
        
            
                
            
        

    
Ignite

Tales of the Forest War, Book One

By Nancy E. Dunne





















































Copyright © 2019 Nancy E. Dunne
Cover design by
All rights reserved.
Paperback Edition ISBN:
9781072322016




For Mel, who saw me through the Great Forest, even as the trees burned. And for Brian, who planted the seeds of war and dreamed of dragons. To you two, I owe the world. Ta so very much.
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The Creation of Orana

The World was alone. She stayed close to her Sun and was warm in his light and cold when he turned from her. She created trees and a blue sky that was mirrored in the blue waters that covered her surface. She blew gentle breath across her surface, causing gentle sways in her grasslands. Her mountains reached for her Sun, just as she did, but often they were dusted with snow when he was far away. Still, she was alone, save the stars and her Moon, who followed her every move.
One day she had a brilliant idea.   The creatures she had made that roamed the earth were not enough for companionship. She needed more. Slowly and carefully, she changed her surface, causing some of the creatures to change along with them. They began to evolve into new creatures that walked upright and communicated with each other…but not with her. The World was still alone. She turned her back on them and their lives were cold and dark. They retreated into caves in her surface and hid, sure that she had abandoned them and in truth, she felt that she had.
One spring day, as she was contemplating never making the flowers bud on the trees or the grasslands burst into brilliant green, she realized that she was not alone. There was someone else nearby, someone like her, someone trying to communicate with her. “Hello?” she asked tentatively. “Who are you? Where have you been?”
“I have always been here,” a voice said. It was deeper than hers and for a moment, she thought it was the Sun. “I am your Moon. I have been following you since the beginning but you never acknowledge me. That’s why I have never approached until now.” He sounded very sad and the World felt guilty. “Your Sun is called Exdes, but you would not know that because you have never asked him.”
“What is your name?”
There was a long pause and for a moment the World panicked, thinking he had finally abandoned her for good. “Rumerus,” he replied.
“I am pleased to finally meet you, Rumerus,” she said, and found to her surprise that she actually meant that. She was no longer alone. “My name is…”
“Orana,” he said, and she felt him smiling. “We all know your name.”
“All of you? Who else is here besides you and Exdes?”
She felt him smiling again as he answered. “Well, there is Indarr, protector of justice, and his twin sister Isona, protector of love and harmony. Kildir is the protector of water, and he abides in your oceans. Sephine, whom her children call the All-Mother, is the protector of nature, and she lives in the forests. There are others that are not so…friendly, such as Ikara, the Lord of Hate. His daughter, Eh’soi, carries out his dark wishes on the surface.” He paused a moment, and the World waited, eager to hear more. “Your creations that walk upright, they have left your caves and have spread across your surface, have you noticed?”
Orana was panicked. Searching herself, she found that he spoke the truth. Her creations had grown and changed and evolved. There were large ones, males and females, with smooth skin and long limbs and strong backs. The males had long hair pulled back at the napes of their necks while the females wore theirs long and flowing, some straight and some gloriously curly. These creatures she called humans, and was happy to see the primitive cities they had built and communities they had formed. They had elected a king, and he had taken a queen. She could not have been more proud. She noticed two beings, similar in shape to the humans but much larger than they, walking amongst the humans. She turned to Rumerus, her expression questioning.
“Indarr and Isona,” he said, and she felt his warm presence. “Keep looking, there are different ones in every part of your land.” The humans had colonized her grasslands and in the time it took for her to turn back, they had built farms and were growing food and raising animals.
Orana shifted her gaze to the forests that stood guard between the grasslands and the snow-capped mountains. More of her creatures huddled here and there, smaller ones in the trees and taller ones in a gilded citadel. They had similar willowy features and pointed ears that peeked out from their straight and shiny hair. These she decided would be called elves, and their differences in heights and chosen homes would define them. “Elves,” she whispered as she smiled. One of the taller elves who had a faint glow about her stood in a glade of trees watching the elves intently.
“Sephine,” Rumerus whispered. “She is the Mother of them all. Her companion, Kildir, is over there in the streams leading to the rivers and oceans. See him?” Orana looked until she noticed him watching Sephine and she smiled and nodded.
“Who is the small male next to him?” she asked, curiously staring at the male’s long and braided beard and short, stubby arms.
“Oh, that’s Itar,” Rumerus replied. “God under the Mountain, he is the protector of those not quite ready to leave the caves. Orana looked up toward her mountains and could see others there, peeking out the mouths of the caves and squinting into Exdes’s afternoon light. There were those that looked just like Itar and others that were even smaller.
“And they are fully formed?” she asked, still unable to stop staring. “They are not young ones, offspring of these before me?”
Rumerus laughed and Orana found that she enjoyed the sound but that the humans and elves looked up toward the sky, worried. “They are fully formed, Orana,” he said through chuckles. “What will you call them?”
“The taller ones I shall name dwarf, while the others I shall name gnome. I do hope they will come out of the shadows one day,” she said, frowning a bit, “but I fear that the gnomes may be stepped upon by the others because they are so small.” Something moving caught her eye back near Sephine and she noticed with no small amount of concern that Sephine seemed upset by what she was seeing. The Mother Goddess recoiled from those that approached her, and in a flash of golden light she was gone with Kildir hot on her heels. “What just happened?”
“Ah, those are Sephine’s failed experiment,” Rumerus said, his voice saddened.
“What do you mean by this? What experiment?”
“They chose to live underground,” he said gloomily, “but in doing so they encountered Ikara, Lord of the Underworld and his daughter, Eh’soi.” He paused a long time as Orana looked more closely at the creatures. They were formed exactly like the shorter of the two elf tribes, but their skin was dark, so blue it was nearly black, and their eyes were red and glowing. “They have evolved without the benefit of Exdes’s sunlight at all, and it has affected their skin and eye color in addition to driving them toward the darkness in other ways.”
“You mean that they are evil?”
“They balance out the races that live above ground,” he said.
“But those that still dwell inside the mountains?”
“They emerge from time to time, and keep to the ways of the light. Worry not,” he said, and again she could feel his presence more strongly.
“Are they all aware of each other?” she asked.
“Aye…well, their deities are aware of one another, and while the races are aware of one another they have trouble communicating with each other,” Rumerus replied. “They do not communicate as we do, speaking into each other’s minds, but instead use their voices.” Orana was puzzled.
“What does that mean, their voices?”
“Try it!” Rumerus responded, chuckling. “It means to make sound. Give it a go.”
Orana thought about what that meant and then tried as hard as she could to make sound. Her oceans made sound, sometimes her winds made sound, so why shouldn’t she? A great, rumbling noise spread across her surface sending the various races scrambling for cover…save one. She had not noticed them before. “Rumerus! What are those magnificent creatures?” she asked, transfixed. When she had made noise, a mountain in the very coldest part of her surface had rumbled and then cracked. Large, winged creatures were crawling out of the opening in the surface, their scales glistening in the light Rumerus cast down on them.
“The humans have named them dragons, but I do not think that they have ever seen that many. They are the children of one of us, not created by your work at all but by Kaerinth, the Progenitor. She is the mother of all of those you see now, and has until now only come above ground to find food for her many young.” Orana felt that Rumerus was concerned.
“Is this a bad thing?” she asked, worried.
“It may be,” he said. “The dragons could go the way of the dark elves, shunning relations with the rest of the races. Or they could live with and among them. Only time will tell, I’m afraid.”
“But can’t we make sure they live well together?” Orana demanded. “I will not accept this ‘time will tell.’ I do not accept that the dark elves were…what did you call them? A failed experiment?” Her entire surface shook with her emotions, and Rumerus drew as close as he could to try to calm her. “Where is this Kaerinth?”
“You wish to speak to me?” The voice of the dragon was altogether unexpected. It was female and quite melodious, but Orana could feel the power behind it. She was not sure how to react to this new being. Until now, she had thought herself to be the most powerful being in her consciousness because only she had created life…this dragon put that idea on its ear.
“Aye, Kaerinth, I am Orana,” she said slowly.
“I know who you are.”
“Of course. I wish to know how your young plan to interact with the rest of the races on my surface, now that you have joined them.”
There was a long pause before Kaerinth responded, but Orana could sense amusement from her. “You mean now that you have forced them to emerge before they were fully grown?” the dragon said, chuckling. “My answer is that I do not know, Orana. Some of them were ready to emerge and become part of your world. Some were not mature enough. I will try to watch over them and keep them in our homeland as long as I can but you of all of us should know how children are.”
Orana felt Kaerinth withdraw and she turned her attention back to Rumerus. “Can they all speak to me like that?” she asked. She could not decide if she felt defeated or annoyed or just very tired.
“They can, but most will not,” he said carefully. “They…are respectful of you, some of them to the point of fearing you. But Orana, you must understand, they only know what they have experienced of you, in the storms and the growth of the life on your surface. They will know you as I do. It takes time.”
“I grow so weary of that statement!” she exclaimed, looking back at her surface and her creations. “Their time moves faster, doesn’t it?” Feeling affirmation from Rumerus, she looked closer. “Some of those creatures that were just on four legs before now seem to be on two. How is that possible? And those, over there,” she said, indicating a deep jungle area, “those still hop about as before but now they are communicating with each other.” She gazed in wonder, listening to their conversations, understanding their various languages…and noticed that they were only communicating with each other in their communities. The races were becoming increasingly isolated from each other.
The humans seemed the most gregarious, trading and communicating with the other races as they had always done. The elves that dwelled above ground were similar, though they preferred to interact with each other, the tree dwellers visiting the Citadel to bring things to trade. The underground dwelling elves had no interest with their daylight-loving cousins, but they seemed quite interested in the younger, less mature dragons, or drakes. Orana watched in fascinated horror as they kidnapped the drakes from the surface, drawing them underground and enslaving them. She turned away, unable to watch them any longer, and instead focused on a small settlement of strange creatures who were covered in fur like animals but walked upright like the other races.
“Those are the Qatu,” Rumerus whispered. “It is from the outpouring of magic that came with the birth of the dragons that they were transformed, Orana. They were no more than beasts, roaming the grasslands of your surface, but some of the more curious had left their homeland and drew too close to the mountains, to the cradle of the dragon kind. The magic that was released in that moment transformed the beasts, gave them souls like the other races and caused them to stand upright and begin to form a community.” He paused, sighing deeply. “Because they began as beasts, they do not have the understanding of us that the other races do.”
“What do you mean?”
Rumerus seemed sad, suddenly. “Dragons only revere their creator, Kaerinth. They do not see us as anything more than peers.” Orana grew angry. “Now, do not overreact, they do not know anything but their Mother, it is understandable. But the Qatu are different. It is not that they are aware of us and choose to see us as peers. They do not…they are not aware of us at all.”
“But how? The others understand that we control every part of their lives, and that their…caretakers, if you will, are our liaisons with them,” she asked. “Who do they worship and revere?”
A smile from Rumerus slipped around her, and she relaxed a bit. “They revere you, Orana, but they do not know you.”
“But that does not make sense.”
“They are the most connected to you of all of the races. They know their own history. They know that they have come from the beasts of the forests and grasslands and they know that it was the magic of the eruption that caused them to be.”
“But they were a by-product of the magic that released the dragons.”
“No, not completely. It was you, your essence, that escaped as the dragons were born. Orana, the Qatu are your children in a way the other races are not. You created them all, certainly, but you left them to evolve on their own. The Qatu were born of your show of force, your attempt to speak and make sound. You directly caused them to have souls and become…you caused them to become themselves.”
Orana thought about that for a long time. “My children,” she said softly, smiling. “They will rise to be the leaders of all the races. They will…”
“Patience, Orana,” Rumerus said. “Our time of direct influence is long past. Look at them, your children. Look at the other races. They have evolved. They are starting to interact more. They will find their own rulers. Watch and see.”
Orana consented, but she paid special attention to her Qatu. As their civilization grew, so did her love for them. Their harvests were easy and plentiful, their weather temperate, and their generations grew and became strong and wise. She did not neglect the other races, however, and as civilization spread across her surface she wrapped her arms around all of them, even the dragons, and kept them as safe, warm, and happy as she could. The World was no longer alone.




The Races of Orana

In the early days, the races of Orana interacted with each other, but only in times of danger or as required by trade or travel. With the exception of the wood elves, who lived in elaborate cities constructed in the very trees of the Great Forest, and the high elves, who lived in the golden Citadel to the northeast of the tree city, they had no other interaction and remained within their chosen homelands.
The third race of elves, known as the dark elves, lived in cities that had been dug out of the ground that ran under the Great Forest. It was told in the sacred texts that Ikara, the Master of Hate, lived in the Underworld when not prowling the face of Orana and looking for trouble. The dark elves thought themselves to be the children of Ikara, and therefore believed that their underground dwellings were as close to Ikara’s blackened heart as they could be. They were distrustful of their above-ground dwelling cousins, and avoided the wood elves and high elves as much as possible. Even their languages were different; the wood elves and high elves both spoke Elvish, but the dark elves spoke a dialect of Elvish called D’leesh, and it only barely resembled the language of the other elves.
Traveling north from the Great Forest, the land flattened out and formed a desert until rising, slowly but steadily, into the foothills and then higher still into the Volcanic Mountains. Those mountains were the birthplace of the dragon race that, according to the same sacrosanct writings, were spoken into existence by Orana herself. They spoke a language that was not shared with any other living thing; when their kind began enslaving and procreating with those of other races unlucky enough to be caught by the giant lizards, those offspring - the dragonkind - spoke a hybrid of the common tongue and that language. They referred to the language of the dragons as Eldyr in their hybrid vernaculars.
Though full of life when the dragons first emerged from Orana’s molten core, the Volcanic Mountains had been ravaged by the brood of dragons that had flown from the scars on the surface created by Kaerinth’s mighty claws as she too was awakened early and emerged. She was the progenitor of the dragons on Orana, their Mother, and as such was the closest thing to a deity that they recognized.
The other races had an entire pantheon of Gods and Goddesses that took care of them, brought them changes in the seasons and in the weather, and interceded on their behalf with Orana to bring good fortune as long as they were appeased. However, the dragons gave that loyalty and devotion only to Kaerinth. They felt love, although on a much diminished scale, for Kaerinth’s mate, Taanyth; but he had displeased their Mother and was exiled to a castle on the other side of the foothills, or the desert that separated the Great Forest from the Volcanic Mountains.
The only race of Orana with no deities was the humanoid race of felines, the Qatu. They had not been created by Orana, as the others had, but were a sort of a byproduct of the magic created by Her Voice that had caused the emergence of the dragons. The Qatu are the descendants of the large cats that roamed the fields of the Grasslands to the south of the Great Forest; but more specifically, their ancestors were the cats that had traveled far enough north to be in the foothills at the time that the dragons were released. It is said, in the ancient scrolls that chronicle times past, that Qatu’anari, the home of the Qatu race, was once a peninsula off the coast of the foothills. When Orana’s voice boomed throughout her Creation and the dragons emerged, the tigers and lions and other large cats that had made it to that peninsula were trapped there as the force of her voice shook the lands and broke the peninsula free to float away from the mainland.
The magic that had created their island filled them and gave them souls just like those of the other races of Orana. They began to walk upright on two legs and started to develop their own language. They mostly kept to themselves, only interacting with the dragons who came to Qatu’anari to hunt and eventually make peace with the Qatu.
Finally, they ventured forth off their island, first swimming and then constructing boats. The dragons shared their language and knowledge with the Qatu, but still the Qatu remained mostly agnostic, with only a reverence that bordered on the religious for their ancestors. By the time they came far enough into the mainland to interact with the other races, they spoke Qatunari and Eldyr, but no other languages. The other races feared them, giving them a wide berth as they did the dragons, but the Qatu left them in peace. They had no need to interact with the other races, and felt no compulsion to conquer their lands. It was not so with the dragons, not at all.
Leaving the island of Qatu’anari, the first bit of the mainland reached is the foothills, just south of the Volcanic Mountains. The majority of this region was desert, and no indigenous creatures made their home here. Those that were unlucky enough to wander into the path of hunting dragons were taken as slaves or pets, and eventually bore a hybrid child, called dragonkind.
To the west, with a view of Qatu’anari from its highest windows, stood a tower, reinforced by magic. Built by the dragonkind that were most loyal to Kaerinth, it was intended to be a headquarters for her highest-ranking general, Kalinth. He was a frost dragon, which meant that a genetic mutation had cause him to breathe icy frost rather than fire like the rest of his kind. There were only a few frost dragons in existence, and Kalinth was always more proud of his different ability than ashamed of the mutation.
The weather changed dramatically as the landscape changed to the north. The foothills of the Volcanic Mountains were more like the Great Forest, geographically, with some trees and grass. Nevertheless, the further north one traveled the more cold and barren the land. Part of the reason Kaerinth decided on the place that she did for the Western Tower was because it was in a particularly frosty part of the Mountains, called W’ystr in Eldyr, and she knew that Kalinth would feel at home there.
Kalinth’s duty was to monitor the comings and goings of the Qatu. Though the dragons had brokered a peace with the felines, they were by nature extremely distrustful of any outside of their own race. He spent his time perched on the parapets of the tower, his prismatic blue skin twinkling as though made of ice, as he watched the island across the water. His daily reports were always the same: Qatu boats depart, Qatu boats return. All was quiet.
Another castle rose from the landscape on the eastern side of foothills, Bellesea. At nearly twice the size of Kalinth’s tower, Bellesea was the official above ground residence of Kaerinth and her mate, Taanyth. It was not known what was on the other side of what the dragons called D’urch Syea or the Dark Sea in the Eldyr language, and so it was deemed the best place for their Queen to keep watch for threats to her children. For the first hundred years from the emergence of the dragons, she and Taanyth lived at Bellesea (or B’lsyea in Eldyr) and were very happy. The dragons, though, were not so content. They grew tired of roaming the same areas in the Mountains. Food became scarce, and since it was not in their nature to share, fierce battles broke out over resources among them as well as with the other races of Orana who had traveled north.
The dwarves and the gnomes had long since learned how to safely navigate from their homes in the caves of the foothills down to the edge of the Great Forest, and it is told that they were the ones that built the tunnels at the edge between them in order to provide cover and safe passage. The dragons were too large to follow them into their homes or into the tunnels, and for many years the two races avoided their neighbors all together.
Because of this caution that was in the very genetic makeup of the dwarves and gnomes, most of the adventurers that were taken by the dragons to become dragonkind were of the other races of Orana: the humans and the elves. The humans were a nomadic race and while they kept the southern coast beyond the Grasslands as their homeland, they set up what they called outposts all over Orana’s only known continent.
The humans built boats that took them up the coasts of the continent and past the Great Forest, though they did not explore there initially. It is thought that they steered clear due to the initial exploration taking them up the western coast and closer to the entrances to the underground home of the dark elves. Most of the unwary travelers who made contact with the dark elves did not make it back to tell the tale, and the word spread throughout the humans that it was not safe to engage the smaller, indigo-skinned elves if at all possible.
Similarly, the humans did not come in contact at all with the Qatu, but the reasoning for the avoidance was very different. The body of water that had moved into the space where Qatu’anari separated from the mainland had been contaminated, in a way, by the minerals left behind in the water when Orana’s magic broke the land mass apart. Early adventurers had reported that the water was not only undrinkable but would burn the skin if contact were made. The island of Qatu’anari was visible from the mainland, but the humans and elves left it alone.
The foothills of the Volcanic Mountains ended in a series of caves that led into the Great Forest. These had been built by the dwarves, and were almost too small for humans or high elves to use and remain upright. Once through the caves, the lush, verdant Great Forest surrounded weary travelers, providing shade where before there had only been the often oppressive heat and sunshine of the foothills. Humans who visited the Great Forest wrote that there seemed to be a pleasantly sweet smell in the air and that music could be heard in the breeze as if tiny windchimes hung invisibly from the branches above.
There seemed to be no seasons in the Great Forest, at least not in the way they were experienced in the lands to the south. Where the Volcanic Mountains were generally cold and the foothills were warm, the Great Forest was almost always temperate and spring-like. Legends told that Sephine and Kildir, guardians of the elven races, placed magic over the whole of the Great Forest to protect and shelter their children from the ravages of Orana’s weather patterns after a particularly long winter.
The elves were some of the original races created by Orana, and the high elves considered themselves the precursor of the other two. In the sacred texts of the elves, it was written that some of the high elves had become lost while exploring the Great Forest and had been forced to make camp in the trees to avoid predators. Those became the wood elves and soon evolved to be shorter than their high elf cousins. Their skin, constantly exposed to the dappled sunlight that made its way through the thick canopy of trees, grew more freckled with each successive generation until it appeared to have an oaken tinge, which led to the moniker “wood” elves. The high elves, by comparison, remained in their grand Citadel for the most part, and as a result, their skin retained its original porcelain smoothness and pale hue.
It is within all elves to revere nature, and the wood elves treasured what they saw as a direct connection to Sephine, the All-Mother, in their treetop city. While the high elves became clerics and practitioners of magic, the wood elves became rangers and druids, living out the will of their Goddess and her consort, Kildir. However, some of the wood elves dared to venture even further into the forest, finally led underground by siren call of Ikara. These unlucky adventurers became the dark elves.
At first they were prisoners of the Lord of the Underworld, but they soon transformed into a race made, to some extent, in his own image. Ikara was small in stature and his skin was a deep indigo. He had long, thick white hair that was normally pulled back into a braid at the base of his skull, and he walked with a cane allegedly made of the leg bone of an enemy. His prisoners - turned children - were remade in his own image. Denied the sun, each successive generation’s skin grew more and more pale until it transitioned to a blue color. The sacred texts of the high elves described how their skin became the color of Sephine’s tears at the loss of her children to Ikara. Their own eyes, after many generations of adjusting to the darkness of their underground home, lost their pigment and gained a blood red coloration, often with a feline shaped pupil that seemed to spin in times of great anger or emotion. They became known as the dark elves, and spent most of their time underground, calling their above ground cousins abominations.
In a few generations, however, the dark elves who were not satisfied with their underground domain approached the dragons in an effort to develop a relationship between their two races. The dragons, thinking all elves could be easily manipulated, took advantage of that relationship and tried to take over the whole continent. It was the dragons and the dark elves, together, who started the Forest War.




Enter the Dragons

Dragonkind and wyverns - the less intelligent and bipedal cousins of the dragons - scattered as the floors of the grand hall in Bellesea Palace shook. The Mother Dragon was coming, and it was clear from the sound of her footsteps that she was not at all happy. “WHO let that belligerent elf into my chambers?” she bellowed as she stomped down the narrow hallway toward the grand hall. Taanyth was already there, a worried look etched into his shimmering green skin. The ancient dragon flexed one of his front feet and the massive claws on the ends of each of his toes made an almost unbearable squeal as they dragged across the marble floor.
“Leave us,” he hissed at the trembling dragonkind that still remained to serve him, and the thankful creature scrambled for the door just as Kaerinth barreled through it, nearly nearly flattening him under her massive claws. Luckily, like most of his kind, the male was accustomed to moving around and under the giant bodies of his dragon masters, and he jumped to the right at the last moment, avoiding her stride by a hair. “What troubles you, my lady?” Taanyth asked, his golden eyes narrowed as he studied his mate’s expression.
Kaerinth turned on him, her blazing ice blue eyes glowing against her own navy blue skin as though they possessed their own inner light. “It is the negotiations with the elves, as always, my mate,” she barked at him. “They believe that they are as wise as our kind, and they make the process of forging a trade relationship nearly impossible.” She shook from head to tail, causing a reverberation in the castle floor. Taanyth knew that at any minute one of the dragonkind would appear to make sure that they were both all right.
“They are fools to think they can best us,” he said, a low hum underscoring his words that almost sounded like a purr. This sound was only ever heard between mated dragons, and it was said that it was an auditory representation of the bond they shared. Should one member of a bonded pair of dragons die, the other would make that sound without ceasing until it became a keening wail. The wail, ear splitting to most of the other races, continued until the remaining partner ran out of air and fell over, dead.
“Of course they are,” Kaerinth snapped, “but the elves are a means to an end. That particular one will never think anything again.” She circled a few times before flopping down onto a plush rug in the corner of the room, and then sighed loudly. “Tell me some good news, Taanyth. What of Kalinth’s observations of the Qatu?”
It was Taanyth’s turn to sigh. “Nothing, my love. They still avoid contact with all races and even though they speak our language, they avoid us as well.” Taanyth settled onto a mat across the room from his mate and began flipping through scrolls that had been stacked there by another dragonkind servant earlier that evening. He unrolled one and scanned it. “He says that he has sent dragonkind spies to their island who have tried to coerce those mangy cats to join our side and help us secure trade routes to the south, but they will have nothing to do with his emissaries. He fears that they have already made their own agreements with the lowlanders and that is why they will not cooperate with us.” Taanyth looked up slowly from the scroll, expecting his mate’s gaze to have returned to its previous fiery disposition, but instead he found her lost in thought. “Kaerinth?” he said, and she looked back at him.
“Yes?”
“Have you heard a word I’ve said?” he asked, replacing the scroll and then getting to his feet to cross the room toward her. He looked into her eyes and then inhaled deeply, searching her scent for illness, sadness, or anything that would explain her current mood.
“No, love, I’m sorry,” she replied, looking down at her cobalt clawed feet. “I am just so worried for our brood, Taanyth. If we cannot arrange to widen their hunting ground I fear we will continue to lose them to infighting.”
“I know. You must not take all of this on yourself,” he said softly as he nuzzled his nose against the side of her face. She returned the intimate gesture for a moment, and then pushed him away. “How can I help?” he asked, knowing better than to try a second time to distract her.
“I fear you cannot,” she said. “I fear that the only thing left for us is war with the elves, even the ones that promise us their allegiance.”
“War?”
“Aye, Taanyth. If those puny creatures in the forest will not allow us passage through their forest and the ability to hunt there, then we will have to take it.” Kaerinth licked her cerulean nose and shook her head before she continued speaking. “I think they would make good slaves, and just think of how lovely the offspring of our males and their females would be.” She nuzzled Taanyth’s neck a moment and then rose, causing him to get to his feet as well in an effort to get out of her way. “I will travel to speak to Kalinth in person,” she said as she ambled toward the door. “Going to war requires more than a scribbling on a scroll.”
Taanyth nodded. “As always, you are wise, my love,” he said, bowing his emerald head reverently as she headed for the door. “Shall I send a response to Kalinth to expect you?”
“No,” she said without looking back at him. “Sometimes it is better to arrive without being announced when Kalinth is involved.” She ambled down the hallway and Taanyth watched her go, noting with a bit of sadness that she no longer seemed to move as smoothly as she had when they were younger. Her sapphire head ever held high, though, made Taanyth smile as the wyverns that patrolled the hallways scattered at her approach.
“Sometimes,” he said softly, and then returned his attention to the scrolls and maps before him.




D’Ayna and the Lift

D’Ayna’s fingertips brushed the sides of the narrow tunnel that lead upward from her underground home to the garish, sunlit lands of her distant Elvish cousins. Her mission was clear: move as close as she could to the tree city, gather information, and then return to her guild master. This was a test, one of the final challenges she would face before becoming a warrior to defend her people from the above ground dwellers that threatened their existence and sought to drive her people from their Father, Ikara.
Moving in near silence as she was taught, D’Ayna paused for a moment and checked her weapons before she emerged from the tunnel, blinking into the sun. Her eyes soon adjusted, and she replaced the brush that covered the entrance. She followed the path that led to the massive trees her ancestors had climbed and used to build their homes, and had to stop for a moment just to look at the city when it came into view.
Of course, her tutors had taught lessons about the so-called wood elves and their civilization that spread upward toward the tree canopy, but to see it in person was very different. Platforms jutted out from the tree trunks, easily ten times the circumference of the tree itself, supported by massive iron pieces, woven and curled into intricate knotwork patterns. The platforms joined with each other via swinging wooden bridges, and D’Ayna could almost make out bodies scampering back and forth across the bridges. Tiny huts made of wood were decorated with more of the knotted black ironwork and filled the platforms, and as she drew closer D’Ayna saw signs on the front of some of the bigger huts. She had not learned to read the language of the other elves, only D’leesh and a bit of Eldyr, but she assumed those were places of business rather than residence.
Finally, she spotted her mark: two wood elf females sat in a clearing near a platform on the ground. She snuck over to them and hid on the other side of the dais from them, settling in to listen. Most of what she overheard was useless to her because she could understand their language well enough to know that they were discussing males, their tutors, and other such insipid topics. She was about to move away from them when a loud noise erupted from above her. D’Ayna flattened herself against the stand behind which she had been hiding and then looked up toward the sound. Something was descending; but with her limited vision in the bright sunlight, she was unable to make out what it was.
The wood elf females were on their feet and heading for her hiding place. D’Ayna gripped the hilt of her sword, still in its holster over her back, and made ready to draw it. Her heart pounded in her chest. These were just children no older than she… As they drew closer still, she began to lose her determination as fast as her sweaty palm slipped off the hilt of the sword. The object slowed its descent and as D’Ayna watched, it settled onto the platform as though it had been there all along. After stepping up onto the platform, the two females resumed their conversation, this time turning to the topic of how one braided hair for an important dinner, and then one of them waved a hand over a short, iron pillar attached to the center of the platform.
D’Ayna was so close to them that she could see the individual leaf shaped decorations that wound around their boots and up the greaves over their knees. With a creaking sound that nearly made D’Ayna jump in surprise, the platform top separated from the base and began its return ascent toward the tree city. It was a lift!
The dark elves had such things in their own underground home. The tunnels only went so far, and then the rest of the journey into the underground civilization took place in a tube hewn from the rock. There was no control, though, like the one the wood elf females had just used, and one simply had to wait for the lift to return once it had started its journey. D’Ayna remembered with a wry smile many times she had not escaped in time to avoid being shut back in and taken back up to the surface where her journey had begun.
But this was important information! Barely remembering to check if the path was clear first, she scampered away from the lift and back toward the hidden tunnel. The wood elves had no defense against intruders entering their city; even those like D’Ayna’s own people who had no skill in tree climbing whatsoever. All they would have to do is assemble near the lift under the cover of darkness and ride it upward! The tree city would be theirs for the taking! D’Ayna smiled as she ran toward the tunnel. Her guild master would be so proud. Surely, this would earn her a place alongside the other warriors. This was her chance to make a difference. She could hardly wait to see his face.
Her eyes adjusted much faster to the darkness of her world than they did to the sunlight, and in no time she was running along the familiar maze of tunnels that led to the great underground city of her people. The walls, hewn from the rock and thick clay of the subterranean level of Orana’s surface, dripped with moisture here and there. Rather than placing torches along the damp walls, her people had powerful sorcerers that would create magical strips of light in a variety of colors and place them along the path. Blue lights led to the residential section of the city, while reddish lights directed toward the military barracks where D’Ayna headed. There were other lights that appeared at crossroads in the tunnels; yellowish gold lights would lead to the commercial section while the brightest of them all, the white lights led directly to the Temple of Ikara.
D’Ayna took a moment to stop and catch her breath, and marveled at the now-purplish hue of her arm, bare from the shoulder downward, as the red light bathed her skin. Her red velvet tunic was sleeveless, and bore the insignia of the military on the front: a pair of crossed swords with roots and vines wrapped around them. At her bicep, on both arms, she bore the tattoo of military service, a simple black band. As she advanced in the ranks, she would add more bands to that tattoo.
She resumed her rapid pace toward the barracks after reverently touching the amulet she wore around her neck. It was a simple gold chain with a pendant that bore her house crest - the same sort that all those of her kind received when they left the home of their parents for guild training. Her fingers had lingered over her family name, Turlach, written in D’leesh in fancy script around the edges of the crest. Her family had not planned for her to be a warrior, as females in the military were rare, but she would show them. The wood elf intelligence that she brought would be just the beginning.
“Hey!” she called out to a male cadet, Ehoti, who had joined the warrior’s guild at the same time as D’Ayna. “Have you seen the General this evening?”
Ehoti stopped what he was doing and looked up at D’Ayna. “You in trouble again, Dee?” he asked, smirking as he absently continued polishing a pair of chainmail boots with the cloth in his hand. “I could just save you the trip and give you the other boot to polish for her.”
D’Ayna grinned at him. “What did you do this time?” she asked.
“What haven’t I done?” he replied, matching her grin with one of his own.
“Just tell me where she is, please?” D’Ayna replied, placing her hands on her hips. “I have very important information for her.”
“Barracks, building A last time I saw her,” he said. “Heard that she was going in for a surprise inspection.”
“Building A? Kildir’s TEETH, Ehoti that’s my building!” D’Ayna ran toward the barrack where she lived, skidding to a stop as she saw the general’s quad of guards at the door. She muttered something very unpleasant in D’leesh as she slowed her pace and approached the door.
One of the guards blocked her path with a weapon known in D’leesh as m’hru toir’neach or thunder killer in the common tongue. Its blade was in the shape of an axe and set into a spear-like handle of polished wood. The “mooroo,” as the cadets called the general’s guards, thrust toward her. “You are late and will remain outside, cadet,” he snarled at her. The general’s guards were not patient nor kind, and D’Ayna did as she was told.
“Whose bed is this?” General D’Irala bellowed, her voice echoing across the marble walls of the barracks.
“It is mine, sir,” D’Ayna answered softly.
The guard smiled at her maliciously. “This one here says it is hers, Sir,” he called out over his shoulder, his gaze remaining locked on D’Ayna’s.
“Send her to me,” replied the General. The guard did as he was asked and removed the weapon. D’Ayna began walking into the barracks but was shoved forward by the guard as she passed him. She stumbled and nearly fell but managed to keep her feet as she approached the General. None of the other cadets that were lined up by their respective bunks made a move to help her, though she saw several sets of eyes dart upward at her as she passed. “Well? What is your name?”
“Turlach, sir,” D’Ayna replied, her eyes downcast as she studied the General’s boots.
“Your bunk is not tidy, Turlach. Your things are everywhere.” D’Ayna opened her mouth to reply that the only thing out of place had been her bedroll, but she thought better of it. She glanced to the side and to her horror she saw one of the other guards rummaging through her things and throwing them on the ground. Her textbooks, personal items, clothes and boots were in an ever-growing heap at the side of her bunk.
“Yes, sir,” she said, her voice quivering a bit.
“Why were you not here for inspection?” the General barked as she took a step closer to D’Ayna.
“Permission to speak, sir?”
“Well, since I asked you a question and I expect an answer…granted, cadet.” D’Ayna thought that she heard amusement in the General’s voice, but she dared not look up to see the expression on the older female’s face.
“I was on a recon mission this morning, sir. I made my way to the tree city and gathered some information that I feel will help us in our…”
“You did…what?” That was definitely not amusement. “You left the barracks without permission and you entered enemy territory? Who was with you?”
“With all due respect, sir, I was alone. I admit that I was wrong to leave without permission, but I think that when you hear what I learned you will see that…”
“Permission to speak revoked, cadet,” roared the General. “Guards, take this cadet to the locks until she learns her place!” The guard that was destroying D’Ayna’s bunk joined the fourth member of the quad and advanced on the young cadet, but D’Ayna ducked out of their grasp.
“But sir, if you will just listen, I know how to get into the tree city!” All the air in the room seemed to disappear as the cadets present held their collective breath. No one dared challenge General D’Irala like that. The guards made a move to apprehend D’Ayna, but the General held up a hand to stop them as she met D’Ayna’s gaze. Her eyes, unlike those of most of their race, were ebony, a side effect of her age and how long she had remained underground.
“Speak quickly, cadet.”
“There is another lift,” D’Ayna blurted out. “I know that we have marked the main entrance to the tree city, but I found another one this morning and saw how the wood elves use it. Rather than requiring a lever to control it like the main one, this one runs constantly and requires nothing to make it run other than a hand on a pillar in the center of the platform. We could sneak onto it and be taken right up into the heart of what I believe to be their residential district.” The General’s hand remained raised, but a smile tugged at the corners of the elder female’s mouth, so D’Ayna continued speaking. “We could slaughter them in their sleep, sir. Easy as that.”
“You should not have left our city without permission, little one,” the General said, her tone softer than it had been previously. “For that, you must serve three days in the Locks.” The Locks referred to a kind of prison, where dangerous foes were kept chained to a wall in a large room. There were no cages or cells; only tremendous magical padlocks that kept the chained prisoners “locked” up. D’Ayna’s eyes grew wide with fear. Often the cadets that were sent to the Locks never returned.
“Aye, sir,” she replied, her throat so dry that her voice was barely audible.
“And for your valuable assistance to our cause, I deem your time served,” the General said, winking almost imperceptibly at D’Ayna who nearly fainted with relief. “Now, you will tidy that bunk and be ready for another inspection in one hour’s time.” She snapped her fingers and her quad moved into position around her as she left the barracks. D’Ayna sat down on her bunk for a moment, breathing deeply and trying to calm herself. She had done it, and had avoided three days in the Locks to boot.




