful.” Sereana sounded blissful. How could she be so happy when her best friend had died only a few short hours ago on her watch? “I’m so sorry about Aurora,” Sereana said as if reading Everine’s mind.

      “Me too.” Everine rose from the bed and stepped toward Sereana. “You look white as a sheet, darling. You should rest.”

      “I don’t…” Sereana hugged the infant closer to her chest and stepped away.

      “Come now.” Everine made a welcoming gesture with her hands. “She’ll be here in the morning. I’ll take good care of her.”

      “I’ll be back tomorrow to help with everything.” Reluctantly, the Siren handed the small bundle to Everine. Everine saw Sereana blink away tears before she left the house.

      When Sereana had gone, Everine stepped quickly across the room and lay the infant down in her crib. She pulled away the blankets encasing the child and met her dazzling eyes for the very first time. Her hands stilled as she reached for a pillow. She beheld the vision of her newborn niece with a gasp. An infant should not hold one’s gaze, but this one did. Ayva stared at Everine as though she held all the wisdom of someone who had known a thousand ages of men. The child glowed like a small sun, and her entire body shimmered with what appeared to be tiny stars, like jewels embedded in her skin.

      Her eyes were like nothing Everine had ever seen. At first, they had appeared to be the color of emeralds, though they were ever-changing. Soon they were covered in a purple haze, and they gleamed with blinding rays of sunlight at their centers. It was like staring into infinity. Like Aurora and the rest of the Vargens family, this baby had auburn hair, but thin streams of silver ran through it.

      The baby looked so much like Aurora and unlike her at the same time. Shame and then concern welled up inside Everine.

      Abandoning the pillow, Everine picked up the infant, cradling her in her arms. Warm flashes of light flowed around them, illuminating the house. The experience was astonishing, though Everine didn't rejoice. Fear settled deep within her heart as she realized the child was magical. But then Ayva smiled up at Everine, and the ice around her heart melted. Everine studied her niece’s familiar features as she held Ayva close to her face. The resemblance to Aurora left her regretful and hopeful all at the same time.

      She had been a fool. She could never hurt the girl, and Everine made a silent vow to dedicate her life to protecting her niece. She would care for Ayva as if she were her own. In truth, Everine had always wanted to mother a child. As Aurora’s guardian, always struggling to keep their heads above water, she had never found the time for romance—and she would never settle for anything less than epic love in any case. Already eighteen years of age, however, she would likely soon be too old to be considered for marriage.

      The joyful sound of chirping birds signaled the sun’s rising. Everine could not wait much longer. The outskirts of Beregend—anywhere near the eyes of the Heartless King—would not be safe for Ayva. Everine filled a pouch with coins and what few things they were bound to need and pulled on a cloak.

      She wrapped Ayva close underneath her garments in hope of hiding her from unfriendly eyes. Since the Fall of the Elemental Rulers more than two centuries ago, the world had become an extremely dangerous place, especially for magical beings.

      The coins jingled in the pouch as Everine turned for one last look at her sister. Both her body and the state of the bed bore witness to the recent trauma of Ayva’s birth.

      Everine’s mouth turned dry. This was the last she would ever see of Aurora. The excruciating sight of her sister unlocked the pain she had shoved away all night, and Everine wept.

      Everine was unable to bear the sorrow of looking at her sister for another second. She feared she might lose her nerve. Walking across the room, she knelt next to the bed and folded the bloodied sheets over Aurora’s body with care, covering her face last.

      A small hand brushed against Everine’s collarbone, reminding her of the present urgency. A magical child like Ayva should be kept far from prying eyes in Êvina.

      Everine stood, rubbed her bleary eyes defiantly, and raised her head. She sniffled and took one deep breath before stepping, for the last time, out of her home and into the sleeping streets of Beregend.
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          The Land of Fire

        

      

    

    
      
        
        - Everine -

      

      

      Everine had never cared much for the ocean.

      It was unpredictable at best. Those who travelled it were not only unfriendly, but also unhygienic. Furthermore, the ship’s lavatories were non-existent, though she chose not to dwell on that too much.

      She had paid the captain more than she thought she could spare for their passage. At least he had supplied her with water and soap every morning, as well as a couple of passably clean rags. She submerged her hands in the tepid water and splashed a handful across her face before she washed Ayva’s cheeks.

      Everine scanned the small cabin where they had slept during their time spent crossing the Feardorach Ocean. Barrels of whiskey and thick ropes filled one corner, while two cots and a small table served as the only furniture. The salty scent from the ocean and the lingering stench of drunken nights crawled up her nose.

      She and Ayva had been aboard the small merchant ship for a few days when Everine laid eyes on the coastline of Lycobris. Through the circular port in their cabin, she watched the smoke and fire rising from Vulkan Mountain to the south. A dark mist blanketed the Land of Fire. Foreboding flames cast gloomy light against the smoke clouding the morning skies, also illuminating the large village of Vulkan, which lay at the mountain’s base. The vision of it sent burning shock waves through Everine’s bones. She cleared her throat and licked her chapped lips.

      She was glad they would be traveling in the opposite direction of the fiery mountain once they disembarked. She didn't intend to stay in the Land of Fire any longer than necessary.

      Of all the Aradrian lands, Lycobris had suffered the most after the Fall. Next to Êvina, it had enjoyed the most wealth, but it was now corrupt to the core. The land had become overrun with thieves, con artists, and dangerous creatures, such as the Vulkan hawks, black bears, and bobcats. Lycobris was even the preferred dwelling for mercenaries.

      The lord of the land, Hadeth, cared for nothing but his own wealth. He had eyes everywhere, ensuring that any who opposed him never did so again. Unfortunately for the Aradrian people, those eyes also reported back to one other—the King of Aradria. Though he was more commonly known as “the Heartless King,” none dared say it to his face—even speaking the words might cost a person his life. Or worse. The personalities of those who had met the king often changed, and not for the better.

      The king could not be allowed to receive any knowledge of Ayva if Everine wished to keep her alive. Of that she was certain. The Heartless King didn't allow the extraordinary to live freely without his interference. He had been known to imprison, kill, or experiment on those who exhibited any uncommon form of magical abilities. If able, he would also enslave their minds. Everine could not imagine a grimmer fate.

      The roads in Lycobris were dangerous, and the forest even more so. Even discounting the many menacing creatures and robbers often found there, the land itself was treacherous. Earthquakes and wildfires plagued Lycobris. There was also the risk of getting caught by the Vulkan guards, or even worse, encountering Silverlings, the king’s own foot soldiers. 

      Everine shuddered, hugging Ayva close. They might stand a chance if they could cross the northern borders into Caradrea, the Land of Air, but even then their chances would remain slim. Still, anything was better than staying in Êvina and risking exposure.

      Right now, however, Everine’s most pressing concern was feeding the baby resting on her chest. She had heard tales of magical newborns surviving up to a week without nourishment, but she was beginning to worry. Ayva was not prone to fussing or crying, which worried Everine, even as she was thankful that it eased their journey. It was not normal behavior for an infant. She should be able to find a wet nurse in Lycobris, but how would Everine explain Ayva?

      Everine sat on the cot, still holding the infant. Her eyes darted nervously around the cabin. She expected everyone to be on deck, but she had to make absolutely sure she and Ayva were unobserved. They would be captured quickly if anyone noticed the shimmer of Ayva’s skin.

      As Everine unwrapped Ayva, she felt a slight sting on her breast. The baby had found her way to Everine’s nipple. She stroked Ayva’s head and tried to conceal her worries.

      “I’m sorry, little one, but there’s nothing there. I know you must be famished.”

      Her breasts ached when Everine pulled Ayva away. A drop of white ran down the side of the infant’s mouth. Everine frowned. Ayva parted her tiny lips, searching for Everine’s breasts again. Everine hesitantly squeezed her nipple with her free hand, and a thin stream of milk spurted out at her touch.

      “By the powers of Emblanyiêa!” She stared at her niece with distrust. “What are you?”

      The infant beamed.

      Ayva was entrancing, beautiful like no other child Everine had ever known. Abundant hair and rosy lips complemented her wide, sparkling eyes with their long, auburn lashes. Luckily, the gleam of her skin had faded, even if it still glowed softly, and Ayva looked far more normal now than in the first dawn of her life. Still, no one could fail to notice that Ayva was anything but ordinary.

      How could Everine not love her?

      Ayva’s magical abilities were beyond anything Everine had known existed. Everine studied Ayva carefully as she ate. Even though Ayva looked like Aurora, there was something very distinct about her features. She didn’t look entirely human. Aurora had never told Everine who Ayva’s father was, only that he had left before she could tell him about the pregnancy. If Everine had known, it might have helped her to understand what kind of magic Ayva possessed. But as she didn't there was no point wasting her energy thinking about it anymore.

      Everine relaxed as she allowed Ayva to feed. Was this Ayva’s doing? What other powers did she possess? While it was a strange feeling to be nursing a child when she had none of her own, somehow her newfound motherhood felt very natural. It was not the life Everine had pictured when Aurora fell pregnant. She shut her eyes hard and wiped away a tear.

      At least the issue of food had been solved. What they needed next was a place to hide Ayva for as long as necessary.

      When Ayva had finished, Everine wrapped her close to her chest again and stepped out onto the deck of the ship. The few passengers had all gathered to prepare to disembark, even though the docks were still a good distance away. The men who worked the ship were preoccupied, tending to their duties. A few merchants scattered around deck were checking their wares, all the while watching each other with suspicious eyes. Protecting their cargo was clearly their main concern. They paid Everine no attention.

      They kept their trade secrets close to their chests and would trip each other up if given the opportunity. A lot had changed since the old times, when the traders would have been friendly toward one another.

      An unfamiliar man stood by the rail, facing the busy harbor. He looked more or less human, with a dense build and square features, but as the first morning light touched his skin, it radiated.

      His skin appeared to be made almost entirely of warm desert sand blended with tiny specks of gold. Neither his orange leather vest nor ragged black shorts could hide his brawny body. The man was also exceptionally large—more than any human or Devling Everine had ever encountered. He fascinated her beyond her understanding.

      One of the crew offered her a drink of water.

      “No, thank you. But if you don't mind me asking, what is he?” She nodded toward the traveler. The sailor followed her gaze and frowned.

      “He’s called Birken. An Earthling, miss. I would not approach him if I were you. A lady like yourself should not get involved with Devlings in his line of work.” The sailor excused himself and went back to his chores.

      The Devlings, though related to humans, were not quite the same. Devlings, including, among others, Sirens and Silverlings, possessed similarities to humans, such as a shorter life span than most creatures. They differed in appearance and strength, however. Earthlings were among the most secluded Devlings in Aradria.

      Everine had heard stories about the Earthlings. They had, against all odds, remained independent when the Heartless King had claimed dominion over most of Aradria. The Earthlings of Bermunnos Mountain had once lived in peace with the peoples both to the west and east of the mountain. After the Fall of the Elemental Rulers, however, the villages on either side of Bermunnos had been destroyed, forcing them to retreat far into the mountain range.

      The Earthling caught her staring, and Everine shifted her eyes awkwardly. He twitched his lips upward and, turning his face to the sky, revealed bold geometrical shaped patterns in evidence where his scalp was exposed, The patterns were framed by sun-bleached curly hair, cut close to his head.

      The Earthling waved at her. “Feel free to join me, miss.”

      Everine absently reached under her cloak and stroked Ayva’s head, making sure she was out of sight. Reluctantly, she went to his side, as invited.

      “And what’s a woman of Êvina doing traveling to these parts of the world?” Birken had a thick northern accent, yet his tone felt welcoming.

      Everine fumbled with a response, as she hadn’t taken the time to construct her story yet. “My sister died.” Everine’s gaze trailed the waves of the Feardorach Ocean. “She was all the family I had.”

      The Earthling tilted his head. “And so you figured on trying your luck in Lycobris? Lady, you’re off your blazes.”

      “Maybe so,” Everine snapped.

      “Besides,” Birken spoke under his breath. “This is not a place one usually brings one’s younglings.”

      Chocolate brown eyes flickered to the little hand reaching out from Everine’s cloak. She quickly tucked Ayva’s hand back underneath the wrappings. As long as they remained here there was no place to run to if the wrong people spotted her.

      “Secret’s safe with me, miss.” He hummed cheerfully.

      Relaxing slightly, Everine stepped closer. A big Earthling like Birken might be exactly what she and Ayva needed to keep safe while crossing Lycobris.

      “The name is Everine—Everine Vargens,” she whispered. “What can I offer you to accompany us to Caradrea?”

      Arching an eyebrow, Birken pulled a long-handled pipe from his belt. He lit it carefully, shielding it from the wind and ocean spray. As he inhaled, he looked deep into Everine’s eyes. The flame from his pipe glowed against his face, exposing the cracks and crags in his skin. The shadows left the impression of a stony surface, much like the face of a mountain.

      “I believe, mayhap, the pleasure of your company would suffice.” He grinned, but Everine kept her composure.

      “Now, don’t you go imagining things.”

      “Oh, it hadn’t crossed my mind. But now you mention it, I think your company is more than enough. Besides, I’m headed in that general direction either way.” Birken’s laugh was a rumble in his throat.

      Everine clenched her jaw. “I promise to repay you for your kindness.”

      He sucked on his pipe for a few silent moments. “I happen to be a terrible cook. Cook our meals, and I’ll do my best to get you safely past Griffin Peak. After that, we must part ways.”

      That was a generous offer, considering they had only just met. Everine extended her hand to seal the deal. This seemed to amuse the Earthling, which she found irritating.

      As she held her ground, Birken carefully tucked away his pipe to place his right hand flat on his chest. He turned her extended hand palm upwards. Soft lips landed on the inside of her wrist as he bent down. When the moment dragged on, Everine nearly pulled away, but then he let go. Birken stepped back and retrieved his pipe. Everine’s cheeks burned a little, and she averted her face.

      After Everine had been standing silently by the rails for some time, Ayva stirred. Everine excused herself and went off to find a sheltered space between some barrels where she could feed the infant. As they waited for the ship to dock, Everine quietly sang a lullaby of the Old Age while rocking Ayva in her arms.

      The ship had felt intrusive, and Everine didn't much care for the unsteadiness of the ocean’s moody waters. Still, it had been a blessed breather. It was what would come next that concerned her.

      She was not particularly looking forward to passing through Lycobris. The thought of possibly running into Silverlings or being caught by the Vulkan guards made her skin crawl. However, there could be no turning back.

      So many ships had arrived at the docks that they were forced to wait for other ships to depart before they could disembark. By nightfall, however, Everine would set foot in the Land of Fire.
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        * * *

      

      They would have to stay at an inn in the village of Arvaex for the first night. Everine had hoped to set off immediately after departing the ship and had unsuccessfully protested against staying in the village. Birken had insisted they wait till morning so they could gather supplies for their journey.

      He had also pointed out that leaving Arvaex would be easier during daylight hours. Most of the malevolent activity in the village happened after dark, which meant more patrols. There would be fewer guards during the day, which meant less chance of being stopped.

      Birken’s arguments had made sense, and he was clearly adamant, so Everine had eventually succumbed to his reasoning.

      She was unimpressed, however, when Birken brought them to a place not quite her choice of beverage. A lopsided, rusty sign above the entrance read: “The Dungeon.”

      “Lovely.” Everine grunted with disgust as she eyed the run-down tavern in front of them. The stone walls were smeared with some kind of green-brown sludge Everine could not identify. Broad streams of sewage ran by either side of the inn. With no other options, she pulled her hood tighter and grabbed the Earthling’s arm. Birken had such a massive trunk of an arm that she needed the whole of hers to reach around it. His skin was so warm that Everine felt as if she were embracing a furnace. It was surprisingly comforting.

      A bell rang overhead as they opened the door to a dingy room filled with scruffy-looking men seated at grimy stone tables scattered throughout the long space. Everine fought her instinct to turn around and leave when she took in the low ceiling and horrid stench of filth. However, Birken’s presence propelled her forward despite her qualms. His size was an advantage she didn't care to lose.

      A short man waved them over. He stood on a stool behind the stone counter in order to manage his affairs. As it turned out, he was not a man at all. By his tall forehead and his long, crooked nose—not to mention the large amount of moss on his skin—it was clear to Everine that she was encountering a Jotter for the first time in her life. 

      The Jotters were skilled smiths and proficient with numbers. Despite being generally very successful businessmen, they were unpredictable and most people would shy away from trading with them. They were also known for being unkind and typically resided in the Land of Earth. However, their excessive greed drove them to venture wherever the money was.

      The Jotter’s murky green eyes were callous and his brown, wavy hair rested heavily on his shoulders. His face was deeply furrowed, his attention glued to a book filled with numbers.

      “Welcome to The Dungeon. I am Hyme.” He spoke with indifference.

      “We would like a room. One night only.” Birken tapped the counter decisively. 

      Everine gaped and quickly corrected him. “That would be two rooms, sir. Two.” She shot Birken a sour look.

      “Is one room only. Name?” Hyme handed them a key without so much as lifting his gaze.

      “Name is Prox, and we’ll take it. It’s all we need,” Birken said, snatching the key into his hand.

      Everine wanted to object, but Birken was already pushing her toward the staircase at the far end of the room. A few of the clientele lifted their heads as Birken rushed Everine past them. He spoke to her quickly but quietly.

      “I’ll sleep on the floor. The stone is good for my back. But, this is how it needs to be.”

      Everine fumed. Once inside the room, her eyes bored into him as she unwrapped Ayva.

      “Look, Ev, if you’re going to serve my meals, you need to be kept safe. A woman alone in a room—in this hellhole? You wouldn’t last the night.”

      Everine grimaced at the nickname but said nothing. She had more pressing matters. Ayva was awake and hungry. Everine held her index finger out in front of her and made a small circle in the air.

      “Turn away then, you big brute.”

      He folded his hands across his eyes, stuck out his tongue, and turned heavily on his feet, much as he was told. Everine stifled a giggle. The Earthling was a big child. She was a mother of two, then. Only days ago, she had been the mother of no one. She hadn’t even birthed either of the two she had now. So much had changed in such a short amount of time.

      When Ayva had fed, Everine laid her down on the bed and pulled the top of her dress back up, leaving her cloak on the nightstand.

      “Such a vision.” Birken stared down at Ayva, an expression of total awe in his eyes. “She sort of looks like you…and yet she doesn’t.” He marveled at the child.

      “Keep your hands away from my daughter, Earthling.” Everine’s words were harsher than she intended.

      Birken frowned but excused himself regretfully. “I meant no harm, Ev. Besides, kids love me.”

      She softened her posture.

      “I really can’t imagine.” Relaxing, she sat back on the bed. “I’m sorry too. So far you’ve kept up your end of the bargain, and you have told no one of my daughter.” Everine looked down at the baby she now claimed as her own. She played with Ayva’s hands and was amazed yet again at her beauty.

      A vision indeed.

      “If you don’t mind me asking—” Birken said.

      “Oh, I might, but do try your luck.” Everine almost smiled, inclining her head.

      “Um, yes, right. She has a name, I trust? Don’t want to keep on calling her just ‘the baby.’”

      Everine smiled then, still looking down at her child.

      “Her name is Ayva, and I think she would like you to hold her now.” She shocked even herself at the gesture, but it had felt like the right thing to do.

       

      
        
        - Birken -

      

      

      Birken approached Ayva. Bending down, he cupped one hand gently underneath her to pick her up. Ayva flashed a smile at him, and one small hand reached for his face. She stroked her fingers over his jaw.

      Her eyes shifted between bronze and shamrock-green to a flow of images, and Birken saw familiar faces within them. People he had lost and people to whom he was returning. He saw himself embracing his late wife. In the next instant, he danced with two baby boys in his arms. The images vanished as Ayva’s eyes returned to an ocean-blue.

      She giggled. Birken held her away from him in disbelief, wiping away a single tear.

      “Don’t ask. I only need her safe,” Everine said.

      Birken wanted to know, but all he could manage to voice was the sincerity in his heart. “I came upon you for a reason. You have my word that I’ll guard her with my life, for as long as our paths are aligned.”

      Everine’s amber eyes held his. “I’ll hold you to your word, Birken Earthling, or I’ll have your life.”

      He nodded. Everine could never possibly live up to her threat. Her small, curved body was pleasing to the eye, but she didn’t exactly scream intimidating. However, Birken had no doubt of her sincerity. Her peach-colored lips twitched in annoyance, and wisps of auburn hair curled around her cheekbones.

      Perhaps it was time to move on and leave the past behind? Earthling women didn't seem to measure up to the fierce woman in front of him. And Earthling women were known to be the fiercest of them all.

      Birken yawned and slumped down onto the hard stone, turning his back on Everine. The heavy bag of coins in his belt dug into his side.

      I shouldn’t have taken the money.

       

      
        
        -Everine -

      

      

      They left the inn the next morning and went to the village market to gather what they needed to travel to Caradrea.

      It came in handy that Birken was abnormally big, even for an Earthling. By the end of their errands, there was no room left for anything more to be carried on Birken’s body. A couple of buckskins were rolled together on his back. Pots and pans hung from his waist, and the satchels tied around his arms and feet contained waterskins, bags filled with spices, wheats, rye, beans, peas and other essentials.

      Everine pointed at the supplies around his feet in particular and frowned. “That does not look like a comfortable way to travel.”