In the hall of the Frost Dragon

Kalinth was reading over an inventory list when his private guard notified him of Kaerinth’s arrival. He rose, bowing his head reverently as she entered his private chambers. “How may I assist you, Mother?” he asked as he met her gaze. Kaerinth moved very near to him and he nuzzled against her as he had when he was a young dragon, just emerged from the surface of Orana. She swatted his head away with her own and met his gaze.
“Negotiations with the dark elves are…not progressing,” she said with a sigh. “The emissaries they send are not up to the task, and worse than that, some of them seem to think that they can negotiate with me to their own advantage.” She crossed the room and looked out one of the windows that overlooked the Forbidden Sea. “They think I need THEM to secure land for my brood? Do they not understand that I could burn the forest to the ground on my own? Are they not concerned that making an enemy of me is NOT in their best interest?”
Kalinth considered her a moment before he spoke. “Mother, I’m not sure what this has to do with me,” he said carefully. “The Qatu do not stand in your way, in fact, they assure my representatives that they will not stand in anyone’s way if the negotiations fail and we are lead into… conflict with the elves over the Forest trade routes.”
“Bah, I am not worried about the Qatu,” she replied. “It is the above ground races of elves that concern me and the dark elves’ refusal to commit their forces to our side. We cannot take on the others without assurances that the dark elves will not interfere, at worst, or at best will assist us in any ground offensives that must take place.” Her pink tongue darted out and licked her mouth as she paused for a moment. “Kalinth, you are my highest ranking general and my most beloved son, but I feel that the coming conflict is not… I do not feel that you need to be directly involved, my child.”
Kalinth stared at Kaerinth in disbelief. “You are joking, Mother. How can you even think of a military offensive without me to plan it for you? Who will command the legions of dragon and dragonkind to attack the Great Forest? There is no one that is a better strategist than I, and you know it.” His nostrils flared as his icy stare settled on his mother. The scales just above his abdomen glowed a bright blue, signaling that he was growing ready to respond with gelid breath.
“Settle down, Kal,” the elder female dragon said. “Of course you will be our chief strategist. I simply forbid you from being on the front lines, is all.” She studied him for a moment before continuing. “You do not think that the Qatu will interfere if we declare war on the Forest dwellers?”
Kalinth shook his head. “I think that if we give the Qatu warning enough they will flee to the safety of their island, Mother,” he replied. “They are neutral in all conflicts, especially ones involving us. The lowlanders have no knowledge of the agreements we keep with the Qatu for trade and passage, and I believe that it is their wish to keep it that way.” He paused, drumming his massive claws against the stone floor a moment as he thought. “In fact, I think that could work to our advantage. If the lowlanders do not know of our arrangement, they will not seek out the Qatu for information about us. In truth, I feel that many of the lowlanders think the Qatu are but a myth, a story told to keep elven children in their beds at night.” He chuckled and Kaerinth couldn’t help but smile at the sound. “The Qatu will not interfere, but we may run into trouble from the tiny races.”
“Tiny races?”
“The dwarves and gnomes, Mother,” Kalinth replied. “They are the ones that built the tunnels between the foothills and the Forest, and will surely warn the elves if we advance over land to take the trade routes.”
Kaerinth frowned. “You are right, my child,” she said as she paced back and forth across his chamber. “Will they come to our side?”
Kalinth laughed out loud. “Mother, you can’t be serious. Why do you think they built those tunnels to be so small? They fear us, and while I believe that fear will keep them out of our way, I do not have enough information on their relationships with the races of the Forest. The fear might drive them straight south to assist the elves, and that is not what we need to happen.”
“You fear dwarves and gnomes?” Kaerinth asked with a derisive snort. “I could wipe them out with a blast of fire. They are no more than insects in my path.”
Kalinth sighed. “Mother, you have been in Bellesea for too long,” he said, again treading carefully. “The dwarves and gnomes have increased their numbers. Before we assume that they will be easy targets, we should send dragonkind out to see what they have become.”
“Indeed. Make that so,” Kaerinth replied. “Have you any dragonkind in the Forest? Do you hear anything from the elves?” Kalinth shook his head. “Well, never you mind about that. If you can take care of the potential threat that you perceive from the dwarves and gnomes, I will worry about the elves.”
“And the humans, Mother?”
Kaerinth roared in frustration. “Have they ventured north again, after seeing what happened to their first round of nomads that ended up as dragonkind?”
“No, not that I have heard,” Kalinth replied. “But how much interaction with the elves they have I cannot say. The Qatu seem to believe that the humans fear the elves, but that cannot be the case. They are bigger and hardier than the Forest dwellers. They are foolishly brave.”
“Find out for me,” Kaerinth said. “I will expect you to come to Bellesea with the information as soon as you have it, my child. It is not more than a day’s journey to Bellesea from here if you fly.” Kalinth inclined his head.
“I will comply, Mother. Please give Taanyth my regards.”
“Soon, Kalinth. I need the information soon, so that we will not delay in our plan to take the trade routes to the south.” She licked her lips again, and somehow it made Kalinth shudder this time. “There is much hunting ground to be had south of the Forest and I will not let a bunch of elves stand between my children and their rightful lands.” She ambled from the room and Kalinth felt that he could breathe again. His mother was a formidable foe despite her age, and the elves would do well just to give her what she wants…or there would be a war to end all wars.




In the Depths of Ikedria

In the Great Forest, the morning was a busy and noisy time. Insects fluttered, birds chirped, and ground creatures scurried about looking for food. To the east, as the sun rose over the Citadel of the high elves, the gilded city walls reflected the sunlight and made it seem to glow on the horizon. This was not by accident; the high elves, first of all Elven races, felt that they were the favorite children of Sephine and Kildir, and even of Orana herself. Guards stood watch at the entry to the grand city, the gold leaves that decorated their armor joining in the glorious outpouring of light lent to the rest of the Great Forest.
To the west, the tree city was stirring as well. The wood elves darted about from platform to platform, navigating the narrowest of bridges without even a hint that they might fall to the soft forest floor below. Shops opened and the young trudged into the schoolrooms to begin their studies. Without the gilded cladding that the Citadel boasted, the tree city seemed to fade into the trunks of its support when viewed from the ground, and that was certainly by design. Even the mechanical and magical lifts that bore inhabitants between the ground and the city hid within the roots of the giant trees.
However, the wood elves were not the masters of camouflage in the forest. That honor fell to the distant cousins that lived underneath the whole of the Great Forest and, allegedly, further north toward the Volcanic Mountains. The foothills that led to the Volcanic Mountains, a small strip of low hills and sparse forest, were home to the dwarves, the gnomes, and some of the dragonkind.
The dark elves had made their home closer to their Father, Ikara; their underground nation was easily three times the size of the Citadel and the tree city combined. They could pass underneath potential threats and emerge in the Grasslands to the south or on the coast of the Forbidden Sea to the north. As longtime allies of the dragons, they brought supplies north to the dragonkind that were not able to live on what they could hunt or what their dragon masters allowed them to have. Many of the dragonkind also had ancestors that were dark elves, and as a result kept up their familial ties with the underground dwellers. It was this bond, this tenuous peace, that led the dragons to call on the dark elves as their first true allies in the war to come, and the dark elves were happy to oblige.
On this morning, General D’Irala was looking over another missive from the Mother Dragon, Kaerinth, as her own city began their morning rituals. Since there was no sunrise or sunset to signal the time of day in the underground city, the dark elves had adjusted to a nocturnal existence. It was easier for them to come above ground once the sun had set. D’Irala made a habit of reading through the daily communications just before bed, but this one took her by surprise.
“My good General, I hope that this letter finds you fit and ready. I believe that the time is at hand for my kind to expand our territory to the south. As your kind dwells under the ground, this expansion will only serve to enhance the relationship between our two nations. However, I find that the above ground dwelling elves are more resistant to our development, and I am certain that the only course of action left to me is to take their lands by force.” D’Irala looked up from the letter and rubbed her eyes a moment before continuing to read. “An assault on their lands from the air will only lead to a reduction of resources. Therefore, as I have instructed the emissaries that you have sent, we are forced to take the Great Forest by ground force. I am pleased that your people are so willing to assist us in this manner. I will be in touch with further instructions.” It was written in Eldyr, with the great seal of the dragons affixed next to Kaerinth’s scrawling signature.
“War,” D’Irala said softly, smiling. “Yes, we will be happy to help you win your war and, as it happens, win back the land that is rightfully ours.” She folded the letter and added it to a stack on the corner of her desk before pushing her chair back to stand. Rest could wait. She unrolled a map of the continent across her desk and then began tracing different routes from the Mountains down through the Great Forest. This was what she had been waiting for her entire life. This was what she had been born to do. She made notes in Eldyr along the sides of the map, just in case it fell into the wrong hands. Only the warriors of her kind knew how to speak and read the language of the dragons, a fact that had caused diplomacy to be difficult in the past. However, the current crop of cadets were trained in negotiation as well as combat, in the hopes that they would be equals with the dragons rather than soldiers for hire.
The cadets. D’Irala paused in her strategizing for a moment and thought of the young one that had brought back valuable information on potential entry into the wood elf city. D’Ayna was her name, wasn’t it? Only the highest born families of her kind had the D’ in their names, as it was a symbol of their ancestry and of the length of time they had been in service to the Father. She would no doubt be an asset in diplomacy due to her family’s status as well as her training.
“Guard!” One of her quad appeared in the doorway, his head inclined as was customary in her presence. “Bring me the cadet called D’Ayna.”
“As you command, sir,” the guard said, “but is it not time for your rest? Would it not be better for me to have her waiting for you when you awake?”
“Are you questioning me?” D’Irala replied as she stalked over to the guard. To his credit, he showed no sign of fear in her presence. Fear was weakness, and weakness led to defeat.
“No sir. I will bring her to you immediately, as you command,” he said, bowing low. “By your leave.” He turned on a heel and disappeared down the long hallway that lead to the barracks. D’Irala smiled. Kaerinth would be pleased with this D’Ayna, she was certain of it.
She had just settled back into her chair when the guard appeared at the door, a sleepy D’Ayna in front of him. “You sent for me, sir?” the cadet said, her eyes downcast.
“Yes. Leave us,” D’Irala said to the guard who inclined his head and then left, shutting the door behind him. “Your name indicates something about your family, D’Ayna.” She frowned as the cadet’s eyes, still downcast, narrowed. “Why do you make such a face? Are you not proud to be among the elite of our kind?” D’Ayna remained silent. “You may speak freely here, girl, it is only you and I.”
“I am not proud, sir,” the younger female replied slowly. “My family did not intend for me to become a warrior, and…our relationship is strained as a result.” D’Irala smiled softly as she studied the cadet before her.
“Look at me,” she said, trying to make a request rather than to bark an order. “D’Ayna, look at me.” The cadet raised her eyes to meet D’Irala ’s gaze. “I understand that better than most. My own family was not…supportive, exactly, until I became a general. But still, even with my rank, there are males in my family that would rather pretend I was dead.” D’Ayna’s eyes widened. “I take it you have heard the same thing?”
“Aye, I mean yes, sir, I have,” she replied.
“So your family would not be inclined to lend their name should I decide to send you on a diplomatic mission, then?”
“I am afraid I do not follow, sir.”
D’Irala indicated the map on the desk. “Pull that chair over here, D’Ayna, and look at this map. Can you read Eldyr?”
“The dragon language? No, sir, I cannot,” D’Ayna said. D’Irala suspected that she was lying. The answer came too quickly, and was the sort of thing a female in their society would say.
“Are you sure?” D’Irala reached over and lifted the younger female’s chin until their gazes again met. “You have a rare opportunity here, D’Ayna. You have the ear and the attention of your general. I would encourage you to take advantage of it and to tell me the truth. Nothing you say here will leave this room, you have my word.”
D’Ayna swallowed hard. “I can read Eldyr, sir. In fact, there are few languages, outside of those of the Forest, which I cannot read. My parents taught us to read, write, and speak Eldyr, Dwarvish, Gnomish, the Common Language, and…Qatunari.”
D’Irala sat back in her seat, astonished. “You understand the language of the Qatu? How is this possible?”
D’Ayna hung her head. “My mother had a twin sister who was an explorer. She was… taken by the dragons and kept as a breeder for the dragonkind. Her… offspring, my cousins I suppose, are in contact with my family and one of them wrote me letters in Qatunari.” Her words were halting and D’Irala could all but smell the fear on her at this revelation, so she reached out and took D’Ayna’s hand.
“This is nothing to be ashamed of, cadet,” D’Irala said. “You prove to be more and more of an asset to our kind with every admission.” D’Ayna looked up, startled. “You will undertake a very dangerous but very important mission for me, child.” D’Ayna nodded, a smile tugging at the corners of her lips. “Are you afraid?”
“No, sir,” she replied. “Fear is weakness, and weakness is death.”
“Good girl.” D’Irala rose from her seat and walked around until she was standing just behind D’Ayna. “Do you see here, on the map, the lines that have been drawn through the Great Forest?” D’Ayna nodded. “These are the potential paths that the dragons will take to infiltrate and subdue the above ground dwellers of the Forest to make it their own.”
D’Ayna gasped. “But sir, those paths cross our city as well, do they not?”
“Very observant, D’Ayna,” D’Irala said, grinning as she spoke. “We are allied with the dragons and dragonkind, and they have agreed to leave us alone in their conquest of the wood elves and high elves as long as we aid them in their cause.” She studied the younger female a moment, watching as she digested the information. “You will first be promoted to lieutenant, no more cadet for you.” D’Ayna eyes were saucer-like and she looked as though she might faint. “What is your family name, child?”
“Turlach, sir.”
“Well, Lieutenant Turlach, your duty will be to serve as my liaison with the dragons and, if necessary, with the Qatu. You will travel behind their lines, using our tunnels, and carry information to them from the front lines here in the Great Forest. It seems a small task, but in truth, it will be most dangerous for you any time you come above ground here.” D’Ayna nodded, her mouth set in a grim line. “I need to know that I can trust you, child. Tell me, are you familiar with the magic possessed by our people?”
D’Ayna frowned and then immediately lowered her gaze. “I am, sir, but I care not for magic. It is the path that my parents had set out for me, to become a magic user just as they are, but I much prefer to deal with things I can see and touch.”
D’Irala smiled. “A true warrior’s heart beats in your chest, child. I know of no others that are following the path that the Father has chosen for the warrior that are comfortable with magic. Nevertheless, it is a necessary thing in our world. Have you abilities?”
“Aye, sir,” D’Ayna said solemnly.
“Good. Ikara grant that you never have to use them,” the general said. “For now, return to your bunk and collect your things, for you will embark on this mission first thing tomorrow. You will return to the Officer’s Quarters where a room will be waiting for you. Your belongings will be safely kept there while you are away. Do you have any questions, Lieutenant?”
“No sir,” D’Ayna replied. She got to her feet and placed her fist over her heart in the customary salute to a higher ranking officer. “With your leave, sir?” she asked. D’Irala nodded and the younger female turned on her heel and left the room.
“Perhaps I will not tell Kaerinth of this new development just yet,” the general mused as she ran a finger over the map, tracing one of the suggested routes. “Perhaps I will not tell her at all. We shall see just how loyal this young one is first, I think.”




Draoch of the Trees

“May I bring you more tea, my lord Draoch?” The guild master of the druids looked up with a tired smile at the young wood elf female standing in the doorway to his hut.
“Aye, my child, that would make my work go much faster. Thank you,” he replied, and she curtsied before leaving to get his tea. Draoch was his title, but it was not his name. He mused over the fact that most of his kind as young as the one fetching his tea probably did not know his real name, nor had they any reason to know it. He would be Draoch of the Trees until he was close to death and passed on the title and responsibility to another of his line.
This was definitely later than he normally kept hours at his desk. However, something was not right; something in the air, something in the very trees of the Great Forest was giving him pause, and he knew that sleep would continue to evade him until he could work out what was wrong. “Your tea, my lord?” He had not even heard her return.
“Thank you, child. Now, off with you, it is late and you have studies in the morning do you not?” He smiled at her, as she was near bursting with the exuberance of youth and the innocence of one that was not old enough yet to have left the Great Forest. Ah, to have that sort of energy in his body once again!
“May I assist you before I leave, my lord?” she asked.
“No, no, leave an old man to his musing.”Her face clouded with disappointment but she did as she was told, shutting his door behind her. He stretched and then took a hearty swallow of his tea before returning his focus to the scrolls before him. Normally the druids did not concern themselves with the work of the other guilds, but when his longtime friend and colleague from the warrior guild had approached him with concerns about the dark elves, Draoch was immediately intrigued. They worshiped Ikara, the antithesis of the All-Mother, Sephine. They sought destruction, dysfunction, and rot in everything that they did above ground. Once cousins and allies of Draoch’s people, the dark elves had made their allegiance to the Father of the Underworld quite plain.
Nevertheless, rumblings about the dark elves colluding with the dragons seemed illogical to the point of being ridiculous. The dark elves trusted only themselves and their evil deity, not the dragons. Further, why would the dragons stoop to make any sort of a treaty or alliance with any of the other races? They had been very clear in their own belief that they were the superior race on Orana. Why would they need the dark elves any more than any of the other races? It simply made no sense.
The warriors had received the information from some of the high elves who had traveled north to seek out a peace accord and trade agreement with the dwarves. Not only had the dwarves refused to attend the summit with the high elves; they also sent detailed reasons why travel would be impossible for them, even using the tunnel system they shared with the dark elves and the gnomes. It was too dangerous in the “current climate” with the “known complicity between the dark elves and the dragons” for anyone from the north to venture south.
“Known complicity?” Draoch wondered aloud as he stroked his chin. “Since when do the sons and daughters of Ikara comply with the sons and daughters of Kaerinth? It simply cannot be so.”
“Ah, but it is, my old friend,” said a familiar voice from the doorway. Elred, guild master for the warriors’ guild of the tree city, was leaning against the side of the open door, smiling at Draoch. “My sources have no reason to spread false truths.”
“I know, Elred, I know. Yet my senses tell me that something is very wrong here. Something in the world is wrong.”
“Of course it is, the dark elves are taking up sides with the dragons against us.”
“No, more than that,” Draoch replied. “I must spend some time in meditation with Sephine and Kildir to determine their will in all of this.”
“Will you travel to their realm? I am happy to provide protection for you as you go if you need it, you know that.” Elred’s eyes clouded with worry.
“No, thank you,” Draoch responded. “It has been a long time since I have visited the All-Mother in her own realm. She and I meet in a place beyond the world. I will be very safe there, no need for protection.”
Elred nodded. “Fair enough, old friend,” he said. “I am off now to run some new recruits through their safety drills. But you know where to find me if you need me, yes?” Draoch nodded. “Excellent. If I hear more about the goings on up north I will let you know.” Elred inclined his head to Draoch before turning to leave. The elderly druid collected his things on his desk and tidied a bit, and then stood and stretched again before moving to the fireplace on the opposite side of the room.
Settling into a cross-legged position on the rug in front of the fireplace, Draoch watched the flames, purposefully letting his mind wander toward a place where he could commune with his Goddess, Sephine. Finally, after a long few minutes in which he feared he might just drift off to sleep, he felt her presence there by the fire with him.
“My precious child, my Draoch of the Trees, why do you seek me out?” she asked, her voice as always like the soft tinkling of bells in the back of his mind.
“Mother, I am troubled. The world is troubled. I fear that much suffering is coming at the hands of our neighbors to the north, and I want to stand ready to protect our Great Forest… your Great Forest, and your children, the elves,” he whispered.
“What is this suffering?”
“Mother, the world is out of balance, and I feel that the dragons to the north seek to exploit that balance and take the Great Forest by force.”
“Nonsense. We would have sensed such an imbalance,” she said, her voice growing stronger and louder with annoyance.
“I fear that you did not, Mother,” Draoch said as carefully and reverently as he could, “because I believe that Kaerinth, the Dragon Mother, is in coalition with Ikara, Father of the Underworld.”
“Even more preposterous,” Sephine replied. “There is nothing that the other gods do that can be hidden from me. If he was working with any of the races, dark elves or otherwise, I would know about it.”
Draoch considered her words for a long few moments before he spoke. “Then perhaps his children are working with Kaerinth without his knowledge?”
“Tell me, Nature Walker, how is it that you came to have this information?” Sephine asked, her tone simultaneously that of a patient mother and a petulant child.
“I admit that some of it comes from my own observations and meditations, Mother,” Draoch replied, hanging his head. “But my children, the druids of the trees, have heard rumblings in the forest. They have seen our dark cousins more and more above ground recently. And we hear tales that some of the dark elves have been taken as dragonkind.”
“Aye, this I knew,” Sephine said. Draoch could feel her sadness as she spoke. “I have tried all that I know to do to reach out to my brothers and sisters to the north, but I fear they have fallen under the spell of Kaerinth as well. There may be something in what you say, Nature Walker. There may be indeed.” With that, he felt her withdraw so suddenly that he gasped at the abrupt absence of her.
“You must help us!” he called out to thin air. “Mother you must help your elven children, we have been nothing but faithful to you!” A blinding pain shot through his mind and he felt her anger.
“You will not speak to me this way. You are lucky, Nature Walker, that your children do not order me to do things as you do, or your entire lot would be lost!”
Draoch bowed his head. “As you command, Mother. I will wait for your instructions.” He waited until he was sure that she was gone, and then put his head in his hands.
“My lord?” came a soft voice from the other side of the room. Draoch looked up to see one of the young druids, his own daughter Neia, sitting cross-legged on the floor. Her eyes were wide and she trembled.
“Neia, my precious girl,” Draoch said softly. “I am sorry to have startled you, my daughter. I was in communion with the All-Mother and I have displeased her greatly, it seems.”
“I…I felt it,” Neia replied, her voice still quavering as he spoke. “Will she help us when the dragons come, Papa?”
“Of course she will,” Draoch said, hoping that he was telling the truth. “The All-Mother would not forsake her children, Neia. You would do well to meditate on that until your fear subsides.”
“Yes, Papa, I will comply. Just please, be careful.” Draoch crossed the room and laid a hand on the young female’s forehead, smiling as the worried look on her face eased into a peaceful expression. It might do me some good to do the same thing, he thought as he left his study and stepped out into the night air.
Draoch looked up at the stars, twinkling through the thick canopy of trees. This day had gotten away from him, as many did now, it seemed. As he grew older, the days seemed to shorten; his list of things that had to be done by the leader of the druids grew longer and longer.
Rather than returning to his hut and his bed. Draoch decided to meditate out under the stars this evening. He walked over to the massive trunk of the tree that supported this platform and placed both his hands onto the bark. Upon closing his eyes so that he could focus, he could feel the life in the tree. His hands, in his mind’s eye, became one with the bark, connecting him to the life of the tree and further, to the life of the forest. How could Sephine be so cavalier with all of these souls at stake? Something had to be done, and while Draoch knew that he should trust that the All-Mother would make the best decision for all of her children, he was just not convinced that she accepted the dire circumstance that was at hand.
He pushed back from the tree, breaking the connection to the life force of the Great Forest, and turned around. Everything around him went black, and a swift blow to the back of his head caused bright lights to shoot across the darkness like falling stars. Voices, speaking D’leesh, chattered above as him they took him, Draoch of the Trees, master of the wood elf druids and the Nature Walker, toward the nearest lift.




The First Cleric and the First Caeth

Thalan paced back and forth in the foyer that led to the military barracks in the Citadel, the home of the high elves. More a palace than a city, the Citadel was constructed of thick marble walls with no windows or other means of an entry on the outer wall; another marble wall on the inside kept the military barracks, the Keep where the royals lived, and the guild houses in resplendent safety. The guild houses, for the healers, clerics, and the magic users, were only visible to those belonging to their orders.
Thalan Aramyth was a cleric and direct servant of Sephine, the All-Mother, and therefore was the direct liaison between the King and Queen and their goddess. He had been summoned by their Majesties and felt that he already knew why even though the summons had only requested his presence. The All-Mother had been conspicuously absent in recent days and he felt certain that he was about to be questioned as to her whereabouts.
“You will come,” one of the Caeth said. They were the guards of the royal family, and their presence let him know that he would be meeting with them directly rather than their emissaries. He swallowed hard and followed her into the room.
“First Cleric Thalan, thank you for coming so promptly,” said King Taegen Farwenys, the High King of the elves of the Great Forest. He sat on his throne in the receiving room, next to his wife, High Queen Alyndra. “You may recover yourself, Thal,” the king continued and Thalan complied. The two smiled at each other, but Thalan’s smile faded as his gaze shifted to the High Queen.
“Thalan,” she said, inclining her head and extending her hand to him.
“Majesty,” he said, as he approached the queen and took her hand in his. He kissed the ring of office that she wore gently and then released her hand. “How may I serve?”
“Thal, you know that Our Lady has been distant, of late, do you not?” It was as he had feared. Their Majesties wanted an update on Sephine, and he did not know how to tell them that he had not heard from the goddess in nearly a week.
“Aye, my lord,” he replied. “I know not where she is, sadly.” The High Queen leaned on her hand, staring at him. “I have been in prayer and meditation for days and nights without ceasing, but she does not answer.”
“Thal, we have other issues,” the High King said as he rose from his seat and crossed the room over to where Thalan was standing. They had been children together and had remained friends after Taegen had taken the throne when his father died. His bride, Queen Alyndra, was still cold to Thalan, but in fairness, she was cold to everyone including Taegen. Their union had yet to produce more than one heir, and everyone in the Citadel seemed to know more about their comings and goings than was practical or polite.
“As always I am at your service, Majesty,” Thalan replied. The worry etched into his old friend’s features was giving him pause.
“We have received intelligence that our underground cousins are on the move of late,” the king replied. “No details have been presented as of yet, but I expect further reports at any time.” The king wrung his hands as he paced. The crown that he wore seemed to weigh on his brow, though it was made of the lightest bows of the willow trees and gilt with magical gold. As Thalan looked more closely at his friend, he noticed that Taegen’s face seemed sunken and the dark circles under his eyes made his light blue eyes seem to glow with an inner light. His clothes hung on him, and Thalan wondered when his king had eaten last.
“This seems to worry you, Majesty. May I bestow upon you the soul blessing of our All-Mother? It is the least I can do as one of her clerics,” he asked. The king smiled, but his wife eyed Thalan warily.
“That would be most wonderful,” the king said, extending his hands. Thalan took them in his own, and then closed his eyes. He spoke ancient words in the language of the Elders and smiled as warm light spread out of his fingers and into his friend’s hands. The king’s face softened into a relaxed smile and he released Thalan’s hands. “My darling, Alyndra, you should also receive this blessing from Thal. It is a balm for the mind and the soul.” Thalan turned to face his queen, who scowled.
“I need no balm from your nursery mate,” she snapped. Thalan was not surprised by her anger. He knew that her life had not been as easy as her husband’s had, and that she often kept others at arm’s length as a result. At a very young age, her noble born parents had been killed by the dark elves and Alyndra was sent to live with her father’s sister.
The High Queen’s aunt and uncle did not have the power or prestige that her parents had possessed and as a result, they sought to remind their niece that her life had changed. She was no longer Lady Alyndra. She was Aly and she was little more than a slave in her new home. As a result, she learned to depend on no one but herself.
“Understood, your Majesty,” Thalan said. He took a few steps back and could see her relax. “Now, what can I do for the both of you?”
The king smiled at his old friend. “Continue to seek out Our Lady for us,” he replied. Taegen reached over and took his wife’s hand before she had a chance to snatch it away and then patted it with his other hand. Thalan felt for his king, but kept the smile on his face as he nodded.
“With your leave, Majesty?” he asked as he bowed his head. The king gestured toward the door and Thalan wasted no time leaving the room. The silk slippers and robes worn by his order made almost no sound as he walked quickly down the hall and away from the royal apartments. There was nothing he could do that had not already been done, but there were many hours of meditation ahead of him just the same.
“Thalan? A word?” The cleric paused, sighing loudly, and then turned to face the Caeth that had been on guard at the royal apartments. She was standing in a doorway, almost out of view. Part of the training for the Caeth was learning to blend in to their surroundings, because they were never to be far from their royal charges.
“Tsarra, how may I serve?” Thalan replied, trying to conceal his surprise at seeing her away from the royal apartments. He beamed a smile at her and she blushed.
“Thalan…” Tsarra gestured for him to move into the doorway with her as she backed into the room where she was hiding. He did as she asked and as soon as they were behind the door she shut it with one hand and fell into his arms. “I was so afraid when they said they had called you to Audience this morning,” she whispered as he gently showered her neck and face with kisses.
“Nothing to fear,” he whispered into her ear, making her shiver in his arms. “Taegen and I are old friends, Tsarra, you know that. I am as safe as I can be in the royal court.”
“I know, but the High Queen is so unpredictable,” she replied. “It was she that summoned you, did you not know?”
Thalan paused a moment, thinking over what she had said. “No, I did not.” He was tempted to ask for more information, but he knew what a position he would be putting Tsarra in if he did. One of the most important rules that they observed in their relationship was that they did not talk about their work with the king and queen. As a cleric, he had to remain impartial in his devotion to the All-Mother and not be influenced by the whims of the rulers. As her Majesty’s personal guard, Tsarra could not be distracted but also could not use her closeness to the queen to her own advantage.
“Do you not wish to know why?”
“Tsarra, I cannot.”
“Thal…she believes that you hold sway over her husband,” Tsarra said, her voice low. “When you offered her Sephine’s blessing…” Her voice was lost in a choking sob.
“I know my place, my sweet flower,” he said, taking her face in his hands. “Taegen knows what I do, and what I cannot do, and most importantly he trusts me.” Her gaze lifted to meet his, and the smile that broke across her face melted his heart. “Something is coming, my girl, and you must promise me that you will remain safe.”
“What do you mean something is coming?”
“I don’t know exactly, but there has been something weighing on my mind for a few weeks now. Sephine seems to have deserted me; never in my life has the All-Mother left me alone for this long.” He swallowed hard before continuing, as anything more could endanger Tsarra. “Something has happened with the High Queen. She is different somehow, and I wanted to take her hands for the blessing so that I could…” Thalan stopped abruptly. “What is it?” Tsarra’s eyes had widened and most of the color had drained from her cheeks.
“It is something to do with the prince and his…father,” the Caeth replied.
A terrible realization descended on Thalan. “He is not the king’s child, is he?” he said quietly. Tsarra shook her head. “Does he know that she has a lover?”
Tears filled his beloved’s eyes. “It is nothing like that, Thal, it is much worse than that. I will tell you this, so that you may intercede with the All-Mother to help my poor queen if she will…and that she will have mercy on me for failing in my duty. One of the spies that the king sent out several seasons ago to gather intelligence about the movements of the dark elves returned with startling news about their communication with the dragons. Dragons! So the king sent him out again, but this time he headed north toward the Volcanic Mountains.”
Thalan frowned. “This is not news, Tsarra. I have said blessings over most of the scouts sent by his Majesty.”
“This one came back changed, Thal,” she replied, clearly frustrated. “He was not dragonkind, but he was…different. Her Majesty noticed right away. She has known him since they were children, and she is also quite sensitive to those sorts of things, considering her…upbringing.” Thalan nodded, hoping that she would continue. “He was cruel and very angry, and after he delivered the intelligence to His Majesty, my lady requested to speak to him further. She did not feel that he had told the king all that he knew.”
“Go on.”
“The king was finished with him and annoyed with his wife, so he declared that he was retiring and she could do as she wished.” Tsarra wrung her hands as tears again filled her eyes. “He should not have left her there, and I should not have obeyed when she demanded that we Caeth leave.”
“Oh, no, Tsarra, what did he do?”
“I left the room as instructed, but I remained just outside the door,” she said, her voice hitching as she spoke. “I had a very bad feeling about leaving her there with him and it seems I was right.”
“She betrayed Taegen and the spy is her lover? She is in agreement with the dark elves?” Thalan bellowed. Tsarra’s expression stopped him cold.
“Hardly. I listened at the door, Thal, something I was not permitted to do, and I waited as long as I could but suddenly…I heard…her anger became fear, Thal, I could hear it in her voice. She was pleading for him to leave, to back away…she commanded him to leave. And he laughed.”
“He…violated our queen?” Thalan’s voice was barely audible.
“No… Not exactly,” Tsarra replied. “I fear that he knew who had, though - but Her Majesty did not scream for help, and I became worried when I heard…her sobbing.” Thalan took her hands, his eyes encouraging her to go on. “I burst through the door and found Her Majesty on the ground in front of the thrones. The spy was standing over her and I ran at him, weapon raised and calling for the rest of the guard and…that is all I remember.”
“What do you mean that is all you remember?” Thalan was growing angry and afraid in equal measure as he listened to her story. “He attacked you?”
“I don’t know.” Tsarra backed away from him and placed a hand on the door. “I mean it when I say that I do not remember. The next thing I do remember clearly is waking up on the floor of the throne room with Her Majesty bending over me, stroking the sides of my face and begging for me to wake up.”
Thalan stared at her. The horrifying bits of her tale aside, this was a new image of the High Queen and he wasn’t sure he could believe it. “Are you sure it was Queen Alyndra?” he asked sarcastically. Tsarra scowled at him and he nodded in acquiescence.
“Aye, she was so worried for me and all I could do was cry, Thalan. Some warrior I’ve become. I could not save my queen from that monster, nor could I defend her from anything at that point.” Tsarra hung her head. “All I could do was cry like a little girl.” Thalan took her in his arms a moment as she cried, but she soon pushed back from him. “I must return to her, she will notice that I am gone.”
“But you think this was to do with the prince, Tsarra? Did that spy…is the prince his son?”
“Oh, Thal, that is the worst part. Her Majesty has confided in me that the King is not Nim’s father - the spy is not his father, no, but if he knows the identity of Nim’s father - to think that this spy that knows the language of the dragons might also know the name of the father of the heir to our throne - what will this mean for the future of our people? What if the prince has magic, like his father - whomever he may be? What if he is dragonkind somehow?” Before he could respond, she had pulled the door open and quickly checked the hallway. “I must go.” She planted a kiss on his cheek and then disappeared back toward the royal apartments.
“Intercede with Sephine, indeed,” Thalan murmured. “Our Lady has a lot of work to do, it seems.” He remained in the room for a moment to gather his thoughts, and then continued on his way back to the cleric guild house. There was much meditation to come.




In the hall of the High King

The High King of the Elves was an intimidating figure, but he was even more so when he was angered. Thalan knew this because he knew Taegen better than he knew anyone. Nevertheless, this meeting had to happen. Above all else, his loyalty was with the High King. Thalan paced the floor in the throne room, waiting for Taegen to arrive.
He spent the night before in meditation to no avail. He had gotten no answers from the All-Mother, and also had no sense of her at all. It was a very lonely and unnerving feeling for a cleric; their entire lives were devoted to learning how to contact the All-Mother, and then how to listen to her and share her wisdom with the rest of the community. To have utter silence in his head was a new experience for him.
Growing up, Thalan had told his highborn parents that he had an invisible friend. It was not long before he went to the cleric guild for testing, and it found that he was communicating directly with Sephine, the All-Mother goddess of the Elves. Children such as Thalan were only born once or twice in a generation; the royal family decided that he and his family would move into the palace at the center of the Citadel for his own safety. Thalan was encouraged to spend time with the crown prince, Taegen. The two boys were the same age and became fast friends. They were rarely apart, and Thalan often spent his evenings in the palace, up on the roof with Taegen, stargazing and talking about their futures. Taegen would be High King and Thalan would be First Cleric, and they would rule together.
They grew apart, however, as they grew older. Taegen was directed toward the young females that were paraded through the palace in the hopes that he would take one of them as his wife and future High Queen. Thalan spent more time in the guild hall, working with the Cleric Masters to hone his skill so that he would be of better service.
One of his tutors was Aerith, the First Cleric in service to Taegen’s father, the High King Torys Farwenys. She was the first female of record to become the First Cleric and, like Thalan, began hearing the voice of the All-Mother as a child. It was said among the initiates that speaking with Aerith was as close as anyone without the gift would be to actually communicate with Sephine.
Even now as he paced back and forth, waiting for the High King to appear, Thalan could hear Aerith’s voice in his mind. “Always be as kind as you can to the king and queen whom you serve, Thalan,” she had told him on more than one occasion. He often questioned why she would allow her High King to speak to her as though she was so far beneath him rather than to acknowledge the asset she was to his court. “You and I are alike, Thalan. We were born with the sound of the All-Mother’s voice in our ears. We are closer to her than any other cleric in his Majesty’s service, and he knows how important I am to his continued reign as High King. He cannot hurt me.” Thalan remembered how she had ruffled his hair and left him to his studies but on that very night, she had displeased the High King and he had ordered her exiled from the High Citadel. Thalan never found out what she had done or said to anger him, but he could only hope that Aerith had finally stood up to the old High King’s tyranny.
“Thal, what is the meaning of this?” asked Taegen as he entered the throne room, interrupting Thalan’s memories. “You told my Caeth it was urgent and concerned our safety in the High Citadel…” The High King paused a moment, his slender fingers pressed to his lips. The jewels in his rings glistened in the torchlight as he studied Thalan. “Have you heard from Our Lady? Has the All-Mother returned to us?”
“No, Majesty, unfortunately, she has not,” Thalan replied. “This is much closer…to home.” He closed his eyes for a moment, willing away the image of Tsarra’s face begging him not to betray the queen’s secret.
“Closer to home?” Taegen looked puzzled, and then understanding swept across his features. “You mean the queen, don’t you?”
“The queen?” Thalan was obviously startled and had a difficult time making his voice audible.
“And our son, Nim,” Taegen replied, smiling. Thalan stared at his old friend in wonder. He knew?
“I…was not sure that…she had told you that you…” Thalan stammered. If Taegen was the prince’s father, and there was nothing between the spy and Alyndra, then what had Tsarra overheard in her chambers that night?
“That is not why you called me out in the middle of the night, Thal,” the king said, looking Thalan in the eye. “Tell me the truth, what troubles my First Cleric so that he would risk the ire of the king?” Thalan’s mouth tugged upward at the corners, mimicking the look on the king’s face.
“I would ask that you are more careful with your spy sent to gather intelligence from the dragons,” Thalan replied. “I fear that he has divided loyalty, as do many that spend time in the north with our reptilian enemies.”
“How do you…” The king stopped and rubbed a hand over the top of his head, pausing only briefly at the nape of his neck to rub his tensed muscles. His black hair was out of its traditional braid, and Thalan was transfixed for a moment at its length. In truth, it had been many years since he had seen his friend outside of official capacities. “I should know better than to think I can keep anything from my First Cleric, shouldn’t I?” he said, chuckling.
“I suppose so,” Thalan said, breathing a sigh of relief that his king had not guessed that Tsarra had given him any information.
“What is it that tipped you off about my spy?”
Thalan’s heart jumped up into his throat. “I do not know how to explain it, Majesty. I have a feeling that something is not right with him. I saw him leaving the queen’s chambers the other night…”
“After she would not let questioning him rest, yes,” the king replied. “But I did not see you in the hallway when I left.”
“No, Majesty, I was passing by later and overheard them arguing.” Thalan tried to remember Tsarra’s words as exactly as he could. “Did the queen tell you that they had a disagreement?”
Taegen’s eyes narrowed as he listened. “Aye, she did. What did you hear, Thalan?”
“Oh, I did not understand their voices, Majesty, I only heard the tone and moved on down the hallway,” he replied, realizing as he spoke that the king did not believe him.
“Tell me the truth, Thal.”
Thalan took a deep breath. Silently he hoped that Tsarra would understand what he was about to do. “The truth is…that I was nowhere near Her Majesty that night. One of her Caeth came to me to report that your spy and the queen argued and then she was fairly certain she heard him speaking Eldyr to her and that she was weeping.”
The color drained out of the king’s face. “Eldyr?”
Thalan took a step closer and placed a hand on the king’s shoulder. “Aye, Majesty. She came to me out of concern for your wife, and now that I know about the unrest to the north I am even more convinced of her motives.”
“Which Caeth?”
“Majesty, she came to me in confidence, please do not ask me to…”
“WHICH CAETH?” the king bellowed. Thalan winced. Forgive me, my flower, he thought.
“Taegen, I…”
“Her name, First Cleric. WHAT IS HER NAME?”
One last, fleeting image of Tsarra smiling at him lingered before Thalan’s eyes for a moment. “Tsarra,” he whispered, “but please Majesty…Taegen…she feared for Her Majesty’s life, but was equally fearful of you.”
The king snorted as his face froze into an angry mask. “As well she should be. Why was she not protecting my wife as is her duty?”
Thalan stood his ground and held the king’s gaze. “The queen ordered her to leave, and I…know Tsarra well enough to know that she would never have left your wife alone had she not been ordered to do so.”
“You know her well, do you?” the king bellowed, then paused a moment and studied Thalan. “You and the Caeth?” he asked, an eyebrow cocked in amusement. Thalan hung his head and nodded, hoping that this knowledge would save her life at the hands of his oldest friend. “It makes sense now.”
“What makes sense?”
The king smiled sadly. “Tsarra is my wife’s favorite. I believe that if trouble comes to the Citadel, she will ask Tsarra to be there instead of me.” He rubbed a hand down his face, lingering to stroke his beard a moment as he thought. “No harm shall come to Tsarra, Thal, you need not to worry.”
“Thank you, Majesty,” Thalan replied. He was only just staying on his feet, the relief flooding his body threatening to drive him to his knees.
“No need. I shudder to think what would happen to me if I took her away from Alyndra,” the king said, chuckling. “But this business with the spy concerns me.”
“As it does me,” Thalan said. He crossed the room to a couple of chairs set up in front of the fireplace and waved the king over to join him. Taegen smiled and did as he was bid. “Remember all those times when we used to sit up at night and plan out our kingdom?”
“I do,” the king replied, chuckling. “It seemed so easy back then, didn’t it?”
“Most certainly,” Thalan said. “But to the matter at hand, how do we find out where his loyalties lie, Taegen? You are the master of diplomacy and intrigue. I merely wait for the All-Mother to tell me if you are right or wrong.” The two men laughed.
“I could question him, but I don’t think he would comply.” The king leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees and taking in the flickering flames for a moment. “Do you think I should just ask Alyndra?”
“No, no I don’t,” Thalan said, scratching his own beardless chin. “I do not think she will tell you the truth if there is something sinister going on, Taegen, not because I think she is involved but because she worries for you and the prince. Moreover, you know Alyndra… She is not the most trusting of women.” He paused, hoping that Taegen would take his advice without a fuss.
“No, she isn’t.” The genuine concern in the king’s eyes gave Thalan pause. “She has been through so much. The fact that we have a son is nothing short of a miracle.” The king met Thalan’s gaze and his eyes narrowed. “The prince is mine, Thalan. There is no doubt in my mind.”
“Of course not,” Thalan said, making a mental note to be more aware of his facial expressions when discussing the crown prince with the king. “Perhaps Tsarra can be of help here?”
“Would she speak to Alyndra for me?” the king asked. “Find out more about what happened?”
“I would be happy to ask her, Taegen, but I don’t think that you should be there when I do. She is really afraid of you.” He smirked. “Which is, of course, ridiculous.”
The king glared at Thalan. “And you are not?”
Thalan steeled his gaze. “Not in the slightest,” he lied.
“Aerith taught you well, my friend,” Taegen said, chuckling sadly. “Shame about her, she was one of my father’s favorites.” Thalan frowned as he stared at the king. “But that’s history, no use dredging that back up,” the king said quickly. Thalan bit his tongue as he stood, inclining his head to the king.
“With your leave?”
“Aye, back to bed with both of us. If…If I learn anything from Alyndra, I will let you know, old friend,” the king replied. Thalan nodded.
“I will do the same if Tsarra has any more information to share, Taegen,” he said before turning on his heel and leaving the room. He left the throne room and headed out of the palace and toward the military barracks, hoping that Tsarra was off duty.




Draoch, Captive

Draoch struggled to open his eyes; he felt as though he was swimming upward through water. Had he been drugged? He took a moment for self-assessment, sending out his consciousness into each part of his body on the search for any sort of foreign substance. Finding none, he again tried to force his eyes open. This time they cooperated, and he barely made out that he was in a room with no windows and no clearly defined door. Everything was dark. He took a deep breath and found that the air was heavy and damp as though he was in a cave.
He had a memory from earlier…that evening? That morning? There was no way to know how long he had been there. But the memory was strong and included others that were speaking what sounded to him like D’leesh, the language of the dark elves. Was he underground, in their massive system of caves and tunnels? Draoch tried to get to his feet, but found his hands and legs bound when he fell forward onto his face. Grunting with the effort, he rolled over onto his side and was still, quieting his mind in the process. Draoch reached deep within himself and, drawing from the spark of magic he found there, created a fireball that floated just above his eyes, allowing him to see his surroundings a bit better.
Draoch’s initial assessment had been correct - he could see now that the walls were smooth with no visible windows or doors and they seemed to be dripping with some sort of liquid in parts. He sent the fireball all over the room, controlling it with his thoughts, as he examined his prison. Finally, he brought it back close to his hands and feet and commanded it to move closer and closer until wisps of the flame began to burn through the bonds on his hands. When they were free, he quickly untied his feet and stood up.
Chuckling to himself about how hard it was to hold any druid captive, he began to speak in the magical dialect, finally ending the recitation of the spell with the word ‘home.’ He clapped his hands above his head and closed his eyes, expecting the familiar feeling of being turned inside out that accompanied magical transport. There was nothing. Draoch opened his eyes, surprised. He repeated the recitation of the spell, spoke the destination word, and again clapped his hands. Again, nothing happened.
“You’ll not be able to use that magic here, Nature Walker,” said a voice from the darkness above him.
“Who’s there? Who are you? Where am I?” he asked, spinning around in an attempt to find the source of the voice.
“That is of no concern,” the voice responded. “I was to welcome you to our underground city, but it seems that you have already surmised your location.”
“Aye, the dripping walls gave that away,” he quipped. “But what I still do not know is why I have been brought here, and why I am kept against my will.”
“Again, of no concern, at least not yet. All you need know now is that your magic does not work here, druid. We have powerful sorcerers among our kind that have worked long and hard on creating wards and blocks to keep you from being able to access the magic given you by the whore of the Great Forest, Sephine.”
Draoch felt the hair on his neck stand on end. There were only a few, even among the dark elves, that would dare refer to the All-Mother in such a way. “I think I know who you are,” he whispered, hoping against hope he was wrong.
“Do you now?” the voice said, clearly amused. “Who am I?”
“Father of the Underworld. Lord of the Darkness.” Draoch swallowed hard as the room seemed suddenly to grow simultaneously darker and smaller. “Ikara, I believe is what your dark children call you, is it not?”
“You figured me out!” the voice cackled. Its laughter was raw and high pitched, and caused Draoch’s skin to crawl. “My children have brought to me the ultimate bargaining chip, and they have been rewarded in kind.”
“Bargaining for what?” Draoch asked, barely able to believe what he was hearing.
“In time, in time, druid. First, you need to eat and drink. I fear we do not have the nuts and fruits that you and your kind are fond of eating. But let me see what I can find for you.” Even though he could not see Ikara, Draoch felt the withdrawal as though the air in the room had shifted. He strained his eyes and tried again to light the fireball, but found that even that magical ability alluded him now .
Better to keep a wall behind him, he thought as he backed up, hands thrust behind him, until his fingertips made contact with the cold rock wall. He continued moving until his shoulder blades hit the wall and then he took deep breath. The smell in the room had changed a bit, and Draoch took another deep breath, trying to identify what was different. There was a sharp, tangy odor hanging in the air that was probably a left over from the proximity to Ikara.
A shimmering light directly across from him caught his attention and soon he had to shield his eyes. It soon faded and when Draoch removed his hand he nearly gagged at what he saw. Ikara had left for him a plate of food; raw meat, mostly, with a large bottle of what looked like red wine next to it. Druids were strictly vegetarian, only killing animals when they were threatened and unable to deter attack with magic or escape. Draoch had never tasted the flesh of any animal, as he had been chosen as the next Nature Walker as a small child. He pressed himself against the wall and closed his eyes, as though in that gesture the carnage across the room from him would disappear.
“So, stag is not to your liking, druid? Pity.” Again, the god’s voice echoed through the room, ringing in Draoch’s ears. “Ah well, I will leave it there for now, in case you change your mind. One more gift for you, though, before I leave you to your meal…it is dark in here, even for our standards.” Before his eyes, the ceiling was crisscrossed with magical light, in whites and blues and yellows that formed a knot work pattern and lit up the dark corners of the room.
“I will not change my mind,” Draoch shouted toward the ceiling. “You may take the food and wine now.”
“Wine?” the god’s voice boomed with laughter. “Certainly, you may think of what’s in the bottle as wine.” Ikara withdrew and with him, half of the air in the room. The shifting wind that crossed the room brought the smell of the meat and what he could now assume was a bottle of blood to Draoch’s nostrils, and again he gagged. The druid turned his body away from the poor stag’s carcass and pressed his cheek into the coldness of the rock wall and closed his eyes, quickly apologizing to the animal’s spirit for its unfortunate role in his captivity. He tried to sleep, but the knowledge that the carcass was mere feet away made sleep impossible. It would be a very long night.
He dozed off and on throughout the night, waking only when his head fell forward sharply or when the pain of the cramped position he had assumed forced him to stand up and reposition himself. There were more attempts at casting any sort of spell, but he found that beyond the simple fireball that he had conjured earlier, he was unable to use any of his magic.
Without windows, there was no way to know how time was passing outside of his little cell. Draoch finally opened his eyes and looked around the room, scanning for any cracks in the walls. Finding none, he stood and stretched, making sure that he kept his distance from the meat brought for him earlier.
“Can you at least get this out of here? For decency’s sake!” he shouted up toward the magical lights on the ceiling. There was no answer, nor did he expect one, but a bright light to his left caught his attention. The meat disappeared, leaving only a loaf of bread and a flagon of liquid, hopefully water. Draoch closed his eyes and thanked Sephine for looking after him, and then crossed the room and picked up the bread. He inspected it, turning it all over and bringing it to his nose. Smelled like bread. Draoch tore off a bit and touched it to his tongue. The taste and texture were right. He took a bite of it and closed his eyes happily. It was bread, of a variety he had never tasted before, but the general feel was right.
He picked up the flagon and opened it, sniffing it before bringing it to his lips. It was some sort of tea, he thought, and quickly replaced the lid. It could be innocent, but it could also be some sort of poison that the dark elves had brewed into a tea. Draoch took another bite of the bread and then replaced it on the plate before moving back over to the other side of the room.
He returned to his meditation, seeking out Sephine’s presence in this dark place. She did not answer his pleas, but he kept up his mantras and prayers. With any luck, she would restore his magic and help him escape. Draoch could only hope.




Mother Dragon’s Lament

As the Grand Druid sat and meditated in an underground cell and the High Queen of the elves worried over the fate of her son, the Mother of All Dragons was perched on the parapet of Bellesea palace, watching for the arrival of the latest emissary from the dark elves. The time for war was growing nigh, and Kaerinth was feeling her age more than she ever had before.
Since returning from her visit with her son, Kalinth, she had spent most of her time in her war room, plotting different paths through the foothills of the Volcanic Mountains and into the Great Forest. The scale model of the known world was set up across the face of a large table made of stone, and Kaerinth spent hours at a time setting up the tiny models and then moving them forward and back, exploring what would happen in certain scenarios.
She was frustrated at present. There seemed to be no easy way to enter the Great Forest, which really did not bother her that much, but once the entrance was made, she had no idea how to continue. She and the other dragons had flown over the Great Forest many times, scoping out the terrain and gathering information to add to the map.
Recent intelligence had informed her that the dwarves and the gnomes were ignoring the embargoes set up by the dragons and enforced by the dragonkind soldiers. They dug tunnels of their own that connected to the tunnels in the enormous underground city of the dark elves, and with trade deals had gained permission to use the tunnels to reach the inside of the Great Forest. When Kaerinth’s dragonkind had approached the dwarves and the gnomes with invitations to join their force against the above ground elves, the two races had turned her down flatly. This displeased her.
Now learning that they had made agreements with the dark elves, allies to the dragons, to circumvent them was more than the Mother Dragon could tolerate. She hopped down off the parapet and stomped back to the war room, calling telepathically to her most trusted dragonkind advisors as she went. Soon they were all assembled and she addressed them, her eyes shining with a lust for battle that seemed to give them all pause.
“My children, you have pleased your Mother this day by attending me. With the dwindling population of dragons, like me, and the growing numbers of dragonkind, it is time to expand our territory to the south. In truth, the scores of dragons that emerged from the surface of Orana have dwindled to a mere handful, and I fear that our time with you, our children, is short.” The dragonkind whispered among themselves, expressions of sorrow and disbelief on every face.
In some, the traits of their dragon parents and grandparents were strong. Some actually had scales along the sides of their faces, down their arms onto the backs of their hands, and down their backs. They all shared the common trait of dragon eyes, ranging from dark amber to a golden hue, with a large, slit-like pupil in the middle of the eye. The females seemed to retain more of the color of their dragon ancestors, with hair and skin that was emerald green or cobalt blue, ranging in shade depending on how many generations had come and gone. One of the females had her daughters with her, twin girls, both covered head to toe in scales of a crimson tinged purple. They were the first to be born with differently colored dragon eyes, both having bright blue eyes instead of the traditional amber hues.
“How may we help, Mother?” The female, whose name was Zelyh, was reverent in her question. Her ancestors that were taken by the dragons were high elves, and she had retained their height and willowy stature. Her mate, the father of her twins, was of dragon and human heritage, so the children were already tall for their age. The dragonkind in general were bipedal, whereas the dragons walked on all fours most of the time due to their size.
“Ah, Zelyh, you brought your beautiful young with you.” Kaerinth moved across the room to stand in front of Zelyh, and lowered her massive head until she was eye to eye with the twins. “You carry the best of all of your ancestors,” she said to them and chuckled as they blushed a deep aubergine. “As for your question,” she said as she raised her head back to address the adults in the room, “I am not sure at this time. There may not be a way to protect my kind. Perhaps we have outlived our purpose.”
“No, Mother, never,” Zelyh replied, tears forming in her amber eyes. “We will protect your young; we will guard your eggs with our lives.”
“My sweet child, there have been no young in many seasons, but I appreciate the sentiment,” Kaerinth replied. “You are my children, all of you, in your wonderful and beautiful diversity. It is my wish that you will continue to cover the land with dragonkind, which means we need to move south to make more room for our growing population.” The dragonkind in the room broke into a cheer with raucous applause as Kaerinth moved to the map.
She moved the pieces around and studied them before she spoke. “Here is where we are now,” she said as she pointed at the small model that represented the palace. “I have called for the leaders of our military to return with all available soldiers to the barracks in the Keep here, so that this will be our headquarters.”
“But Mother, how will we make it past the Great Forest?” asked a male dragonkind from across the room. “What is your plan?”
“Watch on the map, my child,” Kaerinth said. She enchanted the pieces that resembled small dragons and then watched as they moved across the foothills to the edge of the Great Forest. “My plan is that we will work in concert with our allies, the dark elves. As we, the remaining dragons fly over the forest and make small attacks to distract the above ground dwelling elves; the rest of you will go with the dark elves to attack their cities.” The rest of the pieces on the map were set in motion, tiny replicas of dark elves and dragonkind that emerged from tunnels and charged toward the tree city and the High Citadel. Silence filled the room. The dragonkind were barely breathing as they watched the scene play out in miniature. The twins tried to push past their mother to see what was going on, but she held them behind her as she watched, concern filling her features.
Finally, Zelyh broke the tension. “Mother, there are not many of us that have warrior training. What if the elves fight back with bows and arrows, as they have done before when our ancestors were merely scouting the area?” Kaerinth turned to face her and when the Mother Dragon’s gaze landed on her, Zelyh felt her knees grow weak. “Great Mother, I only ask because I fear for your safety.”
Kaerinth ambled closer to Zelyh and lowered her head, nuzzling the dragonkind female’s cheek with her nose. “I am certain you are more concerned for those precious little ones of yours, and rightly so. That is why we must make these plans - to ensure a future for our young. Fear not for me, child,” she said softly. “The plan is in its infancy now. We will take all care, all of us. There is no sense in any of this if we all die in the fight.” The Mother Dragon turned back to the map and pointed at a spot on the eastern side. “See here, where I have marked in red? Those marks indicate entrances and exits to the caves leading to the dark elf city under the foothills. Those of you not airborne will use these tunnels to rendezvous with our allies and make your way south.” One by one, the faces around the map table broke into smiles. “This can work, my children. We can take the Great Forest and increase our dragonkind population. You must trust me.”A great cheer rose in the room, followed by the happy chattering of the dragonkind as they spoke to each other in their hybrid forms of Eldyr and the languages of their ancestors. Zelyh leaned down and whispered in Elvish to her girls who happily hugged each other and then their mother. The Mother Dragon looked upon her children and she was very happy. They were a perfect blend of all the races, all living in harmony together. What could be better?
Down the hall, Taanyth sat in the chambers he shared with Kaerinth. He could hear the goings on in the war room; all the dragons were able to communicate telepathically. The idea of their kind slowly fading into extinction weighed heavily on his mind. They were the true rulers of the races of Orana. The dragons were the largest, most powerful, strongest, and most intelligent of the races. It was their birthright to rule. They had been spoken into existence by Orana herself; who among the others could say the same? None of them, that’s who. Second only to the dragons, he conceded, were the Qatu, created at the same time that the dragons emerged. Still, it took many generations for the large cats caught in the wave of pure magic to evolve into the upright-walking, sentient, intelligent beings that populated the island of Qatu’anari.
Taanyth thought of his mate. She was the progenitor of the race, and all of the dragons save himself called her Mother. He supposed that in a way, she was his mother as well, but he could not remember a time when both of them were not alive and together, after they emerged from Orana’s surface, flying upward into the night sky with all of the young dragons following behind them. The dragonkind called them Lord Taanyth and Lady Kaerinth, and they were the closest thing to royalty that the dragons and dragonkind had. The other races had leaders; the high elves and wood elves had the High King and Queen as well as the Grand Nature Walker, Draoch of the Trees. The Qatu had their Rajah and First Wife. The humans had a King, as did the dwarves and the gnomes. The dark elves were different. They had no monarch. They had a general and their Dark God, Ikara. Taanyth thought about the wisdom of being in collusion with the underground dwelling elves. He was not sure that it had been the best choice, and he still expected that the curious creatures with dark indigo skin would betray his kind.
Kaerinth sauntered into their chambers, interrupting his musing. “It is a good day to be a dragon, my mate,” she said, a smile splitting her long nose and putting her sharp teeth on display. Taanyth returned her smile, but his was less than genuine. “Our children will cover the length and breadth of Orana, and we will rule them all.”
“What did you mean when you said that our kind was dying out, Kae?” he asked, crossing the room to stand in front of her and winding his long neck around hers, pulling her close to him. “There are more of our kind being born every day, are there not? Young ones, emerging from the volcanoes to walk the face of Orana?”
Kaerinth sighed sadly. “No, my sweet one, there are not.” He cocked his head to one side, his iridescent scales seeming to change from dark emerald to a vibrant jade as he moved. “I have not returned to the volcanoes for many seasons, and it seems that most of the young that have emerged have been male. While there are smaller dragons living in the Temple to the north, they seem to be of a different breed. More dragon than dragonkind, but they do not grow to our size or possess our magic. Our numbers dwindle, Taanyth my love.” She paused and closed her great amber eyes for a moment, then opened them again and he could see vast depths of sadness therein. “However, our children, the dragonkind, will continue our legacy well beyond our time here.”
“We are immortal!” Taanyth bellowed, his temper lost with her morose acceptance of their fate. “Has our entire life to this point been a lie? We have lived for thousands of years, Kaerinth, and a thousand more in the lava, growing strong before we began the great exodus through Orana’s crust. And yet now, when we are poised to rule without contest, we dwindle and die?” He paced about the room angrily, with puffs of smoke coming from his nose now and then.
“How many of the original generation are left, Taanyth? Do you know? I do. I have a mystical connection to each of my dragon young, even to you.”
“I am not your young,” Taanyth said carefully, not certain that he wanted to know the truth.
Kaerinth smiled sadly. “No, you are not. You, created in the lava, by the mystical forces of magic, are their Great Father. They are all your children as well, Taanyth. I have never referred to you as such and I am sorry.”
“How many are left, my mate?” he asked, his tone softened. The truth about the two of them was as he had hoped, and he found that he loved her more with that revelation settled.
“You and I, Kalinth in the Western Tower, Andyth who resides in the foothills and her mate, Omerith, and their child Daelyth. That is all, my mate. There are more young males in the Mountains, but the dwarves and gnomes have grown brave and have begun hunting them. Andyth and Omerith have gone to great lengths to conceal Dael until she is older and more able to protect herself.” The Mother of All Dragons hung her head sadly. “The world is changing, and if we do not accept it and change with it, I fear that all will be lost.”
“Accept it? Never!” Taanyth was livid. He could not believe that his mate, Mother of All Dragons, the strongest and best of all of them, was so compliant of such an unacceptable fate. “Please, my mate, my heart, let me lead a force to remove the dwarf and gnome threats from our homelands in the Mountains.”
Kaerinth smirked. “A force? A force of five? That is hardly a force, love.”
“No, of course I would need the dragonkind soldiers as well. But we could drive the dwarves and gnomes out of the Mountains and hopefully see a resurgence of our kind emerging from the lava.”
“A force divided will only fail twice,” she chided. The puffs of smoke from Taanyth’s muzzle came faster and thicker now as he grew angrier. “We must not become distracted by the tiny people that live in our Mountains. We should send emissaries to their people to bring them over to our side, and then we will be unstoppable.”
“Diplomacy has failed us so far,” Taanyth barked.
“Do not question me,” Kaerinth warned. The tone in her voice and the puffs of smoke around her nostrils were a warning, and Taanyth immediately complied. “We will try a diplomatic approach with the little ones living under our mountains. Should that fail…” She paused, licking her snout. “Should that fail, we will dispose of them. Does that suit you better?”
Taanyth nuzzled up to her. “One day, my mate, ALL of this world will bow to you, I swear it.” He took a knee and lowered his head to the stone floor in front of her. “But for now, I am at your service, Mother Dragon.”
“Arise,” she said, clearly touched by his gesture of reverence. “Now, off with you and leave me to think here alone. Find us a dragonkind that will visit the dwarves and the gnomes.” Taanyth inclined his great head to her as he rose back to his full height, and then left her to be alone with her thoughts. Kaerinth moved slowly out the door and down the hallway to the staircase that led up to the roof. Once there, she perched on the parapet again, watching her children scurry about, and then looked to the west, toward the tower. “Diplomacy first,” she whispered into the wind, “and then, WAR.”