      “Oh, but I shan’t be carrying it for long. You’ll see. We’ll find a better way once we’ve entered Elfen Lyconis.”

      “I do hope you're talking about horses.”

      She shook her head at his grin, and found a small space among all the baggage through which she could hold on to Birken’s arm as they scurried off through the narrow muddy streets.

      Lord Hadeth’s human guards, the Vaexennas, patrolled the barricades that embraced the village in a wide crescent from one side of the bay to the other. The Vaexennas, once personal guards of the King of Fire, were now known to be ruthless in their duties. Any and all activity deemed suspicious would mean facing Hadeth or the king for judgement, assuming the Vaexennas didn’t decide to kill the offender first.

      Everine and Birken would need to remain as inconspicuous as possible, a task not easily executed for someone of Birken’s size and appearance. Even so, they managed to escape the notice of quite a few guards on their way out of the village. They detoured every so often and slunk their way around the few stone houses on the outskirts of Arvaex. This side of the village was quiet and there were less people around, but they were drawing closer to the barricades with every step.

      Their luck didn't hold. As they neared the barricades, a pair of Vaexennas spotted them and raised their swords.

      “Names and business,” the elder of the two Vaexenna said.

      “Is that your child?” The younger Vaexenna pointed at Everine—Ayva’s hand was sticking out from under her cloak. If they were to see her eyes, the Vaexennas would doubtless hand all three of them over to the Heartless King. Running would be just as futile. 

      Birken looked over at Everine with an apologetic look. It was as if he had read her mind.

      He spun around, pots and pans clanging against each other, and placed himself squarely in the middle of the guards. He grabbed onto the Vaexennas’ hands that held the hilts of their swords. With a single thrust, Birken broke the wrists of both men simultaneously. Grabbing the swords as they fell, he twirled them around, taking a single, long stride forward that placed him past the two men. Kneeling, he thrust the swords backwards, sinking them deeply into the guards.

      Releasing the swords, Birken took Everine’s hand, and they started running. Everine felt a moment of remorse for the dead guards, even though she was grateful for her own escape.

      The load Birken carried produced a lot of noise with each step, and Everine prayed to Emblanyiêa that the guards would not be found too soon. They only slowed their pace once the barricade lay far behind them and they had entered Elfen Lyconis. The sound of bells ringing alerted them that the Vaexeannas had been found, but there was no sign of anyone in pursuit.

      By midday, Everine and Birken found themselves hidden within the dense forest, the homeland of the wild elves. Their path joined a trail that carried them into the thick green of Elfen Lyconis; hours passed before Birken led them down a narrow path off the wider trail. Grass and weeds were waist high, slapping against Everine with every step. Birken found the path with little effort, but Everine never would have found it without him.

      Her feet ached from traveling the entire day. Fatigued and out of breath, Everine gritted her teeth and kept walking.

      Birken eventually steered them into a small clearing hidden among clumps of linden trees.

      The trees had thick trunks, and the branches spread out overhead to provide shelter. Birken reached up to pick a few nuts off the closest tree. He patted the trunk, as though thanking it for the snack. Reaching out for a few more nuts, he announced, “We’ll camp here for the night.”

      Too tired to respond, Everine slumped to the ground, still cradling Ayva in her arms. Birken untied the various supplies from his body, dumping it all at his feet. He picked up a small knife and turned his head back for a quick glance before he disappeared into the trees.

      His voice reached her from out of sight, “Be back in a hammer’s beat!”

      He reappeared a few minutes later with a couple of dead hares in his hands, along with a collection of various greenery.

      Everine sifted through Birken’s findings while he played with Ayva’s nose.

      “You do know most of these greens are inedible?” Everine shook her head before discovering a plant that stood out from the others. She brightened. “Ah, now this I can use.”

      “Told you I was no cook,” Birken mumbled from behind his hands, which were folded over his face. “Boo! Here I am, Ayva. Had a hard time finding me now, didn’t you?” He was making funny faces and playing peekaboo with the newborn.

      Ayva giggled with excitement to Everine’s amazement. She had already developed so much. Ayva was certainly nothing like any other child.

      The game continued until Everine had finished preparing their meal. She was proud of the accomplishment as she served what she thought was a meal fit for noble folk. She had skinned the hares and cooked them to perfection. Then, she had roasted the nuts and seasoned everything with the one usable herb Birken had found, as well as a couple of others she had bought in Arvaex

      Ayva fell asleep instantly as Birken laid her down on a bed of moss he had created. “She truly is something else, isn’t she?” He marveled at her.

      “In truth, I don’t know what she is.” Everine sighed and leaned back, resting her body on a nearby linden trunk. “Have you travelled a lot in Aradria, Birk?”

      “Yes, I certainly have. Not many places I haven’t seen.” He pulled out his pipe and lit it.

      Everine bit her lip before asking her next question. “Still, you have never seen anything like her anywhere, have you?”

      He shook his head. “On my travels? Can’t say I have, though she does remind me of something from the stories of old. But those are children’s stories.”

      Everine was somewhat disappointed with his reply. It would have been a comfort to learn more about what Ayva was, but she found she rather enjoyed the Earthling’s companionship nonetheless.

      “You read children’s stories?” Everine grinned.

      “Every now and then, yes.” Birken narrowed his eyes. “Lately, not so much.”

      She laid herself down beside the tree trunk. “Tell me one, please, Birk?”

      Birken studied the carvings on his pipe for a while, and then closed his eyes. He started with a story about the Earthlings’ betrayal of the Elemental Rule during the time of the Fall and their futile search for redemption. Everine pulled the buckskin over her tired body and listened to the sound of Birken’s voice until her eyelids dropped.
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        - Everine –

      

      

      They were already back on the path, hiking deeper into Elfen Lyconis, as the sun rose. Birken wished to reach their next stop before midday. The Caradrean borders were still days ahead of them, however.

      By the time the sun filled the sky, the forest had opened up to reveal a spacious glade. Dense tree trunks encircled the area, and the thick crowns of the trees extended to touch each other.

      Birken inhaled sharply, flaring his nostrils. “We’re here.”

      Straight ahead, in the middle of the glade, stood a small, wooden cottage. Everine was primarily interested, however, in the rows of well-maintained stables that lay next to it. It was a relief to think she might get to rest her feet for the remainder of their journey. Ayva was small, but it was still a strain on Everine to constantly carry her while walking.

      As they approached the cottage, Birken halted and eyed Everine seriously. “Now, I need you to be…not you, alright? I mean, let me speak and make yourself as invisible as you possibly can.” He smiled and added, “Though, I realize that’ll be hard.”

      Everine’s exhaustion left her glad to slip into the background, but she couldn’t help huffing a little and pursing her lips in annoyance. A rumble of amusement issued from Birken’s chest. He quickly recovered his composure, however, and knocked on the arched wooden door.

      A husky voice bid them to enter.

      The door opened into a circular space with an immense central hearth. The faint smell of resin and spruce wafted through the air. A round table and a few wooden chairs stood in front of the fire. A wild elven woman sat upon one of these. Everine’s heart leaped as she beheld the strange sight.

      The Elf was tall, her body athletic, and her skin carried an oily, olive sheen. She wore only a small scrap of a top, which appeared more like a brassiere, along with a pair of fitted trousers.

      Her attire was constructed entirely of moss, twigs, leaves, and twisted vines. The vines in her top travelled up behind her neck where they were woven into her long, raven-black hair. They snaked out around her head to form an elegant headpiece.

      She stood and gestured for them to come closer. “Birken, dear. Back so soon?”

      “Yirin.” Birken smiled generously. “You look well. It really has been a long while since last I saw you.”

      “Seems like the blink of an eye to me.” Yirin extended her arm as they approached her. Her nose was slightly aquiline, and her eyes were a soft cinnamon-brown.

      Birken bent to kiss the proferred hand in much the same manner as he had with Everine when they first met. Everine didn’t appreciate how he kissed Yirin one bit, though she thought it was probably some kind of custom he followed. Neither did she like the way the Earthling and the Elf had kept her completely out of the exchange of proper greetings thus far.

      “We’re going to need a couple of your strongest steeds, my beaut,” Birken said.

      “Flattery will only get you across the doorstep.” Yirin tilted her head, her eyes sweeping up and down Birken’s body, inspecting the various belongings strapped to him. “What have you got for me in return?”

      “I found something interesting while visiting the towers of Njordhall.” He searched through one of the satchels he was wearing. “I figured it must be of interest to you. Ah, there it is.” Birken pulled his hand out of the satchel and presented a giant seashell. Curious, Everine peeked past his arm.

      The shell was the size of his hand, and its marbled surface shone in a range of purples and pinks. Yirin accepted it and carefully opened the shell to uncover the largest coral-pink pearl Everine had ever seen resting in its nucleus. Pale light emanated from the pearl, casting watery shadows to dance along the walls of the room.

      “For this,” said Yirin, “I’ll throw in some arms as well. You look like you have only packed the very essentials for you and your…” The Elf nodded in Everine’s direction, finally acknowledging her presence. Everine instinctively wrapped her arms across her chest where Ayva slumbered out of sight.

      Birken shrugged. “Her? Not worth your time. Just a swindler from Caradrea. Thought she could make some coin hustling men in Lycobris. I’m taking her back where she belongs.”

      Everine clenched her fists until her fingernails dug into her skin. Yirin squinted at her. In the end, her nostrils blew out and her thin lips parted into a frown before she dismissed Everine once more.

      Clearly, the wild elven woman cared nothing for those who hustled their way through life. Yirin gestured for Birken to follow her outside as she walked toward the door. Everine sighed and fell into step with Birken.

      “You may choose what weapons you need from the armory.” Yirin shifted her shoulders to indicate the direction in which the armory lay. “Once you're decided on your arms, you may leave with any two of the yellow, black, or silver mares or stallions from the furthest stable.” Yirin stroked Birken’s chest lightly with the flat of her hand as she spoke.

      He smirked. “I appreciate it. We’ll be out of your vines in no time.”

      “Always a pleasure, Earthling. If there’s nothing more I can do for you today, I bid you farewell.” She winked and stretched herself luxuriously on the balls of her feet with her arms raised above her head, after which she strutted over to a nearby bench.

      To Everine’s surprise, Yirin picked up a long-handled pipe, similar to Birken’s own, from the seat and lit it. Birken chuckled as he took Everine’s arm and led her to the back of the stables.

      The armory was hardly modest. It was bigger than Everine’s house in Beregend had been. The wooden beams were carved to perfection with intricate patterns, crafted with Elven skills. The symbols sculpted into the wood featured a variety of animals, from bobcats, to griffins, and foxes, and paid special tribute to the elements of fire and air. Rows of weapons racks of different sizes stood evenly placed throughout the space.

      Everine didn’t know the first thing about choosing weapons for combat, but she had used a bow to hunt for food in the past, and her aim was fairly good.

      Ayva stirred, and Everine loosened her garments to allow the baby a look at the armory. Her small head turned this way and that before looking back at Everine. The tips of her tiny fingers landed on Everine’s cheek, and Ayva beamed. Images of Everine and Aurora stringing their bows together appeared within Ayva’s irises, and Everine’s own eyes filled with tears.

      She remembered well the lessons of the hunt, which she and Aurora had been taught by their father when they were young. Everine shut out the memories and selected a bow and a matching quiver filled with arrows that had caught her eye. She also helped herself to a dagger and a one-handed sword in its sheath.

      Birken took a couple of daggers, an axe, and a two-handed great sword and a matching sheath that he fastened on his belt. The great sword would have been completely unmanageable for anyone of ordinary size. In his grip, however, it looked exactly right. Weighing the sword in his hands, he gave it a swing and sheathed it.

      “Now, let’s decide who our new traveling companions will be,” he said, seeing that Everine was finished. Eyes glimmering with excitement, he hurried her out of the door toward the furthest stables.

      Everine had not been prepared for what faced her inside. The sweet smell of lime and honey overshadowed the scent of fresh cut hay. The stable featured two rows of spacious stalls and the high ceiling displayed a series of arched windows, which allowed the sunlight to illuminate the room of red timber.

      The stalls had been built with great care. Each was delicately hand-decorated with crisp carvings that echoed those in the armory. And within each stall stood a magical creature of old. Everine’s eyes widened at the sight, and her lips spread out into a smile.

      At first they looked merely like extraordinarily big horses, but the horns on their foreheads betrayed them for what they were. As long as Everine’s arm and glowing gently, the horns shimmered with all the colors of the rainbow.

      “Unicorns!” Everine whispered.

      “Incredible, aren’t they? When you pick yours, you’ll need to look for one with a spirit like your own, else there’s no way it’ll allow you on its back.”

      “How am I supposed to do that?” Everine muttered to herself.

      Ayva made little sounds of discomfort, and Everine unbound her to allow her meet the unicorns. Birken moved down the row of stalls.

      Everine lifted Ayva close to the nearest unicorn so they could both get a proper look at the magnificent creature. Ayva’s eyes shone.

      The silver unicorn in front of them tossed his chalk-white mane and snorted with annoyance. He turned his rump to them and flapped his tail in their faces. Ayva grunted and stretched her arms towards another stall.

      They went over to greet a yellow unicorn three stalls down with a golden mane and syrup-brown eyes. Ayva leaned close to touch this one as well. The mare looked friendly enough. The scarlet horn protruding from its forehead immediately started glowing as Ayva placed her hand on its muzzle. The mare whinnied with delight, and Everine couldn’t deny a distinct feeling of familiarity.

      “Birken,” she called. “Ayva found our unicorn.”

      “Good. I just met mine.” He stood on the opposite side of the aisle, further down the row of stalls, petting a black stallion. Everything he had carried lay in a heap on the ground at his feet. He returned to the back wall of the stall to collect the stallion’s saddle.

      Everine wrapped Ayva against her chest once more, and began readying her unicorn for travel. She had finished strapping on the last of the saddlebags when a bevy of heavy footsteps sounded from outside the stable. Loud voices issued from somewhere near the cottage.

      Yirin’s angered voice pierced through the clamor. Everine heard her command the newcomers to leave her horses alone.

      Fear ensnared Everine.

      Birken held one finger to his lips and signaled her to stay put. Folding her arms over Ayva, Everine hunched down in the far corner beside her mare.

      The doors of the stable flew open.

      A rough voice filled the building. “Creos, I struck gold.”

      Everine crouched down further and watched as two pairs of silver-colored feet joined one another at the stable doors. Silverlings! The worst possible Devlings she could have encountered in all of Aradria.

      “Only got horses, eh? Hiding unicorns from the king is a punishable offense. I’ll make sure the Elf knows. Round them up, Kiros. About time we returned home.” Creos’s voice thundered between the stalls. “I would say we ought to be well-rewarded for our efforts, brother.”

      Cruel laughter sent chills running through Everine’s body. Creos went back outside, and two others joined Kiros.

      Everine turned to search for Birken. Her heart sank at the sight of the empty space five stalls down where his unicorn had been. Her mind raced, and Everine tried to steady herself with her breathing. Ayva snorted and raised her eyes to Everine’s. Everine shook her head and shushed Ayva, strapping her cloak tighter around her chest, covering the baby completely.

      When she looked up again, a Silverling glared at Everine from the aisle. He dropped his shining, white helmet to the ground and licked his sapphire-blue lips. He didn’t bother calling for the others as he entered the stall.

      “Shh—stay still, and it’ll be over before you know it.” His devious demeanor and the coldness in his voice raised the hairs on her skin. Everine was trapped.

      Like the rest of his kin, his body was hairless and silver-colored. Symbols, once burned into his flesh, had left ivory scars covering his scalp, arms, and legs. Shiny, white armor revealed him as one of the Zila’r-nath—a member of the Silverling army, the king’s very own league of mercenaries.

      He was almost the height of Birken, though their features differed greatly. The Silverling’s broad shoulders portrayed strength, despite his slender figure. Everine pressed herself against the wall.

      The Silverling appraised her with cruel, purple eyes. Moving with quick strides, he reached out toward Everine. As he bent forward, however, the mare neighed, turned, and kicked the Silverling straight in the head with her back feet. He was hurled toward the wall before he slid to the floor next to Everine.

      His face was crushed. Nausea surged up in Everine, but she swallowed back her repulsion. She stroked one shaking hand over her cloak where Ayva was hidden. She had to keep a clear head if she was going to be able to protect the baby. She closed her eyes and inhaled deeply before she retrieved the dagger from her boot.

      Quick footsteps pounded the ground before another Silverling appeared outside the stall. His purple eyes stared blankly at his fallen companion.

      “Milos is dead,” he called. “The unicorn did him in.” Displaying a row of gleaming white teeth, he raised his voice again. “There’s a woman in here.”

      “Deal with it,” someone replied icily from out of sight.

      The Silverling shrugged, reached within his chest armor and pulled out a dagger. He was lighter on his feet than the other had been. The mare tried to kick him, but he avoided her with ease.

      Latching on to Everine’s wrist, he pulled her to him and kept her in front of him as a shield as he dragged her out of the stall. Everine kicked and squirmed to no avail.

      Still gripping her wrist, the Silverling pushed Everine against the outside of the stall by her throat.

      He glared at her, bits of spittle foaming at the corners of his mouth. “Such a pretty thing.” A purple tongue reached out to lick Everine’s neck as he pressed himself against her.

      He put his own blade in between his teeth. Everine clutched at her dagger and raised it, but the Silverling caught her wrist as she attempted to stab his side.

      Pain shot up her arm as he struck her hand hard against the wall. Everine could hear her bones snap, and the dagger fell to the ground from her limp hand.

      “Fiery too.” He tightened his hold on her. “I’m going to enjoy this.” Shoving his body heavily against hers, he undid his trousers with a free hand so that they fell to his knees.

      His ice-cold fingers released her wrist and slipped between Everine’s thighs, lifting her skirts. The other hand moved from her neck and reached for her breasts.

      Ayva cried, catching the Silverling off-guard. His eyes widened, before his head was cast backward. A set of strong, familiar hands folded around the Silverling’s head and twisted it sharply.

      A loud snap sounded in Everine’s ears, and the Silverling collapsed to the ground at her feet. Birken approached her, frantically looking her up and down. His face was bruised.

      “You okay, Ev? Please be okay. I’m so sorry. I got held up.”

      Heat burning her cheeks, Everine patted down her skirt. She refused to cry. “Just…a minor fracture in my wrist, I think.” She feigned confidence. “Hardly worth getting your—”

      Light shimmered on the edge of a knife. A Silverling ran at them, the knife pointed toward Birken’s back.

      Everine wrapped one arm around Birken’s neck and pulled him into an embrace, allowing them to slide sideways. She released him before she picked up the dagger by her side with her uninjured hand, jumped to her feet, and plunged it straight between the attacker’s eyes.

      The Silverling convulsed and fell dead to the ground beside Everine. Her heart slammed against her chest. The number of those who had died in order for her to protect Ayva were piling up.

      “If you had wanted me to hug you, all you had to do was ask.” Birken grinned.

      He stood, and Everine dusted herself off. “This really isn’t the time, Birken. There are others out there.”

      “Yes. We need to disappear. Get your mare and stay close. There’s a back door near where my stallion was. We ride north.”

      Nodding her assent, Everine hurried to fetch her mare. She took the unicorn by the reins and led her carefully toward the stall Birken had pointed out.

      “What about the other unicorns?” she asked him.

      “You’re right, Ev. Yirin would want them to have the chance to run.”

      They left their saddled unicorns and ran down the length of the stable, opening the doors to every stall. “When we open the outside door, you run,” Everine whispered to each of them. When the unicorns thumped their hooves lightly in consent, Everine and Birken hurried to leave.

      Once outside, they mounted their unicorns. The rest of the unicorns followed, galloping past them and disappearing into the treeline. Everine would have followed their lead, but Birken was not moving.

      “Birk, we really ought to—” She followed his line of sight. Yirin hung naked by her arms from the huge linden tree that stood behind her cottage. Broken vines still clung to her hair. Blood streamed down between her legs into a crimson pool on the ground. Her gaze was wide and motionless.

      Everine shut her eyes at the bitter taste in her mouth. She didn’t want to rush Birken, but there was no time.

      “North—right, Birken?”

      He remained frozen in his saddle, staring at Yirin’s body. When Everine reached out to touch his shoulder, he said absently, “We have to bury her.”

      Everine clung awkwardly to the reins with one hand. Her injured wrist pulsed with her rapid heartbeats. She steered her unicorn in front of Birken and pointed a finger at Ayva. “If we don't go now, Yirin will not be the only one hanging from that tree.”

      Birken looked at her then, and his eyes regained their focus.

      “We ride. Now!” He kicked his heels, and his black stallion gathered speed.

      “Run,” Everine said, and the mare set off after him. As they galloped through the trees, a scream chased after them.

      “No! Kiros!” The voice howled. The remaining Silverlings had found their brothers. The forest stirred as the large pack of Silverlings hastened to leave Yirin’s glade. As disconcerting as it was, the racket they created gave Everine an idea of how far behind they were. She could only hope that the Silverlings would not catch their trail.

      Everine and Birken didn't look back, and continued to drive the unicorns to their limits as they raced on. The other unicorns were nowhere to be seen.
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        * * *

      

      They rode through the night and another sunset was approaching before Birken finally stopped. They had only slowed down on occasion for Everine to feed Ayva, at which point the unicorns would help themselves to the grass while trotting onwards. Birken appraised Everine’s condition, rubbing one hand behind his neck.