D’Ayna and the Dragonkind

D’Ayna was tired of traveling. The General had commanded that her first mission would be a test to see if she could be trusted. She carried a message to the dragon that lived in the tower on the western coast, overlooking the Forbidden Sea. She tried not to think too much about meeting a dragon. She had seen them fly over the Great Forest and the foothills before when she had emerged from the underground city.
The message, written on a scroll, bore the seal of the General. She had no idea what it said inside, nor did she really want nor need to know. D’Ayna focused on following the path drawn for her on her map. She had almost reached the exit to the tunnel that should bring her above ground right at the foothills. She would have preferred to stay underground a lot longer, but she knew how important it was to follow her General’s instructions. After she dropped off the message in the tower, the next step in her journey would involve traveling to the last known location of her cousin, Maede, who was the offspring of her aunt and the dragonkind that had captured her.
The bright light ahead of her caused her to blink and flinch a bit, and she moved more slowly forward until her eyes had adjusted. D’Ayna peeked around the edge of the tunnel and, seeing no one, she proceeded on her way. The line on the map led her north west, and she should be inside the tower by nightfall. She looked around as she walked, trying to remember the landmarks as she went. There was not much there to differentiate one stretch of land from another.
The foothills seemed to rise out of a narrow strip of low brush and intermittent trees that served as a dividing line between the end of the Great Forest and the beginning of the Volcanic Mountains. As she walked, D’Ayna made a mark on her map every time the path grew steeper.
Finally, after a few long hours of constant movement, she found that she had to sit down for a rest. D’Ayna opened her pack and retrieved her water bottle, drinking deeply from it before replacing it and wiping her mouth on the back of her hand. She hated having to stop and rest, but her kind did not have the same stamina above ground as they did below. Peering into her bag, she withdrew the scroll that she was taking to the dragon, Lord Kalinth. D’Ayna ran a finger over the wax seal, tracing the design of the crest of their Dark Master with her finger.
Memories of her family floated before her eyes. She visited them before she left on the mission, and the pride in her father’s eyes would carry her through anything that she might encounter. D’Ayna shook off the momentary sadness at memories of her mother and her brothers, and then stood up. She made another mark on her map to indicate that she had been able to rest there and had not seen anyone, and then continued on her way.
The hours passed more swiftly than she had expected, and soon the tower came into view up ahead of her. The path had grown steep for a time, and then it had flattened back out as would be expected on the approach to the coastline. The massive building appeared to be made of ice and glimmered in the light of the rising moon as D’Ayna approached. The walls gleamed with a mirror-like surface, and the closer she got to the base the more she could see reflected in the walls.
D’Ayna took a deep breath and walked up to the guards at the door. She had no idea what sort of creatures they were. They resembled dragons, but were not dragonkind. Their faces were longer and more dragon-like, and they stood taller than the other races, including the Qatu. From their backs protruded scaly wings that did not appear to be as broad as those belonging to the dragons, and D’Ayna wondered if they were able to fly.
One of them bellowed something at her that she did not understand. It sounded like Eldyr, but something about how the creature spoke the words garbled them. It stared at her and leaned in closer. “What you want?” it stammered in the common language. D’Ayna held out her arm, upon which she wore a bracelet given to her by the general. It bore the seal of the Dark Master intertwined with the seal of the Mother of All Dragons. The creature studied it, looked at his companion who nodded, and then they stepped aside in unison. D’Ayna entered after the frozen stone doors opened inward.
Her breath caught in her throat at the beauty of the inside of the tower, but immediately her training as a soldier came rushing back like a mighty wind. Beauty like this was vanity, and vanity was weakness. Weakness was death. She tried to force herself to look on the intricate carvings that wound around the top and bottom of the hallway with disgust, but in truth, she was dazzled. D’Ayna reached out a trembling hand to touch the wall, and found that it was not ice, as it seemed. It was stone, but she drew back the fingers that had grazed the massive block quickly. The stone was as cold as ice, and she feared that touching it for any longer than she had would freeze her skin to the face of the building block. Pulling the cowl of her cloak up tighter around her neck, she continued down the hallway, noticing that she could see the condensation of her breath in the air in front of her.
She had no map for the inside of the tower, so she had to rely on her instincts to help her move forward. The hallway led to a room with a high ceiling and marble floors. There were flags placed in stands in a circle around the room, each bearing a symbol in Eldyr that represented one of the original dragons that emerged from the core of Orana. D’Ayna considered each one in turn. She recognized the symbol that was the name of the Mother Dragon, Kaerinth, and then the name of her mate, Lord Taanyth. Next, she recognized Kalinth, Andyth and Omerith, but the rest were not names known to her. They must have been lost before their names were passed on to the rest of Orana, she reckoned.
Moving toward a door across the room from her, she passed through it; a long, spiral flight of stairs later and she was entering a library. More of the strange creatures from the front door were there, but they were joined by dragonkind. Real dragonkind - not just the renderings in her textbooks - and they were the most beautiful creatures she had ever seen with their shimmering scales and amber eyes. D’Ayna tried not to stare. “Can I help you?” one of them said to her in what sounded almost like D’leesh. He was much taller than she was; indigo scales covered the sides of his arms not concealed by the robe that he wore. The same scales grew up the side of his neck and face, while the back of his head was covered by a hood.
“Do you speak D’leesh?” she asked, and the dragonkind male smiled.
“Yes,” he said. “It was the language of my mother, in fact. How can I help you, little one? Have you a master that has summoned you?”
“A master?” D’Ayna frowned. “You mean a dragon? No, but I do have business with Lord Kalinth. I bring a message for him.”
The male frowned and steepled his fingers in front of his chin for a moment as he closed his eyes. His face relaxed, and he looked down at D’Ayna. ”He expects you, little one. Do you speak Eldyr? He has requested that I ask you.”
“I do,” she responded. “If you don’t mind terribly, I would appreciate you leading me there. I have traveled far and I admit that I am weary.”
The male nodded and gestured for D’Ayna to follow him. He led her past the shelves that bore volume upon volume, the tables where other dragonkind poured over a chosen book, finally arriving at an archway nestled into an alcove at the back of the room.
“Through here,” he said, and she smiled up at him. The male stared at her a moment, a wistful look crossing his face. “Take care, little one,” he said as he took her hands in his. “Our Lord Kalinth is kind and generous, but he is often not so benevolent to strangers.” D’Ayna thanked him and he released her hands after giving them a fatherly squeeze. She stepped through the archway.
Immediately she felt as though she was inside out. The sensation faded as soon as it had come on, and she opened eyes that she had not realized she had shut and looked around. The room was bare for the most part, save a huge table directly across from where D’Ayna stood. She let out a very audible gasp at the enormous dragon standing next to the table. She immediately bowed as she saw him turning around to face her.
“Stand, child,” rang out a voice that D’Ayna felt vibrating through her entire body. She did as she was told, keeping her eyes downcast as much to show reverence as to keep from descending into panic. “You bring me a message?” It was only after the question that D’Ayna realized the dragon was speaking the common language. She was relieved, because she was not sure that she knew anything in Eldyr at all when this close to one of the mighty creatures who spoke it. She nodded and produced the scroll from her bag. “Well, bring it here child, unless you intend to read it to me?”
Fighting the urge to hurl the scroll at his feet and run away, D’Ayna walked over slowly, the hand holding the scroll extended in front of her. She thought that she heard a chuckle from the giant creature across the room from her, and she looked up. Lord Kalinth beamed a smile at her and D’Ayna felt again that she might faint. She dropped the scroll and before she could apologize or pick it up, one of the dragon’s massive clawed feet snatched it from the floor.
“Apologies!” she said, accidentally lapsing into D’leesh in her fear. The dragon chuckled.
“Leave me now, frightened child,” he said. “Or do you require a reply?” D’Ayna shook her head and he laughed. “Then you are dismissed, little soldier. Give your General my best.” D’Ayna barely remembered to turn around before she started to run, and she could hear the dragon laughing loudly behind her. Not thinking about the odd sensation upon entering the room, she ran straight through the archway and again felt as though she was in a vice grip. She could not draw in a breath, and everything around her was dark. She heard a sound like a roaring wind in her ear, and then it just stopped. D’Ayna opened her eyes and found that she was back in the library. Hands on her arm caught her attention, and she looked up into the face of the dragonkind male that had led her to the arch only moments before.
“Ah, little one, you are back so quickly. I hope you did not displease our Lord Kalinth?” he said, clearly concerned. D’Ayna took a moment to look more closely at him. The skin on his face was blue, like hers, but the scales around the edges of his face were a deep indigo, almost purple.
“I fear that it was my fault,” she said. “I let my fear get the best of me, but your Lord is the first dragon I have ever seen.”
The dragonkind male smiled gently at her, as though trying not to show all of his teeth. “Aye, that happens to the best of us upon first seeing one of the dragon masters,” he said.
“Well, I should be on my way,” D’Ayna stammered. She found herself wanting to stay with the dragonkind in the giant library. Part of her training prior to leaving had included a briefing on the magical abilities possessed by the dragonkind. One in particular was the ability to calm an enemy with nothing but their voices. D’Ayna shook her head to clear it and narrowed her eyes as she looked back up at him.
“Is something wrong?”
“I have a question for you.” Several, actually, but she thought better of accusing the male of casting magic on her in the presence of his kind and in the house of Lord Kalinth. “I want to know if you know my cousin, she is…dragonkind like you and yours.”
“Your cousin?”
“Aye. My aunt was taken…well, she was mated to…anyway, her daughter is my cousin, and I thought that I would find her while I am traveling in your lands.”
“Your aunt was taken by the dragons. It is all right to say so, little one,” he said, smiling warmly down at her. “It is the truth, and that is the best that we can offer, no?” D’Ayna nodded her head reluctantly. “What is your cousin’s name?”
“Maede,” she responded. “I have not heard from her in a long time, and I have only the vaguest notion of where to begin to search for her.”
The male smiled. “You truly do not know much of our kind, do you?” he said, putting an arm around her and leading her to one of the tables near where other dragonkind were studying the giant tomes and speaking in whispered tones to each other. They looked up, each with skin color that had a base of blue edged with different colored scales around their faces and down the backs of their hands. In fact, as she looked around, she noticed that all of the dragonkind that she could see had similar coloration. “You see it now, don’t you little one?”
“All of you are…you have skin like mine…I mean, if mine had scales, that is.” The male nodded. “You are all…I mean, all of you have ancestry that is…your ancestors were dark elves, is that right?”
He smiled broadly at her, and she winced a bit at the sight of his teeth. He noticed and closed his mouth, but continued to smile. “You have worked it out, clever child,” he said happily. “My name is…” He paused a moment. “In Eldyr, my name is Aridak.”
“Aridak.”
“Yes, very good. What is your name?”
“Ayna,” she replied. Dropping the D from the front of her name was something else she had to do in order to conceal her highborn status if captured, but he did not seem a threat. “D’Ayna, actually, D’Ayna Turlach.”
“I thought so,” he said. She looked at him quizzically and he chuckled. “You strike me more as a diplomat than a soldier, Lieutenant.” D’Ayna frowned. “I am sorry, D’Ayna, I meant no offense.” His scales rippled as he moved to lean closer to her. “I believe I know your cousin, little one. Stay here a moment.”
“Wait…Aridak, all of you are descended from dark elves. Does that mean everyone here is the same, that all of you share the same ancestry? We have heard that the dragons take mates and…pets from all the races, not just my own, and yet all I see are those clearly born of dark elf ancestry.”
Aridak lowered his voice before he spoke. “You speak the common tongue, yes?” D’Ayna nodded. “Not as many of our kind here do, so this will keep our conversation more private. All of us that work and live here in the tower with Lord Kalinth are descended from dark elves. It is how the he keeps us under his control. He keeps us only able to mate and breed with…well, our own dragonkind I suppose. Those around you are here because of your race’s dedication to cause and abilities in research and strategy.”
“But there are some here that are not descended from dark elves are there not?”
“Aye,” Aridak replied. “There are those that have high elf ancestry, but most of them remain with the Mother Dragon on the other coast, in Bellesea Palace. Lord Kalinth tells us that these divisions are to maximize our individual gifts, but again, we believe that they have another purpose for keeping us apart.”
“Is there no…I’m sorry, I don’t know the word in common…no mixing of…ancestry?”
Aridak smiled sadly. “Indeed there is, and they live freely up in the mountains. Some of them have been allowed to live in the palace. But there are not many, as it is nearly impossible to meet other dragonkind that have a different ancestry.”
D’Ayna sat for a moment, digesting the information she had just received from Aridak. This would be valuable to her General. Should the need arise to take on the dragonkind; it was helpful to know that they could identify them by their coloration. “What about those with wood elf ancestry?” she asked. Aridak frowned.
“There is no such thing,” he replied. “There are those of us with dark elf, high elf, and human ancestry, but nothing more.”
“Why not wood elves? I mean other than the obvious,” D’Ayna said, wrinkling her nose. Aridak chuckled.
“It is nothing like that. They do not venture here, and our dragon masters have no way to clandestinely take them from their tree city.” D’Ayna thought about that for a few moments. She knew ways to sneak into the tree city. It had been on her intelligence report that Ikara had been able to send soldiers after their highest-ranking druid, the Draoch. “What troubles you, little one?”
“Nothing,“ she lied. It would do her no good to show her hand at this point, and she needed to keep him talking if she was going to have anything important to take back to the general. “You said you know my cousin?”
“Aye, I believe I do. Stay here a moment and I will fetch her,” he replied and stood up from the table. As he walked away toward one of the long rows of bookshelves, D’Ayna made herself commit his words to memory. The general would be so pleased.
“D’Ayna, daughter of D'Elspet,” said a female voice above her. She looked up into eyes that would be the mirror image of her own, but amber in color, with the elongated, slit-like pupils that were characteristic of dragon eyes. D’Ayna nodded, unable to do anything but stare. “I am your cousin, Maede. I am so pleased to meet you!”
D’Ayna rose to her feet, smiling. “I am pleased to be seeing you,” she said, in somewhat halting Qatunari. She stuck out her hand in the customary way that soldiers greeted each other, but Maede grabbed her hand and pulled the startled lieutenant in close, wrapping her arms around D’Ayna. The scales on her arms that D’Ayna had thought to be hard like armor felt soft against her own hands as she returned the hug. “Very pleased indeed.”
Aridak cleared his throat and Maede released D’Ayna, nearly throwing her to the ground. “Sorry, D’Ayna,” she said, hanging her head. She lowered the cowl that was attached to her robe, and D’Ayna gasped in spite of herself. Maede was D’Ayna’s mother made over, with dragon influences of course. The same proud brow, the same sharp nose, and the same broad smile that D'Elspet only allowed D’Ayna to see when her father was not nearby. “Shall we go somewhere and talk?” D’Ayna nodded and Maede led her toward a table near the back corner of the room. They had only gotten a few feet away before D’Ayna turned and ran back to Aridak, hugging him tightly.
“I thank you and I honor you and all your ancestors,” she said, reciting a blessing that she had learned while learning Eldyr from her tutors as a young girl. Aridak smiled and took her outstretched hand, placing it against his forehead so that her knuckles touched the smooth scales there. She then did the same, placing his knuckles against her forehead.
“And I, your ancestors. Long life and safe flight, D’Ayna Turlach,” he replied. She grinned at him and then hurried along after her cousin. It would be her duty to rescue Aridak and Maede when the war came, and she swore a silent oath to Ikara that it would be done.




Thalan and Tsarra

Thalan stirred and looked over at the female next to him. Tsarra’s ruby colored hair, generally in the characteristic braid of the Caeth but now loosened, flowed over the pillow like molten fire. He resisted the urge to run his fingers through it for fear of waking her, instead settling for just watching her sleep.
She was fiery the night before; her fire turning to anger when he told her what he had done. She had threatened to leave him, threatened to call her brothers and sisters in the Caeth to take him to the dungeons for treason. She had screamed, cried, and fought him; finally, she settled down enough to listen to him. Her sea green eyes, shining with tears as she listened to him explain that the king had promised no harm would come to her, floated through his mind and he smiled.
“What are you thinking about?” Tsarra asked, and Thalan looked down to meet her gaze. He had not realized that she was awake. Normally so fierce and tough, Thalan was taken by how small and vulnerable she looked.
“Oh, this amazing female I know,” he said, grinning.
“Yeah? Is she prettier than me?”
“She’s the most beautiful creature I have ever seen,” he said, brushing a bit of hair back from her forehead. Tsarra grimaced and propped herself up on one elbow.
“Oh, that’s awful, even for you. What do you want?”
Thalan laughed. “Nothing, dearest,” he said, and then leaned over to kiss her. She returned his kiss for a moment and then pulled away.
“I have to go,” she said. “We are not allowed out of barracks overnight!” Her eyes were wide.
“You don’t have to go,” he said. “I saved the best part for last. You are now First Caeth, answering only to Her Majesty. There has been a long tradition among our people of the First Cleric choosing the First Caeth, and I choose you, Tsarra.” Thalan untangled himself from her and got up from the bed, pulling on his tunic as he did. “Stay there a moment,” he said as he went into the next room to his study. There was a large parcel on his desk with a scroll on top of it. The broken wax on the scroll bore half of the royal seal. He picked up the lot and returned to the bedroom to find Tsarra sitting up and braiding her hair.
“What is that?” she asked as she finished the long braid and then tucked it up into a bun on the back of her head.
“This is your new uniform, Tsarra. But first things first,” he said, unrolling the scroll. “I am to read this to you, to make all things official if you are ready?” She nodded, a puzzled look on her face. “Right. By the authority of His Royal Majesty, Taegen Farwenys, High King of All the Elves, I, Thalan, First Cleric of the High Citadel and servant of Our Lady Sephine, do bestow upon Tsarra the mantel and title of First Caeth. Do you, Tsarra, accept the responsibility for the protection of Her Majesty from all threats, and swear to protect her life with your own?” Tsarra nodded, unable to answer, as the gravity of what was happening hit her. “I will assume that is a yes,” he said and she laughed.
“Yes, of course,” she said, starting to stand up but Thalan held up his hand.
“There is more,” he said. “It is our tradition that the First Caeth shall be the mate of the First Cleric, and from their union will come the next generation of Caeths and Clerics. Will you also become my mate, Tsarra?”
“Are you…proposing to me?” she asked breathlessly.
“Well, kind of,” Thalan said. “I’m just reading from the scroll. But I think,” he said as he put the scroll down and held out a hand to her, “that this is the deal. Once you accept, I believe it is done, so answer carefully.”
Tsarra grabbed his hand and leaped up off the bed, throwing herself into his arms and knocking the parcel to the floor. “Of course I do!” she exclaimed, kissing him. After a long moment, Thalan pushed back from her and bent to pick up the parcel. He unwrapped it as she pulled on the scarlet tunic that was the basis of her uniform.
“First, take your hair down,” he said. Tsarra cocked her head to one side, confused. “First Caeth’s hair is left long, as a symbol of her station, just like Her Majesty’s hair,” he said. Tsarra complied, and then sat on the end of the bed like an obedient child, her light green eyes dancing with excitement. Thalan held out a small leather bag to her that clinked as he handed it over. She looked inside to find small silver beads. “Your sister Caeth will braid those into your hair, as a symbol of their continued loyalty and service to you, their First Caeth,” he said. Tsarra smiled and carefully pulled the drawstring on the bag before placing it on the bed.
Thalan indicated that she should rise and she did so. “What is next, Thal?” she asked excitedly.
“You have the scarlet tunic,” he said as he reached into the parcel and produced an intricately decorated breastplate, shoulder plate, and a waist piece. Each one had the braided knot work around the edges that was a hallmark of their race’s artisans as well as a crimson gemstone in the center of the front of the breastplate. He held it out to her and she took it, her mouth forming a perfect O as she ran her fingers over it. “That is a drop of blood from the veins of Our Lady herself,” he said reverently as he placed a finger on the stone, and then kissed the tip of his finger.
“Will you help me?” she said as she put all but the waist piece on the bed.
“Of course, face that way,” Thalan said, indicating that she turn away from him. He took her in his arms and placed the waist piece on her hips, locking it into place with a leather buckle on each side. Next he picked up the breastplate, and moved her arms up above her head with one hand. The plate slid into place as though made for her, and in a way, Thalan supposed that it was. Magical armor would conform to its wearer. After he had fastened the buckles under her arms, he turned her back to face him before placing the shoulder plates on each side and fastening them across her back. They attached to the bottom corners of the breastplate and if he had blinked, he would have missed the three pieces magically melding together into one seamless piece of armor.
“Well?” she said, looking at him rather than at herself.
“Her Majesty will be pleased,” he said. “I am rather afraid of you right now, and this isn’t even your battle armor!” Tsarra grinned and swatted at him as she moved to the side of the bed and pulled on her greaves. She squealed with happiness as they molded to her legs, shifting and changing until they matched the armor on her body exactly.
“Look!” she giggled as she held out a foot. The greaves glowed brightly and oozed around and under her feet, becoming boots. “I can’t wait to show Her Majesty,” she said.
“Aye, we’ve waited too long,” he agreed. “Just let me make myself presentable and we will go to the palace. Our people have a new First Caeth to meet.”
Within the hour, Thalan and Tsarra were waiting outside the throne room in the palace. Their Majesties were notified and en route, and now all the two of them could do was wait. Thalan looked over at Tsarra and felt his heart swell with pride. She showed nothing of the anxiety that he knew was coursing through her. Tsarra was dedicated to her job as it was, and he knew that she would only do better as First Caeth. However, he knew how hard she was on herself, demanding nothing short of perfection, and therefore he knew that she had to be worrying that she wasn’t good enough for the job.
“I’m fine,” she said without looking up at him. “Stop watching the side of my face, Thal, you are what is making me nervous.” Her mouth tugged up at the edges into a smile and he joined her, grinning madly. He was about to say something about how proud he was and that she was born to this role when the heavy marble doors in front of them swung inward. The Caeth that guarded the door inclined their heads to them as Thalan took Tsarra’s hand and led her into the throne room. The High King and Queen were sitting in their thrones, and the Crown Prince, who had just celebrated the start of his sixth season, was sitting on a cushion at the feet of his mother. Thalan was startled to see the boy there because he was generally kept out of the public eye. He squeezed Tsarra’s hand and they both took a knee before the royal family.
The High King stood, a smile barely able to be contained as it split his features. “Thalan Aramyth, my oldest friend and most trusted counselor, our First Cleric, have you claimed a mate in our ancient tradition?”
“I have, your Majesty,” Thalan replied. He stood and pulled Tsarra up to her feet. “I present to your Majesties Tsarra Aramyth, daughter of the forest and dedicated servant and protector of the High Queen.” Tsarra stood rock steady, her eyes slightly downcast and her hands clasped behind her. She looked every inch the warrior, and Thalan thought that he could see Queen Alyndra relax a bit with Tsarra close by.
“Well met, Tsarra,” the king said. “You come with great praise and recommendation both from my First Cleric and from my wife, the High Queen.” Tsarra nodded silently, still showing deference to the royal family. “As such, I have an additional duty for you.” Tsarra looked up, confused, and immediately looked back down. Queen Alyndra laughed.
“Look up my girl, you have nothing to fear,” she said and Tsarra smiled as she met the queen’s gaze. “My son, Nimganel, has come to the age at which he will begin to learn the things he will need to know to become High King one day.” She ran a hand over her son’s flaxen hair, making him frown and move away. “You are my First Caeth, and that is your top priority, but you will also keep my son as safe as you have kept me.” Tsarra nodded and Thalan noticed that the prince gave her the once over and smirked. The First Cleric bit his tongue. He knew that Tsarra would not let the boy get away with anything inappropriate. He smiled, feeling sorry for the prince.
“Thalan, Tsarra, normally you would have time to yourselves to…set up your household,” the king said with a devilish smirk, “but these are unique times. It is our understanding from our network of spies that the dragons and dragonkind may be moving on the elves of the forest.” Thalan felt his heart leap up into his throat. This must be why Sephine had been absent.
“We need to make sure that the prince is safe,” the queen said. Her face knotted with worry, and Thalan noticed the look mirrored on Tsarra’s face. “He is the only hope we have for the future of our people if anything were to happen to Taegen and myself.” The boy looked up at his mother, and she took his chin in her hand for a moment, gazing into his eyes. “Nothing must happen to him, is that understood, my First Caeth?”
“Aye Majesty,” Tsarra replied without hesitation. “Your life and that of your son will be my top priority.”
“You have made a wise choice, Thalan,” the king said, smiling at the pair.
“Apologies, Majesty,” Thalan replied, “but my choice was made based on Tsarra’s performance to date. She is a fine soldier and a capable warrior. I was certain that she would perform her duties to the letter, even at the risk of her own life.”
“Spoken like a proud mate,” the king said. “Now, on to business. Thalan, I need for you and Tsarra to coordinate with my First General and secure the Citadel against possible attacks.” The queen stood and motioned for her son to follow, but the king held up a hand. “No, Alyndra, he needs to hear this. It is time for our son to learn about the world that he one day rule. While it has been many years since the dragons have flown low enough that we can see them from the ground, I fear that will be their preferred method of attack. If they burn the trees, they will have paths large enough for their ranks to enter the Great Forest on foot.” He rubbed his face a moment, deep in thought.
“Majesty, if I may,” Thalan said, taking note of the annoyed look on the king’s face, “If you feel secure in letting her go, I thought that Tsarra and I might go ahead and check in with First General so that we may begin fortifying the Citadel as soon as possible. With your leave?” He placed a hand on Tsarra’s back to turn her toward the door and the king nodded his head, waving them away.
“Majesty,” Tsarra said as she turned, looking back over her shoulder, “if you or the prince should need me do not hesitate to send for me. I am at your disposal, day or night.” She saluted and the queen nodded as she mouthed a thank you to Tsarra and smiled. She stepped ahead of Thalan as they left the room.




My Cousin Maede

“What do you know of your aunt, my mother?” Maede asked as she and D’Ayna sat down at the table in Maede’s small dwelling. From the outside, it looked like a cave in the Volcanic Mountains; D’Ayna had been amazed as she followed her cousin into the cave and watched as it transformed from cold rock into a warm and cozy home. The entrance contained carvings that looked like words in an ancient form of D’leesh.
“Not much,” she replied as she thought about the carvings. They contained words of warning to anyone that entered as well as the remnants of spells and incantations. “I never met her.”
“I wish you could have,” Maede said, her voice wistful and sad. “Mama was not an easy person to live with, but she loved me very much and did her best to make a good life for me here.”
“What about your father?” D’Ayna asked carefully.
Maede’s face clouded. “I don't even know for certain, but I fear that it is Kalinth,” she said. “As you may have noticed in the library, he seems to have an affinity for dark elves.” She scowled. “I never wanted for anything, and now and then Mama would be summoned to him, but I never knew where she went. I stayed here as I was told.”
“What happened to your mother…my aunt?” D’Ayna said, afraid of the answer.
“She was summoned once and never came back,” Maede said. Her face had hardened into a mask, betraying no emotion. D’Ayna felt amazed by how much like the dark elves Maede was, even though she bore the appearance of the dragonkind. “I never looked for her. Such things are not allowed. Therefore, I carried on, living with Aridak and his wife and their young. They took me in and helped me remain strong. Grief is weakness…”
“Weakness is death,” D’Ayna said, taking her cousin’s scaled hand into her own smaller ones. “My mother taught me that when I was a child, when I would come home crying over a fight at school.” She chuckled sadly. “They wanted me to be a diplomat like they are, my parents, but raised me like a warrior.”
“I’m just glad that you were able to get my letters, D’Ayna,” Maede said in Qatunari, her amber eyes twinkling.
“I am as well,” D’Ayna replied. “You are the reason I was sent on this mission.” Immediately she regretted her words. She was not supposed to speak to anyone about her mission!
“How so?”
“You teaching me languages over the years through our letters gave the General confidence. She chose me because I can communicate with a wide variety of races, and felt that would make it easier for me to bring correspondence to Lord Kalinth.” D’Ayna held her breath until Maede nodded.
“Can I make you some tea?” she asked as she stood up from the table. D’Ayna nodded and Maede crossed the room to the fireplace where a kettle sat on the hearth. She put the kettle into the fire and then removed two mugs from the wall. She opened the cupboard and retrieved a short and round bottle, and pulled the cork out of the top. Turning to face D’Ayna, she held out the bottle. “This says…”
“Tea.” D’Ayna said, smiling. “My Eldyr is fairly advanced.”
Maede smiled. “It is!” She dumped spoonsful of tea into the mugs and then replaced the cork before putting the bottle back in the cupboard. D’Ayna winced as her cousin reached directly into the fire to retrieve the kettle before filling the mugs with boiling water.
“I suppose fire doesn’t bother you,” D’Ayna commented, hoping that Maede had not seen the horror on her face.
“No, it doesn’t,” Maede replied. “The scaled parts of my skin are pretty resistant to most. Some of us have so much of our dragon parent in us that we can actually breathe fire like they do. Lucky me, though, my alleged father is an ice dragon.”
D’Ayna’s eyes widened. “Can you…”
Maede burst out laughing. “Breathe…ice? No. Kalinth is the only one that can do that, and there have only ever been a few over the entire history of the world. He is an aberration, actually, and I think that is why the Mother put him in the tower, to keep him from breeding and creating more of the ice dragons.” She frowned and then took a sip of her tea. “So instead, he took my mother.”
D’Ayna took a sip of her tea and swallowed, finding it to be just like what her own mother had made at home. She smiled at the memory for a moment, then returned to the topic of conversation. “But Maede, if he hadn’t taken her, you would not be here, and my life would be the poorer for it.”
“You don’t talk like a dark elf,” Maede said. She put down her mug and studied D’Ayna for a moment. “You are not…cold, like Mama was.”
“No, I am not. I have always been a bit of an anomaly among my people and specifically with my family. I have tried so hard to make my own Mama and Papa proud, but…” D’Ayna felt tears prick the backs of her eyes and she paused, repeating the mantra in her mind. “I am too compassionate, apparently, and weak. I have tried to change, and will continue to try,” she said. “But now that I am here with you, my real family…I find myself reluctant to leave. Would it be all right if I stayed with you for a few days until I am required to return to the barracks?”
“I would find that pleasant,” Maede said. She smiled, and D’Ayna flinched involuntarily at her cousin’s teeth. Maede immediately covered her mouth with her hand. “Apologies. I didn't mean to frighten you,” she said.
D’Ayna moved her cousin’s hand back down to the table. “You did not. My life has changed now, and I will need to become used to it…I am happy to become used to it.”
Maede looked at her cousin, and for a moment, D’Ayna felt unsettled. She wrote it off as being under the stare of those dragon eyes that Maede possessed, but she was still uncertain of her cousin’s motives. She understood the anger Maede felt about the kidnapping of her mother, and her dire need for revenge. If Maede had even a drop of dark elf blood, she would have a burning need to kill the dragon to avenge her mother’s death. D’Ayna saw all of that and more in her cousin’s amber gaze, and it gave her pause.
“You are welcome to stay as long as you like,” Maede said. “I think we can help each other.” D’Ayna nodded.
“Aye. We certainly can.”




Draoch, Revisited

Draoch had no idea how long he had been in the small room. Without the ability to see the sun and moon, he had no idea of the passage of time. After the initial night’s meal of stag carcass, he had been receiving regular meals of bread and water, sometimes ale, and occasionally some nuts and berries that he was certain had come from close to the tree city. The dark elves questioned him several times, but they never asked anything that seemed worrying to him. Mostly his inquisitors wanted to know about entry and exit into the tree city, or about the wood elf military force. As a druid, he would have no direct knowledge of any fighters in his home city, but as the Draoch, he was the leader of the Council that served as the ruling body for his people.
Soldiers sent by the Citadel provided the tree city’s protection, but the wood elves were trying to train their own group of warriors in secret to reduce their dependence on their high elf cousins. How could the dark elves have known that? Their appearance made it impossible for them to plant a spy within the wood elf community. No, he had decided that they did not know and were testing him to see what he would divulge. So far, the answer was nothing other than his name and a list of the types of trees that grew in the Great Forest. The list had been his failsafe method for falling asleep or passing time since he was a child, and the names came to him as easily as his own. The inquisitors had soon become tired of the repetitive answers and had not been back in what Draoch thought had been a long time.
At one point Draoch had tried keeping up with the passage of time by keeping a count of how many meals he ate. However, he fell asleep and missed one – he woke to the bright flash of light as the food disappeared, and since that time, he did not know how to start again. All this time he never ceased trying to connect with the All-Mother. Just her presence would make his confinement more bearable, but there was nothing. Nothing but his own thoughts and the strange sounds that he could hear outside his room. Occasionally he thought that he could hear water dripping, but rather than fall in to counting the drops as they fell, he would meditate to block out the noise.
“Get up,” a voice hissed behind him. Draoch’s eyes popped open in surprise and he was on his feet as quickly as he could stand. “Stand still.” He complied and a black cloth bag covered his head as hands on his arms turned him around. He tried to look downward at the floor, both to see if he could make a mental note of the direction he had been facing and if he could see the hands that held him.
“Where are you taking me?” he asked. There was no answer, only a nudge from behind to keep him moving. At least they had not shoved him this time, and he was thankful that the hands that held his arms this time had a lighter grip. “Who are you?” The voice hissed something in D’leesh and nudged him again. Draoch fell silent and allowed himself to be led, counting steps and turns as best he could while wearing the disorienting black hood.
Eventually he was brought to a halt and the hands released him. The hood flew off his face but thankfully for his vision it was always dark in the underground city. He saw nothing around him, save that he was standing on some sort of plinth with nothing to help him stay balanced. “The Great Draoch of the Trees,” a familiar female voice said. Draoch felt Sephine’s voice as much as he heard her words. “My child, my Nature Walker, have they treated you well?”
“It is not my place to complain, Mother,” he replied, turning in circles in an attempt to spot her, but she was nowhere to be seen.
“I appreciate your dedication, Draoch,” she said and he could feel her gathering presence just over his shoulder. He turned but still saw nothing. “Ikara assured me that you were here of your own volition, but I knew that to be a lie. I had to see for myself that you were well, and here you are.”
“Mother, all respect of course, but what is going on here?” Draoch asked angrily. “Why have I been brought here? Why have you not answered me when I called out to you from the depths of this underground prison?”
Sephine sighed. “There are things to be worked out among the gods, Draoch, that are not the concern of mortals.” He could almost see her long, slender fingers reaching out just before he felt them brush the side of his cheek. “I have not forsaken you as you seem to think. But you must allow me to take care of things in my own time.”
“Again, Mother, all respect to you and your kind, but your time has run out,” he replied bitterly. The warmth from her hand withdrew from the side of his face, leaving a stinging cold in its place. Draoch had been silent long enough. If she would not lift a finger to save his world, then it was left to him as the Nature Walker. “You will hear me!”
“You will not say another word,” Sephine replied. Her voice echoed through his body, leaving his ears ringing and his body vibrating. Suddenly the air seemed to suck out of the room and Draoch felt like he was smothering under…something…it was Sephine. “Draoch…do not betray what you know to these enemies of my Forest. You must not say another word, do you understand me?”
Draoch felt himself falling from the plinth and he screamed out to Sephine for help as the craggy rocks whizzed upward past him. He braced himself for impact with the rocky floor…and he found himself sitting up in the very spot where he had been meditating.
“Mother?”
“I am here, my child.”
“I will do as you command.”
“Good. Do not let them use you against my other children in the Forest. Do not tell them what you know, or it will be the end of us. Am I clear?”
“Yes, Mother, as you command.”
“My child, I am with you and will do what I can for your comfort…” Her voice grew sad. “But you must understand that these that hold you were once my children as well until Ikara lured them underground and kept them for his own. This violence, the oncoming war, all of it tears at my heart and I fear I cannot bear the sorrow.”
“Then we will not let it come,” he said quietly and felt her ease a bit. “I will wait for your instruction, Mother. Thank you for coming to me in my hour of need.”
“I always will, my child. I always will.” Draoch felt her withdraw and thought that he might faint from relief.
“Not always, Mother of All, but most of the time,” he muttered as he resumed his meditation. This time, his focus was on reconstructing the path he had been led along in the vision just before. Perhaps Sephine was helping him more than even she knew.




A Plan is Born

D’Ayna spent several happy days with her cousin, learning about the dragonkind and hearing stories about her mother and her aunt when they were young. These were tales that D’Ayna could not imagine her own mother telling, and it gave her insight to her mother as a person and as a sister. Even though D’Ayna and her mother did not have a very close relationship – a relationship strained further when she chose the path of the military - she loved and respected her mother. Her heart ached for Maede; her cousin was in an impossible situation. She came into the world via fear and hate, and they were all she knew.
“Maede, why don’t you leave the mountains? Come back with me to the underground city? It will not be as cozy as your little home here, but my people do not judge, and you could get away from…well, the other…” Maede’s eyes had begun to glow, and D’Ayna was not sure of the emotion that sparked the change.
“Your people? Our people? D’Ayna, we may be cousins because our mothers were twins, but our similarity ends there. Your people, as you say, the dark elves, would not accept a half-breed like me into their society any more than the above ground elves would or the dragons. I am here, in the mountains, with others like me, and that is where I must remain.” Maede’s voice was gloomy. “I will take a dragonkind mate when I am older, and we will have young here and that will be that.
“Is that what you want?”
“Does it matter what I want?” the dragonkind female bellowed, and then she fell silent. “My apologies, cousin. It did not matter what my mother wanted, did it?” She put her face in her hands for a moment, and D’Ayna had no idea what to do. She felt that she should comfort her cousin but was not sure how to do that. Maede looked up at her suddenly. “Why are you here in the Mountains, cousin?” she asked.
“You know why, I was on a mission for the General to deliver a message to Lord Kalinth.”
“Ah, yes, the war,” Maede replied, shaking her head. “This war will change the face of Orana, D’Ayna, mark my words.” D’Ayna looked down at her fingers as she held her mug of tea. She knew that if the war happened, Maede was right and the world would never be the same again. “You must do what you can to stop it,” Maede said, peeling D’Ayna’s fingers off her mug and clasping them tightly.
“I am just one soldier,” D’Ayna said. “There is nothing I can do alone.”
Maede smiled at her sadly and D’Ayna mused for a moment at how she was accustomed to dragonkind smiles now. Only a few days earlier those teeth had almost taken her breath with fright. “You are nothing short of a miracle, D’Ayna,” Maede said gently. “Never forget that. You came here from your underground world all on your own. You speak so many of the languages of our world that you are never without a friend, regardless of where your travels take you.” She grinned at D’Ayna as she released her cousin’s hands. “How many of your people can say that they have held the attention of a dragon and lived to tell the tale?” She fell silent a moment, and D’Ayna knew that she was thinking of her own mother.
“But…what can I do, Maede?” she said softly. “I cannot change the course of events that are to come.”
“Why not?” A spark ignited in Maede’s eyes. “Tell me this; did anyone accompany you when you saw Kalinth? Did you see him read the scroll? Do you know what the message was?”
“No, I was alone in his chambers,” D’Ayna replied. “Aridak took me to the door, but I went in alone. I was not able to read the scroll, but I have a feeling that the contents had to do with the General’s plan for our attack on the Great Forest.”
“So if a message was to be taken back to your General from Kalinth saying that he did not agree with her plan, would she believe it to be genuine?”
D’Ayna stared at Maede. “You are mad! How would that even work? The General reads Eldyr but she knows my handwriting, she would know in a moment if…”
“I could write it,” Maede said, her voice soft and determined. “I can write it if you help me, so that it sounds like a military document. Then you deliver the response back to your General and she will reconsider the war. Who in their right mind would go against the races of the Forest without the help of the dragons?”
“Well, our numbers are formidable,” D’Ayna said, noting with some embarrassment that Maede’s comment had stung her pride. Of course, the dark elves could defeat the above ground dwellers.
“Of course they are, but the others have advantages, do they not? I overheard that the wood elves and the high elves managed to fight off your kind when there was an invasion attempt years ago. My mother told me.” D’Ayna knew the battle to which Maede was referring. Her kind had decided to burn down the tree city and take all of the inhabitants below ground. When they arrived, torches blazing, they found the entire high elf military assembled around the outer edge of the trees that supported the city, armed and ready for battle.
“In school we were taught that it was the treachery of Sephine, the goddess of the Forest, which led to that defeat. She overheard our Father Ikara discussing his plans with his generals and she warned the high elves. It was she that forced them out into the Forest to protect her favorites, the wood elves.”
“I can hear my mother’s voice in your words, D’Ayna. Our mothers were identical twins; do you know how rare that is among your kind?” Maede asked, and D’Ayna could hear a slight hitch in her voice as she spoke. She shook her head. After her aunt was taken, D’Ayna’s mother never spoke of her sister in public again. “Your people are known for their…determination,” Maede said gently. “I could hear it just now as you talked about the wood elves. This disposition is part of who you are, and Mama used to tell me that it was very rare for our kind…your kind, I suppose, to have twins because often the babies fought while still inside their mother.”
“You don’t think ours did, do you?” D’Ayna exclaimed. She had never heard such a thing.
“Our mothers probably did and came to a stalemate,” Maede said, laughing. “They were too evenly matched, too identical. Moreover, you, my sweet cousin, are just like my Mama. It makes my heart happy that we have become better acquainted, even though the dark elf side of me is raging against the affection I feel.” They both laughed and Maede took a long sip from her mug. “It has gone cold,” she said, and then locked her gaze on D’Ayna’s. “Will you deliver the message if I write it?” she said softly. “We can work to stop the war before any lives are lost.”
D’Ayna studied her cousin before she spoke. This would end her if it was discovered she had been involved. “If something were to happen and I am found out…”
“They will never find you here with us,” Maede said. “You will always have a home among the dragonkind, D’Ayna. Always.”
“Then yes. My answer is yes,” she replied. Maede smiled and rose from the table to get some parchment and a quill and ink, and D’Ayna tried not to picture that same ink spelling out her death warrant. “Maede, how will we…oh…”
“Mama stole it for me once when she was summoned to Kalinth,” she said as she handed D’Ayna a piece of wax and a stamp. “That’s his seal. Mama thought I’d like to make tea cakes for my dolls with the stamp, because for my tiny hands it was like a cookie cutter.”
“Perfect,” D’Ayna replied as she turned the stamp over in her hand. “Now, what shall we say?”




Flight of the Mother Dragon

It felt good to spread her wings and fly again. Kaerinth soared over the low hills, watching as they grew and spread into the Volcanic Mountains. She banked to the right, flying toward the north; the tops of the mountains were visibly dusted with snow. How long had it been since they flowed red with lava as her children emerged from the heart of Orana? Kaerinth closed her amber eyes and turned back westerly, and soon the tower on the western coast came into view. She had heard that Kalinth had information from the dark elves, but he had not yet sent an emissary to tell her what they had said. The Mother Dragon was not patient.
She decided to fly past the tower and check on the Qatu before landing. The feeling of the wind against her scales was refreshing and the addition of the moist sea air reminded her of being a young dragon and emerging from the lava. The sea was fascinating to her, and she hovered as close to the Forbidden Sea as she could possibly go without entering the water. The level of salt and minerals in the waters between Qatu’anari and the mainland was dangerous to her kind, but she longed to dip into the cool depths. That would be first on the list when she returned to Bellesea.
The island came into view and she saw that the Qatu had been busy since the last time she had flown over to check on their progress. The straw huts that they had lived in were gone, replaced with stone buildings. There was one large building in the center with a few smaller ones nearby. Kaerinth was intrigued and flew closer to investigate. She could see what looked like a quarry to the far north of the island, and the stone that was coming out in large straw baskets was a vibrant green. Qatu carried it down the paths to the larger building. Others were taking the stones and breaking them into smaller stones, and then adding them to the sides of the large building. She hovered a moment too long, and soon the Qatu were pointing at the sky. Some ran and hid, but a handful emerged from the large building and stared up at her, almost challenging her with their gazes. Kaerinth frowned. The Qatu had always feared the dragons. Something was different here. She changed her course again and headed for the tower. Perhaps Kalinth could give her some insight.
Circling around, she soon found herself over the water again, and she zoomed up the straits between the island and the mainland. As she flew close to a place that called the Razor Straits, due to large reef formations in shallow water, she banked to the right and the tower soon came into view. Kalinth was on the parapet, and Kaerinth swooped around and landed behind her son.
“Mother,” he said without looking around.
“My son,” she replied as she landed with a thud and walked toward him. “I must ask you about two matters of great importance, but I feel that we should not speak here in the open.”
“Who is here to hear us?” he said. She noticed the melancholy in his voice and moved closer, nuzzling the back of his head with her nose. Kalinth shook his head. “I am not a hatchling,” he complained.
“What is wrong, my son?” she asked, her amber eyes scanning him from nose to tail.
“What is wrong…that is a complicated question,” he replied wryly as he turned around to face his mother. “The oncoming war. The unrest here among the dragonkind. The advancements of the Qatu, and now the impending unrest because they have seen a dragon flying over Qatu’anari.” Kalinth scowled. “Any idea who that dragon might be?”
“How do you…oh, you saw me fly over the tower I suppose. And you know what I saw, then, don’t you?”
“Aye. They are constructing a palace,” he said.
“So they have a king?”
“Aye, they call him their Rajah. He has a First Wife that they call Pahat’nee. Soon there will be a Rajahk’mare, a prince to inherit the throne, and a dynasty will have begun. This is the substance of my life, watching theirs grow and evolve.” He sighed loudly. “Anyway, why are you here, Mother?”
“I want to know what came of the talks with the dark elf emissary,” Kaerinth said as she settled into a spot on the roof. Inhaling deeply, she closed her eyes happily. The tower was close enough to the ocean that she could smell the salty water.
“Emissary?” Kalinth snorted. “She was a child, mother. She had never seen a dragon in person, I suppose, because she could barely speak to me before scampering away like a frightened animal.”
Kaerinth took a deep breath before responding. “Did she bring a message from her general before she ran away?”
“Yes,” he replied, moving toward the stairs that led down into the tower from the roof. “It is in my war room, come on then.” The two of them moved down the narrow stairs into the room at the very top of the tower, Kalinth’s war room. He gestured with his head toward a table laden with scrolls. “The one on top,” he said before she even had to ask.
She unrolled it and spread it out on the table. “Bah, written in D’leesh of course,” she snarled. “I forgot that you are fluent in their language, aren’t you?”
“Sarcasm doesn’t become you, Mother,” Kalinth replied. He crossed the room, took the scroll out of her hands and began to read. “My Lord Kalinth, I am pleased to offer you the force and might of my people’s military to aid your people in your conquest of the forest. We have one thousand troops ready to come to your aid. All we ask in return is that our people remain untouched in the days following the conflict, and that we may to continue to live under the Great Forest to the foothills of the Volcanic Mountains.”
Kaerinth snorted. “That is certainly NOT all they ask in return. That general must think I’m an idiot.”
“That is all the scroll says,” Kalinth replied. “I told you, the dark elf could not get out of here fast enough.”
“First time for everything, I suppose,” his mother said under her breath. “How are you meant to send a reply?”
“She has not yet left our territory,” Kalinth snapped. A section of his chest began to glow a bright blue, his anger apparent as the ice that he could breathe with dangerous abandon began to accumulate therein. Kaerinth did not notice nor did not care, in truth. “I can find her and give her our response, which, I’m gathering, is not a kind one.”
“Find her. Bring her to us at Bellesea,” Kaerinth said angrily. “And don’t make that face at me; it has been too long since you have been to our palace. You will do this and you will not complain!”
“As you command, Mother,” Kalinth said quietly, cursing the dark elf. Kaerinth was back up the stairs and flying away from the tower before Kalinth could say another word. “You will pay for this, you stupid dark elf,” he muttered. He clamored down the stairs past his chambers and entered the library, sending dragonkind scattering. It did not take much to know that the dragon was angry.
“Where is that emissary from Lord Ikara?” he bellowed. “She was granted leave to visit family here in the mountains. Who is her family?” There was no answer, and the dragon angrily stomped over to a row of shelves. With one horrible claw, he tapped the shelf and it went sprawling, sending books crashing to the ground and dragonkind scrambling out of its way. “I will only ask once more,” he said as puffs of frosty smoke gathered around his nose. “WHO is her family?”
Aridak stepped forward after pushing off the hands of his wife, Kadari, who pleaded with him to be silent. “She is staying with me and my family,” he replied, “but she has already left for her homeland, my Lord.”
“She is your kin?”
“No, my Lord, we merely offered her a place to stay. I cannot say that I recall who her kin are among the dragonkind,” Aridak replied. There was not the slightest tremor in his voice as he spoke. Lord Kalinth drew close to the dragonkind male and inhaled deeply.
“Why do you lie to me, Aridak?” he asked menacingly.
“I do not recall, my Lord,” Aridak said. This time his voice was a bit pinched, and his gaze darted around, searching for something in the room before sighing with obvious relief. “I am sorry for disappointing you.”
“Then you shall make it up to me,” the dragon roared suddenly. He opened his mouth, and a solid stream of frost and ice poured out and onto Aridak. The dragonkind male did not even have a chance to scream before he froze solid. “Oh, dear, do be careful with him now, my children,” Kalinth said, grinning. “If he topples over, he might…” One hideous claw touched the side of Aridak’s frozen form, causing him to sway back and forth precariously.
“NO!” Kadari screamed as she ran to her husband and threw her aubergine scaled arms around him. “Please, master, I beg you, please!”
“Give me the name!” Kalinth demanded.
“Please, let my husband go!” she wailed. Kalinth was rapidly losing patience.
“THE NAME, FEMALE!” he bellowed.
“Maede is her cousin’s name, the daughter of D’Alinth Turlach,” Kadari whispered. Kalinth smiled and removed his claw from where it rested on Aridak’s arm.
“Thank you, my child,” he said as he moved past them toward the hallway that would take him out of the tower. “You have done well, but I am sorry for your loss.”
“What do you mean?” Kadari asked and then threw herself toward Aridak’s body just as Kalinth swept his massive tail across the floor, catching Aridak’s feet and pulling them out from under him. Kadari held her husband fast, but she was not strong enough and he toppled over onto the marble floor, shattering into thousands of shards of ice. Kadari’s wailing screams echoed off the walls as Kalinth moved into the foyer and out the doors.




Kalinth’s Frosty Reception

Maede barged through the door into the room where D’Ayna was still snuggled in her bedding. “Cousin, you must get up, NOW,” she shouted as she took D’Ayna by the shoulders. The dark elf’s eyes fluttered open and struggled for a moment to focus on Maede’s face. The front door that led to the outside was wide open, and a beam of sunlight fell directly into D’Ayna’s eyes. “Now, D’Ayna!”
“What’s going on?” D’Ayna got up and began pulling on her armor that she had left piled up next to the bed.
“They’re coming for us!” Maede said, wringing her hands. “They must have figured out what we were planning to do.”
“Maede, what are you talking about?” D’Ayna said. Their height difference made it impossible for her to grab her cousin’s shoulders and hold her still until Maede could make more sense.
Puffs of smoke emerged from Maede’s flared nostrils and her amber eyes seemed to glow with their own internal illumination. “We have been found out,” she hissed. “Lord Kalinth knows about the resistance, D’Ayna. We have to get out of here!”
“The resistance…you mean you and Aridak?” Again, Maede’s nostrils flared and this time D’Ayna thought that she could almost see an blueish light in the center of her cousin’s chest.
“Aridak…is dead, but there are more of us than just him and his mate, Kadari.” Maede’s voice was a deep and malicious whisper. Anger mixed with grief rolled off her in waves. “Lord Kalinth killed him and he is coming for all of us, you have to go!”
D’Ayna finished with her armor and then grabbed her cousin’s arm. “Come home with me,” she said. “I know you said before that you wanted to stay here, but it isn’t safe. Come with me and he cannot get to you. You’ll be safe.”
“In the underground city? You’re insane. Nowhere is safe for me anymore.” Maede barely seemed to be touching the ground as she moved around her home, stuffing things into a bag as she went. “He wants us both but it will be harder to find either of us if we split up.”
“Listen to me, Mae,” D’Ayna begged. “I am telling you that he cannot enter my city because he can’t fit into the caves! It is how my people and the others that live in the mountains have traveled for centuries!”
Maede closed her eyes for a moment as she rubbed her temples. The scales that disappeared into her hair appeared to ruffle as she rubbed her forehead. “We will not make it to the caverns, D’Ayna. You have no idea what you are up against here.” D’Ayna opened her mouth to reply that she had studied the dragons and dragonkind but Maede raised one scaled hand to silence her. “I appreciate your training and study, cousin, and I am impressed beyond measure by your abilities with languages and culture. But what I am telling you is that unless we split up, we are both dead.” She took D’Ayna by the shoulders and shook her slightly. “Do you understand me? There is a group of dragonkind soldiers on their way here right now to take you to the Mother Dragon and take me and my associates back to Lord Kalinth.”
D’Ayna blanched. “How do you know all of this? Why are they taking me to the Mother Dragon? We didn’t even send the response; it is still in my satchel to deliver to the general.”
“Destroy it,” Maede snapped.
“I won’t leave you here to be taken,” D’Ayna said as she located the parchment in her satchel and then ripped it to shreds. Maede ignored her and gathered up the pieces of paper so that she could toss them into the fireplace. “I can help, Maede, I know how to fight.”
“A dragon, you know how to fight a dragon?” Maede scoffed. “And not just a dragon, but a first generation dragon, a child of the Mother and Father? A frost dragon, D’Ayna! You wouldn’t last a minute.” Once the scraps of paper burned down to ash, she poured water into the fireplace and then picked up the bag that she had packed. “You have to GO, now.”
“Where?”
“Back home,” Maede barked. “Take the first tunnel you see and follow it home. “Don’t come above ground and don’t look back!” D’Ayna barely had a chance to grab her satchel before Maede shoved her toward the door. One more shove and D’Ayna was outside, blinking into the sunlight and trying to get her eyes to adjust. A figure moved in between her and the sunlight and she looked up, thinking Maede had changed her mind, but it was not her cousin.
“You must be the dark elf spy,” Lord Kalinth said, his voice echoing and vibrating through every inch of D’Ayna’s body. “D’Ayna Turlach, if I recall correctly?” D’Ayna, paralyzed by fear, could only manage to nod. “You left so quickly, my child, I had no chance to give you a response to take back to your general.” He snorted, and frosty breath coalesced around his flared nostrils. “And now I see why, you had to run back and report to your rebel friends…and family, apparently.” Leaning around D’Ayna who was still rooted to the spot, Kalinth leered at Maede. “Hello, my daughter.”
“Kalinth,” Maede replied, spitting as she spoke.
“She used to call me Daddy, or so I’ve been told,” he said as he looked back at D’Ayna. “I suppose that would make me your uncle? But no matter.” He studied D’Ayna for a moment and then smiled at her. “You look just like my D’Alinth, which means you must look like your mother. I hear that D’Alinth had a twin sister.”
“What do you want from her, Kalinth?” Maede demanded. She balled up her clawed hands into fists and stepped deliberately over D’Ayna to put herself in between her cousin and her father. “She is just a messenger.”
“A messenger that keeps unfortunate friends.”
“She has nothing to do with any of that. Let her go and I will come with you without a fight.”
“NO!” D’Ayna leaped to her feet and reached for her weapon.
“Oh, no you don’t,” Kalinth said as he turned his attention to D’Ayna. An icy blast from his nostril hit the back of her knuckles and she screamed in pain, dropping the dagger with a clatter on the ground. “Bad girl, D’Ayna. Very bad indeed.”
“Let her go…Father,” Maede said. Kalinth snorted, amused. “I swear on the honor of House Turlach that I will go with you.”
“Maede, stop talking,” D’Ayna commanded. Both Maede and her father turned to look at D’Ayna, and Maede gasped audibly. Around the tips of D’Ayna’s indigo fingers, lightning crackled and popped, arching between her thumb and middle finger and wrapping around her wrist. Kalinth laughed heartily. “And you, Lord Kalinth, listen well: my cousin and I have nothing to do with this rebellion. You will leave us alone.” He continued laughing; without uttering a single word to cast a spell, D’Ayna rose up on an invisible column of air until she was at his eye level. “I said you will leave us alone!” she shouted as she clapped her hands above her head. A massive bolt of lightning careened down from above, meeting its twin that rose from the ground and pinned Kalinth in between them.
Maede stepped backward into the doorway that lead to her home, eyes wide and white knuckles gripping the rocky edge of the doorframe. “D’Ayna…?” she whispered.
“Go inside, Mae,” D’Ayna answered. Maede was not sure if she had heard the voice or felt the mighty rumble behind it. "I will handle this.” Maede took a few more steps backward and then stopped as she hit the wall just outside her own bedchamber. She watched, amazed, as D’Ayna sent bolt after bolt into the dragon’s body, but noticed that it was D’Ayna who was growing tired, not Kalinth. Her magic was only managing to keep Kalinth on the back foot. Maede also had magic. Her mother used to tell her that all the Turlach did…she knew she could transport herself away using her magic - could she transport someone else? If they both went, where would they end up?
Something had to be done. D’Ayna grew weaker by the moment, but continued blasting Kalinth with magic. Maede concentrated, reaching inside herself and finding that still, small place where her magic lived and breathed. She thought of how she lost her mother, looked at Kalinth, and let that magic burn until it became a blazing fire, churning within her. She felt the orange warmth spread up through her chest and out into her arms. It roared down past her elbows and into her fingertips, and she raised her hands.
She spoke words of transport in an ancient Elvish dialect, ending the magical words with “D’Ayna, HOME.” There was a crackling sound as the fire whistled through the air and formed a circle around D’Ayna’s body. D’Ayna looked up and screamed in opposition as she disappeared from sight with a popping sound.
“Well…look at that,” Kalinth said slowly as he turned to face Maede. “You’ve inherited your mother’s magic, haven’t you? With just a touch of mine, it seems.”
“Go away, Father, or you will find out just how much,” Maede said.
“Will I, child? I think not,” Kalinth said, chuckling as he rose up on his hind legs. The center of his abdomen glowed blue, like the light of the full moon, as he grinned down at her. “You had so much promise, my little daughter. Just like all the others. Moreover, just like all the others, you betray me as soon as you have the chance. You are your mother’s daughter in that respect.”
“Do NOT speak of my mother!” Maede shrieked. White-hot flames raced from the palms of her hands and snaked their way up his back and onto his head. Wizard’s fire, one of her deadliest abilities, clung to its target like water. Kalinth roared in a mixture of pain and fury as he released an icy blast in her direction. The fire and the ice met in the middle and held for a moment before the ice extinguished the fire, tracing its path directly back to Maede’s hands. The cold flew up her arms and overtook her body, and soon she was nothing but an icy statue, her mouth still hanging open in a silent scream.
Kalinth looked her over. “I should really shatter you for what you’ve done, my daughter, but I think for now I will leave you where you are. Perhaps someone will find you. Perhaps you will thaw. Perhaps you will die.” He ambled out far enough away from the doorway to be able to spread his wings, and leaped into the air, catching the wind and heading west toward the tower. He could not go to Bellesea without the dark elf spy, but he had friends that would run her back above ground.
“I’m coming for you, D’Ayna…and after Mother is done with you, maybe you can spend some time with me,” he said as he coasted to the ground, and landed near an entrance to the dwarves’ caves to the north.




Sephine and Ikara

In the darkness under the ground of Orana’s surface, Sephine walked slowly down a long tunnel, her ivory-skinned fingers trailing along the rough-hewn walls. The further she traveled down the tunnel, the closer the ceiling got to the top of her blonde head. She paused for a moment and closed her eyes as she shrank a few feet. “Much better,” she said to anyone that was listening, and then continued on her way.
Sephine had heard and seen too much to remain on the sidelines any longer. Her children were in danger, pitting one group against another, and if they did not sort out their differences there would be no way they could stand against the threat from the north. She had sent Kildir, her mate, to the north to talk to the races that lived under the mountains and out of sight from the dragons. The dwarves and the gnomes did not acknowledge her, regardless of what she did, so she sent Kildir. She was on the way to confront Ikara, Lord of the Underworld, who took her wandering children so many years ago. It had been an experiment, a test to see how well they would survive in the darkness of the underworld. In the end, she had lost them, as they became twisted aberrations of their former selves, preaching the hate and discord of Ikara.
Taking her adventurers, her wood elves, was one thing, but now she had discovered that he had taken her Nature Walker, and that was a step too far. Sephine frowned as she continued through the tunnels. She passed travelers as she went, but they merely inclined their heads to her and kept moving. It was not wise to engage a goddess in such an enclosed space. Once she reached the entrance to the underground city, she stopped for a few minutes to reassess her plan. Goddess or no, she couldn’t just walk into the dark elf nation as she was. With a flick of her wrist, she transformed into a dark elf female. Her golden hair turned darker and darker until it was jet black and pulled up into braids that swirled around her head. Her white robe grew dark until it was as black as her hair and the ropelike vines that wound around her arms coalesced into ebony bracelets that encircled her biceps and wrists. Sephine held her arms out in front of her body and marveled at the deep blue tone her skin had become. Her eyesight adjusted and she continued through the front gates.
As she walked through the streets, she gazed in awe at the accomplishments her children had achieved in their underground world. There were buildings and cobblestone streets. The magical strips of light ran along all of the walls and ceilings, and it circled the windows and doors. Her children walked alongside her and around her and she longed to reach out and touch them, embrace them, smuggle them back up to the surface and restore them. However, instead she merely walked the streets, heading toward the downward path to the underworld, to Ikara. Kildir had begged her not to go alone, but Sephine was nothing if not stubborn.
Once she was through the doorway, Sephine dropped her disguise. She wanted Ikara to know exactly who she was. She had been mildly annoyed when she entered the underground city but by now, after being so close to all those she considered her lost children, she was boiling with rage. “Ikara!” she shouted as she drew near to his throne room. It was hot and stuffy in the corridor, and she was glad the door was open because she did not want to have to touch it. “Show yourself, demon!”
“Sephine, my darling, it’s been too long,” he replied. Sephine squinted into the darkness of the throne room, unable to locate the source of the voice. “What brings you here? Have you finally decided to take me up on my offer? I could make you the qQueen of…”
“Silence.” Sephine was older than Ikara, and he responded with respectful stillness. “Where is my Nature Walker?”
“Ah, Draoch,” he responded, chuckling. “He is quite safe, my dearest, don’t worry.”
“Return him. Immediately.”
“Oh, Sephine, my sweet, normally I would give you anything you asked but on this I cannot comply.” He stepped forward out of the gloom and Sephine took an involuntary step backward. Standing almost as tall as Sephine, Ikara had the same fine features as she did, but his skin was a deep purplish-blue color. His eyes were dark crimson, with cat-like pupils. White hair sprouted out of the top of his head in a topknot, and he wore it long with two long, beaded braids at the very top.
He held out a hand to her, the purplish skin hanging off the bones as he wiggled his fingers, beckoning her closer. She held out a hand in return and he took it, pressing his lips against her porcelain skin. Sephine glared down at him and yanked her hand away. “My Nature Walker, Ikara. NOW.”
“My goodness, you are demanding! I have already told you, Sephine, that I cannot comply. The druid stays with me for now.”
“But why, Ikara?” she demanded. “What good could my Draoch possibly do for you?” She narrowed her eyes. “He will never turn to your side, do you hear me? Never.”
“Oh, I do not expect that. He is merely my advantage, my sweet. Pure and simple.” Sephine continued to glower at him. “In the oncoming war, the Draoch will ensure that the wood elves comply with our wishes.”
“Oncoming war?” Sephine exclaimed. “This is not the first I have heard of this. What is this war of which you speak?”
Ikara beamed an oily, self-satisfied smile at her. “Sephine, even you cannot be this out of touch. Kaerinth and her brood are planning an invasion of your Great Forest. My children will fight by the side of the dragons. Your precious elves that live above ground will be no match for the dragons and their dragonkind slaves.”
“Rumors. Hearsay. I do not believe it. My children will not fight against each other, not to the death.”
“Sephine!” Ikara was lost in laughter for a few minutes before he recovered enough to speak again. “You have no idea what is going on among your children. And further…” He leaned in close to her, his eyes blazing. “The dark elves are my children now. You turned your back on them and they came to me for solace. They are MINE.”
“The Nature Walker,” Sephine said without so much as a wince, “is mine. I will take him back with me. You will release him. NOW.” Ikara shivered a little bit and then recovered, matching her stare.
“Go home, Sephine, go back to your trees and druids and your fancy High Citadel. I will keep your Draoch a bit longer, I think.”
“NOW!” Forgetting that she was underground, Sephine called the power of nature into herself, growing taller and taller until she had to kneel within the throne room to keep from hitting her head on the ceiling. She grabbed up Ikara in one of her now massive hands and held him close to her face. “Release my Draoch!”Her voice echoed off the rock walls and shook the furniture in the room.
“Put me down!” Ikara bellowed. “I can’t release him from up here, now, can I?” Sephine dropped Ikara onto the hard marble and in an instant returned to her normal size. Ikara spoke words in D’leesh and fire shot from his fingers, forming a ring around Sephine.
“NO!” She screamed as she winked out of sight. Ikara had cast a transportation spell on her, sending her to wherever the magic would take her because he had not specified at the end of the recitation.
“At least this buys me some time,” he muttered as he sat down to meditate to regain his strength.
◆◆◆
 
Sephine landed roughly on a patch of grass. She sat up and looked around, trying to regain her bearings. This grass was unfamiliar, as was the sky and everything. She looked around, panicked for a moment that she did not know where she was. “What did you do, Ikara?” she shouted. “Where did you send me?” She got to her feet and grounded herself, imagining that her feet were roots that held her steady. She raised her arms to the sky, imagining that they were branches, sprouting with leaves and swaying in the wind. Sephine felt her body go rigid like a tree trunk, and she closed her eyes as her skin hardened into bark.
Now she could meditate and rest, regaining her power and energy. She sent her magic out, looking for familiar magic in her surroundings. There was nothing. “Kildir,” she whispered, her voice leaves blowing in the wind. There was no response. For a long time, Sephine stayed in tree form, pulling up magical energy from the ground below her and the stars above her.
Once she felt replenished, she slowly released the tree energy back into the ground and became herself again. She pulled her blonde hair back up into its characteristic ponytail and straightened the vines that crawled up her arms. Sephine held out her hands and spoke armor into existence, and then strapped it onto her body. She could feel the magic humming in her body, through her armor, and out the tips of her fingertips as she stretched them out in front of her.
“Ikara, I will come for you and your children,” she hissed. “I will not let you harm a single one of my elves, not one.” She spoke ancient words and faded from sight, finally winking out with a loud pop.




In the Hall of the Mountain King

The gods moved between Orana and the next plane like moving across a room, but some had gone and never returned. The god of the tiny people under the mountain had not been seen for ages, but rumors were rife in the Void that Badrolir was actually the incarnation of Itar, the god of fire and forge and not just the high king of the dwarves. Sephine and Kildir had taken in the dwarves and the gnomes, but neither race trusted her and would only communicate with Kildir. As the god of nature dismounted from his steed and then dismissed the magical beast to the four winds, he straightened his armor before approaching Thror Mydin, the home of the dwarf king. He also cast a spell that Sephine had taught him that would make him appear smaller so that he could actually fit into the tunnels leading to the dwarf stronghold.
The approach to the great hall of the dwarves started out as a small tunnel that opened up wider with each few feet. Finally, the gates came into view, and Kildir admired the rustic beauty of the approach. He walked up to the guards who, upon recognizing him, opened the gates wide. One of them blew into a great stag’s horn and the sound echoed off the cavern walls. Kildir stood still as the king’s guards came forth followed by King Badrolir of the Mountain. He extended a hand and the king took it, shaking it with a firm grip.
“Kildir!” the king exclaimed. It was rare to see the ruler of all the dwarves humbled. “How may I serve you, my lord?”
“Badrolir, I am here on business from Our Lady, Sephine. Is there somewhere we can talk privately?” The king inclined his head and gestured for Kildir to follow him into the palace. Once inside, the king led the god down to the war room. He sent the guards away and then offered Kildir a chair.
“What concerns your lady, Kildir?”
“Our Lady, Badrolir,” Kildir chided gently. The king scoffed and waved away the idea that he might owe allegiance to Sephine. “Fine. Here is our concern. The north is rising against the Great Forest. The dragons and dragonkind have joined forces with the dark elves. There is eminent danger to you and your people, as well as to the gnomes.” The king steepled his fingers and leaned in closer to listen to Kildir, concern etching deep lines in his forehead. “Sephine sent me to talk to you about keeping safe. She does not wish you to come to any harm, so she wants to suggest that your two peoples stay safe within the mountain until the conflict is over.”
“You mean,” the king said, raising an eyebrow, “with all respect, my Lord Kildir, that the All-Mother wants us to join her side or stay out of the conflict altogether.”
“Not at all,” Kildir said. He sighed loudly. “She merely seeks the best for all of her children, including…”
“We are not her children,” the king interrupted. “Again, all respect my Lord, but we are our own people. We have accepted you, but we do not need her help nor will we rise to her aid.”
Kildir nodded. “I told her that this would be a useless trip,” he said, hoping to play on the dwarves’ conceit and sense of self-importance. “I told her that you would be just fine without us.”
“Aye, as is true, my Lord. Well…at least that is true for my people, but I am not sure of the gnomes. They have not come out of their caves in months. I think that they have created connecting tunnels that lead only to their domain, and so we never see them.” He paused and stroked his beard for a moment. “Please thank your Lady for her concern, but we are all well here in our mountain homes. The dragons leave us be and the Qatu have not come to the mainland in an age at least.” He stood up from his seat at the war table and extended a hand. “Now if you will excuse me…”
“Of course, Badrolir,” Kildir responded, a sad smile crossing his face. He took the dwarf’s hand and shook it heartily before speaking ancient words and disappearing in a ring of fire. When he landed back in the Great Forest, he sent out his magic to look for Sephine. She was not in the forest, so he headed for the Citadel to the apartment in the back of the palace where they stayed from time to time. They could not count on the dwarves for help, and he had not even bothered with the gnomes. It would be up to the above ground elves to protect and hold the Great Forest against the approaching force coming from the north - led by the dragons. It would have to be enough.