      “I suppose the two of you could use some rest. Maybe some food would do us all a bit of good too.” His gaze fell downward, and he shook his head.

      They led the unicorns off the trail until they found a suitable spot to make camp. When Birken had rubbed down the unicorns, the creatures trotted down to a nearby stream. Birken inspected the perimeter before he picked up Everine’s bow and quiver and left in search of dinner.

      Everine took the time to bind her wrist. It was awkward at first, but she finally managed. When she was done, she unwrapped Ayva, cradling her in one arm. The baby was looking a little pinched.

      She stroked Ayva’s chin, choking on her words. “I’m so sorry.” She gritted her teeth against the throbbing in her wrist. “Truly. Eat now, precious.”

      The yellow mare trotted to her side when Ayva had finished feeding and nudged Everine gently on the shoulder. Everine sighed and leaned her head on the mare’s neck. Digging her hooves into the ground, the mare bent her front knees low.

      Everine looked at her with confusion. “What is it?” As she gazed into the mare’s gentle eyes, the creature’s horn began to glow. The unicorn touched the tip of it to Everine’s injured wrist.

      The damaged area reflected the light from the horn and, in the blink of an eye, the pain dissolved. The mare whinnied with delight and stepped away once more. Astounded, Everine unwrapped her wrist, turning it this way and that. It had completely healed.

      Birken returned with three ferrets skewered on an arrow and began preparing them. Everine was too famished to intervene. She briefly thought about putting out the fire so as not to be seen, but they should be far enough ahead of the Silverlings. Besides, they needed to eat.

      Her stomach growled as she took the first bite. The lean meat nearly melted on her tongue. “This wasn’t our deal, Birken,” she pointed out. “I’m supposed to cook, remember?”

      Birken managed a discernible response between mouthfuls. “I figured since I was supposed to protect the two of you, and you saved my life instead, it’s the least I can do.”

      Everine didn't disagree, though in truth he had saved her first. As they ate, Ayva slept.

      Birken stared at Everine with unblinking eyes. Uncomfortable and self-aware of her figure, she pulled her knees up in front of her, wrapping her arms around them. Her round and soft features had to be strange to him, as an Earthling, though she had a feeling he didn’t mind strange all that much.

      Everine was not used to men looking at her like that. Aurora had always been the more endearing sister. Men passed Everine by in favor of Aurora. Even their parents had often put Aurora’s needs first. They had all assumed she would be the first to marry. She was as beautiful as she was kind and caring. Of course, Everine had seen in her sister what everyone else had, and she had been especially proud of her for her selfless nature.

      As if he knew what she was thinking, Birken asked, “You said you had a sister? I’m sorry you’ve had to endure so much. What about your parents, though? Do they still live?”

      Everine bit down on her lip at the memories. She had spent a lot of years trying to bury the pain of losing them into the depths of her heart. The thought of them, however, still hurt.

      “Our parents died in a terrible accident when we were quite young—the ground opened up and swallowed them whole, along with a number of other traders on their way from Blanchess Bay to the city of Beregend.” She paused, dragging her fingers through the dirt. “It must have been my eleventh year. The cleft afterwards left in the earth now serves as a defensive trench near the village of Avionnè.”

      The smoke from the campfire clouded Birken’s eyes. “Now I’m truly sorry. I know the incident you speak about.”

      Everine stared at the ground. Never one for crying, she had not shed a single tear for the loss of her parents, but Aurora had been inconsolable. Left to care for Aurora, Everine had decided that her sister should never want for anything.

      When times had been hardest, Everine attempted to conceal their misfortune from her sister. She was not particularly proud of some of what she had done to accomplish this, but she never doubted the necessity. Stealing for their survival had been better than starving.

      “How did you manage to get by on your own?” Birken asked, blowing rings of smoke into the flames.

      “The kindness of a friend. She was a Siren and a real blessing to us. We would have never made it without her help.” Everine smiled wearily, though her heart was laden with grief. If she had known she was going to run, she wouldn’t have told Sereana to leave. But there had been no time to seek her out once the decision was made.

      Sereana had come to Beregend to work as a songstress for a rich lord who had fallen in love with her voice. Her mother had sold her for a bucketful of jewels and the promise that Sereana would be given whatever she needed, as long as she stayed loyal to her master. He had been true to his word, and sometimes Sereana had shared her master’s generosity with Everine. She would always be thankful for that. No matter their misfortunes, Everine had always been particular about making it seem publicly as though their situation was better than it was. No man would have wanted to marry either of them otherwise. Not that anyone ever had.

      “What do you know of the unicorns and their healing powers?” Everine asked, hoping to change the subject.

      Birken’s gaze fell on her uninjured wrist. “I know their power comes from their horns, but it’s closely linked to their hearts. If removed, the unicorns are simply large horses. One can reforge their horns into powerful talismans. Mind you, the unicorn must have shed the horn and its powers of its own free will, or else the talisman will simply be a worthless trinket. Anything performed with the horn is an act of love, and so it has no power if taken from them by force. Also, the unicorn’s magic can be spent.”

      Everine glanced at her mare and whispered, “What happens if they spend it all?”

      “They die.”

      Birken sucked on his pipe and leaned back on one elbow. Changing the topic again, Everine asked something she had been wondering for some time. “I know we met on a merchant ship, but what exactly is it that you do for a living, Birk?”

      He chewed on his meat and replied with his mouth full. “I’m a bounty hunter.”

      Everine returned to her food. Bounty hunters would do anything to catch their prize. Given the low price for which he had agreed to travel with her, he didn’t strike her as someone who valued wealth. Perhaps he was in it for the action? It fit, though, given his references to his extensive travels and the explanation he had given Yirin about who Everine was. From what she knew, Earthlings rarely left the Chasm or travelled by themselves—not unless they had good reason.

      The image of Yirin’s dead body flashed before Everine’s eyes. She had managed to shut the memory out of her mind during the ride, but now it flooded back, along with everything that had happened inside the stable. A tear trickled down her cheeks.

      “I’m sorry about Yirin,” she said.

      Shadows crossed Birken’s face. “Yirin was a close friend. She was one of the last wild elves to attempt to save the few free unicorns left in Aradria. The ones she cared for had escaped capture. More often than not, they were badly wounded. She would tend to them for as long as they needed, and they were allowed to stay if they wanted and leave when they wished. Those we saw in the stables would have faced a terrible fate if they were captured. I don’t know how far they’ll get, but at least we gave them a chance.”

      The knowledge of Yirin’s sacrifice made Everine even more remorseful about her death. She worried about the future of the unicorns Yirin had died to protect.

      Clenching his jaw, Birken stared through the smoke. “The Silverlings have long executed vile deeds in the name of the Heartless King of Êvina—the self-proclaimed King of Aradria, Archenon.” He spat the words in disgust. “Now it seems the Zila’r-nath have begun propagating this evil of their own accord. Sickness spreads from the plains of Caradrea.”

      Everine continued eating her meal in silence. Birken fell into his own thoughts for a while before sitting up abruptly.

      “I don’t think the two of you should settle down in Caradrea after all, Ev.”

      She stared at him with surprise. “What else would I do?”

      A puff of smoke escaped the mouth of Birken’s pipe. He seemed to ponder her question carefully.

      “I think you should come with me. Now, hear me out before you refuse. I don’t think Caradrea is safe, but I know a place where the king’s eyes don't venture. I’m heading home, and I believe the Chasm of Bermunnos will be the safest place in Aradria for you to raise your child. I vowed to protect you, and this is the best way I know how.”

      He sounded so sure of himself, but Everine was not as certain as he was. Besides, she didn't wish to continue burdening him with their safety.

      As she slept that night, Everine didn't rest easily. Bleeding corpses inhabited her dreams. Crimson pools clouded her vision, and the sound of twisted voices made her insides revolt.

      The taste of bile coated her tongue and the nightmares still pestered Everine’s mind as she woke to find Birken strapping a basket onto the neck of her mare.

      He smiled and said gingerly, “I thought it might be better for the both of you if Ayva had a cradle of sorts. I’ve made it fit in front of the saddle.”

      Nodding, Everine hid her distress. Birken must have spent most of the night making the cradle. Thankful for the relief of not having to carry Ayva, she began preparing breakfast. She mixed wheat, rye, water and spices to make bread. She also made horse bread from beans and peas to feed the unicorns. They were quite content eating the tall grass in the forest, but it didn't hurt to provide them with something else as well. She placed the doughs on a grill above the fire and fed Ayva.

      Birken and Everine ate without much conversation. They both knew they could not stay in one spot for much longer.

      “Your mare needs a name,” Birken said when they had nearly finished. “I’ve come to agreements with my stallion that he should be named Blaze.” The black unicorn neighed proudly and stomped the ground. Both Birken and the creature looked equally content with their decision.

      “Oh, I hadn’t even thought of that.” Standing, she patted the stallion on its chest. “Nice to make your acquaintance, Blaze.” Everine curtsied, and inclined her head. “Of course you need names.”

      Turning, she went to stroke her mare’s muzzle. “What do you think?” The muscles in the mare tightened as she looked deep into Everine’s eyes. The mare was not as big or as sturdy as Blaze, but Everine felt she had willpower to compensate for her physical shortcomings.

      She had protected Everine and Ayva in the stable with no concern for her own wellbeing. It was as though Everine could see inside her soul. She was a fighter, this one.

      It came to Everine like a whisper in the back of her mind, as if she had known it all along. “How do you feel about Dandelion?”

      A rumble of amusement sounded from behind her, and Everine turned to see Birken in fits of laughter on the ground.

      “You want to name her after a weed? That’s a way to say ‘Thank you for riding me to safety.’” He pretended to hold onto tiny reins while galloping his fingers through the grass.

      “First off, I wasn’t talking to you,” Everine said sourly, as Birken kept rolling on the ground. “Now, hold your horses, Earthling. Yes, it’s a weed. It’s a strong weed—resilient and forceful. It finds a way to grow and spread in the cracks of a mountain just as well as in the soil of the forest. Where nothing else will grow, the dandelion finds its way. I believe it’s a fitting name for a formidable survivor. Besides, it compliments her color.”

      Dandelion whinnied in agreement and threw her head back, shaking her mane with pride.

      Birken got to his feet, wiped his eyes, and collected himself. “It certainly fits her spirit. Fair enough. Now, we need to make haste.”

      Everine could not agree more. She placed Ayva in the basket. Birken had not only lined its insides with soft moss, he had also made straps to hold the baby in place using thongs he had taken from the saddlebags. Ayva would be safe and shielded. Tucking her securely in a blanket, Everine strapped her in before mounting Dandelion. Birken had made sure Ayva’s basket was positioned carefully so that Everine could see her while riding.

      Everine offered Birken a warm smile to let him know how thankful she was for his thoughtfulness. Grinning, he ran toward Blaze and mounted the unicorn by vaulting into the saddle from behind.

      Once they rejoined the trail, the unicorns galloped toward the Caradrean border. Everine focused on the rhythm of the ride to block out all the horrible images that inhabited her mind. She allowed herself to think of nothing but the sound of the unicorn’s hooves racing through the forest.

      Who knew what would lie beyond the borders of the Land of Air?
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            The Tale of Creation

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        - Pyralis -

      

      

      Pyralis pushed his glasses up the bridge of his nose. He leaned over the scroll of parchment while dipping his quill in the ink, recording his thoughts with careful precision.

      

      Dear Gaija

      

      I am concerned. Centuries have passed, and the second coming is almost upon us. With the Elemental regents gone, Aradria has been thrown into chaos once more. Over the past two centuries, nature has become unbalanced, and what dwells in the dark has begun to surface. It troubles me that the spirits have lingered for so long. I fear it might not be enough.

       

      Pyralis lifted his head at the sound of footsteps from the hall. But he had bolted the doors to prevent anyone from entering, and the sound of footsteps soon faded away. More at ease, Pyralis returned to his letter.

      

      Three-headed beasts and creatures of old have emerged from the abyss and other dark corners across Aradria. The lands have been plagued by nature’s untamed fury in the form of such catastrophes as typhoons, tidal waves, and wildfires. I hope you're safe in Catyan Forest. Nature cannot tolerate the unbalance much longer.

      I fear for Aradria, though we both knew of the consequences. The king has gained many allies, and he has been able to see almost everything through his sorcery. I am glad to report that he has not yet seen the child.

       

      Pyralis paused, smiling at a painting on the wall, which portrayed a white trunk twisted around itself and the roots of a tree as old as time. It was a vivid image. With a sense of renewed hope, he finished his letter.

       

      I believe the new age is on the brink of unfolding. Perhaps we might have peace at last.

      Until next time.

       

      Yours always, dhin vèhn, Pyralis

       

      “He’s found them, wizard.”

      Pyralis turned to look at the squirrel dangling precariously from the top of the window frame.

      “Greetings, Rhastoc. That is fortunate.” Pyralis picked up the parchment and waved it decisively to dry the ink before rolling it up and binding it with a red ribbon.

      “Do you really think he can keep them safe?” The squirrel flipped around and landed elegantly on the windowsill.

      “If anyone can, it would be him. Besides, I have paid him more than enough.” 

      “There might be hope for Aradria yet. You should have seen her, wise one. She’s but a few days old and has already performed magic.” Rhastoc ground a nut between his sharp claws and banged it thrice on the edge of the windowsill.

      Pyralis pulled out another scroll. The image of a fire-breathing dragon covered the entirety of the page. A few lines in Ancient Arvish were scrawled across the dragon’s stomach. With his palms resting on the edges of the parchment, Pyralis read aloud: “Nier ith vaktir doder, ith Draykaer oth sveva ohm nhytt.”

      “When the keeper is dead, the dragon will fly again.” Rhastoc waved his arms wildly. “It will come to pass.”

      “Yes. We cannot avoid the second coming,” Pyralis said, meeting the squirrel’s gaze. “All we can do is give the children the best possible chance to survive it.”

      “What of the king?”

      “He must not know. I suppose he may find out, sooner or later. Let’s pray for later, shall we?” Pyralis shuddered and rolled the scroll back in on itself. He bound it carefully, buried it underneath a pile of other scrolls, and shoved them all to the back of the bookshelves.

      Rhastoc watched him while nibbling on the nut, which he had successfully split in two. “This has proved to be a most interesting partnership, my friend. It’s been a long time coming, though it feels like only yesterday that we all met under the shade of the Mother Tree.”

      Picking up the letter, Pyralis walked over to Rhastoc. He sat down in a chair next to the window and held out his arm. The squirrel bobbed his head, got to his feet, and bounded happily across his arm, to rest on the wizard’s shoulder.

      “How is our old friend, by the way?” Pyralis asked.

      “Fine. Waiting. She sends her best. Once the chosen one comes of age—”

      “Yes, yes. I know. The fire will escape me.”

      “Indeed.” Rhastoc put his long, bristly tale around Pyralis’s neck. Breathing heavily, the wizard scratched Rhastoc on his head.

      “I have lived with this burden for so long. It might be nice to let go. Promise me you'll help them?”

      “Of course. You know me. As long as I get to watch the show.”

      “Oh, and Rhastoc—I have found another, and I want you to stay close to her. Guide her. It’s crucial that we keep them safe. Whatever it takes. You must ask for Hawthorn. He will know of whom I speak.”

      Pyralis stood and approached the painting of the white trunk of the Tree of Aradria. Rhastoc threw down the shell of the nut and jumped on top of the painting’s frame.

      “Well, I had better get back to Sonûdor, then. Got a baby girl to see. A pleasure, as always.”

      “Don’t forget this.” Pyralis tied the ends of the ribbon into a loop and hung the letter over the squirrel’s neck. “It’s been good to see you too, Rhastoc.”

      The squirrel bowed and allowed the painting to swallow him feet first.

      Pyralis sighed and went over to his desk. As he slumped down in his armchair, he closed his eyes. Perhaps if he had been a better tutor, things would have turned out differently.

      He remembered a lesson spent with Archenon nearly half a millennia ago. There had been a number of these lessons for Archenon to attend over the years before they had even started addressing how to wield his powers. They might have been wrong to neglect his sorcery in the beginning.

      If only I had made him understand its significance, everything would be different.

      He recalled when Archenon was still young—and had a heart.
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        * * *

      

      In his memory, Pyralis’s eyes darted across the endless amounts of scrolls in the immense Êvina library. Six stories of white, wooden bookcases spanned the walls from top to bottom across the oval room. They contained all of Êvina’s history, and there was no telling what secrets might be uncovered if one were to search the pages long enough.

      “Your New Aradrian is coming along nicely, Archenon. You’ll be able to converse with humans and Devlings in no time.” Pyralis was pleased with Archenon’s efforts to refrain from using his mother tongue, Ancient Arvish, in their lessons, but teaching him history was proving to be a struggle. It was hard to keep his interest.

      “Now, back to the task at hand. Would you please stop pacing so we can continue?” Pyralis gestured for Archenon to sit. “Rhonja wishes you to know this.” He exhaled heavily, rubbing his neck. He returned to telling the young apprentice the old Tale of Creation.

      Archenon crossed his arms over his chest. “I know the words by heart.”

      “Yet, you refuse to listen to the words. Now, sit your stubborn behind down, and open those pointed ears of yours wide.” Pyralis shifted in his chair across from Archenon.

      His apprentice finally sat in an armchair next to him, folding his hands behind his head.

      “Very well, wise one. Ears pointed.”

      Relaxing, Pyralis returned to the book in his lap. “Yes, as I was saying.” He took a deep breath and straightened his back before he continued reading from the Book of Creation.

      “In the beginning, Mother Nature wept for the loneliness she felt after having spent an eternity alone in the universe. As she wept, her tears became rivers, leading to waterfalls, turning into oceans, and thus creating the first of all elements of the world—water.

      “With water came the first sign of life to the world of Aradria. Mother Nature found water to be quite soothing, yet she was not satisfied with her creation. There was no contrast in the scenery. She took a deep breath and blew air into the world so as to make the ocean dance at her will.” Pyralis tilted his head toward Archenon, who huffed and squirmed in his seat.

      “I’m paying attention. Mother Nature has created the first two elements. See? Great for her.”

      “Great for us,” Pyralis corrected.

      “If you say so.” Archenon rolled his eyes and pointed at the book. “Why would you need to read from it when you know how the story goes?”

      “Because, my friend, I don’t wish to leave anything out. Every aspect of the story is of great importance. It’s not some child’s bedtime story for me to twist around as I please.”

      Archenon leaned back in his seat. “Well, go on then.”

      Pyralis cleared his throat and carried on.

      “Shivering, as she didn't feel balanced, she rubbed her hands until sparks flew from them and created the sun as water’s counterpart. The world could now be both hot and cold. Still in need of balance, and longing for company, Mother Nature shook her hair, and the gems that lived within the strands of her golden tresses landed as mighty clods of earth at various places around the world.”

      Pyralis moved his glasses down the ridge of his nose. “What does this tell you?” His apprentice should already know, but Pyralis was not sure if Archenon understood the significance of Aradrian history.

      Archenon slouched in his chair. His hands were turned palms up. Between them, he held the vision of a small sun.

      “The sun will allow for growth and yet burn what thrives and return it to nature’s bosom.”

      “That is true,” Pyralis said. “Though it belongs to the next part of the story. Please remain attentive.”

      Archenon pulled his hands further apart, allowing the ball of light to grow. He watched it for only a moment before smacking them together, killing the light.

      “Yes, yes. Go on,” Archenon encouraged. 

      Pyralis arched a bushy eyebrow but returned to the story. 

      “In order for her elements to thrive together, she provided them each with properties that would allow them to coexist. She made it so that they all depended on each other in life—and in death. A lone tree sprang forth from the ground as water blended with the qualities of the earth. Air gave the tree breath and so sustained life, aided by the sun, which created warmth and light to allow the tree to blossom.”

      Pyralis took a deep breath. “This is where your part of the story comes in.” He continued reading.

      “And so it was that the Tree of Aradria took root as the first living entity in the world. As the four elements harmonized, taking and receiving life from one another, there was growth both below and above the ocean.”

      “So, this tree—have you seen it?” Archenon asked.

      Pyralis brightened, and his lips curved up. “I once travelled there to celebrate winter solstice. It is magnificent.” He closed his eyes momentarily, reliving the memory.

      “Is it true its trunk is the size of Vulkan Mountain?” Archenon leaned forward, scratching his cuticles. At least he was somewhat attentive.

      “Indeed. It does appear to be. It takes hours to travel around it. The roots bend and stretch in every direction across the Land of Earth. It shapes the untamed landscape of Sonûdor Forest, as well as providing shelter for woodland creatures.” Pyralis blinked and returned to the story.

      “As Mother Nature watched her world flourish, she found it to be perfect. Perfection, however, was not her intention. The creatures of both ocean and of land had no minds of their own. They grew, lived, and then died, as was their nature. For as she had created it, all things had to balance, and so what was once earth had to become earth yet again in order to allow new beings to find their place in Aradria.

      “And so it was that Mother Nature cut out a piece of her heart and laid it down as a blanket upon the world. The piece of her heart created hopes and desires, blended with her own fear and longing. This was how the spirit of Mother Nature came to shape the hearts and destinies of all the individuals in her world, and thus a piece of her came to inhabit all the elements. It was flawed perfection, as she intended it to be. Mother Nature was finally at peace with her creation. Next, she rested, for a piece of her was in each and every thing.”

      Pyralis paused and threw a glance over at the young apprentice, who had his eyes glued to the window that opened onto the courtyard.

      “You remember what comes next, I presume?” Pyralis inquired. Archenon was as still as a statue but recited with a sombre voice.

      “As all beings now had minds of their own, and with Mother Nature resting, Aradria was thrown into chaos. With no one guiding them, the creatures of the world fought for their lives and their place in the hierarchy. It became a struggle for survival.

      “Some who still remembered more harmonious days attempted to contact Mother Nature herself. They sought out the Tree of Aradria, where they summoned her. Eventually, she came. At first she was furious at the interruption of her rest, but when she saw the concern in their hearts, she knew she had to intervene.” Archenon waved his right arm in front of him and yawned.

      Pyralis leaned back. “you're bored?”

      “Not so much bored as puzzled—should Mother Nature not have foreseen how events would unfold, having given them fear and desire as part of their natures?”

      “Balance, my boy. Balance.” Pyralis said before continuing.

      “She had to intervene. The solution had to lie in some form of order, which meant she had to provide someone with the power to keep watch over the world she had created when she could not.

      “Mother Nature decided to divide her world into five lands, each ruled by a monarch. Drawing power from the elements, she chose five young individuals who each possessed characteristics that specifically matched the best qualities within the element they had been chosen to command.

      “She proceeded to give them the power to wield their element, by placing yet more tiny pieces of her heart within each of theirs. In the element of spirit, she placed a strand of each of the elements woven together with a piece of her own spirit. For spirit lived in all things, and so all things must live in it. Mother Nature had chosen well, and soon the world was balanced again.

      In the north, the Queen of Earth sat on her throne within Sonûdor Forest. In the south, the King of Fire ruled the land Lycobris from the Vulkan halls, within Vulkan Mountain. In the east, the King of Air tended to sit more on the back of his griffin than on his throne in Caradrea, though such was the nature of air, and his land thrived greatly under his rule. In the west, the Queen of Water kept her home within the towers of Njordhall, and—”

      “Dead center of the world sat the High Queen of Spirit in her vibrant castle of light—the castle of Êvina,” Archenon interrupted.

      “Yes, Archenon—exactly so. And to this day, they all rule their chosen lands still.” Pyralis was pleased.

      Archenon sat, seemingly transfixed. “Time for some battle practice.” He bounced out of his seat, suddenly energetic, and strode out the door. Pyralis shook his head as Archenon stuck his nose back into the room. “Coming?”
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        * * *

      

      Returning from the land of memory, Pyralis opened his eyes to the bright room of marble. It looked the same as it always had, filled with history. His last lesson with Archenon had been in this library.

      Stretching in his chair, his body ached. He had grown old, but the fire within him sustained him until this day. Until his last.

      If only he had made Archenon understand, then their relationship might have been different. As it was, he could never tell him all he knew. Things that, if Archenon still possessed a heart, he would understand. Without his heart, however, Archenon’s spirit had vanished, and all sense of reason had been stripped away from him. There was nothing human left inside Archenon now—only a dark void resided within him.

      All the decisions Archenon, Gaija, and even Rhonja, had made had led to this point. Pyralis was as much to blame as any of them.

      It was as it had been predicted almost a thousand years ago, despite Pyralis’s best efforts to fight their entwined destinies. All he could do now was allow nature to run its course. In the end, he hoped, they would all find redemption.
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            Gryphon Peak

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        - Everine -

      

      

      “Next stop, Griffin Peak!” Birken announced from Blaze’s back.

      A week had passed since they had escaped the Silverlings. Due north of their current position, the top of Griffin Peak loomed above the treeline. They had no time for relaxing yet, however.

      Though they were still a distance away, it was likely the Silverlings had closed in on Birken and Everine. The thought made Everine shudder. On a couple of occasions, they had seen smoke from campfires rising behind them. At the first sign of their pursuers, Birken and Everine had decided not to light any more fires of their own. It had made cooking their meals a bit more challenging, however.

      Fortunately, all Ayva really needed was sleep and food every so often. Her small, fragile body looked thin, however, and Everine felt a sting of remorse for not stopping to feed her more often.

      “I believe we’ll reach the base of the mountain by nightfall,” Birken said. “I know of a place where we should be safe for the night.”

      Everine nodded. Her entire body yearned to relax again. She hadn’t felt safe since before Ayva’s birth, and she expected it was a feeling she would not soon know again.

      They rode in silence for the most part. Even the unicorns had their limits, and they had not been able to continue at the reckless pace they had for the first few days after fleeing from Yirin’s glade.

      When night fell, they dismounted in the foothills of Griffin Peak. The mountain stretched wide and tall toward the sky, its peak penetrating the cloudbanks overhead. Strong winds from the north had caused extreme abrasion in the surrounding area, and deep rills cut into the mountain’s back, an indication of the frequent heavy rainfalls that plagued this part of Aradria. The local summers, however, would be scorching hot.

      Loud squawks rang through the night air, and scores of griffins circled just below the clouds. A stone staircase travelled up the mountainside, turning at odd angles only to disappear into the fog.

      They trailed the edge of the foothills. Everine was relieved to escape climbing the dreadful staircase. After a while, they came upon a path leading closer to the ascending walls of stone. The area was rocky, but there were patches of greenery around.

      Birken gestured for her to stop. He released Blaze and stepped off the track to a dense area of underbrush growing up against the mountainside. Carefully parting the thicket with his hands, Birken revealed a small cave behind the shrubs with just enough room to host their party.

      As always, Birken left to hunt down dinner. After they had filled their stomachs, Ayva fell asleep, and their nightly conversation picked up. Everine found talking with the Earthling comforting; he was not like the men she had known in her past life. While she was apprehensive about how he made a living, she could not help but take a liking to him.

      Tonight, however, they would have to talk about his proposition to continue on with him to Bermunnos, a topic she had avoided ever since he had first brought it up. She was still unsure about the right thing to do. There was no way she could justify asking more of him than she already had.

      “I do appreciate your invitation to come with you to Bermunnos. It’s just that I don’t know how things will turn out with her.” Everine gestured towards Ayva. “Or me, for that matter. I don’t have a clue as to how she’ll develop.”

      “All the more reason you should come with me,” Birken said with absolute certainty.

      “I must say I’m tempted. Your home sounds wonderful, but you’ve done so much for us already. I don't wish to burden you with any more.”

      He frowned at this. “I can promise you that the two of you have been sparkling gems in a heap of stones. I usually travel alone, you know. This has been kind of nice. I don’t get ‘nice’ a lot.” He lit his pipe.

      “Exactly. Birken, you're a fine…” Everine stumbled for the right words, “…a fine Earthling. But I need you to know that I would not be in your company constantly if we were to come with you. I could not see you every day. What I’m trying to say is that Ayva will need a mother who does not get distracted.”

      Birken watched her intently as she spoke. She touched the corners of her mouth with her fingertips, self-consciously. Her lips were undoubtedly pale and dried out.

      Still frowning, Birken exhaled a puff of smoke into the cave. “You never thought perhaps she could do with a father as well? Besides, it’s always good to share the load with someone.”

      The affection in his eyes was enough to decide the matter for Everine.

      “Birk, she’s not your load to share,” she said with finality. “Once we cross the border to Caradrea, we’ll go to Cazib, and test our luck there. I’m sure Ayva and I will find a good place to settle. The southern outskirts of Caradrea are said to be quiet, and we can grow what we need in the soil there.”

      He shook his head in disagreement, staring at his knuckles. “It’s Silverling country, you know.”

      “I do know, which is exactly what makes it a safe place. The Silverlings already own Caradrea, so the Zila’r-nath are far more likely to pursue their vile missions elsewhere. Once they’re home, they’re just that—home.” Everine was not as sure about her plan as she sounded, but she had made her choice.

      Birken snorted at her logic but didn't press the matter further.

      The rest of the night was spent talking about the places Birken had visited and the many things he had seen on his travels. Everine enjoyed his stories and appreciated the fact that he likely skipped over any gruesomeness and fighting for her sake. His warm voice drew her mind into his tales until she finally slept.

      When she awoke, a comforting buckskin covered her body, and her head rested on a bed of moss. Frost gathered in the air as she exhaled. It must have been a cold night, though it had not bothered her. Summer was coming to an end.

      Everine stared at Birken as he entered the cave, wishing briefly that he were less kind. After a few polite exchanges while going through their usual morning rituals, they headed back outside. A mountain pass lay ahead; they would reach the Land of Air before noon.

      Everine eyed Griffin Peak. Had they been anywhere else on the mountain, they would have had to climb much higher before descending again. The odds of their descent involving a deathly fall would have been much higher.

      The path veered off down a small hill where the mountain split open onto a passage to the other side.

      At last, the undulating outskirts of the Caradrean plains lay before them—the former domain of the unicorns. It was their birthplace, and it had been their sanctuary.

      Everine wondered about the cruelties those magical creatures of old must have endured. The free unicorns were near extinction nowadays, and yet here Dandelion was, aiding a woman from Êvina and her frail infant.

      The unicorns had once been among the most powerful creatures in the land. As they rode, Everine recalled a conversation with Birken a few nights prior. Birken had explained how, after the Fall of the Elementals, the unicorns had been enslaved by the Silverlings and whipped into submission.

      She was appalled at the monstrous way this had been achieved, and how it was still done to this day. The Silverlings would saw off the unicorns’ horns, which were their greatest pride and the inherent source of their magic.

      The horns’ incredible healing powers made them especially coveted, but the Silverlings had no knowledge of how to harness its magical powers. Even so, the unicorns were so different from regular horses, and the Silverlings still benefited greatly from their size and speed.

      Everine and Birken exited the mountain pass and ventured onto a small footpath that led them further out onto the Caradrean plains. The grass and soil under their feet soon changed to rocks and sand. The landscape opened in front of them and lay in waves, concealing the dips between the ridges of sand.

      “I’ll ride with you until you have Cazib in your sight,” Birken insisted.

      It would have made more sense for him to head northwest toward Bermunnos after they had gone through the mountain pass, not northeast toward Cazib, but Everine was reluctant to part with him and didn't object.

      This was certainly the unicorns’ homeland. Their hooves barely touched the ground, and they all but flew across the warm sand. Everine closed her eyes, allowing the late summer wind to stroke her face. The scent of hot sand and opportunity was liberating. Turning her back on Beregend had been a risk, but, as they rode across the dunes, she had hope that they might stand a chance after all.

      Her hope was short-lived.

      Everine opened her eyes to find a thick layer of smoke clouding the air ahead as they neared the top of yet another huge bank of sand. The daunting smoke spread endlessly in either direction.

      Birken signaled for her to stop. They dismounted, leaving the unicorns and Ayva at the base of the ridge before crawling to the top of the sand bank. Together they hunched down and peeked cautiously over the edge.

      A sense of terror clogged Everine’s throat at the sight below. An enormous Silverling encampment stretched across the plains as far as her eyes could see.

      Tents were densely packed across the plains. Zila’r-nath banners, portraying an enslaved, prancing silver unicorn, rose above the tents, fluttering in the breeze. The plains of Caradrea leveled out at the edge of the camp and would provide no shelter to conceal them. Beyond the encampment Everine saw nothing but desert.

      “We can’t possibly pass them unseen,” Birken whispered as they edged back down the slope. “They’ll have scouts patrolling all over this place, and Silverlings have extraordinary sight, like that of a hawk. They can see much farther than either of us.”

      “Could we try to go around?”

      “If you’ve no sense of self-preservation, I guess you could give it a crack.”

      Everine stuck her tongue out. “Okay, I get it. We turn around, then. We’ll head back the way we came for now.”

      They climbed onto the unicorns with less confidence than when they first touched Caradrean soil.
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        * * *

      

      When they entered the mountain pass again, the sound of thundering hooves rolled through the passage ahead of them.

      Still on the other end of the pass, a band of Silverlings riding unicorns with sawn-off horns closed in. Everine shook with fear as she looked over at Birken.

      “This way!” he shouted.

      Everine turned Dandelion to follow him away from the pass. Birken stopped and dismounted Blaze when they approached the northern foothills of the mountain. He hurriedly removed the belongings from Blaze’s back before taking off the unicorn’s saddle.

      “What are you doing?” Everine cried.

      “Get Ayva—and release Dandelion. We take only the essentials we’ll be able to carry while climbing.” Birken dumped their belongings to the ground.

      “What?”

      “The unicorns can’t climb this mountain. It would be the death of them. But it might be our only chance of escape.” Birken stroked a hand over his head. “They belong to the plains of Caradrea. They’ll find their way.”

       “There’s no chance I’m leaving Dandelion to be slaughtered.” She shook her head wildly, holding the creature close to her. The yellow unicorn nudged her gently with her muzzle.

      “Ev, you have to. Besides, she’s a weed, remember?”

      Tears filled Everine’s eyes as she looked at Dandelion. Everine brought Ayva from the basket and placed her securely back under her cloak before fastening a waterskin to her waist. She put the bow and quiver over her shoulders and placed the dagger in her boot. Dandelion lifted her front hooves high in the air and backed away from Everine. The unicorns set off in a gallop.

      “Be safe,” Everine whispered after them.

      Hooves pounding against stone echoed through the pass.

      Everine tightened her cloak around Ayva and followed Birken up the ridge of the mountain. Though she had dreaded the thought of them before, now she wished desperately for those frightful stairs she had seen on the far side of the mountain. As it was, they faced what nature alone had created. 

      The first part of the climb was bearable, broken by flat areas and natural erosion to guide them. After a time, however, it became increasingly difficult to scale the steep peak. Beads of sweat trickled down the nape of Everine’s neck as she ascended the treacherous mountain. Loose rocks made it difficult to latch on to its exfoliated stonewalls.

      Her dress caught on stony spikes, and the increasing wind pulled at it. The climb had steepened, and the sun was dropping to the horizon when they found a small ledge where they could rest.

      “You won’t be able to climb much further in that dress,” Birken said.

      “I don’t think I can climb any further at all,” she confessed.

      Birken leaned against the wall, wiping his brow. He eyed Everine before his gaze shifted, and something like a shadow drifted across his face. “You’re going to have to find a way,” he said, folding one clammy hand around her chin, and turning her face downward.

      At the foot of the mountain, a group of what looked to be more than a hundred Silverlings were dismounting their enslaved unicorns. Everine’s heart raced. She scanned the foothills, relieved not to see their former mounts anywhere. But her relief was short-lived after the largest of the Silverlings pointed a finger straight up at her, shouting something to the rest. The throng of Silverlings dismounted their unicorns and started to tackle the ridge of the mountain in furious pursuit.

      Everine stroked Ayva absently on her head, and she responded with soft grunts.

      “Knife,” Everine said, extending her arm. Birken handed her his knife, and she made two long cuts down the front of her dress, from hips to hem. Then she handed the knife back to him. “Make a cut down the back of my dress. It needs to run from the top of my thighs to my feet. Be quick about it!”

      Touching her waist carefully with his left hand, Birken sliced through the thick material. He released her and moved back.

      Balancing on the narrow ledge, Everine pulled the front of her skirt between her legs and wrapped it around her waist. She tied the rest around her ankles to form makeshift pants. She checked once more that Ayva was secure and Birken nodded his approval.

      He stifled a laugh. “Go on, then.”

      As they resumed their climb, Everine saw that the Silverlings were gaining ground. Birken picked up a loose rock and hurled it at one of their pursuers. The Silverling plummeted downward from the impact.

      An arrow flew towards them and bounced off the mountain wall not far below their feet. Another almost hit Birken’s neck. “Faster,” he shouted.

      Fatigue rolled over Everine, but she willed her legs to move faster. In her haste, her hand slipped, and she lost her grip. She nearly tumbled down the mountainside, but Birken’s hand grabbed onto her arm, flinging her to his back.

      “Can you hold on to me?” Birken asked.

      “I’ll try,” Everine gasped.

      Birken quickened his pace, and the gap between them and their pursuers grew.

      Everine had no idea how long they had been climbing when she caught the sound of something sailing past them through the air. It was dark now, but the moon cast an eerie light.

      A flock of griffins had surrounded them. Their size was greater than Everine had imagined. They varied a great deal in size and color individually, but the wingspan of the largest griffins was roughly equal to the height of six men. Their eyes and beaks were much like a hawk’s, and their bodies, though they resembled those of lions, were covered with feathers. The rest of them was blanketed in soft fur.

      Birken cried out in pain. Everine saw that an arrow had gone straight through his right calf. He stopped for a heartbeat, but then clenched his teeth and resumed his climb. Somehow ignoring the pain, he continued to gain speed as he went.

      A copper griffin swooped by, diving towards the Silverling with the bow. The griffin grabbed at his arms with its claws before it skewered him between his shoulder blades with its beak and threw him aside. His screams faded as he fell out of sight. Everine flinched, but was glad to see him go.

      griffins were said to be proud and kind, apt to shy away from a fight if they could. Still, after what she had just witnessed, Everine felt she would not want to anger them.

      Down the spine of the mountain, their remaining attackers continued their ascent. The foggy mist surrounding the mountain peak was a blessing, shielding Everine, Birken, and Ayva for the last part of the climb. It would not be long before they reached the top.

      No more arrows came their way. Though it might have been thanks to the shield of mist, Everine thought it was likely because the griffins didn't tolerate the Silverlings’ attacks. Everine was thankful that the creatures had come to their aid.

      With a final burst of effort, Birken heaved himself over the ledge above them, pulling Everine up after him. They had reached an enormous plateau that stretched out from the mountain’s very peak. Birken collapsed to his knees, panting from the climb.

      Several yawning caves opened into the peak of the mountain. Scattered across the plateau Everine saw nearly a hundred griffins, many relaxing on the stony ground or strutting serenely across it.

      The air brushed Everine’s face as a griffin swooped down. He alighted with ease a few feet away before he trotted over. His eyes echoed the light blue of his feathers, which covered his neck, the ridge of his back, and his enormous wings. The rest of him was coated in thick fur as white as snow.

      “Birken, you great fool,” the griffin said good-naturedly. His deep voice surprised Everine. “you're injured,” the griffin observed. “And you’ve brought company.”

      Birken nodded weakly.

      “Please, sir…um…he is injured,” Everine said.

      The griffin looked at her with wise eyes. “My name is Ondox, miss. You’re not safe up here and there’s no way to get you safely off this mountain—besides flying, that is.” He winked one bicolored, slanted eye at her—his irises were both blue and white, framed by a black circle.

      “That’s why we came. Ondox, we really need your help. We could not escape our pursuers on the ground.” Birken’s voice was feeble.

      “I can see that.” The griffin snorted. “Exactly how far do you expect me to get you? The Silverlings are everywhere these days, and they hunt anything that moves within their range. They’ve even turned to the skies. I hear they’re recruiting Vulkan hawks now,” he said with distaste.

      Everine shuddered. The Vulkan hawks were enormous, almost the size of a large griffin. “I would like to get as far as Cazib,” she said.

      “I’m afraid that’s asking too much.” Ondox shook his head. “I fear I would not return. The space is too open for anyone to miss a griffin my size landing somewhere in those parts.”

      Birken grunted. “Will you take us to Bermunnos then? If you do, I’ll owe you a great deal.”

      The griffin pondered Birken’s words for a short while, before admitting, “It’s an interesting proposition you make. Your bargains are usually favorable. I’m still not sure, however, what you have to offer that would make me inclined to take such a risk. It would be dangerous for me to aid you more than I already have, Earthling.” He pawed his front claws lightly on the stone surface.

      “Please, take your time,” Birken said, clearly agitated.

      The fabric across Everine’s chest shifted, and Ayva made a disgruntled sound.

      Ondox slanted his head. “What’s that?” The griffin’s eyes narrowed as he stepped closer.

      Everine took a step back, placing a protective hand over Ayva.

      Birken tilted his chin at her. “Ev, it’s alright. Ondox would never hurt her.”

      Reluctantly, Everine presented Ayva to the griffin. His eyes widened with wonder. Deep within her irises lay blue skies and happy griffins flying through the air.

      “What a dazzling little apparition. Where did you come upon her, Birken? I would very much like to hear the tale.”

      Everine drew Ayva back to her and swiftly strapped her to her chest. “If it pleases you, sir, I’ll tell you as we fly to Bermunnos. Will you do us the honor?”

      After hesitating briefly, Ondox bowed his head and bent his knees to allow them to climb onto his back.

      Birken struggled to mount the griffin, but eventually they were all in place. Birken sprawled across Ondox’s back on his stomach, and Everine sat behind him, making sure Ayva was strapped securely to her chest. Everine glanced at the arrow still embedded in Birken’s calf. There was no time to deal with that now. The griffin spread his wings wide, turned, and raced for the edge of the cliff.

      Two Silverlings clambered onto the plateau. Spotting their fleeing prey, they ran, pulling out their bows and arrows. They were still stringing their bows when a pair of young griffins went for their throats. The Silverlings dropped their weapons. They leaped sideways, pulled out their swords, whipped around, and cut down the attacking griffins. The remaining griffins shrieked, and a throng of Silverlings entered the plateau.