A Father’s Agreement

Thalan sat at his desk going over the seemingly endless paperwork involved with being First Cleric. There were requests for marriage, requests to end marriages, requests for naming ceremonies for babies, and other documents requiring his signature.
It had been weeks since Tsarra had become First Caeth and they had been working almost non-stop ever since. The king commanded that things would appear normal to his subjects – there was no reason to have the Great Forest in a panic until there was more information concerning the threat from the north. That meant - for Thalan and Tsarra at least- twice the normal amount of work as they kept up their appearances as First Cleric and Caeth but also worked with the War Council to plan for any upcoming aggression in the Forest.
Thalan looked up for a moment when movement across the room caught his eye and saw Tsarra standing in the doorway, smiling. Immediately, he was on his feet crossing the room and taking her in his arms. The times that the two of them were afforded privacy were few due to the upcoming war, and for those free times to coincide with each other was rare indeed.
“You have been granted leave?” he whispered as he held her close, and then released her, chuckling, when her armor poked him in the chest.
“Aye, but with a purpose this time,” she said, pouting slightly. Thalan gently kissed her, causing the pout to fade into a smile. “Alyndra has sent me to fetch you. She wishes to have an audience with us concerning her son.” She moved away from Thalan and began placing her weapons in the holder that stood near the door to their apartment within the palace. “I mean, I’m sure you’ve heard the gossip, yes?”
Thalan frowned. “Gossip?”
“Yes, that Nim is not Taegen’s son?”
Thalan’s eyes widened comically. “What are you saying, woman?” he exclaimed. “Who says that? Of course he is Taegen’s son!”
“Thalan, you are nothing if not blindly devoted to the High King,” Tsarra replied. She returned to his side, snuggling under his arm and looking up at him. “There is truth in the gossip as you well know, my love, and that is why I was so concerned over what happened with the spy that spoke Eldyr, remember?”
“I remember the spy, yes - have you learned the identity of the father of our Crown Prince?”
Tsarra sighed. “You are familiar with the High Commander, yes?” He nodded. “Well, what you may not know is that he and Alyndra were very close before she met and fell in love with Taegen.” Thalan noted with some amusement that since Tsarra had become First Cleric she had lost some of the formality that she had kept up in referring to the royal family. “They knew each other after the death of her parents and both lived in Downside.” Downside was a section of the residential area of the Citadel, populated mostly by those that served in the palace and in other wealthy homes. “Alyndra has told those of us that serve her stories about her childhood and adolescence and it is clear that she held very strong feelings for the Commander.”
“Tsarra, are you saying that the Commander is actually Nim’s father?” It was treason to think such a thing, and Thalan was not sure he wanted to hear any more of Tsarra’s tale.
“Think about it, Thal. Alyndra has blonde hair. Taegen’s hair is blonde. Both of them have emerald green eyes. Yet Nim has chestnut hair and bright blue eyes…just like the Commander.” Thalan thought about what he was hearing. He remembered hearing from Taegen that Alyndra was pregnant with the prince. He remembered the happiness but also the surprise, because they were not as close then as they became with time. In truth, the prince had brought them closer together with each day that passed after his birth.
“Why would the gossip start up again, though? Why now?” Thalan asked, as he pushed away memories of Nim’s first introduction to the elves of the Citadel and the tree city. Whispers flew throughout the Great Forest that the so-called “Golden Child of the Forest” looked nothing like either of his parents. He was born early and was small, and for a long few months the wood elves alleged that the High King had taken one of their young into the palace because the High Queen could not give him a son. “Wasn’t there enough of that right after his birth?”
“I know not, Thal,” Tsarra answered with a sigh. “The rumors that something was not right are true, but they got the rest of it completely wrong.”
“So what does the summons from Her Majesty this morning have to do with Prince Nim?” Thalan asked, hoping to put those rumors back in the past where they belonged.
“I only know that Alyndra wishes an audience with her and her son, and she has asked me to disarm. I imagine that is because she does not want to alarm the prince. He…he is still so young,” Tsarra replied. She frowned. “Come on, Thal, we don’t want to keep Alyndra waiting.”
The High Queen was sitting on a cushion next to the thrones alongside her son, Prince Nim, when Thalan and Tsarra entered the throne room. They immediately took a knee as was customary, and Queen Alyndra waved them back up to their feet. “Come over,” she said, patting cushions next to where she sat with her son. Thalan was not certain what to make of the informality, but Tsarra did not hesitate to cross the room. He followed her, swallowing his surprise as she hugged the Queen before sitting down.
“You requested that I attend your Majesty?” he said as he lowered himself onto one of the large, plush cushions.
“Yes, Thalan,” she said as she readjusted herself on the cushion. “I find that the longer I am queen, the less comfortable the thrones become.” She chuckled. “I asked Tsarra to bring you to me and the prince because I am concerned about his father, the king.” Thalan bit his lip.
“Papa does not think I should be in the war,” Nim said. Thalan nearly fell off his cushion in surprise. He had not heard the prince speak more than a handful of times and was starting to wonder if he could speak at all. “I have very little magic.”
“Majesty, with respect, wouldn’t Tsarra be a better choice to help the prince with training and skills?” Thalan asked, puzzled. “I have magic, it is true, but what I have…cannot be taught, as you know.”
The queen laughed. “Oh, Thalan, I would not consider you a fighter,” she sputtered. Thalan noticed that Tsarra was biting her lip to keep giggles at bay. “No, my First Cleric, I need your counsel on convincing my husband of something he may not wish to agree is best.”
“Majesty, I am not certain…”
“Then become certain,” she snapped, her mirth evaporating like dew in the presence of the morning sun. “I understand that you and Taegen have a relationship that spans decades, but you must understand that I am also your queen, and you are to obey me in all things…just as you do your king. Am I clear?” Thalan nodded, chastised. “It has been a difficult decision for me, but I feel that Nim needs to learn to fight if he is to lead our military forces into battle. This is the traditional role for the Crown Prince, and he wishes to fulfill his duties, don’t you my son?” She stroked the side of his face and he pulled away as any young male would, nodding his head.
“Surely Taegen agrees with you?” Thalan asked, utterly flummoxed at what the queen was asking of him. Taegen was a military king, having served when he was still the Crown Prince. He could not possibly have a reason to see his son deviate from that path other than his son’s tender age.
“It is not that he thinks Nim does not need the training, Thalan. The issue is with whom the prince will train,” Tsarra said, staring at Thalan. “The king is not in favor of Nim training with the Commander.”
Realization hit Thalan like a fist to the jaw. Taegen knew who Nim’s father really was, and he did not want the prince to spend time with his true parent. “Majesty, could we speak in private?” he asked. Tsarra looked at him, puzzled, but then seemed to understand.
“Highness,” she said to the prince, “would you come with me and work on your forms while your mother speaks with the First Cleric?” The prince looked up at his mother, who nodded, and then got to his feet and followed Tsarra out of the room.
“What is it that you need to say that my son should not hear, First Cleric?” the queen asked, one of her eyebrows arched as she met his gaze.
“He does not know his true parentage, does he?” Thalan asked. Formality was a luxury he could not afford.
The queen studied him a moment before she spoke. “No, he does not,” she answered quietly. “I suppose you do, then? And does that mean that Taegen does as well?”
“No, not that he has ever mentioned to me, Majesty.”
“Alyndra, please. When we are alone, you may call me by my name, Thalan.” His eyes widened a moment and then he nodded. “That is good, but I feel that in his heart, he knows. It was a mistake; it was a lapse of judgement. Nevertheless, I adore my son, and I would not change the fact of his existence. Do you understand?” Again, Thalan merely nodded, hoping that she would keep speaking. “He has the potential to become a warrior like his father…really, like both of his fathers,” she said. “But he has to be away from this life of privilege. He needs time with the Commander to learn. Can you convince Taegen that it must be so?”
Thalan sighed and interlaced his fingers as he thought. “Maj… Alyndra, I am not sure that even I can convince Taegen of that fact. He adores you, surely you know this?” She blushed and for the first time, Thalan was able to see her not as the High Queen but as the girl that had stolen his best friend’s heart. “If anyone can convince him, surely you…”
“He told me no,” she said, the blushing child quickly replaced by the cold queen. “This is my command to you, First Cleric. You will talk to my husband and make sure that my son has an opportunity to train with the best warrior our people has to offer: the Commander.”
“I will comply,” Thalan replied as he stood up from the cushion. He looked back at her when the queen took his hand in both of hers.
“Thank you, Thalan,” she said. Again, when he looked down at her he saw the girl she had been when she first came to the palace with Taegen; she was uncertain and naïve. However, at the same time he could see the fierceness that she had cultivated during the time living with her aunt and uncle – the time when she had been with her first love - the High Commander, Galaeron.
“With your leave, Alyndra, I will seek out Taegen and discuss this matter with him,” Thalan said. She nodded and released his hand. As he left the throne room, he thought he could hear a choking sob from behind him, and he made a mental note to send Tsarra to attend the queen.
“I will not do any such thing!” the king bellowed as he glared at Thalan.
“Majesty…Taegen, please consider my suggestion,” Thalan replied, standing his ground in the face of the maelstrom of his king’s anger.
“Nim does not need to go anywhere to train. He is just fine here, with his parents.” Taegen shot a pointed look at Thalan as though daring him to reveal what he knew of Nim’s true father, but Thalan did not take the bait.
“With respect, Taegen, have you seen the boy fight? He is young, and while he can defend HIMSELF well enough for his age, he needs tactical knowledge that will make him a great general just like you were when your father was still alive.” Taegen turned his back on Thalan and stormed over to a window in the tower room where Thalan had found him reading. “Who trained you? It was not your parents or even their Caeth, was it?”
“No.” Taegen still did not look around.
“No, it was not. It was the commander of the combined forces, High Commander Jandar. I remember him coming to get you the night you left for the front lines to begin your training. He was a horrible man,” Thalan said, shuddering. “High Commander Galaeron is not like Jandar at all. He is a competent and dedicated soldier, but he is also a kind man. He will put Nim’s safety above his own because…” Thalan felt his old friend’s gaze searing his own. “Because Nim is the Crown Prince and his safety is vital to the safety of all of us in the Great Forest.”
Some of the fire left the king’s gaze. “You are right, of course. It is just pride and vanity that have kept me from sending Nim to Galaeron for training.” Taegen rubbed his close-cut beard as he pondered the situation. “Alyndra sent you, didn’t she?” he said as he again met Thalan’s eye. Thalan nodded. “Crafty woman,” the king said with a forced chuckle.
“Clever woman. She is concerned for the prince but also for your people, Taegen. She is a good queen.”
“Aye.” The king sounded tired. “Fine. I will speak with Galaeron about taking on this responsibility. He has always been good to the boy and you are right, he would guard Nim with his own life if the situation warranted.” Thalan’s heart ached for his friend, this man who desperately wanted a son and was willing to do anything for a child that was not his. “Away with you, First Cleric,” the king said, waving Thalan toward the door to the room. “I will finish my reading and then attend my queen. No doubt your Tsarra will have good news about my son’s future upon her return home to you this eve.” Thalan inclined his head and as he did, he sent a tiny tendril of magical healing toward his monarch before leaving the room.




You Can’t Go Home Again

D’Ayna had not appeared in the dark elf city as she had expected when Maede cast the transportation spell on her, ending with the word ‘home.’ Instead, when she opened her eyes after the inside-out feeling had faded, she found herself in an unfamiliar place. It looked similar to the cozy hovel that Maede called home, but it was clearly abandoned and had been so for a long time.
The shelves built into the wall to her right were bare of the provisions she had seen in Maede’s cave. There was no fire roaring in the fireplace, no kettle sitting to the side waiting to fill a mug of tea. Thankful for her race’s ability to see in near dark conditions, D’Ayna stood up and looked around in the room. To one side was a cot, clearly large enough for a dragonkind, and then a smaller cot with a doll tucked in under a quilt. The doll caught her eye, and she crossed the room to carefully pick it up.
It was made of deep indigo fabric, with tiny red crosses made of yarn for eyes and a smirk embroidered on for a mouth. D’Ayna stared at the doll. It was impossible. She had an identical one when she was young. Holding it to her chest, she investigated further and found a leather bound journal stuffed up in the bedding on the larger cot.
D’Ayna sat down on the cot, suddenly not caring that she had no idea where she was or if this home belonged to someone that might not like intruders. In fact, as far as the latter went, she was certain that she knew whose home this was, and it broke her heart. It was much smaller than Maede’s home, and seemed broken down and in much worse condition. Upon opening the journal, she found her fears realized. Written in the most beautiful longhand script, the journal contained the last words of her aunt. It was in D’leesh, most likely to make it difficult for intruders to read, and it chronicled D’Alinth Turlach’s journey to the Volcanic Mountains, her capture by Lord Kalinth, and details too horrible for D’Ayna to read about how Maede came into the world.
The chapters after that, though, were lighter and happier. For all the typical dark elf aloofness that her aunt had shown her only child, D’Alinth had loved Maede more than her own life. As D’Ayna skimmed the pages, she read many times where her aunt had described her “precious gift of Maede” and it brought tears to her eyes. When Maede cast the spell, she had said the word “home” at the end. “She sent me to her home,” D’Ayna whispered as she clutched the doll and the journal to her chest and wept.
After several hours of reading the journal while curled up in the quilt on the larger cot, D’Ayna stood up and stretched. This sort of self-indulgence was not doing her any favors. She had almost finished a chapter in the journal, and after that, she would have to leave and never return. It would do no good for her to know that she could return here, or for her general to discover that her connection to the dragons and dragonkind was more complex than simply language learning. She continued reading and after that last chapter was done, D’Ayna closed the journal and placed it in her satchel. She would study it more once she had returned to her barracks. She took one last look around the room and then headed for the door, pausing only to return for the doll. Her mother would probably not have any use for it, but her older brother had just had a daughter and she wanted it for that child. She hoped her niece’s memories would be happier than Maede’s.
D'Ayna thought of her cousin and her eyes filled with unbidden tears. She owed her life to her cousin’s intervention, but she knew that she had no time to return to the cave to see if her cousin had survived the attack on Lord Kalinth. Moreover, she had not paid close enough attention while traveling to Maede’s home and had no way to find it again. The lieutenant took a deep breath as she shouldered her satchel and stepped out into the night. How long had she been curled up reading?
A glance at the compass that she carried in a pocket in her coat told her that she was already heading south, so she started walking away from the cave, only looking back once. After several hours of walking, she decided to stop for some food and water. The mountains had flattened out into the rolling foothills that would lead to the Great Forest. She could see a cave ahead of her that would lead her back underground, but she wanted a few more moments to see the sunrise before she returned to the darkness. It was an odd longing to have, because she had to squint in the sunlight to see at all. The heat of the sun made her feel weak, and she stopped frequently for water all along the way. Nevertheless, just at this moment she thought of Maede and of the dragonkind, those with dark elf ancestry living above ground, basking in the sunshine – and just wanted a bit more of that life before she went back into the blackness.
She opened her satchel and smiled at the doll and the journal, and then dug further down to find her rations. Next to the dried meat and fruit that all soldiers carried, she found two small parcels that Maede must have put in her satchel. The first parcel smelled like tea and D’Ayna left it tied for fear of losing all the tea leaves. That would be a treat for her return to her quarters in the barracks.
The second parcel contained the same bread and a small jar of marmalade that Maede had served her for breakfast. Tears again sprung to her eyes as she inhaled deeply and reveled in the smell of the bread. Upon removing the lid from the jar, she dipped one finger in and then placed it in her mouth. Crimson berry jam. D’Ayna smiled. It was her favorite, and Maede had declared it must be a Turlach trait because it was also her mother’s favorite.
She dipped a piece of bread into the jar and scooped up some of the jam before placing it in her mouth. D’Ayna closed her eyes as she chewed, savoring the sweetness of the jam. After another bite, she closed the jar and wrapped it back up with the bread. The last bit would go well with the steaming mug of tea that awaited her. D’Ayna shouldered her satchel again as she headed for the tunnel. She would soon be home, reporting to her general and then finally sleeping in her own bed. Smiling, she ducked her head as she entered the tunnel.She did not see the dragonkind males that were waiting for her just inside. They threw a hood over her head and held her fast as one of them removed her satchel and put it around his broad neck. D’Ayna fought them as hard as she could, but she was simply outnumbered. After a few minutes of trying to hold on to her as she struggled, one of them clapped her on the head and she was still for the rest of the journey.




In Through the Out Door

“Mother!” Kalinth ran toward the Keep in Bellesea Palace, his mighty feet shaking the ground as he sprinted toward the royal chambers. “Mother! I have the dark elf!” he called out as he ran. Wyverns appeared here and there to find out what was going on in the hallways. They were the guards of the public areas of the palace, but the closer he was to the royal keep, the more dragonkind there were on guard. Called Strektu, these were some of the largest dragonkind as they had human ancestry as well as dragon.
It had taken most of the day for Kalinth and his quad to travel to Bellesea because they had to carry D’Ayna, so Kalinth was not sure where the Mother Dragon was. As he and his guard approached, the Strektu on guard brandished their weapons. “Lord Kalinth, their majesties have ordered that they are not to be disturbed,” one said as he ran his hand through his black mane of hair, ruffling the black scales that grew out from underneath it and framed his face. His skin was a pale grey color, meaning that his dragon parent or grandparent was probably a black scaled dragon.
“This is an emergency,” Kalinth bellowed. “Step aside.” The Strektu did not move and kept his halberd drawn. “I said,” the ice dragon yelled as his abdomen began to glow a bright light blue, “MOVE!” Puffs of frosty air came from his nostrils and the Strektu trembled, but did not move. From inside the apartment, Kalinth heard his mother and her mate yelling to the guard, asking what was wrong. “Nothing is wrong, Mother!” he called out and soon he heard her approaching the door. When it opened, only her head emerged.
“What is the emergency, Kalinth?” she asked, sounding exasperated.
“I have the dark elf as you commanded, Mother,” he replied, grinning madly. “I can wake her with magic and you can question her.”
“In the morning, my son,” she said sharply. “Now, do as I say and go to your chambers that you use when you visit. I will attend you and the spy in the morning.” The massive stone door slammed in his face and Kalinth huffed in response.
“Fine,” he said as he turned back to his dragonkind quad who were all looking at him expectantly. “Take her to the room by the cells. Chain her up if you have to, but keep a close watch because she can use magic. She cannot be left in a cell.” He looked at the four faces, a gradient of bluish purple, and pointed at the lone female in the group. “You,” he said, “will stay in the room with her and make sure she does not use magic to escape. The rest of you will guard the door outside. I will be in the guest wing. We will take her to meet my mother at first light.” He turned on his massive heel and left the way they had come, heading for the guest wing that was always ready for him in case he visited. The quad took a still unconscious D’Ayna to the staircase nearby and headed upward toward the cells.
◆◆◆
 
D'Ayna opened her eyes slowly, hoping to find that she was in her bed in her quarters and this had all been a dream. It had not, and she was not. She had to squint until her eyes adjusted to the light available in the room, which was not much. She looked around to find that she was in someone’s quarters and not a cell, which was good news.
Opening her eyes, she sat up and found herself on a large bed. She was still dressed and thankfully unharmed save the pounding in her head. She moaned slightly as she found the lump on the back of her head with her fingers and pressed on it to assess damage.
“Hello, D’Ayna,” said a female voice behind her. She turned a little too quickly and a wave of nausea caused by the head injury spread over her. “I’m sorry, I can speak D’leesh if you like?”
“No, my Eldyr is just fine, thank you,” D’Ayna replied, trying to be polite as she evaluated her situation. “Where am I, exactly?”
“Bellesea Palace,” the voice replied, and D’Ayna felt the bed shift as another body weight was added to its frame. She looked around to see a female dragonkind sitting on the edge, on the side she was facing so that she did not have to turn all the way around. Little mercies.
“Home of the…oh…no…” A chill settled into her spine as D’Ayna recalled her geography lessons when she was a new recruit. “The Mother Dragon, Kaerinth?”
The female smiled and D’Ayna found that she was not as afraid as she should have been, considering the number of jagged teeth that she could now see in the female’s mouth. “Aye, child. You will see her very soon.”
“What is your name? You know mine.”
The female hesitated. “I suppose it will do no harm,” she said. “My name is Saytra.”
“You have dark elf heritage, don’t you?”
“Aye, but that should be obvious from my skin color, child. My grandmother gave herself to Lord Kalinth in order to keep a shipping route open between our two peoples.” As Saytra spoke, D’Ayna hoped that the shudder that ran through her body had not been visible. “She was a hero to the dark elves, but look how my mother and I have been treated since.” The bitterness in her tone stung, and D’Ayna felt herself becoming resentful.
“Treated by whom?” she asked as she moved closer to Saytra. “By the dark elves?”
“Of course! Once Mama was old enough, she ran away to return to her dark elf family. She made it all the way to the underground city. And do you know what happened?” D’Ayna could imagine, and nodded. There were tales of some dragonkind that returned home only to become slaves.
“But that was a generation ago,” she said, reaching out for Saytra’s claw-tipped hand. Saytra yanked it away, angrily, but the distraction had given D’Ayna enough time to whisper the words to a spell that lulled the dragonkind into a sort of half-sleep. “Now, how do I get out of here?” she asked a dozing Saytra.
“You don’t, silly,” Saytra replied as her head lolled forward. “There are two more dragonkind males at the door.”
“Why have you brought me here?”
“Lord Kalinth was ordered to bring you to the Mother Dragon because she fears that your kind will betray us when the war comes,” Saytra said. “I’m so sleepy, do you mind if I lie down?”
“One more question, and then you may take a nap,” D’Ayna replied. Saytra nodded her head. “Does the Mother Dragon plan to kill me?”
“Lord Kalinth said she might, but he wants you for himself, you see, so he won’t let her harm you.” Again, a chill ran down D’Ayna’s spine and she tried to hide her shudder.
“Thank you, Saytra, you may sleep now,” she said as she helped to ease the large dragonkind’s body onto the bed. She soon heard snoring behind her and tiptoed over to the door. There was a crack in between the door and the door jamb, and D’Ayna could see the dragonkind males dozing against the wall across from the door. That was not going to be an easy way out.
Turning back to the room, she could see a window and a fireplace, neither of which seemed to be adequate escape routes. The window was a possibility but if she was on an upper floor the fall would kill her. Think, Ayna! In her military training, the only option given if captured was to try to find a way to end your life. Not yet. Not if there was another way.
She crept to the window and found the latch too high for her to reach; she climbed up into the narrow window ledge and looked out. It was almost dawn, but there were still a few stars left in the sky. With a gasp, she surmised that she was too high up to leap out the window. Turning her back to the window, she surveyed the room. Her satchel! Saytra had been keeping it under the end of the bed. D’Ayna leaped from the window ledge and snatched up the bag, rummaging through it as quietly as she could.
Silently thanking the Father of the Underworld for the first time since leaving the barracks, she produced a length of rope and a folded grappling hook. If it did not reach the ground, it would at least put her close enough that she would not die from the fall. After checking on Saytra, D’Ayna crept back to the windowsill and climbed up on it, opening the heavy windows and carefully holding the latch as she did so that it did not clatter against the leaded glass. She quickly attached the hook to the underside of the window ledge and tested the hold. It was strong. Grinning, D’Ayna lowered herself onto her stomach, balanced on the window ledge, and then began the deliberate process of finding a foothold and climbing downward. With every sound she heard, she paused and checked her rope and her foothold. The descent was excruciatingly slow, but careful. Thankfully, there was a ledge about 10 feet from the cobbled ground. D’Ayna stopped there to survey the ground.
She had been unconscious when brought to Bellesea, so she had no idea of the layout of the palace. There seemed to be a small courtyard below her with archways on either side. D’Ayna considered her options. If she was facing the front of the palace, then the archway to her left most likely led to the outdoors or at least an outer courtyard. The archway to her right would only lead her back into the palace, and that was not where she needed to be. An image of one of her superior officers from her initial training sprang to her mind. “Use all of your senses when trying to make a tactical decision. Do not trust only your vision or your hearing, especially if you are above ground.” D’Ayna pulled her lip in between her teeth as she thought. After making sure she was safely out of sight, she closed her eyes and inhaled deeply through her nose. There was the slightest tinge of salt water in the air. Eyes still closed, she conjured a mental image of the maps that she had studied in school. Bellesea was on the coast of the Dark Sea – and the ocean was to the east of the palace. Therefore, the entrance was likely not on that side. She inhaled again, and then stood and turned around until the smell was the strongest. That must be east, so the entrance would be on the opposite side of the palace, facing west.
D'Ayna opened her eyes and then turned to face the opposite direction. She was back facing the way she had been initially, with the arch to the left and right. Her gut told her to take the left archway, but she was still uncertain. There was only one way to know for sure other than leaping off the ledge and checking it out – she could use magic. As a warrior, she hated using the magical abilities that had come through her family’s connection to Father Ikara, but it would be better to use magic than to end up back as a prisoner, or worse.
Closing her eyes again, D’Ayna took a deep breath and searched within herself for the spark of magic that was present in all those that could wield it. She found it, and then concentrated on sending it out ahead of her, watching for danger as well as scouting the area for the exit. It was always disconcerting at first, seeing the world that way rather than through her own eyes, but she soon adjusted. She moved the spark down the wall to the ground and then to the left through the archway. There was another identical archway straight ahead, and one to her right. The room straight ahead seemed to be a carbon copy of the one she had just left,, so she turned the spark right and moved forward.
There was a drawbridge there and what appeared to be a moat, so she crossed the drawbridge to find another room. Archways to the side clearly led to staircases so she avoided them and just kept moving forward. Finally, the spark passed through a third archway and she looked from side to side. There were huge dragonkind guards there, but she was looking at the outdoors. D’Ayna grinned and pulled the spark back slowly – when she had first learned she had the ability, she would snap the spark back like a fishing line, and then have headaches for days. As it returned, she scanned the path for more guards. There were none. Kaerinth and Taanyth are sure of themselves, she thought, to not have any guards along the way. Something did not add up, but she did not have the time to sort out what was wrong. She had to get out of Bellesea and back to her commander as soon as possible.
The spark tapped the toe of her boot and she pulled again, drawing it slowly up her greaves until it faded away and she felt the magic that had animated it settle back into her being. She stood up and gave the rope an upward jerk to dislodge the anchor, making sure that she caught it as it came tumbling toward her head. She folded it and replaced it in the bottom of her satchel and then carefully put the shoulder strap over her head and made sure that it was secure before leaping off the ledge.
Her feet were nearly silent when they hit the floor of the courtyard, and she stayed put in a crouch for a moment as she listened for approaching footsteps. Hearing none, she stood up and headed out through the left archway, then crept across the bridge toward the second room. Once there, she paused again to assess the scene. Finding herself alone for a second time, she headed for the front gates but paused long enough to draw her weapon.
The short sword glimmered in the torchlight as she secured all of her bags and pouches to her armor. When she was sure that nothing would fall off or get in her way, she crept closer to the large doors and put her ear up against them. She could just make out the breathing of the two guards. D’Ayna tightened her grip on her sword and pushed the door open.
“How did you get in here?” one of the guards said.
“Emissary from the underground city,” she replied, hoping that they did not question her because she was not sure that she could remember enough Eldyr to answer questions. “Meeting with their majesties concerning the upcoming war.”
“Aye, on your way then,” the other one said. D’Ayna nodded and began walking without pausing to check her compass. Once she had reached a safe distance from the guards, she let out the breath that she had been holding since she opened the doors, and then retrieved her compass from one of the pouches on her belt. The nearest tunnel entrance was almost directly south of the front of the palace, and she took a slight turn to her left before breaking into a run. The tunnel came into view soon, and she ducked inside, letting the darkness of the tunnel surround her like a warm blanket. After glancing back outside at the rising sun, she closed her eyes for a moment until they adjusted and breathed in the damp, stale air. She was almost home.




A Girl and Her Doll

It had been at least a day since D’Ayna entered the tunnels when she finally spotted the gates to her home city up ahead of her. Her pace quickened and a smile spread across her face. She approached the large iron gates, decorated from floor to ceiling with twisting vines and jagged edges, and pressed her fingers into certain crevices in the design to gain entry to the city. As the gates swung open, she rubbed her fingers together, remembering times when her drill instructor had shoved some of her fellow cadets and D’Ayna out the gate and slammed it shut. Trying to unlock the gate and getting the sequence wrong resulted in an electric shock.
The entirety of her mission had taken two weeks, but D’Ayna felt like she had been gone for years. She was seeing the city with new eyes. She was returning with new family members and memories. D’Ayna patted her satchel, remembering the doll and the journal that were still inside. The first thing she had done upon entering the tunnels was to search her bag and make sure everything was still there, and it was.
It may have seemed a near lifetime ago that she was in the city center, but she followed her feet right to her parents’ home without so much as a second thought. D’Ayna paused before just opening the door, and decided to knock. She had officially left home when she joined the military, and was not sure how welcome she was. After she knocked, she could hear movement inside the house and soon heard the characteristic pops and clicks as the locks disengaged. The door swung open and D’Ayna’s mother, D’Elspet stood there, looking down at her. “Well, D’Ayna, what are you doing here?” she asked.
D’Ayna smiled at her mother and noticed that the older woman did not return the smile. “I have something for you, Mother,” she replied. “I have been on a mission and while I was in the field…well, I am not at liberty to tell you how but…I brought this for you.”
“Souvenir from the war?” her mother said curtly as she stepped back out of the doorway and beckoned D’Ayna inside. “Tea?”
“Oh, yes, please,” D’Ayna said as she entered the house and made her way to the kitchen. She started to sit down at the table, but waited for her mother to give her permission. Her mother nodded and D’Ayna sat, pulling out the wrapped up doll and journal from her bag as her mother put the kettle in the fireplace. “Is…Papa home?” she asked, carefully. Her mother shook her head as she dropped tea leaves into a mug and then covered them with boiling water before putting the mug in front of D’Ayna.
“What is that?” her mother asked, pointing at the parcel.
“It’s for you, Mama…Mother,” she said, making the correction automatically. She pushed the parcel toward her mother who picked it up and looked it over before opening it. When the doll’s face came into view, D’Ayna’s mother dropped it as though it burned her fingers.
“Where did you get that?” she demanded.
Surprised at the reaction, D’Ayna picked up the doll. “I thought that Esibri’s daughter might like to play with it,” she said carefully. Her eldest brother’s child was young, but old enough for a doll. “Do you…recognize it?”
“You know that I do,” her mother whispered. “Answer me, where did you get it?”
“I…have been in touch with…your sister’s child.” Her mother blanched and stood up quickly from the table, putting distance in between herself and D’Ayna. “Mama, listen to me, please…”
“Is she…is my sister…alive…?”
“No,” D’Ayna said. “No, Mama, I’m sorry, but she is missing and Maede thinks that…”
“Maede?”
“Yes, she is my cousin…your niece.”
“I have no niece.” Her mother wrung her hands as she stood staring at D’Ayna. “My sister is gone, killed by those monsters from the north.”
“No, Mama, you’re wrong,” D’Ayna said. She stood and approached her mother and took the older woman’s hands in hers. “Your sister, D’Alinth, was taken by the ice dragon from the west, Lord Kalinth. She bore him a child, a dragonkind female called Maede.”
“That was our mother’s name,” her mother whispered. D’Ayna squeezed her mother’s hands.
“Maede is brilliant and beautiful, Mama. That doll was hers and she wanted me to take it to you.” D’Ayna returned to the table and pulled the journal out of the parcel wrapping. “This is D’Alinth’s journal, “she said, carefully.
“Have you read it?”
“Aye, Mama, I have read a great deal of it, and I think you should read it if you can bear it.”
“If I can bear it?” her mother hissed, scowling. “I bore you, didn’t I?” She snatched the journal from D’Ayna’s hands and for a second, she feared it was going straight into the fireplace. However, after a long moment, her mother opened the cover of the book and ran her fingers over the handwriting there. “Alinth…” she whispered. “Look at her lovely handwriting. Mine was like scratches from a cat.”
“Shall I leave this with you, Mama?” D’Ayna bit her lip. “I’m sorry for that, Mother.” Without looking up from the journal, her mother reached over, took one of her hands and squeezed it before releasing it. D’Ayna smiled and went back to the table to finish her tea.
They both finished a few more mugs of tea as D’Ayna told her mother stories about her time in the north with Maede and, in return, her mother told her about things from the journal, things that she remembered that her sister had written about in its faded pages. D’Ayna could not remember a time when she and her mother had so enjoyed each other’s company, but soon it grew late and she had to get back to her quarters in the military barracks.
“Thank you, my daughter,” D’Ayna’s mother said as they stood by the door. They embraced for a long moment, and then D’Ayna opened the door and stepped outside. “Be safe and in the Father’s sight,” she said.
“And you, Mama. Tell Papa I love him and Esibri too. Give him the doll, please?”
“I will. Do you know what they have named the daughter?” her mother asked, a soft smile lighting up her features. D’Ayna shook her head. “Maede. It is a Turlach family name, one in each generation.” The two touched foreheads for a moment, and then D’Ayna left before tears threatened to fall down her cheeks.