      One huge griffin spread his wings, allowing the air currents to barely pull him off the ground before he plunged his claws into a couple of Silverlings in front of him, wrapping his wings around them. Pools of blood seeped through his pink feathers, darkening them. A group of the newly arrived Silverlings descended on the griffin, slashing and cutting through his wing joints until they fell away from his body in pieces. One of them plunged his sword into the hollow of the griffin’s beak, and the griffin fell back with a cry.

      Ondox’s squawk filled the night as he banked sideways. He hovered a short distance away from the peak.

      One more Silverling reached the plateau. He was much larger than his companions. A griffin with vibrant emerald feathers and sun-yellow fur charged him. The Silverling drew his sword, dropped to his knees, and thrust his blade into the approaching griffin’s chest. When another griffin followed after the first, the Silverling swung around once and cut the griffin’s head clean off. Another two griffins went down as the Silverling slashed through their legs.

      The remaining griffins scattered. Some continued to attack the Silverlings, taking down or injuring some of them, but those who stayed eventually fell to their deaths.

      The griffins fled from their home, bounding away from the cliff, as yet more Silverlings arrived on the plateau. Glancing back, Everine met the eyes of the largest Silverling for a split second before Ondox flew into a thick cloud and hid them from sight. The wind rushed through her hair as they left Griffin Peak behind.

      As they flew, Everine made a feeble attempt at binding Birken’s wound with fabric she had torn off of her mangled skirt. She didn't dare pull the arrow out so she wrapped the fabric around the shaft as tight as she could. She frowned. He would need to be properly attended to soon. She feared he might lose too much blood.

      “I’m sorry about your friends, Ondox,” Everine said while she worked.

      The muscles in Ondox’s body tightened. He replied with an edge of pride in his deep voice,” They died honorably. All that live will eventually return to nature’s bosom. It is as it was intended.”

      Time dragged on, broken only by Ayva’s soft gurgling. Ondox’s wings fell and lifted at the edges of Everine’s vision, his feathers rustling lightly in the wind. Everine ran her fingers through the griffin’s soft fur, which grew long enough to envelop her hands entirely.

      “Exactly how old are you, Ondox?” she asked.

      “By your timescale? I’d say about one thousand, two hundred, and fourteen years young—give or take a decade.” He chuckled.

      Everine searched for graying feathers or other signs of aging but found none. Ondox stretched his wings before he lifted them. He bent them in large bridges, then beat them downwards, carrying them through a cloud.

      Everine shivered and her throat choked up. She exhaled and tiny particles of frozen crystals formed in the thin air. “Ondox, we can not breath up here,” she croaked. Before she knew it, they had swooped beneath the layers of white sheets once more. Everine gulped down the fresh air and steadied herself with slow breaths.

      She preoccupied herself by telling Ondox of their journey from Lycobris. The griffin asked a lot of questions, but Everine didn't mind his questioning. It kept her from focusing on other pressing matters.

      The griffin was particularly keen to know more about Ayva. Everine was cautious about what she told him, but the griffin had promised not to tell anyone about her child. He had sworn on his beak and feathers to keep her secret, and Everine found that she trusted him.

      She would have enjoyed the flight much more had it not been for her growing concern that Birken was slipping away. Every so often she nudged him and dribbled what water she had left in her waterskin into his mouth. As time went on, however, it proved increasingly difficult to get his attention. The thought of Birken not surviving terrified her more than she could have imagined.

      “We really ought to land soon,” she fretted.

      The griffin pondered this, but eventually he said, “It would be better if we went straight to Bermunnos, but I do know of a place where we might get some help—if the woman who lives there so chooses.”

      “Then that’s where we go.” Everine didn't hesitate.

      “Before you decide, you need to know you should not ask anything of her. No favors. She’s a magical being, but her gifts, as with all magic, are never without consequence.” His tone was grave.

      “I promise to remember that, but my mind is unchanged.”

      “As you wish.” Ondox banked left. He lost height to follow the peaks of the thousands of ginkgos and maples that created the vivid yellow and red colors of the Catyan Forest, northwest of Griffin Peak.

      Everine wrinkled her nose. The pungent smell of ash with a sweet hint of fruitiness was overpowering. The outskirts of the forest, which led onto the plains of Caradrea, looked singed. The earth was blackened, covered in fallen burnt branches. “What happened here?” Everine asked.

      “Wildfire.” Ondox dipped his head. “The forest used to cover much more of the ground that’s now become a part of the plains.”

      Natural disasters had been striking all over Aradria, and seemed only to have increased under the two centuries long rule of the Heartless King. Seeing the results was far different from hearing about them, however. Everine was sad to finally comprehend the extent of the destructive forces of nature.

      Everine yawned and left the wrath of nature to be pondered another day. Instead, she ensured she had tied them all properly to the griffin’s back.

      She sang Ayva one of Serena’s lullabies, then closed her own eyes and slept. As she drifted off, she heard a woman’s voice at the back of her mind.

      “Welcome, Everine Vargens of Beregend. I much long to look upon the child you carry with you. Your courage may change the fate of the world—and yet, it may not. We shall see. I’ve put the kettle on and prepared a bed for your wounded companion. See you in a wing’s flutter.”
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      A throbbing sensation ran through Everine’s body, waking her as Ondox planted his feet firmly on the ground.

      “We’ve arrived,” Ondox said.

      Everine slowly opened her eyes. The dimming light of the evening sun had almost disappeared behind the treetops. She shook her head, attempting to catch her bearings. It had been a long flight. Her body ached, and her stomach growled.

      Everine caressed Ayva’s cheek and searched for Birken’s pulse. She exhaled with relief. His pulse was faint, only a dull pounding beneath her fingers, but still it beat on. She untied them from Ondox with stiff fingers and slid awkwardly off his back.

      An eerie voice startled her as the echoes from a dream sounded in her ears. “You need a hand with the heavy one?”

      “Do I look like an Earthling to you?” Everine rolled her eyes, flexing her sore arms. Then she held her palms up. She had not intended to be rude. “Apologies—it was a long journey.”

      An old woman pushed passed her, latched onto Birken’s forearms, and pulled him from the griffin with surprising strength. Birken landed with a thump on his back.

      “Hey,” Everine exclaimed. “Be careful.”

      The woman ignored her. She continued to drag Birken along by his arms as if he was a freshly caught bear. Everine considered trying to help, but the woman was already several strides ahead of her, and Everine barely managed to wobble forward on stiff legs with Ayva clutched in her arms.

      The old woman headed for a large ginkgo with extremely dense foliage. Everine blinked in surprise. Embedded into the trunk were an arched wooden door and a triangular window.

      Everine followed the woman silently towards the trunk. Of all the things she had seen since leaving Beregend, this was likely the least surprising. She paused only to turn and nod her thanks to Ondox, who was resting under a maple, preening his feathers.

      The smell of herbs and incense tickled Everine’s nose as she stepped into the trunk, and a crackling fire inside a stone hearth offered a welcoming heat. A funnel-shaped clay chimney was suspended above the hearth. It ran upwards to be embraced by the woody roof. The circular room housed a bed, a rocking chair, a tiny stove, and a wooden table with four mismatched chairs. Glass jars and wooden boxes in a variety of sizes stood atop a row of wooden shelves carved into the trunk of the tree.

      Everine recognized a few of the herbs she could see housed in the jars, but they also held birds’ feet, an odd collection of wings, and a number of items she could not identify. Nothing much hung from the walls apart from a few kitchen implements and a marvelous painting of the shimmering white castle of Êvina. She rubbed her eyes at the sight of her homeland.

      Tearing her gaze away from the painting, Everine saw that the woman had deposited Birken onto the bed. The beat of her heart stilled, and, for a second, numbness spread through her. His sandy skin had adapted a dull shade and there was hardly any color in his face. The idea of Birken not pulling through was worse than anything they had experienced together thus far. It would break her apart if she gave it too much thought.

      Birken’s feet were propped up on a bench at the foot of the bed. The woman sat cross-legged, already busy cleaning his wound. Everine could not help but be impressed that she had been able to drag Birken all the way onto a bed.

      Whatever else she was, she was not human.

      “I can do that,” Everine said, forcing her eyes to stay open and ignoring the prickling sensation on her skin.

      The woman angled her head, looking Everine up and down. “You’re dead on your feet, Miss Vargens. I’ll handle it.”

      Everine swayed. The old woman was right, of course.

      The woman’s lips formed a thin line on her face. “He would have lost his leg for sure if you had been much slower. I think he might keep it now.” She slid a wrinkled finger over Birken’s leg, leaving a thin, pink line in the pit of blood covering his calf. “If he lives till the morning, that is. He’s got a nasty fever. An infection, perhaps.”

      Everine made a silent plea for his recovery, but a stinging sensation pained her breasts, interrupting her thoughts. It was feeding time. At least there was something she could do. She sat in the rocking chair by the small hearth, nestling Ayva in her arms. Her child was a blessing in times like these.

      While Ayva drank, Everine studied the woman. Her silver hair was spiked and frizzy, and her body was short but slender. Lines of growing wrinkles on her dark skin framed her crimson eyes. Everine didn't find her plain-looking at all.

      “Seeing as you already know my name, I would like to know yours,” Everine said.

      The woman barely twitched her lips, her smile was so brief. “Is that a question? You should be more specific with your wording.” She tutted annoyingly, as though Everine was a child who had done something naughty. Then she shrugged her shoulders.

      “If you feel it is of importance, the name is Gaija. I am a healer, of sorts.” She pulled one hand through her frizzy hair, leaving it even more of a mess. “That information was free of charge, by the way.” Gaija pulled at the corner of her mouth to imitate a smile.

      “And a mind reader?” Everine let the words slip out.

      The healer removed a rag she had placed on Birken’s forehead. She dipped it in a bucket of water, wrung it out, and placed it back on his face. Then she returned to her seat at the end of the bed.

      “No, I don't read minds. That’s a power mainly bestowed upon those with the gift of sorcery. I do, however, receive visions.”

      “That does not explain how you came to be in my head,” Everine insisted.

      “I was dream-walking. It requires some preparation, but I am quite skilled at it. Besides, I’ve long known you were to come here—one way or another. Now, I’ve done what I can for him.” She inclined her head at Birken. “The rags must be changed every so often throughout the night. The rest is up to him.”

      Everine sighed. “Thank you.”

      Gaija crossed the floor to hunch down in front of Everine. “May I meet her now? Oh, I so want to meet her.” The healer rocked on her heels. If Gaija had possessed a tail, Everine was certain it would be wagging uncontrollably.

      The healer reached out her hands as Everine handed her Ayva.

      “Oh, my,” Gaija gasped. “What a treasure. She’s our salvation, you know. Or maybe you don’t? She is, above all, our only hope.”

      Everine gaped. Salvation? Hope? She didn't have a clue as to what Gaija was referring to.

      The healer lifted Ayva higher in the air, never taking her eyes off her. “Oh, I am so thrilled you decided not to kill her.”

      Everine fidgeted with her sleeves at the reminder, averting her face. Heat burned her cheeks. Sucking air into her lungs, she exhaled and whispered, “I’m so sorry, Ayva.”

      Gaija waved a hand at Everine. “Not to worry. We have all wanted to kill someone at least once in our lives. Some of us have even acted on the instinct. It can be profoundly satisfying, though I am glad you were brave enough to hand this one your heart instead.”

      Aurora’s dying face flashed into Everine’s mind, and she relived the last moments she had seen her sister.

      The healer guffawed as Ayva’s irises showed visions from the healer’s own past. “Such a treat you're,” she murmured.

      Ayva beamed, and Gaija returned her joy with twinkling eyes.

      “I’ll follow you to the ends of the world if you so wish. This I vow to you, little queen.”

      Everine froze. “Queen? Why call her that?”

      The healer didn't even blink. “Because it’s what she was born to become.”

      “Please stop speaking in riddles!”

      Gaija cautiously returned Ayva to Everine’s embrace. “No need. Your heart already knows the truth.” She went to fetch Everine a buckskin and placed it on her lap. She then proceeded to change the rag on Birken’s forehead. “That rocker is quite comfortable for sleep. I would give it a try if I were you. I’ve got a basket for the little one if you’d like, but it looks as though she’s just as happy sleeping in your arms.”

      So used to keeping Ayva close by then, Everine much preferred her where she was. She declined the basket but happily accepted the buckskin. As her eyelids dropped, Everine caught a glimpse of Gaija sitting cross-legged in front of the fire, her hands resting on her knees, palms up. Her eerie voice filled the room with a long-forgotten song.

      Sereana’s velvet vocal chords echoed deep within Everine’s mind as she remembered how the Siren would frequently recount the tales of old in song. Everine missed her friend’s soothing voice. She much preferred it to the healer’s. Gaija’s voice was tuneful, but it was husky and contained an edge of foreboding.

      Gaija’s tune followed Everine into her dreams. It was a song so old that Everine didn't recognize the language in which it was sung. The songs of old from Caradrea clearly differed from those of Ûnda, Sereana’s homeland. Within the dream, Everine found herself dancing barefoot in the center of a grove. All the people she had loved and lost surrounded her. She spun around until she was so dizzy she fell to the ground.

      With her back against the grass, Everine watched as the cloudless azure sky slowly darkened with black smoke. She sat to find the ground around her covered in crimson; everyone she knew had been slain and lay on the ground around her. Life had been torn from everyone except Ayva, who now appeared as a grown woman. Her eyes blazed with fire as she attacked Everine with a sawn-off unicorn’s horn in her raised arm. Everine screamed so loud her throat burned.

      She woke to find rays of sunshine flowing in through the triangular window above Birken’s bed and Gaija, bending over her, holding out a cup of tea.

      “To ease the nerves.” She leaned in and studied Everine’s face before apparently deciding she was fine.

      “Hey, Ev, would you mind toning down the damsel in distress business? You know, the screaming and all that? I was halfway out of this bed before I realized there was no danger.” Birken propped himself up on his elbows. “And then I remembered I was no use to anyone anyway.”

      His voice was a blanket of warmth. Everine stood, nearly knocking the tea out of Gaija’s hands in her haste and embraced him heartily. Collecting herself, she sat by his side on the bed.

      “Good to see you awake—and alive.” Everine smiled.

      “Yes, well…yes, that’s good.” Birken grinned back at her.

      Ayva stirred in Everine’s arms, attempting to reach for Birken. Everine laid her down on the Earthling’s chest, and he raised one hand to pat her on the head.

      “Hey there, precious. I had a dream about you.” He gently tickled her neck. “I might tell you sometime. Your mother was in it too.”

      Ayva giggled, then turned her face toward his chest, her mouth searching for something she definitely would not find there. Picking her up, Everine returned to the rocker.

      While Ayva fed, Gaija kept busy by the fire, stirring some sort of concoction in a big, black cauldron.

      “How long before he’s healed?” Everine asked.

      “I’d say it’ll be a good long while before his wound is fully healed. Perhaps it never will be. The arrow seems to have caused damage to the nerves.” She fed another log into the flames.

      That was a dreadful thought.

      Everine could not imagine Birken suffering this injury for the rest of his life. “Alright, then how long before he can travel?”

      “A while.” Gaija turned her back and kept stirring, adding pinches from a number of jars into the blend. “It would be much quicker with magic, you know.” Gaija dipped her hand into a glass jar, retrieving something that looked like it might have been a pixie once.

      She held it in front of her. Tiny ochre wings flapped in the steam that poured over the edges of the cauldron. “Would you allow me to perform a trick or two to help the process along?”

      It was tempting, and Everine much preferred not to stay in Catyan Forest any longer than was necessary. She wanted so badly to accept, but Ondox’s warning whispered through her mind. Magic is never without consequence. She shook her head at the offer.

      Gaija placed the pixie back in the jar. “Pity,” she muttered, pursing her lips.
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        * * *

      

      It took longer for Birken to recover than Everine would have liked. It was a very gradual process. Ondox stayed the whole while. Whenever Everine and Ayva came out to visit him, the impressive griffin was obsessed with looking into the baby’s eyes, even as he spoke with Everine. For her part, Everine enjoyed their long conversations.

      Although thankful for her help, something about Gaija put Everine on edge. She didn't appreciate the healer’s cryptic speech and the frequent intrusions into her dreams.

      As soon as Gaija said that Birken had recovered enough for them to depart, Everine wanted to leave. It was so late in the day, however, that Ondox asked that they rest through the night before their departure. Everine conceded, though it agitated her more than she let on.

      In need of privacy, she left Ayva with Birken and wandered by herself among the nearby trees. It was the first time she had been completely alone since Ayva had been born.

      Everine trusted Birken more than she had ever trusted anyone. She was relieved to find that she could relax in the knowledge that he was looking after Ayva. Inhaling deeply, she tasted the refreshing air of the evening on her tongue. The forest was peaceful.

      She turned at the sound of twigs cracking and quickly adopted a defensive stance. Her whole body was alert. She gasped as cold metal stroked her neck.

      A familiar voice whispered in her ear. “If I had meant you any harm, you would already be a byline in the scale of time.” Gaija released her hold on Everine and sheathed her knife.

      “You scared me halfway to the otherworld!” Everine shouted, anger rising to replace the fear she had felt.

      Gaija blinked once. “Yes? You really ought to take better care. The woods are not safe for you to wander alone.”

      Everine huffed and patted down her clothes. “Well, I’ll be heading back, then.” She was about to turn on her heels when Gaija’s strong hands grabbed her arm.

      The healer used Everine to steady herself as her eyes rolled back, leaving a misty haze of grey in their sockets.

      Holding her ground, Everine waited. The Healer clung to Everine with a tight grip and her body went rigid. After a few disturbingly long heartbeats, Gaija’s eyes returned to their normal crimson. The healer dropped to the earth.

      “So much violence. So much death. Aradria seeks balance, but at what cost? I don't know what future will unfold, but as it stands, the decisions we all make will lead us there. It will either be our redemption or—more likely—our doom.”

      Her words sent a shiver through the trees. Even the ground shook in response to her ominous foreseeing.

      Everine’s stomach twisted into knots, but she gulped down her fears. “This has to do with my daughter?”

      “With the one you name your daughter, yes, though we both know her true heritage.” Gaija regained her fervor and stood.

      Everine said nothing to deny the truth.

      “We might not survive the reckoning, but I intend to go out fighting if I have to. I would strongly advise you to spend as much time as possible practicing your combat skills. you'll need them in the future.” Gaija stepped close enough for Everine to feel the healer’s hot breath, coated with the scent of boysenberries, on her face.

      “I’ve decided to tell you a secret. I think what I am about to tell you might change the turn of events, one way or another.”
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        * * *

      

      Everine ensured they were packed and ready at first light. Birken urged her to slow down, but she would not have it.

      Gaija followed them outside. Everine knew she should be grateful to the healer. While she didn't like it one bit, she was compelled to be polite.

      “I’m in your debt,” she said.

      Gaija cocked her head. “Yes, you're,” she responded. “We’ll meet again.”

      Despite knowing the truth of those words as soon as they were spoken, Everine decided she would try to avoid such an occurrence anyway. It was a welcome distraction when Birken cleared his throat.

      “I owe you too, healer.”

      “Oh, don’t mention it, my boy. Happy to help.” Gaija winked.

      Everine took a deep breath and made her own goodbye. When they had climbed atop him once more, Ondox bent his head to Gaija, stomped his feet, and took to the sky with a single bound.
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            The Chasm of Bermunnos

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        - Everine -

      

      

      Catyan Forest disappeared into the distance, and the Caradrean plains spread out beneath Ondox’s wings. The vast mountain range on the horizon signaled the end of their journey. It stretched the length of the border to Sonûdor, its majestic spine extended well out into the ocean on either end of Bermunnos Mountain. It served as a division between Sonûdor and Caradrea.

      The wind howled around them.

      “It certainly is something to see,” Birken roared above the noise of the strong air currents from behind Everine.

      She pulled her fingers through the loose strands of hair that had been torn from their coif. “It certainly is,” she shouted. Although the scenery amazed her, Everine was uncertain what she would face once they reached the chasm’s depths.

      Birken had assured her that Bermunnos would be the safest place for them, but she doubted anywhere would be truly safe enough for Ayva.

      A sudden surge of wind whisked the rest of Everine’s hair loose and prompted her to turn her gaze eastwards. Although the day was clear and sunny, dark thunderclouds had begun to gather over the plains with increasing speed.

      The shadows of a multitude of wings stretched out underneath them. The dark shapes moved intently, like they were wolves about to circle their prey. Everine urged Ondox to fly faster, but instead the griffin slowed to a hover. Everine swallowed hard, and her muscles strained against the stiffness in her bones.

      “Hawks!” she yelled. “Hawks, Ondox, fly!”

      The griffin chuckled. “No, dear, not hawks. griffins.” Everine exhaled with relief. A band of more than thirty griffins of different sizes and colors was drawing closer.

      “I’ll speak with them,” he announced, swinging towards the arriving griffins to close the distance.

      Ayva stirred and giggled. Everine hushed her, and the baby fell back to sleep. Ondox focused on the other griffins, who continued to hover.

      Everine turned to Birken, tilting her head. “What are we hanging about for? Is this a staring contest?”

      Birken twitched his lips and leaned in closer. “They communicate with each other on a frequency not audible to men or Devlings.”

      “Oh. Interesting.”