Opposites and Enemies

Draoch no longer had any idea how long he had been held by the dark elves. They had stopped sending inquisitors in when he refused to answer questions; similarly, they had stopped sending torturers in when he almost died a time or two. It was apparently important to Ikara that he remain alive, just as it was to Draoch himself, so he often would refuse to eat until his treatment improved. There had been no more visions from the All-Mother. He sensed her presence a few times, once so strongly that he was certain she was in the underground city, as she had been in his vision, but she had not spoken to him again since the vision. As he did so much of the time since he arrived, he meditated until he grew sleepy, and then slept. Upon awakening, he would again begin meditating. It was a dreary life, but he was still alive and thought that to be the important thing.
“Draoch?” called Ikara’s disembodied voice. “Are you still alive in there?”
“Go away, Father of Darkness,” Draoch responded bitterly. “You do not frighten me anymore.”
“That is unfortunate.”
“For you.”
Ikara laughed heartily. “For both of us, I think,” he responded. “I suppose you know that your Sephine visited me?”
Draoch was silent. So she had been there, it had not been a hallucination. It would do no good for Ikara to know what he was thinking. “Of course.”
“And you know that she did not negotiate for your release?” Ikara’s voice was gleeful. “You, her grand druid, the Nature Walker…she left you here with me. This does not trouble you?”
“Not a bit,” Draoch lied. “Sephine has a plan and I trust in that plan.”
“With your life?” Ikara asked. “You trust her and her plan with your life?”
Draoch felt emboldened suddenly. Was Ikara worried? “My life is hers, it is not up to me,” he said, his voice sounding calmer than it had in a long time. “I am here at her will. If she wanted me returned to the tree city, I would already be there.”
“Do NOT think for a moment that you are here at ANYONE’S pleasure but mine, Draoch!” Ikara thundered. Draoch’s entire soul wanted to tremble at best and flee at worst, but he did neither. “Your Sephine is nothing compared to me, the Lord of the Underworld.”
What would you have me do, Mother of Us All?
Draoch kept quiet, calling out with his mind to Sephine; there was silence, and then her voice rang through his mind like a clear bell.
You must escape, my child. I will send someone to your aid.
Draoch looked around because her voice was so rich that he thought for a moment she was in the room with him.
Do not tempt Ikara to anger, he is formidable and he knows how precious you are to me. He will not hesitate to hurt or even kill you if he thinks it will wound me.
Do as he says as much as you can. You will recognize the help that I send.
She withdrew and for a moment, Draoch was dizzy from the sensation. Ikara’s bleating voice brought him back to the present. “Answer me! Do you understand that I could wipe your Sephine, and you for that matter, from the face of Orana if that would please me?” Ikara bellowed.
“Of course you could, Lord Ikara,” Draoch said, grinning. “But I do not think that it would please you to kill me because you so enjoy causing my Mother Sephine pain. Killing me would cause her only brief moments of suffering, and you want more than that.”
Ikara chuckled. “Aye, that I do. That I do. Watch what you say, Nature Walker, or you will never see those trees again.” And with that, the Lord of the Underworld was gone.
Draoch sank down to his knees, having not realized he was standing. Sephine’s request was not an easy one, but he had been alive long enough to know that if he followed her without question she would not lead him astray. Now all he had to do was wait for the help that Sephine would send. He wondered what that would be. A battalion from the High Citadel? Perhaps rangers armed with magical arrows from the tree city? Mother Sephine’s reach was long, and he knew that the dwarves and the gnomes had recently come under the protection of Sephine and Kildir, but he did not think that she would send her newest children to his aid.
He closed his eyes and focused on her face and its chiseled high elf features. Perhaps she would send his counterpart from the Citadel, the First Cleric. Images of the All-Mother, Thalan, and Draoch himself at the negotiation table filled his mind. Could he will that into existence? Would she receive the message and send Thalan? For now, all he could do was meditate and be patient.
◆◆◆
 
Meanwhile, in the military barracks across the city from where the Nature Walker, Draoch, was held, D’Ayna was waiting for her audience with General D’Irala. She carried with her the seal of Lord Kalinth, the one that Maede had given her, but she did not know yet what she would do with it. The sabotage plot that she and Maede had devised was still a good one, but she did not believe she could pull that off alone. Her first matter of business was to secure military backup to return to the foothills and make sure that Maede was safe, and then she would insist that her cousin return to the underground city with her. D’Ayna bit her lip as she thought. Would the General think that Maede was a prisoner? Would she take D’Ayna’s cousin into custody?
“Turlach!” General D’Irala ’s voice rang out across the hewn rock of the barracks. D’Ayna hurried into the war room and stood at attention, her hands held at her sides, palms facing the General. Her head was bowed and her eyes were downcast.
“I am here, sir,” she said, swallowing hard. Her voice was pinched with fear.
“So I see,” the general chuckled. “At ease, Lieutenant. Tell me how your mission to the Volcanic Mountains transpired.”
“I delivered the message to Lord Kalinth as requested, sir,” D’Ayna replied. “And sir, there was…some trouble, but I took control of the situation.”
“Trouble?”
“Aye sir,” she said. “I do not know why it happened, but after I left Lord Kalinth, he and some of his guard came after me. They took me prisoner and took me to the Mother Dragon, Lady Kaerinth.”
General D’Irala raised an eyebrow. “Took you prisoner?” she said as she leaned closer to D’Ayna. “Tell me more, Lieutenant.”
“I was ambushed as I entered the tunnels to return here, sir. They knocked me unconscious, and…”
“Who were they?” the general asked.
“Dragonkind, sir,” D’Ayna replied.
“Like your cousin?”
D’Ayna hung her head for a moment. She said a silent and pleading prayer to Ikara that Maede was still alive. “Aye, sir, but these must have been dragonkind with human ancestry. They were much taller and stronger than I am.”
“You are not on trial here, Lieutenant. I simply wish to know what transpired.”
“Thank you sir. While unconscious, I was taken to Bellesea palace. I was held by several dragonkind while awaiting audience with the Mother Dragon.”
“And you managed to escape?”
“Aye, sir. I…used magic to subdue the dragonkind in the room with me, and then was able to escape via the window in the room.”
“But tell me, Lieutenant, how did you escape from a palace of which you had no knowledge? You said that you were unconscious when they brought you there, were you not?” The general leaned forward on her hands and stared at D’Ayna.
D’Ayna blanched. “Again, I had to use magic, sir. I was able to send out a tendril of my magic to scout the surrounding area, and therefore plotted the course to my escape. Once I was out the front gates of the palace, I told the guards that I had been there at the insistence of Lady Kaerinth and they believed me.” General D’Irala was quiet for a few minutes as she studied D’Ayna.
“You are very young, Lieutenant Turlach,” she said after a long pause. “But for one so young, you have passed every test I could have given you. You are ready for a truly dangerous mission.”
“Aye sir, you have only to ask,” D’Ayna replied.
“Your next assignment is guard duty, of sorts,” the general said. D’Ayna tried to hide her disappointment. She could only hope that she would be assigned to guard something here in the underground city so that she could make her requests concerning her cousin. “We are holding a tremendously important and extremely dangerous prisoner here in the military compound. He is a threat to our people in the best of times, but now, in a time of war, he is a valuable bargaining chip between us and the above ground elves.”
“Aye sir,” D’Ayna said. This mission was sounding worse and worse.
“You are going to guard Draoch of the Trees, the Nature Walker,” the general said. D’Ayna’s eyes widened. The Nature Walker was the highest ranking and most powerful druid in the wood elf city, and no one knew of the true extent of his magical abilities. “Thanks to the reconnaissance that you were able to obtain about gaining entry to the tree city, we were able to take him with no casualties. We were in and out with him before anyone even knew we were there.” D’Ayna smiled. “Since you know how to use your magic, you are one of only a few we can trust to be near the Draoch. You have the military training to subdue him with physical force, and you can stop him if he tries to use his own magic to escape.”
“Sir, all due respect of course, but couldn’t you call one of our sorcerers to cast a dampening field around the cells? That way he could not cast any sort of spell.”
“Aye, we could, but then we would lose the talents of our own warriors, like you, D’Ayna,” the general said. D’Ayna nodded. “Since you are able to function as a sorcerer and a warrior, there is no one better for the job. Now, you will return to your quarters to put on your dress uniform and then return to me so that I can take you to meet your new charge. Dismissed.”
“Permission to speak, sir?” The general had not given her a chance to mention her cousin.
“Granted. Quickly.”
“Sir, I would like permission to send a quad back up to the foothills to seek out my cousin, Maede. She is…dragonkind, and she might be a valuable asset to us. She is no longer safe there now that Lord Kalinth knows of my connection to her.”
“How does he know any of that?” the general said. She narrowed her eyes as she glared down at her lieutenant, and D’Ayna swallowed hard before responding.
“I had permission to visit her after I departed Lord Kalinth’s tower, sir.”
“Aye. Not the point. How does he know?”
D’Ayna decided not to mention the rebellion at that particular moment. There would be time. “He followed me, sir. It is my belief that because he has certain… interests and predilections, he wanted to keep me there as he did my aunt.” The general nodded grimly. “He found out where I had gone, and then turned up at her home and threatened both of us.” She swallowed hard a second time. “Maede saved my life, sir. She has a great deal of magic within her, and she managed to transport me away from danger when Lord Kalinth threatened me. I fear that she has been hurt or worse, and that is why I request the quad to make sure that she is safe and well.”
“I will make it so,” the general said, nodding. “We could use dragonkind that have knowledge of Lord Kalinth.” D’Ayna exhaled and felt that she had been holding her breath since she entered the war room. “Now, is there anything else?”
“No sir,” D’Ayna said. “I will go make myself ready to meet the prisoner.” She turned on her heel after saluting the general and left the room, grinning as soon as she was sure that the general could not see her. Maede would be safe in the underground city. The general had the amended information on Lord Kalinth. “Our rebellion could happen in spite of what Kalinth tried to do to us, Maede,” she whispered as she entered her quarters. She shut the door behind her and then leaned against it, finally feeling that she could breathe easily. “There will be no war. Perhaps my new charge can be of some help.”
◆◆◆
 
Draoch was meditating when D’Ayna entered his cell. Intrigued by the look of the inside of the cells for the most dangerous prisoners, she ran a hand over the edge of the door. When it shut, she imagined that it looked like a solid wall. It would take close investigation to find the seam.
“Do you speak D’leesh?” she asked. He did not indicate that he had heard her. “I said do you speak D’leesh?” she tried again in the common tongue. She was trying not to show the frustration that she felt, but she found that she was not afraid of him in the least. He was a small male, smaller than most of the wood elves in her estimation. His arms and legs were thin and frail looking and his long white hair was working its way out of the leather thong that held it back at the nape of his neck. His clothing was filthy, but he seemed at total peace as he sat and meditated. “Draoch!”
“Yes?” He had the most infuriating grin on his face, but D’Ayna found that the corners of her mouth were tugging up at the corner. She took a deep breath before addressing him further.
“So you do not speak my language, then?”
“On the contrary, child, I speak most of the known languages.”
“Surely not Eldyr or Qatunari?” she said in the language of the gnomes.
“On the contrary, dear, I speak them very well, though my gnomish is lacking,” he replied, in flawless D’leesh. He looked up at her as he stood, eyes twinkling with amusement. “But enough word games. What are you called?”
“My name is Lieutenant D’Ayna Turlach,” she replied. “Do you have another name or just Draoch?”
“I have been Draoch as long as I can remember,” he responded. “It is the name given me by the All-Mother, and therefore the only one I need.” He looked D’Ayna up and down, making her a bit uncomfortable under the weight of his stare. “You’re a young one.”
“I’m old enough!” How dare he say such a thing! “You will come with me now, Nature Walker.” D’Ayna snapped a set of handcuffs attached to a chain on his wrists and then headed out the door without giving him a chance to adjust. He tripped, but righted himself before he fell. She scowled, remembering that the wood elves had to have good balance and quick reflexes, considering how high their homes were from the unforgiving forest floor.
“Where are we going?” he asked cautiously. She noticed that his bravado of a few moments ago was fading quickly.
“You have an audience with the High General D’Irala. She wishes to find out what you know about the High Citadel.”
“This again?” Draoch sighed loudly. “I thought that we covered that topic before.”
“I do not presume to speak for the General. I do as I am told, and you would do well to do the same, Draoch,” she said as she gave the chain a sharp tug. “Answer her questions and she will reward you. She might even let you go!”
“I am not here at her request, child,” Draoch said sadly. “I am here to cause the All-Mother pain. Your Father of the Underworld hates Sephine and has me here to get back at her.”
D’Ayna laughed. “That’s ridiculous. Why would someone such as Father Ikara have anything to do with you? Self-important, aren’t you? To think that the gods have anything to do with us mortals, even those as exalted as the master of all druids, is utter fantasy.”
“Has Ikara never shown himself to you?” Draoch asked, looking puzzled as he spoke.
“Of course not! I am not worthy of that.”
“My Mother Sephine walks among her children.” D’Ayna scoffed. “Her mate, Kildir, does the same.”
“Father Ikara has a daughter that has come to inspect our military before, but none of us have ever seen him. How can you be sure that your Sephine is not just another high elf, since she can blend in with your people?”
“Ah, that is the mystery of faith, my child.” The role of the teacher was very familiar to him, and he slipped right into it easily. “The All-Mother only asks that we believe and have faith and she will take care of us. Easy as that.” He tried to remember the path they took but all of the hallways looked the same, always lit with the strange magical strips of light along the ceilings.
“And yet not easy at all,” D’Ayna muttered. “Here we are.” She placed a hand on the doorknob and then paused a moment, glancing back at Draoch. Hit with an unusual wave of affection for the elderly wood elf, she feared what was about to happen to him with the General. D’Ayna had been present for interrogations before, and knew that the General would not hesitate to do what she had to do in order to get the information she wanted or needed. “Listen, just…tell her wants to know, okay? There is no reason to provoke her.”
As she unlocked his chains and freed his hands, Draoch reached out and took one of her hands in his. “Look here,” he said. “Look at our hands. We are not so different, child. A bit more skin pigment is all, really. We do not have to be on opposite sides here.”
D’Ayna pulled her hand back slowly. “Our people have always been on opposite sides,” she said. “It is how it has always been, and how it will be. We are opposite sides. Above and below. Light and dark.”
“Opposite sides of the same, dear. That doesn’t mean we have to be enemies.”
“Come on, it is worse to keep her waiting than it is to provoke her,” D’Ayna said. His words, however, settled in the back of her mind and gave her pause. Opposite did not have to mean enemy. She put the thoughts aside as she opened the door and stepped back for Draoch to enter ahead of her. There would be time after this to think more about opposites.
◆◆◆
 
General D’Irala stood up from her desk as D’Ayna and Draoch entered her war room. “Well done, Lieutenant, and on time, as well,” she said, using the common tongue. “I know you speak our language, great Draoch, but I find this is easiest for us all, don’t you think?”
“You are an excellent hostess,” Draoch replied. “I must commend you for my accommodation.” D’Ayna cleared her throat loudly but he ignored her. “As lovely as this has been, I do feel that it is about time for me to return to the Forest as I have work to do there.”
The general laughed. “I heard that you were formidable, Draoch. Indeed, the power to return home has been yours all along. Just tell us what we want to know and you could be sleeping in your own bed this very evening.”
“Ah. Sadly so far I have only been asked questions to which I do not know the answers,” he replied. “Otherwise I would be more than pleased to accommodate such polite investigation.”
“D’Ayna, you may leave us now,” the general said. The stricken look on the lieutenant’s face was hard to miss. “I think that our guest can manage a chat with me on his own.” After locking eyes for a moment with Draoch, D’Ayna left the room, shutting the door behind her.
“She is an excellent soldier,” Draoch chuckled. His laughter faded as he watched the smile leave the general’s face. “Shall we begin? I am certain I already know the questions you are going to ask.”
“I have new questions for you, Draoch of the Trees,” D’Irala replied as she sat down at her desk. She gestured to a chair across from the desk, and after a moment or two Draoch sat down. He studied the general. “Thanks to my lieutenant, I have a greater understanding of who our allies are and what our place is in the oncoming war.” She steepled her fingers under her chin as she stared down Draoch. “I see no surprise from you when I mention war, so I will take that to mean that your kind and the elitists in the High Citadel already know about the war?”
“Now that you have told me, I do, yes,” he said.
“Do not mistake me for a fool, Draoch. I know that you know. I know that you and the First Cleric have intelligence and a network of spies, though not as extensive as ours, of course.” Draoch concentrated on keeping his countenance stoic while he called out in his mind for Sephine to be with him, to hear what he heard. “I know that you have information about the above ground dwellers and their plans to resist the oncoming threat from the north and I will have that information.”
“You know our spy network. You know our allies. Our people have been at odds for as long as any of us can remember. What could I possibly add to what you already know, D’Irala?” Draoch said carefully. He thanked Sephine silently for putting the name of the general into his mind, as well as some information about her.
“You will address me as General, or as Sir,” she barked. “You are right, after so many years of animosity between our peoples we do know quite a lot about you. Nevertheless, you know more. You have a direct connection with Sephine, and my master, the Father of the Underworld, would know what you know of her.”
“Then you will have to kill me,” Draoch replied. “For I only know what the All-Mother gives me leave to know, and that I will not share.” He could feel the anger rolling off the general in waves, but Sephine’s assurance of his safety was stronger. She pushed back from the desk so fast she nearly toppled it over.
“TURLACH!” the general bellowed. D’Ayna came clambering back into the room. “He is not cooperative. You will take him back to his cell immediately.” Draoch stood as D’Ayna crossed the room and snapped the chains back on his wrists, and then pulled him out of the room by the chain.
“I thought I told you to tell her what she wanted to know?” D’Ayna hissed as they walked briskly down the hall. “What did you say to her?”
Draoch smiled. “I told her that you were a good soldier,” he said. D’Ayna stared at him. “There was nothing more I could tell her than what she and your military don’t already know, D’Ayna.”
“Lieutenant Turlach,” D’Ayna corrected him. “You will not address me in such a familiar way.” She was fuming, but Draoch sensed there was something else. He wrapped his fingers around the end of the chain closest to him and concentrated, trying to make a link to her magic from his. The druids possessed this ability, and as such, they assisted in assessing the validity of a testimony in trials conducted before the tree city’s Council. He pulled the chain a bit closer, consolidating the links into the palm of his hand.
What he saw was hazy at best. He could tell the person on the other end was dark elf, he could tell she was female, but nothing more. She must be a magic user, and a powerful one, because she was keeping herself closed and not letting him see anything.
“What are you doing?” D’Ayna asked, stopping short in the hallway and almost causing Draoch to crash into her back.
“Who are you?” Draoch asked, genuinely intrigued.
“What do you mean? I have told you my name. Lieutenant Turlach,” she replied curtly. Draoch pulled a bit more of the chain into his hand and D’Ayna pulled against him. “Stop that,” she ordered, but he ignored her, pulling her close to him quickly so that he could grab her hand.
Images flooded him. The lieutenant as a young girl. There was an image of her being chastised for something, he thought, but could not be sure without sound. More recent images followed: the lieutenant as an adult, walking through what looked like the foothills of the Volcanic Mountains, and then the lieutenant with dragonkind. So it was true! They were in alliance with the dragons! A name surfaced, and it was linked with so much sorrow and worry that Draoch almost passed it by in order to preserve her privacy.
But desperate times required desperate measures, he supposed. “D’Ayna,” he said, his voice calm and steady, as a parent speaking to a frightened child, “who is Maede?” D’Ayna yanked her hand from his and stared at him.
“What did the general tell you?”
“Who is Maede? Something is wrong connected to that name. I – I feel like I could help, D’Ayna, but I need to know what is wrong first.”
“WHAT DID SHE TELL YOU?” D’Ayna shoved Draoch back against one of the damp walls as she produced a dagger seemingly from thin air and held it to his throat. He tried to remain calm and maintain eye contact with her because he knew that he was no match for her physically.
“Your general told me nothing of Maede…she is…your cousin?” he asked. He was taking advantage of her close proximity to continue probing her mind. “You are thinking of her now…she is your cousin…you are afraid for her.”
D’Ayna released him and dropped her dagger. It fell to the floor with a loud clang but she ignored it, keeping her eyes on him. “How do you know this?”
“I am a druid. We have many special abilities,” he replied as he gently rubbed the spot on his neck where her dagger pressed into his flesh. “Just as you do, though I don’t know what sort of magic you possess.”
“Irrelevant,” she barked. “You will forget that you know the name Maede, and you will forget everything that you saw in my mind just now.” D’Ayna rubbed her arms with her hands. “I did not give you permission to look into my memories. I believe that is the customary procedure when using your special abilities, is it not?”
Draoch frowned. “Indeed. You have my apologies, Lieutenant. I merely wished to know you better, and now I wish to help if I can, but I will not press the matter.” He extended his hands toward her. The chain dangled from the underside of the manacles and D’Ayna took it, giving it a tug that pulled Draoch off the wall.
“Not here,” she said as she pulled him forward. “Not here.”




Best Laid Plans

“This is a good plan,” Thalan said as he smoothed out the map on the large table in the High King’s war room. “The dragons cannot enter the Great Forest on foot, so the most logical way for them to attack is from above. We only know of one ice dragon in existence, so our most likely threat is fire.” He moved small models of elves away from the area marked “Tree City” and toward “High Citadel,” and then looked up at Taegen and Tsarra’s faces. “We must evacuate the wood elves from their homes in the trees. I know of no way that we can protect them otherwise.”
In the weeks leading to this meeting, Thalan and others of the Caeth had questioned the spy that had been with the queen - the one that Tsarra had told him about. At first, the male high elf had denied everything as well as maintained an outraged demeanor. He refused to cooperate until Thalan questioned him in Eldyr. In order to serve any traveler that approached the High Citadel, the First Cleric was required to study all of the known languages of Orana, including that of the dragons. Once the spy realized that someone in the Citadel could read the reports he was sending to Lady Kaerinth, he was eager to cooperate in exchange for his life. He told Thalan that the dragons planned to move southward and take the Great Forest as their own to provide more room for their growing brood of dragonkind. He did not know the specifics of the plan, but he shared all that he knew with Thalan and later, with Tsarra.
“We should have continued to question that spy,” Tsarra said. She was clearly annoyed, and Thalan tried to remember that her way was that of the warrior. She did not have the diplomatic skill required of him as First Cleric any more than he had the ability to defend anyone with a blade.
“I know you think so, my love,” he said, grinning as she scowled at him. She was not in favor of displays of affection in front of the King, and even the pet name was too much. “He told us all that he knew. I am not surprised that Lady Kaerinth kept her actual plan close to the vest. She knew that he might be captured and questioned.”
“But why spy for the dragons?” Tsarra said, almost whining. “This is what I do not understand. What could they possibly have offered him that could make him turn on his own kind?” Thalan frowned. He had not shared all that the male had told him with anyone else yet. After obtaining the king’s permission to work out a deal, Thalan had made a dangerous agreement with the spy.
“Tell her, Thalan,” Taegen said. Once again, it was almost as though the king could read Thalan’s mind. “What did you have to promise him in order to get the information?”
“I suppose I should, after all I haven’t even told my king,” Thalan replied. Tsarra was staring at her mate with indignation, but Taegen remained cool and calm. “He has a child, Majesty. A dragonkind child.”
“HE MATED WITH ONE OF THEM?” Tsarra exclaimed. Her face was bright red with anger. “He…has a child with one of those monsters? How is that even possible?”
“It is quite possible, we were just under the impression that it only worked for them to impregnate females of other species,” Thalan replied. “He did not give me details, but did tell me that the mother of his child is not a dragon, but is dragonkind. So their child, his daughter, does not possess as much dragon blood as her mother does.” He paused to let that sink in and to make sure he had not lost Tsarra to anger and battle lust, and then continued. “The child’s mother is half dragon and half human.”
“Good gracious,” Taegen said. “I must say that I am proud of our brother high elf that he did not abandon the child even though she was not of his race.” Thalan bit his lip. “So, tell us, Thalan, what did you promise him in return for his information? That his daughter would not be harmed?”
“No, I could not, Majesty. He refused to tell me where she was so that we could send for her and bring her here.” Tsarra opened her mouth to say something, but Thalan held up a finger to silence her. “So I let him go to her.”
“YOU DID WHAT?” Tsarra and Taegen shouted in unison. Thalan was ready for their response and held up his hands to silence them.
“I have not lost my mind, before either of you asks me that. I made sure that our most trusted wood elf allies in our spy network followed him. They are sending me back daily reports. I made sure that I selected druids, so that we may meet in our magic and there is no need for written communication that could be confiscated.” He rubbed his temples for a moment. “So far he has only made it as far as the foothills, and is making his way slowly toward the Volcanic Mountains.”
“This is much more complicated than I originally thought,” Taegen said. He looked and sounded tired. “How can we take action against those who are part of us?”
“Majesty, with respect, the dark elves are part of us. We take action against them every day in defense of our Forest,” Tsarra said, resting a hand on the king’s arm in a gesture that Thalan had seen Alyndra do on many occasions. The king patted her hand and then stood up.
“You are right, Tsarra, but in this case we are potentially talking about the sons and daughters of our own people. How can we trust our people to remain loyal when they may be fighting against their own family members?” He ran a hand through his hair and sighed. “It is time for me to take my leave,” he said. “Alyndra will wonder why I am late coming to bed. She…needs me.”
Thalan smiled at his old friend. “Then you should go, Taegen. We serve at the behest of our queen, do we not?” Taegen nodded and clasped forearms with Thalan, then nodded at Tsarra.
“I will meet both of you back here at first light. We will work out what to do in the best interest of all of the family of the Great Forest,” he said. “Sleep well, my friends.” Thalan and Tsarra both watched until the door to the war room shut behind the king before turning back to each other.
“There is more, but I chose not to burden Taegen with it at this time,” Thalan said to Tsarra. She nodded, encouraging him to continue. “When I approached the wood elves to ask for their help in following our spy, I found that their Nature Walker has gone missing. They suspect the dark elves, as would anyone, really. Considering the animosity between their two peoples, it is a reasonable conclusion.” Tsarra’s brow knotted in consternation. “But now, knowing that the dragons plan to take the Great Forest, where do we slot the dark elves into this conflict? Are they allied with the dragons and dragonkind?”
Tsarra bit her lip a moment and Thalan tried not to be distracted by the gesture. “That gives the dragons a decided advantage,” she said as she tugged on the end of a strand of her long, red hair. She stood up and started pacing as she did when deep in thought. Thalan watched her move, again resisting distraction as best he could. “With the size of the underground city and the system of tunnels that lead all the way up to the Volcanic Mountains… Oh, Thal, do you think the dragonkind can fit in the tunnels? They certainly can walk right into the forest where the dragons cannot.”
Thalan could not help but be impressed with his mate’s singularity of purpose as well as her tactical mind. “I do not know for certain, as I have never seen dragonkind. Nevertheless, I cannot imagine that they will be as large as their dragon parents.” He picked up one of the models and studied it as he thought. “And what of the children of dragonkind and the races of Orana? Would they not be even smaller in size?”
“I am uncertain,” Tsarra replied. “But what I do know is this: we will be fighting, in certain cases, against the children of our friends and family, and sentimentality cannot sway us when it comes to the dragonkind. They threaten our homeland and we are duty-bound to defend it.”
Thalan nodded. “I must try to reach our wood elf allies in our bond. Perhaps you could take advantage of this time and work with Prince Nim?” Tsarra shook her head.
“I will retire to our quarters with these maps,” she said as she removed the models and rolled up the maps on the table. “Reading over them may give me some ideas for our general defense.” She placed a hand on Thalan’s arm and he took it, raising it to his lips and kissing it gently. “You will come to me as soon as you have news?”
“Of course,” he said. She leaned in and placed a light kiss on his cheek. “I will expect more of that upon my return?” Tsarra blushed to the roots of her hair and turned to leave, maps tucked under her arm. She paused a moment and looked back over her shoulder at him as a smile spread across her delicate features.
“That and much more,” she said. “Don’t be too late.”
Thalan watched until the door swung back shut. He sat down on the hard stone floor and closed his eyes, focusing on the druids that were out in the field. His magic grew and swelled in his chest until he sent it forth, flying across the land between the High Citadel and the Volcanic Mountains. It connected with the magic sent from the wood elves and soon he could see them, as though they were all sitting around a glowing campfire.
“Why have you contacted us, First Cleric? Have you news of our Nature Walker?” one of them asked, peering into the center of the light that joined them.
“No, sadly I have no news of his whereabouts, my friends,” Thalan responded. “But I have a theory that may bring things into clarity. As you know, we have knowledge of one of our kind from the High Citadel, a male, who has fathered a child with a dragonkind female. According to him, there are many more dragonkind than there are dragons, and we believe that the dragons will use them to move into the Great Forest.”
He could see the others sitting around the magical glow, their faces all mirror images of each other, mouths forming perfect O shapes. “The dragons have not taken any of our kind, at least none that we know of,” another of the three said. “Most of our disappearances can be linked to the ongoing unpleasantness with our dark elf cousins.”
Thalan nodded. “That brings up another issue that I feel should come to your attention,” he said. “During our strategy session this evening with the High King, the First Caeth and I began to discuss the dark elves and how far north their underground city extends. If the dragonkind are smaller than their dragon parents, then they may be able to use the tunnels that connect to the dark elf territory. They may be able to use those tunnels to come into the Great Forest, taking us by surprise.”
“First Cleric, do you think that the dark elves have our Draoch?” asked the final member of the scouting party. She had been silent up until then, listening and nodding from time to time. “Perhaps they hold him as leverage, or in order to get information from him, but either way we must find him and rescue him.”
“Aye, do not worry my child,” Thalan said gently. “The recovery of my counterpart, your great Nature Walker, is at the forefront of all of our strategy planning. However, I needed you to know, you three that are performing such a valuable service for all the elves – you may be walking into a trap from which it will not be easy to escape. If the dragonkind can enter the tunnels, there is nowhere that you will be able to run if detected. You will have to depend on your own transportation magic. Do you understand?”
“Aye, sir,” the female replied. “I want to thank you personally for taking the safety of our great Draoch into consideration. He is…my grandfather, sir, and not only our druid master. At least not to me.” Thalan smiled at her and nodded.
“Now, I will break this link and you are not to contact me this way unless you have urgent information. If the dark elves are involved, we have to be mindful that they have the same magic we have, and can intercept our connection. Is that understood?”
“Aye,” said the three wood elves simultaneously, and then they were gone. Thalan rubbed his eyes. There was much to do, starting with sending official emissaries to the humans, gnomes, dwarves, and even to the Qatu. The Great Forest would need as much protection as could be found if the dragonkind were in collusion with the dark elves.




The Bond of Family

D’Ayna led Draoch back to his cell and followed him inside. Once she was certain there was no one in the hallway, she reached within herself and drew out her magic, forming it with her mind into a dome that settled over herself and Draoch. “Now,” she whispered, “we can talk here for a few moments before they notice that they cannot monitor you.”
“Understood,” Draoch replied, more curious than ever about this dark elf that stood before him, unshackling his wrists while the door to his cell stood wide open. “I can…use my magic, within this sphere?”
“Aye. I trust you, Draoch. And…I give you permission,” D’Ayna replied, her voice barely audible.
“Permission? Oh, yes, of course.” Draoch held out his hands and she looked at him, confused. “I need to make skin to skin contact with you to initiate the bond strongly enough so that I can see your memories. It is the way of my people.” D’Ayna stared at him for a moment, daring him to try something untoward, and then realized she was being ridiculous. Had he wanted to attack her he would have already. She was not sure how, but she knew that he had stronger and more powerful magic than she did, and that he was holding back from harming her. “I will not harm you, child, you have my word.” She nodded and then slowly placed her hands on top of his upturned ones.
“What do I need to do now?” she asked, wincing a bit as she felt the energy moving from his skin to hers, pulling their hands tightly together until they seemed to be one set of hands.
“Nothing. In a moment you will be able to tell me what you want to tell me and no one will know,” Draoch replied. His eyes were shut and his head fell backward. “Now, now we have a bond,” he said and then released her hands.
“You don’t need to…to touch me in order for me to show you my memories?” she asked, looking at her palms in amazement.
“No. In fact, you can drop that barrier and leave if you wish.”
“But then how can we…”
Like this.
His voice in her mind startled her. “How are you doing that?” D’Ayna watched him curiously, eyes wide.
Drop the barrier. I will not leave the cell; you have my word.
D’Ayna released the barrier with a wave of her hand and then moved toward the door. “If I go…”
You will still hear me in your mind and you do not need to speak aloud to talk to me. If you do not wish me to know something that you are doing, simply tell me and I will withdraw. If you wish this bond to be broken, return to me and I will sever it.
“Why? Why are you not trying to escape?” she said as she hesitated in the doorway. She looked over her shoulder at him. “Why are you being so kind to me?”
“Because despite what your Father Ikara tells you, we in the trees are not your enemy. We cannot beat back the enemy in the coming war if we do not join together.”
D’Ayna frowned at him. “You do not know what is going on, do you?” she asked. Now it was his turn to frown.
I will tell you if you will agree to help me save my cousin, Draoch.
I will do whatever I can to help you and your Maede.
Thank you.
What will you ask in return?
In time, child. In time. For now, I must meditate. The All-Mother commands it.
She left the cell, locking the door behind her. D’Ayna felt the link grow weaker until she could no longer feel the presence of the druid in her mind.
In his cell, Draoch closed his eyes. “Sephine?” he said, and immediately felt her draw near in his mind. “I have received the help you promised. Thank you.” He felt her smile and withdraw.
“Maede!” shouted Kadari as she ran up the footpath leading to Maede’s cave. “Maede! It is happening! War is coming!” She skidded to a stop and sniffed the air. Something was very wrong. “Maede?” She stepped over the threshold carefully. “The Mother Dragon came to the tower, Maede. She imprisoned… Maede?” Kadari snapped her fingers next to a torch on the wall, conjuring a spark that lit the wick. As it blazed to life, she peered into the darkness and gasped. Maede stood in front of her, completely encased in ice. She was exactly where Kalinth had left her weeks before, still very much frozen.
Kadari ran to Maede’s side but was very careful not to touch her. She learned that lesson the hard way, watching her husband Aridak topple over and shatter after Kalinth froze him solid. She rubbed her hands together until the warmth that she was creating ignited into a flame that she directed toward Maede’s form. “Come on,” she whispered. “Melt!” She moved her hands up and down Maede’s body, watching as the ice began to drip onto the floor.
After about an hour, Maede began to blink. “Kadari?” she whispered, teeth chattering from the cold.
“Yes, yes child,” the elder dragonkind said. “Don’t fret so, , just be still now, if you fall over you will shatter just like Aridak did.”
“Aridak…what? Kadari what are you saying?” Maede asked. Her voice was raspy. She blinked a few times, trying to focus on Kadari’s form.
“Hush now, let me work and then I will tell you everything, child,” Kadari cooed at her as she continued moving her hands over Maede’s body. The younger dragonkind got feeling back in her arms and she stretched them out in front of her, wiggling her fingers.
After another hour, Maede was free of the ice and sitting on the floor in front of the kitchen fireplace, wrapped in a blanket. Kadari had put out the fire between her hands, but kept the heat as she rubbed Maede’s back. “So, the Mother Dragon basically freed all of you from Kalinth’s spell?” she asked Kadari as she sipped from the mug of tea that Kadari had made for her.
“Aye, she did, and all she asks in return is we fight our way down to the Great Forest so that we may claim that land as our own. I don’t suppose you were able to receive her orders since you were still frozen,” Kadari replied. “But you have them now, yes?”
“I do.” Maede sipped her tea. “Is this what we wanted, Kadari? Our plans were to stop the war, not to participate.”
Kadari sighed. “You are right, little one, but the fact is that we owe the Mother Dragon our freedom. She will risk her life to burn down the trees in the Great Forest because she wants us to continue and thrive.” Maede nodded, continuing to sip her tea. “How can we refuse her?”
“And were all liberated from the tower?” Maede asked. “In connecting my magic to the rest of our kind, I find that I am missing some.” Kadari looked away and busied herself with filling the kettle. “Kadari, where is Aridak?”
Her back turned to Maede, Kadari’s shoulders sagged as she leaned against the sink. “He is gone, Mae,” she said, her voice quivering on the verge of giving way to sobs. “Lord Kalinth let loose an icy blast on my sweet Aridak, just as he did to you. I ran to help him, but I was not quick enough. Lord Kalinth swung his mighty tail and…and…” The sobs won out, and Kadari covered her face with her hands. Maede rose from the table and put her mug in the sink before embracing her friend and mentor. Kadari had been friends with D’Alinth, Maede’s mother, and had taken the girl in when D’Alinth had not returned from a summons to Lord Kalinth’s chambers.
“Oh, I am so sorry,” Maede said as she held Kadari close, stroking the elder dragonkind’s long white hair. “Poor Aridak.” Kadari nodded and sniffled loudly.
“So you see the Mother Dragon has done us all a service by imprisoning Kalinth in the tower. He will never be able to take any more dark elves prisoner like he did our parents,” she said. “No more children will lose their mothers like you lost sweet Alinth.” Her eyes narrowed as she stared off into space. “No more wives will lose their husbands, or parents their children.”
“Yes, I agree,” Maede said, “but I am not sure that justifies a war. And what about killing the dark elves that oppose us?”
“They will not oppose us for long.”
Maede sighed. “I should have made the bond with D’Ayna when she was here so that I could warn her.”
“Is that the child of Alinth’s twin?” Kadari asked. Maede nodded. “Child, she is your blood, you need not have physical contact to make the bond like you have to do with a stranger. Think on your mother, and think of the stories she told you of her twin. Picture your cousin in your mind, and then send your magic out to find her. It is as simple as that.”
Maede sat back down at the table where she had shared so many stories with D’Ayna and closed her eyes. Kadari stood behind her, her hands on Maede’s shoulders, and added her strength and her magic to shield the connection that Maede was trying to make. If the others knew they might misunderstand, and it would do them no good to be called traitors for contacting a dark elf - nor would it be safe to lead them right to D’Ayna. “Any luck?” she asked. Maede shook her head. “Keep trying; picture your cousin as you last saw her.” Maede did as Kadari said, and then sent her magic out to find D’Ayna. She saw nothing but darkness, but felt that she was heading downward. Perhaps her magic had entered the tunnels that led to the underground city? She persisted, and finally saw a light up ahead.
“I may have found her,” she whispered. Kadari doubled down on the shielding and took one of Maede’s hands in hers.
“Keep going, child,” she said. “Tell me what you see.”
Maede looked downward and saw her cousin sleeping in a bed in what looked like stark, sparsely furnished military barracks. “D’Ayna?” she whispered as her magic reached out for D’Ayna’s own. However, something was already there, something that did not come from her cousin. “Who is there?” She pushed further and saw in her mind a wood elf male. He was old and had wrinkled skin that was the color of hewn oak. His tunic was dirty and rumpled, and he was sitting on the floor meditating. “Who are you?” she demanded in the best Elvish she could muster, and then gasped as he looked up, making eye contact with her as though he could see her.
“Go away,” he said. “D’Ayna needs her sleep.” He did not seem threatening, but he held up one of his hands as though to push Maede back and she felt herself flying backwards along the trail of her magic until she landed, roughly, back in her body at her kitchen table.
“What happened?” Kadari said. “You were speaking but I could not understand all of what you said.”
“I found her but it is too late,” Maede said. Her heart was breaking, but just as she had with the loss of her mother, she was able to push that grief down into the darkest, most secret corner of her heart and lock it away. “She has been invaded by druid magic. It will do no good to warn her.”
“Are you sure, child?” Kadari asked carefully.
“I am. We should pack, Kadari. We leave at first light,” Maede replied. “We have a debt to repay.”
◆◆◆
 