      Birken reached down and pulled his long-handled pipe from his belt. “Indeed. This might take a while, however.” He ground a clod of tobacco between his coarse fingertips before stuffing it into the bowl of the pipe. He shielded it from the gusts as he lit it. The puffs of smoke turned to a series of foggy clouds, which quickly blew away. He had long since finished and tucked the pipe back into its container when Ondox turned his attention back to them.

      “These griffins are my family and friends. They’ve all escaped from Griffin Peak and might never return. The same monsters that hunt you invaded us. The Zila’r-nath have grown in numbers and continue to slay any griffin who attempts to land on our peak. My kin have been forced to abandon our home. Griffin Peak is lost to the Heartless King and his foot soldiers.” The words fell heavy from his beak.

      “That’s terrible.” Everine clasped a hand over her mouth. She searched the flock in front of her. griffins of all sizes, young and old, held their heads high. Their colors were not as vibrant as she remembered. Most carried deep gashes of red in their fur, and feathers were missing from their wings. One griffin had lost an eye, leaving nothing but a deep hollow of black and crimson flesh. Another had had half his beak cut away. Everine slumped her shoulders as a shiver traveled through her torso.

      “Where will they go?”

      Ondox folded his wings forward as the wind tried to force them back. “I think it’s time you paid your debt to me, Birken Earthling.” He flapped his wings and banked slightly left. “From what I remember, there are several floors at the top of the chasm used for nothing but storage. I think they would make an excellent home for a flock of griffins. Wouldn’t you say?”

      Birken made small noises of understanding. “I do agree there should be plenty of room, but I alone can’t grant you permission. I give you my word, however, that I’ll speak on your behalf to the council when the issue is up for debate. More pressing matters might speed the process.” He angled his head toward the bundle resting under Everine’s clothing. Everine held one hand up and pressed Ayva closer to her chest with the other.

      Birken scratched his chin. “You would be wise, however, to offer the council something in return if we're to convince them.”

      Ondox squawked from the depths of his throat. “I believe that would settle our debt, old friend.” He rustled his feathers with delight. “As to the council’s concerns, you may tell them that if they provide us with sanctuary, we’ll give our lives to protect our new nest—and every being who calls Bermunnos their home.”

      Birken took hold of Everine’s hand and squeezed it gently. With a determined voice he bellowed, “Let's fly then, you feather-cloaked beasties!” He patted Ondox on the back and received a mighty squawk in return as Ondox lifted his beak to the sky.

      The griffins turned in unison and allowed the air current to carry them toward Bermunnos Mountain. As they dropped towards the wild landscape of the mountaintop, what had seemed a solid, wide peak, now split and bent. A rift in the ground had cracked the mountain’s roof open in the middle. Little by little, the inside of Bermunnos unfolded in layers before them.

      The chasm had been created when the mountain range split during an earthquake on the day Georganna, the Queen of Sonûdor, had met her end. At least, this was how Everine’s father had told her the story. The Fall of the Elemental rulers was a known piece of history, but the circumstances were nothing more than a myth. Looking down at the rift now, Everine was not quite sure what was myth or not anymore.

      A strong headwind slowed their flight. The mountain naturally swung outward toward the borders on either side, revealing the immense hollow that created the Chasm of Bermunnos.

      The belly of the mountain was of an elliptical shape, and Everine found herself spellbound as they descended past the highest stone platforms. The chasm stretched endlessly downward into the darkness of the earth. A strong smell of sulfur and clay lay heavy in the air.

      Birken pulled out a small ivory horn and blew on it.

      Guards flooded out from every dark corner of the chasm’s opening. They raised whatever weapons were at their disposal and aimed straight at the travelers. The griffins hovered to a stop.

      A woman not unlike Birken in appearance, though with a smaller waistline and longer hair, climbed a spiraling staircase to the top of a watchtower that extended into the open air. She held a sword high above her head.

      “I’m quite sure no one hired you to bring a band of griffins to our door.” Her body was tense, as though she expected an attack at any moment. Her bronze-colored eyes glided over the griffins. Narrowing her gaze, she relaxed her shoulders. “Why are they here?”

      “Frida.” Birken smiled. “Nice to see you, too.” He summed up the siege of Griffin Peak, and Frida sheathed her sword.

      Frida’s sandy-colored hair was shaved close at the sides. Golden hoops tied together the rest of her mane, which was gathered at the top. It ran from her forehead all the way down the ridge of her back.

      She wore the least efficient armor Everine had ever seen. What covered her front was hardly a full breastplate, revealing the rolling muscles on her abdomen and her bare back. The armor was also gold, with matching greaves to protect her shins, accompanied by a pair of leather gloves.

      Fitted, green shorts completed her attire. They were so short that Everine couldn’t help raising an eyebrow. She silently swore she would never humiliate herself with an outfit like that; not even if her life depended on it.

      Frida crossed her arms. “As much as this saddens me, they can’t enter our land until the council agrees. They may rest on the top floor until a decision is made.” She paused and addressed the griffins directly.

      “If any of you should trespass on our land without permission, we’ll not be friendly.” Her words were heavy with authority. “I’ve given you fair warning. One of you may enter, but only to speak on behalf of you all.” She searched the flock, her eyes landing on Birken before she pointed at Ondox.

      “You should do fine. Besides, it looks like our friend, Birken there, might need help getting down.” Frida turned to Birken. “Now that that’s settled, I must ask whether you vouch for this woman?” She gestured at Everine.

      “I do.” Birken crossed his arms.

      “If she’s allowed entry, then you're personally accountable for any trouble she may cause.”

      “I accept the responsibility,” he said.

      “Very well. Then the woman and her child may enter as well. I always knew you would bring some bastard home to our doorstep.” With a smirk, she hurled herself into the chasm. As she fell, Frida grabbed hold of one of the hundreds of ropes that hung from the edges of the mountain and throughout the chasm’s interior.

      Frida slid downward on the rope with extraordinary grace and landed solidly on the stone surface many floors below where she had stood.

      The surface on which she had landed appeared to hover in the middle of the chasm’s mouth, positioned about halfway down the hollow, though Everine was not sure how much farther into the darkness it truly extended.

      All around them, Earthlings went about their daily business. Farmers and blacksmiths tended to their work, a group of men sung merrily outside a tavern, someone hung clothes to dry—Everine even glimpsed a couple kissing in the shadows between two dwellings.

      The buildings were partly carved from the mountain itself, the structures extended with bricks, stone, and wood. Bridges, ropes and stairways connected everything together.

      There was an exceptionally peaceful air to everything. Everine had expected it to be dark, but once they had traversed the shadows, the chasm was illuminated with all the colors of the rainbow. Countless gems embedded in the walls reflected the sunlight back into the hollow.

      It was easy to picture Birken growing up here. Everine could not fathom why he would have ever chosen to leave.

      Birken pointed to the large stone platform that rose from the darkness and formed a focal point in the middle of the chasm.

      “That’s where we’ll meet with the council,” he whispered and took a deep breath. “There are five members. Myself included.”

      His last words came as a surprise. Everine had not expected him to hold high rank in Earthling society.

      Birken tapped his cheek with his thumb and smiled. “Frida is on the council, too. I think she’ll be on our side.”

      Everine frowned. “Why did she allow me passage and not the griffins?”

      “Humans are fragile beings, whereas a single griffin could cause a lot of mayhem, let alone what a whole flock of them could do. She also seems to think you're the mother of an Earthling child, and we take care of our own. Besides, you look absolutely harmless.”

      “I’m not harmless,” Everine huffed.

      Birken’s chest rumbled with a quiet laugh. “Of course not.”

      “And Ayva is not your child!”

      “No, but it doesn’t hurt that Frida believes it. At least for the time being.”

      Ondox landed next to a bridge leading onto the central platform. Three Earthlings already sat in their high seats on the opposite side of the circle of stone. A row of pillars rose upwards at every point where the stone surface was connected to the outer rim by a bridge.

      Frida approached Ondox. “We wish to discuss the matter of the griffins first, which requires your presence, Birken, as well as that of the griffin.”

      “His name is Ondox.” Everine slid off the griffin’s back.

      Ondox ruffled his feathers and chuckled.

      Frida shot her a cold stare, then tilted her head toward Birken. “As I was saying, the two of you need to accompany me to this impromptu council meeting. The woman and her child, however, we’ll discuss later. For now, they may stay on the thirteenth level.” Frida put two fingers in her mouth and whistled.

      Almost as soon as she had finished, an Earthling man swung into view and landed at her side. His armor revealed him as one of the Earthling guards, though he looked much younger even than Everine. His blonde curls formed a heavy crown on his head, and his sand-colored skin was free of any scars or tattoos.

      Frida gestured at the guard. “This is Rolf.” She put her hands on her hips. “For the time being, the lady and her child are our guests. Make sure they’re fed and well-rested before I call you to return.”

      Rolf touched two fingers to his heart and bowed respectfully. “Yes, my captain.”

      Birken slid off of Ondox, landing next to Everine. He stroked a hand over Ayva’s head, then leaned in and whispered in Everine’s ear, “You’ll be fine. We’re a friendly folk.” He hunched his shoulders and turned away, stepping onto the bridge to the platform. Ondox nudged Everine with his beak before following Birken across. Turning on her heels, Frida strode after them, and Everine was left in the company of Rolf.

      As soon as Frida was out of earshot, Rolf relaxed his posture entirely. His adolescent face lit up, and he practically glowed with excitement.

      “So, lady and her child. You got names? I’m Rolf Olavsson, a member of the Earthling guard. I haven’t been an Ahddamsson for more than half a blue moon, but I’m a fairly good axe-thrower. Swords aren’t really my mug of beer, though. You lot from Êvina? I can’t tell. Never been outside the chasm’s mouth. Not yet, anyhow. Someday I’ll travel all the corners of Aradria. So—food, eh? They got great service at The Hollow. The food isn’t all that, but it does sate the appetite. I say we go there now. So, names?”

      Everine giggled. “I’m Everine,” she said. “And this is Ayva.” She raised her chin and put her qualms aside. “I would like to feed my daughter somewhere private first. Her appetite is more pressing than mine.”

      Rolf’s eyes widened. “Yes, of course, just you follow me. I don’t know much about babies, and she looks tiny. Earthling babies are born bigger than her. I guess she could be any age really, considering she’s a human. Humans are strange creatures. You might be born the size of peas for all I know. Guess not, though, huh? Here I go, making assumptions as usual. The two of you're human, yes?”

      Not stopping for breath, let alone a reply, he carried on talking, which suited Everine fine. They climbed another stairway and reached a small cave that had been dug into the mountain wall.

      “This is a resting place, Lady Everine. It’s also a lookout. We’ve carved out a couple of these in particular spots on every floor throughout the chasm.”

      Everine made a mental note to map all the lookouts in case she would need to use them in the future. The space was designed to lie in the shadows and was an excellent hideout. It would allow a perfect view of any action while keeping oneself out of sight.

      Rolf took her arm and led her gently away from the light to show her to a stone bench where she could rest and feed Ayva. Rolf sat where a couple of big rocks faced outwards by the mouth of the cave.

      Left in darkness, Everine placed Ayva at her chest and cooed. “Drink, my love, and rest, for I’m not sure what lies before us after this day is done.” She looked up. Beams of colors danced within rays of sunlight on the walls. Her eyes could not escape the wonders of the chasm.

      “Your home is like nothing I’ve ever seen. It’s magnificent,” she said to Rolf.

      Rolf stretched his arms over his head and yawned audibly. “I guess. It’s a true masterpiece, but it’s ever the same. Most of us spend our entire lives down here.” He paused for a moment of sentiment. “We rarely get visitors like you. The days roll by, and we simply roll with them. Though there has been talk lately.” His body jiggled excitedly, and he twirled his fingers around a chunk of his thick curls. “Rumors. Most exciting stuff I’ve heard in—well—ever.”

      Everine put her cloak back on, cradled Ayva in her arms, and joined Rolf. She placed a hand over his for reassurance.

      “Tell me about it, please?”

      Rolf started to speak but shut his mouth and scratched his scalp vigorously. “I really shouldn’t. I mean…I don’t think I should. It’s probably not even true.” He stayed silent for a short while, but he was clearly having a hard time containing the thoughts in his head.

      “Okay, Lady Everine. I don’t think you should read much into this. I think, well, what they’re saying is that our combat training is not just training anymore—it’s proper battle practice, you know? We're practicing more offensive moves than ever. Get it? They’re preparing us for war—and a bloody one at that. Leave no prisoners and whatnot. Good thing my father is the lead bowman of the Ahddamssons archers.” He wore a look of pride.

      Everine had a hard time suppressing the foreboding that rose within her. She swallowed her fears.

      “What war?”

      Rolf tapped his fingers around the hilt of his sword.

      “They say—that is, she says, that the Silverlings will eventually march on Bermunnos. You know, to claim it for the Heartless King. According to her, we still have years to practice, though.”

      Everine tried to make sense of his words. Even with the threat of war, she and Ayva could hide in Bermunnos for a while. It would be easier to leave once Ayva was older.

      “She, who? Why now? He’s left the Earthlings alone for so long, and now he’s decided to strike? It doesn’t make sense, does it?” she asked.

      Rolf stared at her incredulously. “Doesn’t it?” Expectantly, he looked down and caught sight of Ayva, and his eyes widened at the images of rocks and soil reflected in hers.
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            The Bermunnos Council

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        - Everine -

      

      

      “Ev, time to go.”

      Birken’s warm hand brushed Everine’s arm, and she struggled to open her eyes. The night had been filled with her usual dreams of blood, this time with dead bodies scattered across the many levels within the chasm.

      Everine had only just fallen asleep again when Birken woke her. It was the morning after they first arrived in Bermunnos. Pulling Ayva tighter to her, she squinted.

      “Give me a minute, would you?” she snapped.

      “I’ll give you two, but then we must go.” Birken raised an eyebrow.

      She scowled. “No, Ayva must eat first.”

      “You’re really not a morning person, Ev. Very well, of course.” He sighed and stepped outside to wait for her there.

      Everine sat in the bed she had been provided with, allowing Ayva her first meal of the day. The small house was surprisingly welcoming, which was a comfort after the night she’d had. It might not be so bad to have a place like this one. Ayva would need something warm and secure, and Everine was tired of running.

      A painting hung right above the stone desk on the opposite side of the bedroom. In it, waves crashed onto a shore where Siren banners featuring Njord’s trident swayed in the wind.

      A furry tail flashed by for the briefest moment within the frame. Everine shook her head and rubbed sleep out of her eyes. Whatever she thought she had seen was gone. She must have had less sleep than she was even aware.

      She changed Ayva’s soiled cloth, combed her own hair, and threw on her new gold-colored dress. Rolf had presented it to her the night before. He had given her a lecture, of the more amiable sort, on why he thought she should wear something more ladylike when she went to meet with the council.

      Everine couldn’t say she disagreed. It would be rude to show up at a formal meeting looking like she had when they arrived. The dress was cut from soft silk, falling in gentle waves to frame her body and featured long sleeves and a high neckline. With no one there to see her, Everine twirled once, hugging Ayva close to her as the skirt swung out around her.

      She put the baby in the basket where she had slept and picked it up. She pinched her cheeks, blinked at her reflection in the mirror, and was ready.

      Birken walked beside her in silence as they crossed a bridge and then descended a stone staircase leading to their destination. Once they arrived at an entranceway to the central platform, Birken took Everine’s hand in his and stopped.

      The corners of his mouth twitched from side to side before he said, “There are three more members of the council besides myself and Frida. Thorleif is the one we need to worry about. He’s very protective of our chasm, and he’s not fond of outsiders.”

      Everine sighed. “At least he has his peoples’ interests in mind, right? What about the two other members?”

      “Yes. There’s our wise woman, Sol, and the council’s foreman, Ragnar.”

      “Wait—Sol is a witch?”

      “Not a practicing one. She’s exceedingly sharp, too. And don’t use that term here—you know, ‘witch.’” Birken shuddered. “They come as a pair, by the way—Sol and Ragnar. If you sway one, you’ll have the other’s vote as well.” Birken hesitated. “I want you to know that whatever is said, I’m on your side.” He averted his face.

      Everine studied him. Why would he need to reassure her of something she had not questioned? It left her uneasy.

      Birken cleared his throat. “Also, you must allow the council members to really meet Ayva, like I did. Let them look into her eyes.”

      Everine crossed her arms and took a step back. “What have you told them? You made us a promise.”

      Facing down, he dug his left foot into the ground.

      “I told them nothing they didn’t already know, Ev. Please, I’m on your side.”

      Everine lifted her chin and strutted past Birken toward the platform.
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        * * *

      

      With her hands clasped behind her back and Ayva in the basket at her feet, Everine faced the members of the council. She was determined to make a good impression. No matter what Rolf had said, Bermunnos was by far her best option. She was determined to convince the council to allow them to stay.

      The man in the center, who she gathered must be Ragnar, had sandy-colored, sun-bleached hair, which lay braided close to his head in bold geometrical patterns.

      He wore an impressive amount of jewelry studded with gems. As with the rest of the Earthlings, however, his remaining attire was minimal. Only a black leather, open-chested tunic and a pair of breeches accompanied the heavy golden ornaments. The ensemble showcased his sculpted muscles.

      Ondox discreetly lifted a wing to hide his face and winked at Everine from his place on the edge of the platform.

      Beside the five tall chairs sat a few smaller, plainer ones. In one sat an Earthling who was scrawny by Earthling standards. His back was straight and his chin tight. To his right was a cloaked figure bent over a small, round table. There was no way to tell who hid underneath the folds of cloth.

      Everine poised herself and waited. Rolf had explained to her how the council worked. If she were to speak out of turn, it might influence them to vote against her interests. She remained silent.

      Ragnar lifted his eyes. They were of different colors—one gold, one chocolate brown. He raised his chin, beckoning to someone behind Everine. Within seconds, Rolf appeared by her side with a chair. The young Ahddamsson winked at her as he set the chair down, then retreated to one of the entry points nearby. Everine gathered the fabric of her dress and sat. She crossed her legs and placed the basket with Ayva in her lap behind her folded hands.

      Everine answered every look she was given with forced assurance. Rolf had told her that the Earthlings didn't favor those who were weak or indecisive. Of course, neither did they appreciate insubordination or actions taken on a whim. When she had silently greeted the entire council, Ragnar opened the meeting.

      “Welcome, Everine Vargens of Beregend. The fate of the griffins has already been decided upon. Today, we're here to exchange views and pass judgement on the matter of whether or not you'll be allowed to join our society. This, of course, includes your child.” He angled his chin curiously at the basket in Everine’s lap. “That is, unless you wish to be judged individually?” He turned his palms up.

      Everine could not believe he had asked her such a question. The idea of being separated from Ayva was unimaginable, and yet, she had to consider if Ayva might be better off if the council decided only she could stay. Birken would take good care of her. She glanced at her child and the decision was made for her. Ayva needed a human mother, and whatever happened they should stay together. She squared her shoulders. “Where she goes, I go.”

      Ragnar inclined his head. “Very well. We will pass only one judgement this day.” He introduced the other members, excluding the two nameless strangers who sat beside the council.

      The scrawny Earthling had equipped himself with a set of tools. He used a small hammer and a chisel to carve intently on a slab of stone. Everine thought he must be the clerk.

      Ragnar began by addressing the council members as a group. “What are your concerns in this matter? Please make sure you voice both pros and cons before we reach a final decision. The final vote must be unanimous in favor of it if we're to let the mother and child stay in Bermunnos.”

      Unanimous? Everine bit her tongue but frowned. Birken had not mentioned that.

      Ragnar signaled Thorleif to speak first.

      Thorleif resembled Ragnar in appearance, though without the same air of glamour. His hair was even thicker than Ragnar’s. Though it was styled in a similar way on top, thick braids fell almost to his shoulders. His gold-brown skin was a shade darker than Ragnar’s as well. Dusky bronze eyes rested under heavy-set, protuberant brows, revealing that despite their similarity in appearance, the two Earthlings didn't share similar sentiments.

      Thorleif stood and raised his gravelly voice. “From what we’ve learned, this woman helped save the life of one of the most treasured members of our society, a council member no less.” His deep voice boomed into the chasm. Earthlings on the closest levels above stopped to look down at the council meeting. “I believe she’s earned her right to walk among us.” His tone carried an edge to it that made Everine grip the basket tighter.

      His lips tightened. “However, from what we’ve been told, she’s also the mother of a special child. A child the likes of which none but a few have ever seen. We don't know what power she possesses or what trouble we ask for if we allow her to stay. Many eyes will seek her out, I fear. I believe she poses a threat to our neutral position in Aradria and to our home.”

      Frida and Sol nodded at his words, and Thorleif lifted his chin higher. “I’ll not stand idly by should this child grow to become our undoing. She’s not our responsibility if we don't make her so. Must I remind you of our history? We didn't ask for this burden, and I, for one, don't want it.”

      Ragnar’s face revealed nothing about whether or not he agreed, but he respectfully accepted Thorleif´s contribution to the debate. “Thank you for your wise reflections,” he said. He beckoned to Frida, who sat to his left.

      Frida cleared her throat but remained in her seat. Her elbows rested on her knees, her palms clasped under her chin.

      “Thorleif is right in that we don't know the future. But I say, do we ever? Are we to rely upon visions, which change with every new decision made?”

      What she said put Everine on edge.

      Why would she talk of visions? she wondered. What visions have they seen that would have anything to do with Ayva?

      Frida let her hands fall between her knees and lifted her head regally. “This child might be a blessing, not a curse. Are we to continue to hide behind our neutrality while the rest of Aradria burns for our sins? If we're going to look back on our history, we might as well take into account that we have great cause to seek redemption. We as a people were undeniably involved in the Fall. Taking in this child would not wash our hands clean, though perhaps it’s a start. Besides, she might prove valuable to us. I strongly believe that war will prove inevitable in time. As for the mother, I don’t see the harm.” Frida leaned back in her chair and waved a hand at Ragnar.

      Sol was next. The Earthling witch was a plump woman, though she shared the square features of her kin. Her golden hair was pulled into loops and curls to frame her face, and a long-sleeved violet dress covered slightly more skin than seemed usual for other Earthlings.

      Sol’s appearance was endearing, though she was not what Everine considered pretty. The Earthling witch shared the same penchant for gold adornments as Ragnar. She straightening her dress, crossed her legs and folded both hands on one knee, then stared curiously at Everine.

      “I am pleased to meet you, Everine Vargens of Beregend. I must thank you for the service you have provided us in ensuring Birken’s safe return to the chasm. My fellow council members have raised valid questions. Your child might very well become a burden.”

      Everine remained motionless. Her attention never left Sol’s face. A suffocating pressure built up at the back of her throat. If Ayva was a burden to these Earthlings, then Everine would teach them about burdens. She had a hard time grasping that anyone might find her daughter disposable.

      Sol’s thin lips spread out into a smile. “You don’t look like much of a warrior. But you certainly have a warrior’s heart. For this, I would gladly welcome you into our fold. In regards to your child, however…” Her gaze slid across the basket in Everine’s lap, and she leaned forward. “I would very much like to meet her before I take a stand in this matter.”

      Swallowing her doubts, Everine stood as Ragnar signaled for her to approach Sol. She gently lifted Ayva from the basket and held her in front of the Earthling witch. Sol reached out, placing a hand on Ayva’s head. The baby looked up at her, and a flurry of visions from seasons past flooded Ayva’s eyes.

      Sol gasped. “It is true. I see it now. How are we to pass judgement on you, little one, when it’s you who must pass judgement on us?”

      Ragnar put a hand on Sol’s shoulder as he leaned in to take a peek at Ayva.

      “Those are wise words,” he commented, as Ayva showed him his own images of events long forgotten.

      Sol never took her gaze off the infant, even as she spoke. “Yes, I believe so. Either way, it’s the truth. It’s about time we pulled our heads out from under the earth. This child should be our ally. We would be fools to turn her away and risk making an enemy of her.” Sol moved in closer. She lowered her voice, speaking directly to Ayva.

      “I pledge myself to you, little one. When you're ready, I will serve.”

      Ragnar clapped his hands together. “Fools we might be, and I am inclined to agree with you. We still need to hear a couple more speak before we cast final judgement.”

      Everine relaxed. She was relieved to see Sol so eager to accept them into the fold, though the impact Ayva had on others troubled her. It would be difficult to hide the healer’s premonitions about her daughter this way.

      Thorleif was the only council member who didn't choose to look at Ayva. Frida, on the other hand, abandoned her seat to meet the baby. She narrowed her eyes. “Odd, isn’t she?”

      The three of them had forgotten themselves completely. When Everine grew restless, it was Thorleif who finally cut through the buoyant mood.

      He nearly shouted in his frustration. “Shall we proceed? I believe there are those who have not had their say. Or have you already decided to fall for a mere mirage of visions?”

      “Yes,” Ragnar said. “you're quite right, of course.” He and the women returned to their seats. “Birken, do you have anything to add?”

      Everine took a seat with Ayva once more as Birken stood. His face had taken on that same thoughtful expression she had been drawn to the first day they met. She wondered what part he had played in the matter of the council’s obvious knowledge of Ayva’s powers.

      “I agree with Sol and Frida,” he said. “I, too, have looked into her eyes, and it gave me peace. I’ll make you all the promise to stay here and forgo my usual travels to the outside world for as long as these two remain in the chasm. However, if judgement is passed, and they must go, I regret to inform you I’ll follow them. I intend never to return if I do.”

      Everine was fuming. She had not asked this sacrifice of him, and she didn't expect it. At the same time, she found she didn't want to part from him either. She rarely trusted in anyone like she had Birken. Having spent most of her life fending for her sister, she was hardly accustomed to being cared for by another.

      Thorleif’s brow wrinkled. “You mean to threaten us? You think you're such an asset to our people that we can’t afford to see you go?”

      Birken replied with an air of pity in his voice. “No, my friend, it’s not a threat. I simply state the facts, as well as making my point as to how valuable I deem these two.” He gestured towards Everine and Ayva.

      “We have heard from every member of our council. Now, it’s time to hear our witness,” Ragnar said.

      Everine shifted her attention to the only plausible witness present. The cloaked figure lifted its head, and folded away its hood. A tiny cauldron stood on the table in front of it. Steam poured over the edges. The light reflected off a head of wild, silver hair. Everine’s heart skipped a beat. She had not expected to see Gaija again so soon.

      “What is it that you have witnessed?” Ragnar asked. Everyone turned to the healer.

      Gaija winked at Everine before she faced the council. “I’ve had visions of her past, but—more importantly—also her future. The past is as it is, but the future is always more, well, unpredictable.” She paused for effect, waiting to ensure she had everyone’s undivided attention.

      “Thorleif has a valid point. Ayva might prove to be a cause of grievance for the Earthlings. On the other hand, she is to inherit Aradria if she prevails. Like others here, I too have pledged myself to her, although I expect her chances are slim.”

      Everine frowned. Gaija had never been more annoying. If the healer saw the look on her face, she ignored her.

      “But, I for one am tired of living in this mayhem. Frida is right. War will inevitably come to your doorstep whatever your choice today. We can’t escape our fate, with or without the child.” Gaija bent forward, stretching her arms wide. “The question is—which side will you be on when that time comes?”

      Sol briefly lowered her face. “We made the wrong choice once.” She twined her fingers. Turning to Thorleif, she enquired, “Would you have us repeat our mistakes?”

      An awkward silence hung in the air. At last, Ragnar cleared his throat. “We shall vote. Those in favor, raise a hand.”

      Only Thorleif kept his hands where they were.

      Sol glared at him. “This needs to be unanimous. Please see reason.”

      Everine’s jaw dropped, but she quickly regained her composure. She gripped the basket so hard the strands of red osier bowed inward. Everyone stared at Thorleif.

      Disgruntled, he finally conceded. “Very well. If you're all fixed on such a vote, I’ll allow it. I want it noted, however, that I warned you all.”

      The clerk hammered furiously to record what had happened. Thorleif huffed in annoyance.

      “And don’t you expect me to be happy about it. When the time comes, I’ll not be the one accountable for our demise.”
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        - Birken -

      

      

      Birken’s elbows rested on his knees as he stared into the chasm. The light was dimming, but he had a good view of his homeland from where he sat on the rock at the edge of the lookout.

      “Why the square face?” Rhastoc startled him, appearing out of nowhere and bounding toward him. Jumping forward, he leaned his paws on Birken’s thigh and smacked his lips.

      “Why are you here, squirrel?” Birken grunted.

      “Just keeping an eye on you. The wizard wants an update. We tried to cover for you when you killed the guards. But the Zila’r-nath caught your scent and tracked you down—sorry about that.”

      Birken put a hand inside his vest, retrieving a nut. “I only did what the wizard instructed if we were to be exposed.” He shook his head. “Here. I picked this nut when we were hiding in Elfen Lyconis.”

      Bobbing his head, Rhastoc accepted the nut with a crooked grin. His eyes widened as he clawed at the shell of the nut.

      “You could’ve told me who it was you hired me to protect,” Birken said, eyeing the squirrel.

      “We were not entirely sure ourselves. How is she, by the way? The baby.”

      “Her name is Ayva.” Birken angled away from the squirrel, and Rhastoc lost his balance. The squirrel danced on his hind legs and skipped forward, coming to land on Birken’s shoulder.

      “I want no more part of this—no more killing,” Birken said. “I’m staying with them in the chasm.”

      Rhastoc tutted and wrapped his tail gently around Birken’s thick neck. He fell away from Birken’s shoulder to hang upside down.

      “Now, that won’t do, Earthling. you're a bounty hunter, are you not? We want you to continue reporting to us about her progress. Besides, those guards in Arvaex were necessary casualties. We can’t have the king finding out about the baby, don’t you agree? We’re glad you were able to bring them here safely.”

      “The deal is off. I’ll protect them, but on my own terms.”

      “You’ve been paid. A lot.” Rhastoc ground the nut between his teeth before he continued. “At the very least, you owe it to us to report back about what you’ve learned so far. Let me assure you that we only wish to keep her hidden and safe. If we had wanted her exposed, the king’s eyes would have already fallen on Bermunnos.”

      Birken hesitated and cupped one hand around the squirrel, lifting him up to sit in his palm. He bit the inside of his cheek and stared at the squirrel.

      “She’s amazing. Her eyes reveal things that have happened in your life. She triggers your memories in such a way that you experience them all over again as if for the first time. Everine and Ayva have both been allowed sanctuary within the chasm. Now, what can you tell me about the mother?”

      “Do you mean the mother who died or the one here in the chasm?”

      Birken’s eyes widened.

      Splitting the nut in two, Rhastoc sat back and folded his chubby feet underneath him to rest in Birken’s hand.

      “Maybe you didn’t know?” Rhastoc asked. “The one you’ve travelled with is the child’s aunt, not the birth mother. She’s taken it upon herself to care for the girl as her own—quite impressive, really. She’s completely ordinary. No magic—a simple human following her maternal instincts. I’m surprised all of you made it here. Although, as I understand it, you nearly didn’t.” He chucked the pieces of shell to the ground and flicked the nut into his mouth.

      “She saved my life. Twice.” Birken untied a small brown pouch from his belt and handed it to Rhastoc. “This is what the wizard paid me, excluding what I used for provisions. I don’t want it. Tell him that and bring this to him.” He retrieved his pipe.

      The squirrel lifted the straps of the pouch over his neck and jumped out of Birken’s hand to land on the ground.

      “We’ll have eyes on you regardless, Earthling. You had best remember that the child’s safety is more important than all else. Even your beloved chasm—even yourself.”

      Birken ground tobacco between his fingers and tucked it into his pipe. “I understand. And as long as you intend to keep them safe, we're on the same side.”

      “Are you sure this is the path you wish to take? We won’t be able to protect you when things get ugly. It might mean risking your life for them again. And I’m afraid there will be more killing in store before this is all over.”

      “I’m sure.”

      “So be it.” The squirrel spun in a pirouette, then halted. “I’m going to let you in on a secret.” He lowered his voice. “Ayva is not the only magical child born this year. Safety for each of them is paramount.” With a flick of his tail, the squirrel bounded away from the lookout and disappeared from view.

      Birken lit his pipe as he watched the squirrel go. He scratched his chin and puffed on the pipe for a while. Everine had lied to him. Though he didn't like it, he thought he understood. Besides, he had not been entirely truthful himself. It didn't change his commitment to her and the child. The vow he had given was unbreakable—no matter the consequences.
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        Sixteen years later

      

        

      
        - Miro -

      

      

      Miro and Zadewi were camping on the outskirts of Catyan Forest, enjoying the cover of the maples and ginkgos. Zadewi folded her rainbow-colored wings behind Miro, shielding him from the wind. He leaned into the griffin’s soft, scarlet fur, inhaling the sweet scent of home emanating from her body. The moon smiled down on them as they dug into a meal of freshly-caught snake. The dry meat stuck between Miro’s teeth.

      “You did good today,” Zadewi said.

      Miro took a deep breath, connecting with the vibrating energy in the core of his body, and levitated a hair off the ground.

      “Making those bones move through the air the way I wanted was difficult. I guess I’ll try again tomorrow.”

      Zadewi licked her beak. “You need to be able to learn how to control your powers. We don’t want you to repeat your mistakes.” She raised her head and swallowed back her share of the food.

      Miro definitely did not want to endanger anyone else. Floin’s freckled face was vivid in Miro’s mind. He had wanted to kiss Floin ever since the first time the boy had come by the stables. The smell of hay, clinging to Floin’s hair, still lingered in Miro’s nostrils at the thought of him. Touching his mouth with his fingertips, Miro recalled the sensation of Floin’s full lips against his own.

      The memory had haunted him every day since the incident.

      

      Like Miro, Floin had had fair skin, but he had been covered in freckles. His thick, red hair and joyful laughter were what had first drawn Miro to him. Red hair was common for Caradreans, but it was usually a dull color, bordering on orange. Floin’s, however, had been a fiery red. After a great deal of wooing on Miro’s part, Floin had finally agreed to accompany him for a late-night walk.

      Floin’s laughter had compelled Miro. Their lips had met. It had started out soft, warm and very gentle. The kiss had deepened and grown wetter and more passionate. Miro had wanted more, and Floin had responded accordingly.

      Floin’s body had trembled. Miro had thought it a sign of pleasure up until the moment Floin had gone still and collapsed in his arms.

      Pulling away from Floin’s dead body, Miro had been appalled and should have felt scared, yet at the same time he had never felt more alive. He had been mortified at the sight of Floin, lifeless on the ground.

      The surge of energy that had flowed through Miro had been strangely invigorating. It was like nothing he had ever experienced before. But there had been no time to mourn Floin’s death. The equerry had seen them leave the stables together, and no one would have believed Miro if he had told them the truth. Even if they had, it would still have meant his certain death.

      Knowing he had no time to waste if he wanted to escape the gallows in Caradrea,

      Zadewi had helped Miro flee his village that very night.

      

      Miro’s stomach twisted. It had been a cruel way to discover his power. He still was not entirely sure what had happened during his first kiss. All he could conclude was that he must have literally, if unintentionally, sucked the life out of Floin. It scared him and left him determined to master his new skill. No matter how dreadful it was, the energy pulsated continuously through him, and it excited him.

      In the weeks since their escape, Miro and Zadewi had lived on the plains. Throughout that time, Miro had practiced his newfound powers. Most Caradreans deemed their land an unfit place to travel. Traders usually stopped to do business in Cazib and the surrounding areas.

      Furthermore, Lord Xyces had placed the Caradreans under curfew. However, the plains belonged to the Silverlings in essence, and the lord of Caradrea simply acted on their bidding.

      So far, no one had come looking.

      Miro took a swig from his waterskin. The plains were dry but, somehow, always windy. They were littered with bones—human and otherwise.

      Miro thought they would be safe—as safe as one could get in Silverling territory, that is. He placed the waterskin back in the satchel on Zadewi’s saddle. She bounced to her feet, whipping her tail.

      It happened too fast.

      Zadewi heard the flapping wings of the hawks first and quickly warned Miro. He abandoned their food and climbed onto Zadewi’s back as the hawks with Silverling riders dove towards them. The band of hawks planted their feet on the ground.

      Miro and Zadewi were pinned down. Beaks clutched onto Miro’s arms. Within another breath, hands grabbed at his feet, pulling him off Zadewi’s back.

      Miro gagged as a filthy rag was forced into his mouth. Everything went pitch-black when a bag covered his head. Rope scorched his wrists as his arms were pulled together. Breathing became increasingly difficult, though a small hole in the bag allowed for the tiniest bit of air to reach him. He inhaled and exhaled sharply through his nose. The smell of wet soil and perspiration entered his nostrils.

      The sound of rope falling to the ground and the flapping of familiar wings heartened him. A multitude of feet pummeled the ground. The clanking of armor and the whooshing of arrows followed. Loud voices pierced the air.

      “Creos, the griff is getting away,” a muffled voice called through the clamor.

      The wind increased as several hawks took to the sky.

      “Imbeciles. Never mind, you dolts. We’ve got what we came for,” someone else said.

      Zadewi squawked loudly in the distance. Miro choked back the oncoming sobs. I’m so sorry, Zad.

      Physical pain replaced the emotional turmoil. Strong arms heaved Miro to his feet, hurling him across the back of a hawk. The stiff feathers scraped against his stomach. The sensation was nothing like the soft fur of a griffin. Additional ropes were tied around his waist, and the pain turned to numbness as the hawk bounded into the sky.

      Miro didn’t understand why they had come after him, though the memory of a Silverling riding on an enslaved black unicorn gnawed at the back of his mind. The Silverlings did nothing to uphold human laws unless required by the king. The Zila’r-nath would never go to such lengths merely because of the death of a common Caradrean boy. It made absolutely no sense that the king would care about what had happened to Floin. Tears welled forth in Miro’s eyes. What had he done?

      Miro gulped as the hawk sped forward. His breathing grew labored, and he finally gave up, letting his eyes fall shut.

      His body twitched as they alighted again. He had no sense of how far they had flown. Though faint, the air tasted familiar. A hint of ash had crept into the freshness of the usual crisp scents of grass and warm sand.

      Someone untied Miro from the hawk, flung him over their shoulder, and threw him down onto a rough surface. The heat from flames licked close to his skin, and the smell of stew wafted through the air. The bag on his head was lifted above his nose, and the gag in his mouth was removed. A warm breeze brushed against his lips.

      “Open.” The voice was as cold as the mid-winter skies.

      Miro cringed. “Who are you?” he asked, his teeth chattering despite the warm air. There was a long silence, before the answer came.

      “I am Creos, Captain of the Zila’r-nath. Now, open.”

      Miro swallowed hard. Creos was the second most dangerous individual in all of Aradria. Yet, he was offering Miro food from his own hands. No one had ever referred to this Silverling as kind. Creos must have had good reasons for keeping him alive, or else Miro would be dead already.

      “What exactly is going on? I’m a simple boy from Cazib. Hardly worth an acorn to the Hea—king of Aradria.”

      Everyone knew the Silverlings were under the Heartless King’s command, though it was bold of Miro to speak of it so freely. The Silverlings liked to believe that they belonged to no man, Elf, or otherwise.

      Creos spat at his feet. “Not your concern, one way or the other. You want to eat or not? This is my only offer of food until next time we make camp.”

      Miro hesitated. He wanted to turn it down. There was no telling who’d had their sticky fingers in the food. Whatever he was in for, however, he would need the energy. He opened his mouth wide to receive a spoonful. The stew was bland, but the meat replenished his strength. He received several more spoonfuls, after which his stomach felt satisfied.

      Creos got to his feet.

      “How come you’re the one who fed me?” Miro blurted. “Why not have one of your halfwits do the job?”

      There was a sound of gravel being ground underfoot. A pair of dry hands clasped Miro’s neck, and a strong scent of sulphur invaded his nostrils. His face pulled tight from the chill of Creos’s breath.

      “I trust only myself, and right now I hardly even think I can do that,” Creos hissed.

      Miro gasped for air. The raw fingers clasped around his neck loosened before Creos released his grip fully and pulled the bag back down to rest on Miro’s shoulders.

      Despite this, Miro was invigorated by the meal. He did not know why the king wanted him, but he had no desire to go to Êvina to find out.

      He struggled to find a weak spot in the knots that tied his feet and hands together, but he found none. Frustrated, he flexed his hands, and his fingers flicked against the pebbles that lay everywhere on the rugged ground. He felt the energy building in his chest.

      Miro chuckled quietly, waving his fingers in small circles behind his back. His energy diminished slightly as he spent it loosening the rope that bound his wrists together. The restraints finally fell off.

      Miro wanted to escape right then, but reason prevailed. It was safer to wait until his captors had gone to sleep.

      No doubt a guard would be posted at all hours. Still, the night watch should be preoccupied with protecting the camp from intruders, rather than watching the boy already tied up within the camp.

      As time crept away, Miro dozed off. A gust of wind woke him up to a chorus of loud snores. He removed the bag from his head, and reached for the ropes around his feet. They were bound too tightly, however, and he needed to save what energy he had for as long as possible.

      Miro blinked against the night. A few torches made for better visibility. The ground in front of him was littered with Silverlings, but there were only a couple of the vile Devlings behind him. Their unicorn banners fluttered among the white tents. To Miro’s left, a guard lay on his stomach, and his back lifted and fell in a steady rhythm. On the guard’s waist sat a knife, held in place by a leather belt and the throw on which he was lying. It was Miro’s best chance for escape.

      Quick and easy does it, he thought.

      He dragged himself forward on his elbows. His right hand closed around the hilt of the knife before he pulled it free with one swift movement. The Silverling stirred as Miro cut through the ropes.

      A dull pain shot through Miro’s stomach just as he finished. The Silverling had kicked him. The Silverling’s eyes opened at the impact, staring directly at Miro.

      The ropes fell to the ground, and Miro filled his lungs with air. He stood, took to his heels, and ran. The Silverling wasted only a couple of seconds pulling himself together before he leaped forward, grabbing Miro’s shirt with both hands. Miro was pulled backward, but in an instant, the hold on him had disappeared.

      He turned around. The Silverling was on his knees, blood spurting from his stomach. A young boy Miro’s age ran toward him, bow in hand.

      An arrow protruded from the Silverling’s abdomen, and he cried out in fury. The other Silverlings begun to stir.

      “Shoot! Not ideal,” the strange boy muttered. He dashed past Miro with quick strides. “We’d better run, Gusty.”

      Miro rushed after him. “Zadewi,” he called. Chances were she had followed him and was somewhere nearby. Rocks and pebbles cut at the soles of his bare feet as he ran. The grass thinned with every step that carried them away.

      He attuned his eyes to the darkness as best he could and looked up. A towering mountain rose to the south. The shape of it was not to be mistaken for anywhere else—they were headed straight toward griffin Peak. He knew it well because Zadewi had told him stories of the griffins and their glory days. Only sixteen years ago, the magnificent creatures had still named this mountain their home. The few surviving griffins had since fled in every direction, seeking refuge where they could find it.

      Zadewi had come to Miro’s family at an early age, found behind his childhood home beside her dying mother, who had been mortally wounded by a Zila’r-nath blade. Miro was only a baby himself at the time, but they had been inseparable ever since. Meanwhile, griffin Peak had become a watchtower for the eyes of Êvina. Miro and Zadewi had always avoided the place. Yet here he was, running straight toward it, following the lead of some stranger.

      The odd boy in front of him was light-footed, though his tanned body looked muscular and strong. He wore no shirt. Gusts of wind tore at Miro’s hair as he stared up at the mountain pass in front of them. A loud squawk claimed his attention as Zadewi swooped down overhead.

      Shrieks from hawks filled the night, and loud commands from the Silverlings to give chase thundered behind them. Miro did not turn. He ran three more steps, bent his knees, and jumped for Zadewi, letting the wind carry him where he wanted to go. Catching her by her left shoulder, he pulled himself on top of her back.

      “Easy on the feathers,” Zadewi complained. “What of the boy?” she asked, gesturing with her beak at the stranger, who was still speeding toward the mountain pass.

      Not sure it was the right move, Miro conceded.

      “He saved my life.”

      She huffed, angling her wings. “Well then, seems we have to repay the favor, no?” Zadewi dropped height and flew closer to the stranger below.

      Miro shouted at the boy to slow down. “Take my hand,” he urged, tilting his body toward him. The boy nodded once and leaped forward to grab Miro’s welcoming arm. Miro pulled the boy onto Zadewi’s back without slowing her flight. The griffin turned her beak to the sky as soon as the boys were settled, Miro in front and the boy behind him.

      A sense of dread clutched Miro’s chest. Zadewi wasn’t banking away from the peak, but moving straight for the top plateau.

      “Sorry, Zad. It’s not like we’re in some sort of deep, perilous trouble or anything, but we don’t need more trouble.” He shook his head in protest. When Zadewi did not respond, he stroked her neck and continued more softly. “We need to turn, Zad.”

      She ignored him and followed the spine of the mountain toward the sky. As she reached the previous home of her kin, she paused to hover.

      Zadewi stayed, transfixed by the hawks resting within her rightful home. The sight clearly tore at her heart and Miro felt her anguish as if it was his own. Light shone from the barracks that had been built on the plateau on top of the mountain’s peak. A multitude of Silverlings rushed out of caves, quickly filling the stone floor and hurriedly putting on their armor as they ran. griffin Peak provided the perfect nest and training grounds for the Silverling and Vulkan hawk alliance, even if it did not belong to them.

      “Zad, I know. Nothing we can do about it now.”

      She didn’t budge.

      The stranger patted Zadewi. “We’ll take it back, gorgeous—just not today.” His warm, accented voice was confident.

      Zadewi folded her wings back, swirled around to change course, and turned from griffin Peak.

      A band of hawks with Silverling riders appeared at their rear. One massive bird rose from the base of the mountain.

      Creos’s voice boomed through the night as he joined the others.

      “Catch them!”

      Miro hugged Zadewi’s neck tightly, willing her to fly faster. He hurriedly retrieved a loaf of bread from his satchel along with his waterskin, which still hung from Zadewi’s saddle. He offered a piece to the stranger and took another for himself.

      Miro closed his eyes and breathed deeply. His body tingled. The sensation spread from his center to every inch of his body. He pushed air beneath Zadewi’s wings to aid her flight, which put some distance between themselves and the hawks. The stranger said nothing, though he was undoubtedly watching. Miro had not been able to hide what he had just done, nor did it seem crucial to do so given the circumstances.

      They managed to get far enough ahead of their followers that they did not have to worry about being struck by arrows. The sun had climbed into the sky when the boy spoke, for the first time since griffin Peak. There hadn’t been much time for pleasantries.

      “You wield air, yes?”

      Miro turned to him. The boy’s wild black hair and sunburned complexion suggested he was from Lycobris. If so, he had been on the wrong side of the peak, whatever his reason for being there.

      “And you’re a long way from home.”

      Neither of them said anything for a long time after that.

      Zadewi maintained a good distance from their followers for the remainder of the night and throughout the next day. They had stopped twice to catch their breath and refill the waterskin. Each time, they were forced to flee again as the Silverlings soared too close.

      On the second day, however, Miro’s strength was nearly spent. Fatigue crept in on him, and the hawks were gaining on them.

      The Lycobrian boy tapped Miro on his back. “If you wield air, could you use that to help us get out of this mess?” Miro hunched his shoulders, but the boy carried on, “Well, if you had, say, a source of energy, would you be able to draw strength from that?”

      Was the boy mocking him? His face was serious, looking Miro straight in the eyes. Miro scratched his head.

      “I suppose, maybe. All I know is that it’s helpful to have a full belly and a rested body. What did you have in mind?”

      “Fire.” The boy grinned.

      Miro snorted but considered it. He would do anything to outrun their followers. “If there were any flames up here, I guess I could. I’ve never really thought about it, but—”

      The boy raised a hand to silence him, smiling boastfully. “My name is Kenith, by the way, and I happen to have an affinity with fire.”

      Miro nearly toppled from Zadewi’s back. “If what you’re saying is that I need fire to gain energy, why don’t I simply draw the energy from the air all around us?” It was the best idea Miro had ever had.

      Zadewi shook her head. “Of course you can’t, you sapheads. If you decide you need to take air from air itself, how do you know you wouldn’t end up suffocating all of Aradria? Or at least those in closest proximity to you?”

      Shame rolled forth for wanting to test a theory on a whim. Miro felt foolish for not having considered the possible consequences of his actions.

      Zadewi floated on a current of air. “I think the boy—Kenith, is it?—I think he’s right in that it would be more controlled if you had a live source of energy, one which is more contained.”

      Kenith was already rubbing his palms together while breathing into them as if starting a fire with sticks.

      “However,” Zadewi said, dipping down as she hit an air pocket. “I think it might be dangerous for you to attempt pulling energy from Kenith. From what we’ve learned, the power you possess seems to originate from the very core of your existence. You have to consider the ramifications of using the gift you’ve been given. And don’t forget about Floin.”

      Miro’s chest tightened, and his lips trembled. He had not forgotten.

      “She’s right. I might end up killing you if I decide to steal from your energy to sustain my own.”

      Kenith stilled. “Let’s not do that, then.” Parting his hands, he shuddered. He stretched his arms, and his face brightened. “How about I attempt a little fiery increase in speed on my own?”

      Kenith turned back to back with Miro, who angled his head to look at him. Kenith rubbed his hands together again. Sparks flew from his palms before he separated them wide and created a flame. Miro’s eyes widened. It was like they had been meant to find each other.

      The flame grew into a small blaze, which Kenith pushed toward the wind. The impact made the wind turn, boosting Zadewi’s momentum. The hawks fell further back.

      “It works,” Zadewi yipped, angling her wings.

      Kenith managed to keep it up for the remainder of the day and throughout the following night, but they never lost sight of the hawks still in pursuit. As the sun rose on another day, Miro glanced over at Kenith. He was shivering and pale, despite his sunburned complexion.

      “You need to stop.”

      Kenith shook his head cautiously. “They’re still on our tail.”

      Miro placed one hand on Kenith’s shoulder. “If you don’t stop, I fear you might die. You’ve been spending too much energy, and we’ve not eaten in days. Enough now.”

      Kenith nodded weakly. He lowered his hands and sagged against Miro.

      “Boys!” Zadewi called.

      Miro turned back. Bermunnos Mountain stood straight ahead. It had been on the horizon for a while, but now the mountain range towered tall and wide before them.

      “We might be able to shake them off once we’re among the rocks—there will be plenty of crooks and bends there, don’t you think? Your smaller size will be an advantage. The hawks will have much more trouble navigating through.” Miro hardly had faith in his own words.

      “You mean if we get that far,” Zadewi said.

      She was right. There were other dangers they might face within Bermunnos.

      The air vibrated with the flapping of wings. Piercing shrieks came from behind—the hawks were gaining on them. Creos bellowed for the boys and Zadewi to land.

      Wind chased around them as Miro urged Zadewi onward. He tried his best to fend off their pursuers by creating a headwind to slow them down. But, he was low on energy, and his attempts was feeble.

      Even with more strength, however, it would have been futile. The Vulkan hawks on their trail were used to riding the air, however it came. It didn’t help that the Silverlings on their backs were whipping them forward.

      “Land now, and we’ll not harm you,” Creos yelled through the whirling wind.

      That was likely to happen only when all the air was gone from the world.

      “Not a chance,” Miro shouted back.

      Creos ordered his men to nock their arrows. “Aim only for the griffin. Do not  mortally wound the boys.”

      The band of Silverlings raised their bows, taking aim in perfect synchronization. Arrows rained through the sky. Mustering up whatever energy was left in him, Miro threw one arm out, deflecting the arrows as best he could by turning the wind. His breath became laboured, and he was beginning to feel lightheaded.

      He gasped as an arrow grazed his left bicep. It burned as if someone had seared him with a marking iron.

      Creos turned his aim at the one responsible for wounding Miro. He released an arrow and struck the Zila’r-nath in the hollow of his neck. The Silverling fell from his hawk’s back.

      “Aim for the griffin,” Creos bellowed. “Land, younglings,” he called to the boys and the griffin.

      “Are you daft?” Miro yelled. He leaned forward and whispered. “I need you to fly straight, Zadewi. Hang on for a bit longer.”

      She squawked and regained speed, though she must have begun to feel the strain too. She heaved with every motion.

      Kenith leaned heavily on Miro’s back. Refusing to give up, Miro linked his right arm to Kenith’s left to ensure he did not fall off. Miro was not about to allow any of them to be taken captive again. Not without spending every last bit of energy he had on fending off the Silverlings.

      A horn sounded from within the mountain range. The wind increased as a flock of griffins ascended from Bermunnos. A drowning sensation washed over Miro. They were trapped. They couldn’t land, and they certainly had no chance of escaping if they attempted to fly toward the ocean.

      Their best bet would be to try to fly into the midst of griffins and endeavor to avoid being caught in the process. It was a fool’s errand.

      They closed in on the griffins and their Earthling riders, members of the Ahddamssons. They were dressed in gold armor that protected their chests, shins, and groins, but they wore nothing else on their muscular, golden-skinned bodies.

      The Earthlings were allied to no one, least of all to anyone this side of the mountain. Zadewi was not even half the size of the Bermunnos griffins.

      “Fly straight, then bank sideways to try and avoid the griffins on the right flank,” Miro told Zadewi.

      She sped up.

      Chocolate-colored eyes met Miro’s as he looked straight into the face of one of the Ahddamssons they were headed toward. His curly hair was a golden color, cut close to his skull, creating Earthling tribal patterns where his skin was exposed. He flashed a disconcerting grin at Miro, showcasing a row of gleaming white teeth.

      Zadewi banked hard to the right, but the Earthlings had anticipated their move. Two griffins mirrored her change in direction. All too quickly their beaks clutched Zadewi’s shoulder joints. The Ahddamssons on their backs pointed their swords at Miro. Behind them, the Zila’r-nath slowed.

      The Ahddamsson who had grinned at Miro now yelled at the Silverlings, “This is neutral territory. You cannot enter this airspace.”

      

      
        
        - Creos -

      

      

      Creos held a fist in the air, signaling that his band of riders should hang back. His thundering voice easily travelled the distance between him and the Earthlings.

      “We only want the boys.” He flew his hawk closer.

      “They belong to us now,” the Earthling replied.

      “I have orders from the King of Aradria to bring them in.” Creos did not attempt to hide his fury. The Earthlings would be right to fear him.

      The Ahddamsson raised his voice in disgust, and his cobalt and pearl-colored griffin squawked in warning. “We don’t answer to him.” The Earthling spat the words as his fellow warriors closed ranks.

      “We’re not here to fight you, Earthling. Not this day. Give me the boys.” Impatient, Creos flew just close enough to stare the Earthling in the eye.

      Recognition struck as Creos remembered a day, some sixteen years ago—the day when he had slain griffins in their homes and watched his brother’s killers barely escape his grasp. The Earthling was better equipped this time.

      His enemy raised a fist in the air. “Go back, and keep your lives.” The Earthling would not budge.

      Though he was less than inclined to heed to the instruction, the Silverlings were outnumbered and, as had already been pointed out, in neutral territory. Besides, Creos wanted to make sure that the next time they met he would return home to place the Ahddamsson’s head on a stake in the courtyard of Cergentos.

      “What the king wants is his for the taking. No matter your neutrality. Remember that. We’ll meet again, Earthling.” Creos gestured to his men, and they turned to fly back from whence they had come. He did not look forward to letting the king know he had failed to capture the airwielder. Worse yet, that he’d had the boy but let him slip out of his grasp. The Heartless King was certainly not known for his forgiving nature.

      

      
        
        - Miro -

      

      

      Miro let out a breath of relief. “Thank you.”

      The Earthling eyed Miro carefully. The look on his face made Miro cringe. Had they gone from walking on embers to the furnace itself?

      “I am Birken—and don’t thank me yet, Caradrean. My people aren’t exactly fond of yours. Your fate doesn’t rest with me, I’m afraid. At least, not entirely.” The Earthling tightened his lips.

      Ropes were strung around Zadewi’s neck, and an Ahddamsson climbed onto her back to bind Miro’s hands and ride with him. A female Ahddamsson moved the nearly lifeless Kenith onto her griffin, where she forcefully poured water down his throat.

      They flew along the top of the mountain, following the length of a flowing waterfall until they arrived at the rift. Where the ground swung out on either side of the falls, it parted the growing riverbank along with it.

      The Chasm of Bermunnos unfolded as they banked sideways and followed the inside of the hollow.

      Miro had heard tales of Bermunnos when he was growing up, but nothing had fully described what lay in front of him. Both sides of the chasm’s interior were carved out into numerous floors that extended downward, deeper than the eye could see—perhaps into the very heart of the earth.

      Paths, staircases, ropes, and bridges connected the levels throughout. All were crafted with precision and skill. Wood, as well as stone, was carved with bold patterns reminiscent of those on Birken’s head. The walls were embedded with jewels of every kind.

      The top three floors were home to hundreds of griffins. Miro’s heart skipped a beat. He had not known there were so many of them left.

      The next three floors were filled with catapults and weapons of every kind. No houses were built on these floors, and Ahddamssons patrolled all of them.

      As they flew further in, the chasm opened wider before them. Small stone huts and houses were situated in a seemingly endless number of floors that reached into the mountain’s interior. One level had even been set aside solely for farming. Miro’s stomach growled at the sight of the growing crops. The strong odor of fertilized soil felt strangely pleasant.

      An enormous round platform rose up in the middle of the open space. It was accessed via numerous bridges—at least fifteen on either side of it. Stone columns ascended from its base at every entry point. At one end lay five stone seats that looked as if they had been carved from the very stone on which they sat.

      They were headed straight for the platform.

      It concealed the remaining floors, which Miro expected continued further down. He did not care to know what one would find in the shadows beneath.

      The Earthling leaned Miro’s way, flashing his teeth again. “We call it the Eye, Caradrean. That’s where we’ll decide your fate.”
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      Aradria

      

      
        
        Lands:

      

      

      Êvina, the Land of Spirit:

      Êvina City

      Beregend

      Blanchess Bay

      Avionnè

      

      
        
        Sonûdor, the Land of Earth:

      

      

      Sonûdor Forest

      Bermunnos Mountain

      Mother Tree; Tree of Aradria

      The Mother Lake

      Woodling Maimôna

      

      
        
        Caradrea, the Land of Air:

      

      

      Caradrea

      Plains of Caradrea

      Catyan Forest

      Bermunnos Mountain

      Griffin Peak

      Cazib

      Cergentos

      

      
        
        Lycobris, the Land of Fire:

      

      

      Vulkan Mountain

      Vulkan

      Arvaex

      Elfen Lyconis

      Griffin Peak

      Vulkan wastelands

      

      
        
        Ùnda, the Land of Water:

      

      

      Njordhall

      Siren Bay

      Merri Docks

      Mar-ôen Islands

      Njordis Glacier

      Hot Springs

      Mar-Ôen Islands

      Cliffs of Nayaneiri

      
        
        Oceans:

      

      

      Ûndahav Ocean

      Mer-Ùna Ocean

      Mourning Ocean

      Feardorach Ocean

      Khalàra

      

      
        
        Old Kings & Queens:

      

      

      Rhonja—High Queen of Aradria, Drothnûil Êvina

      Vaedex—King of Lycobris

      Vannja—Queen of Ùnda

      Georganna—Queen of Sonûdor

      Chaz—King of Caradrea

      

      
        
        Lords:

      

      

      Lord Hadeth—Lycobris

      Lord Xyces—Caradrea

      Lord Molton—Ùnda

      

      
        
        Armies / Guardians:

      

      

      Bermunnos—Ahddamssons

      Êvina—Spiritguards

      Caradrea—Zila`r-nath

      Lycobris—Vaexennas

      

      
        
        Objects:

      

      

      Jahrmithos—Creos’s sword

      Nhèoryn—Ayva’s unicorn necklace

      

      
        
        Creatures:

      

      

      griffins

      Hawks

      Unicorns

      Wild elves

      Water elves

      

      
        
        Ancient Arvish:

      

      

      Ahddamsson—sons of Ahddam

      Ancient Arvish—the ancient Aradrian language

      Aradria—angelic; of a higher power

      Archanath—fire

      Archenon—born of fire

      Arvaex—clever; cunning fox

      Arvish—old name for Aradrian

      Aurora—sunrise

      Ayva—life-bringer

      Bermunnos—bereaved of earth

      Birken—protector, helper, guide

      Braxon—brook

      Caradrea—Beloved, the Land of Air

      Catyan—refined, elegant

      Cazib—friendly

      Cergentos—the end of all else

      Chaz—bright warrior of air

      Creen—stubborn

      Creos—quick-minded, clever

      Dèj—you

      Devling—separated from, divided, challenger, misfortunate

      Dhin—your, yours

      Doder—dies, is dead, passes

      Draykaer—dragon

      Drothnûil—queen; title for the High Queen of Aradria

      Duth—you

      Èblazons—sons of the mother

      Elfen—good elf

      Emblanyiêa—Mother Nature

      Everine—patient, strong of mind; she who waits

      Êvina—light, Land of Spirit

      Feardorach—Frightening, scary, daunting

      Floin—red flower

      Fria—release, liberate, free, let go

      Frida—mistress, goddess

      Gaija—earthly

      Georganna—tiller of the soil

      Hadeth—evil; false god

      Ith—the, of, it

      Ithriel—creative; she of intuition

      Jahrmithos—vengeance

      Kenith— flame

      Khalàra—never ending

      Kiros—lord, highborn

      Lhàrk—hymn, tune, song

      Lycobris—twilight

      Mar-Ôen—ocean island

      Marûn—city by the shore

      Mèj—I, me, mine

      Mer-Ûna—joyful ocean

      Meretrix—pleasure companion; she who offers pleasure, prostitute

      Mermian—ocean folk

      Milos—merciless

      Miro—peaceful, light-hearted

      Molton—storm brewer

      Nath—knight; he who wears armor

      Nayaneiri—Floating on Water

      Nhèo—luminous, brilliant

      Nhèoryn—Keeper of light

      Nhytt—new, anew, again

      Nier—when; at which time

      Njord—strong, powerful; the king of the ocean

      Njordhall—hall of the ocean king

      Olav—father, caretaker

      Olavsson—son of Olav

      Ondox—magnificent peak

      Oth—will, toward, against, at

      Prox—average, not noteworthy

      Pyralis—he who burns

      Ragnar—councelor, advisor

      Rhastoc—false messenger; he who tells tales

      Rhonja— victorious; she who brings prosperity

      Rolf—fame, glory

      Sereana—serene, tranquil

      Sjèlen—spirit

      Sol—peacemaker, mediator

      Sonûdor—Like a dream, Land of Earth

      Stillna—be still, freeze, stop; be quiet

      Sveva—float, fly, move

      Thorleif—heir of thunder

      Tigor—tiger

      Ûnda—to move like a wave, the Land of Water

      Ûndahav—the ocean that plays with the waves

      Urii—curious, reckless

      Vaedex—ruler of shadows, shadow-fox

      Vaexennas—fierce or cunning foxes

      Vaktir—keeper, guardian, protector

      Vannja—water wielder, water bearer; she who is of water

      Vargens—wolves

      Vèhn—friend, companion

      Vinden—wind, air

      Visande—reveal, show, be shown, become clear

      Wy-alfen-Iliath—wild elves

      Wy-alfen-Nayaneth—water elves

      Xyces—he who governs

      Yiêa—nature

      Yirin—peace, peacemaker, caretaker

      Zadewi—zest for life

      Zila´r—silver

      Zila´r-nath—silver knights
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