D’Ayna sat straight up in her bunk. She could sense Draoch’s presence and for a moment was unsure of what was happening. Finally, though, she was awake enough to remember their agreement, and she decided to find out why he had come to her.
Draoch?
Aye, I am here D’Ayna.
Just Ayna, please. It is what my mother calls me. The D is just to indicate my social rank, and I lost that when I joined the military.
It is a lovely name. I will be happy to call you Ayna.
Why are you here? I was asleep, dreaming of my cousin, and then you were here.
It was not a dream, not exactly. D’Ayna could sense that he was looking for the right words. Because Maede is your blood relation, she can reach out to you without having to form the bond as we did. Do you understand?
D’Ayna thought about that for a moment, and it made sense. That must be how her mother always knew when she and her brothers were in trouble before they got home to own up to whatever they had done.
Yes, that makes sense. At least I think it does. So are you saying that my cousin was trying to contact me?
Yes. However, I am not certain of her motives. I must confess to you, Ayna, I sent her away. D’Ayna felt her blood pressure rising and she was sure that Draoch could sense her escalating anger. You are right to be angry, but please, let me explain. There has been much activity within the last few hours, magical activity, and it is coming from the north, specifically the northwest where Lord Kalinth is in his tower.
You know this how?
The All-Mother has told me. Through her I can feel the magic present in the world, Ayna. But for her to attempt direct contact right on the heels of such an increase in magical activity has me worried. I fear that your cousin may not be on your side in the oncoming war.
That’s ridiculous. She hates her father Kalinth.
Your cousin is a first generation child of the First Brood of Kaerinth? D’Ayna could sense the awe and wonder from the druid. He was genuinely impressed but was also concerned for her safety.
Maede means me no harm, Draoch. I trust her.
I know that you do, but I have learned that the dragonkind will march toward the Great Forest at dawn, in a few hours, and your cousin seems to be among those ranks. His presence faded for a moment and then once again grew strong, as though he had merely stepped away. The only dragonkind that will be headed for the Great Forest are the ones with dark elf heritage, so that definitely includes your cousin.
How do you know all this?
There was a long pause before Draoch answered her. All of my information has come from the All-Mother, Sephine. D’Ayna snorted. Ayna, why do you scoff? You have seen the extent of my power. Does that not convince you? Shall I show you more?
Aye. Perhaps you should, Draoch, for I do not believe that this Sephine can...
Very well. Prepare yourself. D’Ayna was about to shout at him for interrupting her when she felt herself being turned inside out. She was seeing Draoch’s mind now, in the way that he had seen hers. The image of a beautiful high elf female stepped into view and she knew, through Draoch’s mind, that this was Sephine. The goddess smiled and held her hand out to D’Ayna, but she did not take it. She backed away from Sephine instead, causing the beautiful face to crease into a frown.
It is too much. She is too much. Make it stop, Draoch, please? D’Ayna felt dizzy and tried to block Draoch from her mind, but found that the prospect made her sad. She placed her head in her hands and took a deep, shaky breath until she was more calm.
Shall I leave you, child? D’Ayna shook her head. Shall I try to help you find your cousin? Again, D’Ayna shook her head.
I think my cousin has made her choice. However, Draoch, this war must not happen. It will destroy your people and those in the High Citadel, and it will destroy my home in the process.
What can we do to stop it, child? I am powerless here in my cell.
Then I will get you out. As soon as the thought had coalesced in her mind and she knew that he had heard it, she knew that this was the right thing to do. Can you take me with you, Draoch of the Trees? There will be nothing left for me here if I do this.
I will do my best, child, but understand that there may not be anything for you where I am going either. You must not risk this for me.
I am not doing this for you, Draoch. I am doing this for all of us. We will just have to see that no one knows it was I that helped you escape. D’Ayna thought for a moment, chewing on a fingernail as she did so. If I can get you out of the cell, can you use transport magic to escape?
Aye, I think that will work. The cell is shielded so that I cannot use my magic there other than to talk to you…and to Sephine.
That is correct. D’Ayna wracked her brain to come up with a way to get him out of his cell, but in the end, the plan was just waiting there for her to find it. Draoch, I am going to come to you under the auspices of checking on you, and I will again erect a barrier so that the guards cannot see what we are doing. However, this time I will leave and leave the door open. You will make your escape while the barrier is up, and avoid detection.
Thank you for this, my child. It will not be forgotten.
Save your people, Draoch. That will be thanks enough. D’Ayna felt him agree and knew the depths of his gratitude. He had a family, children and grandchildren. He was the ruler of his people, in a way, due to his standing as the Nature Walker. He would be able to keep the war at bay if she could just give him his freedom from the underground city.
All she had to do was hide her thoughts from Father Ikara, because releasing a prisoner like Draoch was akin to committing treason against him, and that meant death. She rose, pulled on her uniform and boots, and headed out the door toward the cells, pulling her hair back as she went. Maede would understand, even if her family did not. D’Ayna stopped suddenly. They absolutely would not understand, of that she was certain.
Draoch?
Aye, child, what has happened? I sense…worry and confusion.
D’Ayna smiled sadly. Just a minor change of plan. If I can get you outside of the field that prohibits you from using your magic, can you transport both of us out of here, preferably to the Forest?
This is more than a minor change, Ayna. He was silent for a few moments but D’Ayna could tell he was still there. It was an odd yet comforting feeling, knowing that he was in the back of her mind like a constant hum. I can do this, but I fear I will not have enough strength to give you magical camouflage when we arrive in the Forest.
That is all right, Draoch. I have a plan - I think I do anyway. I intend to surrender to you and the First Cleric. I will need no camouflage.
WHAT? D’Ayna almost covered her ears, he yelled so loudly in her mind.
I will explain once we are out of the underground city. She continued walking and was soon just outside of his cell. Stand back.
As you wish, Ayna.
D’Ayna checked the hallway again and saw no one. She opened the door and saw Draoch standing up against the opposite wall. Once she was inside the doorway, D’Ayna used her magic to create a barrier. “Hurry, we don’t have much time,” she said as she held out her hand. “The barrier will go with me, so you must stand close to me when you cast the transportation spell.”
“Aye, we call that ‘hugging the druid’ back home,” Draoch said, chuckling. He moved quickly across the room and took her hand and she led him just outside the door and into the hallway.
“Are you able to access your magic now, Draoch?” she asked, holding his hand tightly. He squeezed her hand, patting the back of it with his other hand. D’Ayna looked up at him and thought about how much he was like the grandfather she had never had, and the father she wished hers had been.
“Yes,” he said as he closed his eyes and began speaking in a dialect of Elvish she had never heard before. “Forest,” he said and D’Ayna felt pulled inside out. Everything went dark and there was a mighty wind roaring in her ears.
I have got you, Ayna, just hold on a moment longer. Just his voice in her mind served to calm her, and he tightened his grip on her hand as if to prove that he would not leave her. The ground came up under her feet suddenly and her knees buckled. Still, Draoch did not release her hand. “Ayna? Are you all right?”
“Aye,” she said. She stood up and pulled her hand from his as she straightened her uniform and tidied her hair. “Are we here?”
“Yes. You were clever to do this at night, Ayna. I fear the daytime sun would have been hard on your vision.”
D’Ayna looked Draoch in the eye, as they were the same height. “Then if we are in the Great Forest, there is but one thing left for me to do.” She took a knee and removed her dagger from her boot. Holding it up to Draoch, she spoke quietly. “I surrender to you, Draoch of the Trees, the Nature Walker, and trust that you and the First Cleric will be fair if you cannot be merciful.”
“Ayna, rise, I cannot…”
“You can, and you will. Do you think that I released you simply because it is the right thing to do? I am sorry, but I released you in order to earn a safe audience with you and the First Cleric.” She stood but kept her dagger out in front of her, the hilt toward Draoch. He would not take it, so she dropped it into the grass in front of her. “Please, we cannot allow this war to happen, Draoch. I have information pertaining to the plan of attack on the Great Forest.” She exhaled sharply. “Take me to the High Citadel. Help the First Cleric understand. The Great Forest is my home too, and I do not believe for a moment that the dragons and dragonkind will leave us be in the underground city if we help them take control of the Forest.”
Draoch looked her in the eye. “You are certain this is what you want to do?” he asked. “Just days ago you were the golden child of your general and now…Ayna, you risk the wrath of Ikara himself.”
“Will your Sephine protect me?”
“Aye, my lost child, I will,” Sephine said as she emerged from behind a nearby tree. “You have saved the life of my precious Draoch, and therefore I will do whatever I can to protect you from Ikara.” D’Ayna stared at her, almost unable to believe what she was seeing. Draoch smiled and when Sephine offered him her hand, he drew it to his lips and kissed it reverently. D’Ayna immediately assumed the position her people took in the presence of Ikara and bowed her head as she knelt, and then trembled a bit when she felt Sephine’s hand on her shoulder. She looked upward into the goddess’s radiant face; still almost too much to look at, as it had been in Draoch’s mind. “Rise, my lost child. You shall be the champion of your people when you preserve their home against the threat from the north.”
“I hope so,” D’Ayna replied.
“It will be as I dictate. You will be known only as Ayna from now on,” Sephine commanded. D’Ayna, now Ayna, nodded. “The exalted house of Turlach, whose nobility is recognized by the D’ at the beginning of their given names, will only know that their daughter was lost in the conflict. There will be no shame brought upon your family or your house this day.”
Draoch grinned broadly. “She is the help you promised me, isn’t she, Mother?” he asked, and Sephine nodded, matching Draoch’s grin. “She is a wonder for one so young.”
“I am no wonder. I merely care about my home and my people.” Ayna smiled at Draoch, but the smile soon faded. “Now then, let’s go.” Sephine seemed to blend into the foliage of the Forest as Draoch stepped off down the path toward the High Citadel. Lieutenant D’Ayna of the House Turlach, now simply a dark elf spy and traitor known as Ayna, followed along behind him, her mouth set in a firm line.




My Little General

General D’Irala rode her horse up from the dark elf underground city, through the tunnels, and up and out onto the surface. She slowed him as they traveled through the terrain as it rose into the foothills and then turned him toward the east and Bellesea Palace. She received the summons from the Mother Dragon and knew before she even opened it that something was wrong. It was her ability to trust her gut that had seen her rise through the ranks of the Great Army to become the general in command of all of the forces of Father Ikara. Nevertheless, she opened it, and read it, and immediately packed her bags and prepared for the journey north.
Thankfully, it was written in the common tongue because one talent that D’Irala did not possess was an affinity for languages. She had mastered her native language D’leesh, but try as she might, she was never able to learn any others. Now, with D’Ayna as her first lieutenant she would have no need to learn. The girl spoke most of the known languages and was an excellent officer. She would be difficult to replace if harm should befall her. She had lost touch with her lieutenant after sending her to guard the druid, but she felt certain that D’Ayna was on Draoch’s trail after his escape from the underground city. The girl was an excellent tracker, and she would find the frail wood elf. There was no doubt.
After a long day of riding, D’Irala made camp in the entrance of a tunnel. She made sure that her horse had four sound feet, and then tied on his feedbag. Her mind was preoccupied with meeting the Mother Dragon, but she tried to remain calm as she always had in battle: she concentrated on the small things, on the buckle that attached the feedbag, on removing the saddle from the horse’s back, and on brushing his ebony coat. She finished with her duties to her horse, and then settled onto her bedroll before spreading her maps out in front of her. The journal from her bag contained her orders, and she used it to check her progress against the maps. She was on schedule and headed in the correct direction, but felt unnerved, a new experience for her. Her long military career had given her the benefit of experience - many different types of battles against diverse foes. She stared down a high elf sentry that brought a fighting force into the underground city. She led a battalion into the areas south of the forest where the humans lived, taking on warriors that were twice her size physically without as much as a second thought. So why, now that she was facing a mere tactical briefing, was she so nervous?
Perhaps it was the fact that the briefing was in the chambers of the Mother Dragon. The alliance between her kind and the dragons and their slaves was tenuous at best, and she was under orders from Father Ikara himself to watch for angles that would benefit his chosen children, the dark elves. As far as she knew, the Mother Dragon was not aware of any such maneuvering. D’Irala rummaged around in her pack until she found her rations and pulled out some cheese and bread along with a bottle of ale. As she chewed, she thought more about what it could possibly be that was causing her so much unease. D'Ayna’s disappearance was concerning for sure, and as certain as the general was that the lieutenant was on the hunt for the escaped druid, she had made sure to send a quad of soldiers after the young dark elf female. At best, they would be able to assist D’Ayna if the druid or his kind caused trouble. At worst, they would bring D’Ayna back to the dungeon until the general could return. The idea that the girl would betray her in that way was almost unbelievable. D’Irala had to put that out of her mind for the time being.
She decided to study her maps and journal in order to bring her mind back under control. Soon she was able to focus on the inches that made up the miles on the map, one after another, and before she knew it, she was dozing off. D’Irala put her maps and journal away and snuggled down into her bedroll. Her horse whinnied softly nearby and she murmured back. She closed her eyes, focusing on home and her family, until sleep claimed her.
The next morning she awoke abruptly to the sound of her horse stomping its front legs and blowing trumpeting blasts of air from its flared nostrils. D’Irala was on her feet in an instant, her dagger retrieved from her boot and pointed toward the cave entrance. “Sssh,” she said to her horse as she stroked the nervous animal’s neck. It did not settle, but quieted and she tried to follow its gaze to see what had caused the uproar.
“You are the dark elf general, yes?” said a male voice from outside the cave.
“Who is there?” D’Irala replied, gripping the hilt of her dagger.
“I am here to bring you to the Mother,” the voice replied. The general took another few steps toward the entrance to the cave and saw a large male dragonkind standing just outside and to the right of the mouth of the cave. His skin was a light blue and the scales that covered the backs of his hands and ran up his arms were a purplish blue. He seemed to sparkle as he moved. “Mother is expecting you. She does not like to be kept waiting.”
“I apologize, good sir,” D’Irala replied, “but I was not due to be at Bellesea Palace until tomorrow afternoon.
“This afternoon.”
D’Irala stared at him. Surely, she had not been asleep that long! No, the Mother Dragon had changed the date for their tactical briefing. Clever move - the other party was automatically on the back foot. “May I collect my things?” The male nodded at her and she gathered her belongings and then put on her horse’s tack. After silently calling for strength from Father Ikara, the general bowed respectfully to the dragonkind male and swung up onto her saddle. “I will follow you,” she said, but he took the reins of her horse’s bridle in one of his enormous hands, leading it and D’Irala out of the cave and into the sunlight. As she rode along on the horse, she was briefly overcome with regret that she had ignored her advisors and come on this mission alone. She would make sure to reward them for their counsel when she returned home.
◆◆◆
 
The ride from the tunnel to Bellesea was fairly short. D’Irala’s horse did not like the dragonkind male being so close and fought against his control, pawing the ground and snorting. She tried to calm the animal but nothing worked. “It does not like me,” the dragonkind said, sounding amused.
“He has never seen one of your kind,” D’Irala replied. “He is merely unsettled. Perhaps if I lead him?” The male released the reins and for a moment, the general considered how fast the horse would have to run to outrun him and take her to safety in the tunnels. She shook off that notion and slid out of the saddle, taking the reins and patting the warhorse on its burly neck.
“It is small,” the male said as he watched the horse settle under her touch. “We do not have such animals.”
“I would think not,” D’Irala replied. “They would have to be enormous to carry you.” The male chuckled and resumed his steady pace toward the now visible spires of Bellesea, slowing a bit when he noticed her falling behind him.
“You are small as well,” he remarked. “I will take notice of that and shorten my stride.” They continued in silence for the next few hours until the whole of Bellesea came into view. D’Irala shuddered involuntarily before she managed to get herself under control. No sense in anxiety now. All that was left was to face the Mother Dragon.
The male dragonkind led her through the front gates, past the creatures that guarded the entrance who sniffed the air and stared down at her. She saw as she passed that they seemed to be malformed versions of the dragonkind, and that they were bound to the outer wall with thick links of chain ending in heavy shackles around their ankles. They snarled and showed her their terrible teeth, and she and her horse wasted no time passing through the gate. “Those are wyverns,” the dragonkind said as he noticed D’Irala staring. She nodded. “They are - I forget the word in common - they are like...pets?” She was looking up at the intricate carvings along the ceiling and not paying attention to where she was walking, and she accidentally bumped into the backside of the dragonkind. He looked down at her, amused. “What is your name, tiny dark elf general?” he asked.
“What is yours?” she replied, summoning up all the bravado she could muster. The male chuckled again.
“Sudru,” he replied.
“D’Irala.”
“That is too hard for me to say, and you are too small for such a long name,” Sudru replied, frowning. “I will call you Dee.”
“You could call me sir,” she hissed under her breath in D’leesh. Sudru looked down at her, puzzled.
“Why would I call you sir if you are female?” he asked in D’leesh. D’Irala’s eyes were saucer-like as she stared at him. “My mother was dark elf, silly child,” Sudru said as he patted her on the head. “She was not from a noble house, so had no D in front of her name as you do. Now, come along, Mother Dragon is expecting you.” He continued down the hall and she followed, focusing on the sound of her horse’s hooves on the stone floor. She tried to bring her heartbeat in time with the clip-clop of the horse’s hooves, but her heart pounded in her chest.
They rounded a corner and stepped into a courtyard that was open to the sky. A moat encircled the inner part of Bellesea, the Keep, and Sudru had to call out to another male dragonkind who lowered the drawbridge for them to pass. “Here is where you leave your horse, Dee,” he said to D’Irala. She clutched at the reins for a moment and the horse sensed her unease. Whinnying loudly, it reared up on its hind legs and nearly pulled her off the ground along with it. Sudru frowned as D’Irala tried to calm the horse, but as soon as she tied the reins to a post near the drawbridge, the poor creature began to snort and paw the ground.
“Allow me,” Sudru said, more a statement than a question. “Are the warhorses still kept in the barracks?” D’Irala stared at him, slack-jawed, and then nodded. “Right.” The male dragonkind spoke words in what she assumed was Eldyr, and the horse winked out of existence with one last terrified whinny.
“What did you do?” D’Irala demanded. “Where is my horse?”
“I sent your horse home,” Sudru said, his tone sounding like the one used to talk to a child. “It was not happy here.”
“How do I get back home without my horse?” she said, bravado slipping from her voice as a grim realization set in. Sudru clucked his tongue and then took her arm, leading her toward the drawbridge. “I don’t like magical transport,” she babbled as he dragged her along. “You don’t have to do this, I will cooperate. Bring my horse back, please? You can let me go, Sudru. I will do anything you ask, please…”
“Dee, it is not I that will ask,” Sudru replied. His tone was curt and cold. “But you will cooperate with my Lord Taanyth. He wishes to see you before you have an audience with the Mother Dragon.”
“Who is Lord Taanyth?” D’Irala wailed as they stepped off the wooden drawbridge and onto the stone floor of the Keep.
“He is our Mother Dragon’s mate,” Sudru replied. “He is our Great Father, and he wishes to make a deal with you. You are very lucky indeed.” D’Irala tried to free herself from the dragonkind’s grip, but to no avail. He scooped her up and tossed her over his shoulder as they ascended the staircase, because she fought him on each rise. “It will be easier for you if you will just cooperate as you said you would,” Sudru hissed in her ear as he pushed open the door. “Lord Taanyth is fair. Do as he says.” Sudru placed D’Irala back on her feet and she turned only to find herself looking up into the reptilian eyes of the Mother Dragon’s mate, each pupil as tall as she. Blackness crept in around her vision and she lost consciousness.
D’Irala’s eyes fluttered open and she scanned as much of the room as she could see without moving. Part of her military training was to play dead if needed until she had assessed the situation and found her advantage. Unfortunately, the large reptilian eye that had greeted her before she fainted was still there, gazing down at her.
“Welcome back,” Taanyth rumbled down at her and D’Irala shut her eyes. “Ah, too late, little one,” he said, chuckling, “I know that you are alive, no use pretending.” She opened her eyes again and this time pushed up onto her elbows to look around. “What kind of a host am I? Welcome to Bellesea Keep, General.”
“Thank you…” she said hesitantly. “If I may, why am I here? I thought I had an audience with the Mother Dragon…”
“Aye, you do, but I need a moment of your time first,” Taanyth replied. D’Irala tried to keep herself from trembling as she pushed all the way up to a sitting position. “I need you to listen to me, little one, or I fear this war will end before it begins.”
D’Irala had heard rumors of infighting among the dragons and dragonkind from one of her spies, and wondered for a moment if Lord Taanyth was plotting something against his mate. Surely not, but it probably would be favorable for her to comply with his wishes. “Of course I will, my lord,” she replied as she got to her feet. “Our Father Ikara has commanded that we, his children, are to be at your command as we work together to eradicate the vermin from the Great Forest.”
Taanyth sighed loudly. “There they are, the words I hear from all of your kind. Tell me little one, are you afraid of me? Are you afraid of us? Of dragons and our dragonkind?”
“No,” D’Irala lied.
“Well, you are either a liar, or very brave, or both,” he said, grinning at her. The sight of his teeth nearly made her lose consciousness again. Nothing in her training had prepared her to be in the presence of a creature such as this. “Do you speak Eldyr?” She shook her head and he frowned as he leaned in closer to her, his massive head blocking out what little light streamed in the window behind him. “What I need you to understand, my little general, is that the Mother Dragon has become a bit too preoccupied with the war and…” Taanyth paused and looked around the room. “Leave us,” he said in a firm tone. Sudru patted D’Irala on the shoulder and then followed the rest of the dragonkind guard out of the room. Once Taanyth was certain the door was shut behind the last of the guard, he turned his attention back to D’Irala. “The Mother Dragon has lost her way, but you will help me return her to sanity.”
“With respect, my Lord, I am not sure how one such as me can make a difference in the affairs of dragons,” she replied as she moved a step further away from him.
“It is not you, little one,” he said. “It is your Father Ikara. He must be warned to keep his children underground and not let them join the ranks of Kaerinth’s dragonkind abominations.” Taanyth moved to the window and D’Irala could not help but notice that he was not actually touching the ground, but was levitating. What an amazing amount of control that must take to constantly cast and refresh that magic while talking to her and moving around. As a warrior, she did not trust magic users and only kept sorcerers around for battle. This amount of magical power undid her. “…do you understand?” D’Irala stared at the dragon. She had not heard what he was asking her about because she had been so lost in her own fear. Better to agree and sort out the details later.
“Aye,” she replied.
“I am surprised, General. When I think I have run the gamut of everything there is to see and hear and experience in this world, a little one like you comes along to teach me something new. In defying the Mother Dragon, your people will be in great danger, and yet you accept that on their behalf without so much as a missed step,” he said, grinning at her.
“My people are brave and true.” D’Irala felt her heart drop into her stomach. What had she just agreed to do? “My Lord, it is the way of my people to be suspicious of outsiders, so written instructions for me to take back to Father Ikara would be of great use in persuading him to this changed directive.” Taanyth nodded his massive head and she nearly fainted with relief.
“I will send that to him, of course,” he replied. “For now, though, I will take my leave of you so that you may have your audience with my mate.” He was not going to give the instructions to her. Panic crept into her mind, but she fell back on her training and pushed it away.
“Would you allow me to carry your missive to Father Ikara in person, my Lord?” she asked carefully.
“Why? Do you not think my dragonkind capable of gaining entry to your underground city?” Out of the corner of her eye, she thought that she saw his great emerald belly begin to glow. That could not be good. She had learned in her military training that dragons could summon up energy in their abdomens and propel it out through their mouths as fire, but she had never seen this process in person. To calm herself, she made a mental note to take that information back to her troops - watch the belly, because it will glow prior to the fire.
“Of course they can, my Lord; that is beyond question. What concerns me, though, is that Father Ikara might not believe what is written in the missive unless I am there to verify it. He is nothing if not careful, and with the danger this presents to his children, I fear that he will need reassurance that all is as it should be.” D’Irala exhaled the breath that she had been holding as she spoke.
“You make a good point, General,” Taanyth replied. “I will have my scribes take down what you have agreed upon, and then you will leave immediately for…what is the name of your underground citadel?”
“Ikedria,” she replied, nearly giddy with relief.
“Ikedria, yes,” he said. “You will leave for Ikedria immediately and deliver this into Ikara’s hands directly.” Taanyth leaned in close to her again, and she fought to keep from visibly trembling. “You are the hope for your people and mine, D’Irala. Without this bold move, my kind and yours will be wiped off the face of Orana.” She swallowed hard and nodded. “Now, then, a moment…” He closed his enormous reptilian eyes and seemed deep in thought. “I cannot locate her,” he said sadly. “You must leave as soon as possible to return to Ikara. It is possible that she has learned of my plan. You must leave Bellesea before my mate returns, little general. I will see that you have an escort back to your home.” Once more, his eyes closed and his head tilted, and after a moment the door opened and Sudru entered. “Take her to the scribe, the message she is to deliver is ready,” Taanyth said.
“I will comply,” D’Irala said, bowing deeply before the dragon. He lowered his head in answer and then turned back to the dragonkind who had returned to her side and followed him out the door.
“You have survived, Dee!” he said.
“Was there doubt?” she asked, narrowing her eyes at the back of his head as she walked along behind him.
“Of course not, but sometimes Father is…cross, and not at all patient,” Sudru responded. “I am to take you to the scribe now, and then I will help send you home.”
“I want to ask about that scribe in a moment, but how will you help send me home?” D’Irala asked. “Have you gotten me a new horse since you dismissed mine?”
Sudru laughed. “No, we have no horses here. But one of the elder dragonkind is going to take you home. Some of us can fly, you see, and…”
“What?”
“Salynth…Lady Salynth, I should say,” he said, still smiling. “She was one of the first of our kind, and was created from the same magic that released the dragons from Orana’s heart.” His tone was like that of one recalling a dream, heavy with reverence and clear affection. “She will deliver you to the closest entrance to your underground home that is not within the Great Forest. You will make the rest of the way on foot.”
D’Irala took a moment to digest that before continuing to speak. “How does the scribe already have the document drawn up,” she asked, “if Lord Taanyth has only just spoken to me about the matter?” Sudru paused a moment and turned to face her. D’Irala could see the consternation on his face. “If it is not something I am meant to know, I will withdraw the question.”
“No, it is not that,” he replied. “I had to make sure I had permission to answer and then I had to figure out how to answer your question. Do you know what the bond is?” She shook her head. “Ah. This may be difficult for you to understand, Dee. Dragonkind, like other magic users, can make the bond with others and then we can hear their thoughts, see their memories.” He looked at her questioningly and frowned as her eyebrows knotted in confusion. “It is a magical bond that we all know how to do; it is part of the magic from Orana that made us. Some that are stronger and older than I am can use it to control those with whom they make the bond.”
“Mind control? That sort of magic is not real,” she scoffed. “It exists only in tales told to naughty children at bedtime, about dragons that will come to them in their sleep and make them do horrible things…” D’Irala looked up at Sudru who was glaring at her. “They aren’t fanciful tales, are they?” she asked warily.
“All tales have a pinch or two of truth, do they not?” he said before locking eyes with her. She felt a strange tingle in the back of her consciousness, the same feeling that often warned her of danger. She rubbed the back of her neck, unable to take her eyes away from his gaze. “Interesting,” he said as the tingly feeling subsided. “I am not as strong as I thought, for I cannot overcome the resistance your fear has created in your mind.” He leaned closer and whispered to her. “Keep that fear, Dee. There are others of my kind that would attempt the same that are strong enough to break through.”
D’Irala closed her eyes a moment, grateful to be able to do so, and then opened them, focusing on Sudru. “So that is how Lord Taanyth communicated with the scribe?”
“Yes, we all have a bond with our dragon masters,” Sudru said. D’Irala thought that she detected a bit of resentment in his words, but pushed that thought aside. “We are constantly connected, if you will, to the dragons that sired us, and only when they choose to block us out do we have silence.”
“And he knows what you are thinking at all times?” Sudru nodded. “So before you answered me, he knew what I had asked you?” Another nod. “So the Mother Dragon knows about my meeting with Lord Taanyth and what we discussed?” Sudru frowned.
“No. She does not bother herself with us and, I assume, does not listen to our thoughts as the Great Father does. I have never heard Mother Dragon in my mind,” he replied. “She may be able to hear me, but I cannot hear her.” He studied her for a moment. “Dee, are you all right? I can’t tell from your thoughts, but you look a little bit pale.”
D’Irala’s head was spinning. It was too much information to process, but it was important information for Father Ikara to have. None of the dragonkind could be trusted if they had this sort of power. She had to find out what was in that message that she would carry to him. “I am well, Sudru, and I thank you for explaining that to me. It is always good to know as much as possible of one’s allies in a war.” He started walking and she followed, still fretting over the contents of the message.
“This is the scribe,” Sudru said after a few more minutes of walking. D’Irala looked up into another dragonkind face but this one was different from Sudru’s. The female looked like a human; but her skin was clearly made of scales that shimmered when she moved, and the hand she extended to D’Irala gripped a parchment scroll with clawed fingers. Her hair was long, half way down her back at least, and did not cover the thicker scales on either side of her head that stretched from her jawline up to just above her ears.
“General,” she said as she nodded her head and then returned to her work before D’Irala even had a chance to ask her name. She looked down at the scroll in her hands and quickly put it into her rucksack.
“I suppose I am ready to go now,” she said reluctantly. In truth, she was happy to go home and get away from the strange inhabitants of the north, but at the same time, she was not looking forward to traveling with this Lady Salynth, a dragonkind that could fly. Sudru nodded and looked toward the hallway for a moment, then back at D’Irala as a clatter arose from outside the door. D’Irala closed her eyes for a moment as she brought her breathing and heart rate under control, and when she opened them, the most amazing creature stood before her.
Like the scribe, Salynth had retained much of her original human form when she was overtaken by the magic released with the birth of the dragons. Her skin was bluish around the edges, but it grew a deep azure color the closer it got to her hairline. Her ears were rounded, like a human’s, but they were larger than the scribe’s had been. In fact, everything about her was larger than even a human. Her ebony hair was pulled up into a braid at the top of her head, showing off the scaly protrusions that came with her dragonkind transformation. It was as though her hair was the very crest of a ridge on both sides, and the braid lay at the very top, forming a sharp peak from the top of her forehead to where it flowed freely at the base of her skull. A silver band ran around her forehead, resting delicately on her ears, and there were silver beads woven into the braid and the loose hair down her back.
Salynth shook herself off and folded her massive wings, causing D’Irala to gasp involuntarily as they seemed to disappear from view. “Sudru,” she said, and then spoke in what D’Irala could only assume was Eldyr. He responded, and the creature focused her gaze on D’Irala. “You do not speak Eldyr?” she asked. Her voice, smooth and velvety in her own language was harsh sounding when she spoke the common tongue. D’Irala shook her head, fearing that if she tried to respond with words it would come out as a squeak. “Pity. I am to take you to the Great Forest, yes?” Sudru again said something to her in Eldyr and she nodded. “Close, then, but not so close that I frighten the tree-dwellers.” She laughed then, a great, throaty laugh that made the hair on D’Irala’s arms stand up. The tingle started up again in the back of her neck and she immediately turned an accusatory gaze toward Sudru.
“That was not me, little General,” he said. Taking her hand, he patted it. “Salynth will make sure you arrive home safely, Dee. Comply, and she will have no reason to do otherwise.”
“Comply?” she asked. Sudru did not answer her, but turned and left the room, leaving her alone with the dragonkind female. She inclined her head to Salynth, but did not take a knee as she was certain the female expected.
“You are…strong,” Salynth said. “You must forgive me, it has been a long time since I have spoken the language of my birth. Sometimes I cannot find the right word.”
D’Irala raised her head and looked up at Salynth. “Strong works,” she said, smiling. Salynth did not return the smile. “Sudru told me to comply. What does that mean?”
“Will you?”
“What does that mean?” D’Irala fought the rising annoyance she felt as her question remained unanswered. Unanswered…the realization hit her suddenly. “Yes, yes I will comply,” she said. This was a test, clearly, and if she wanted to get home it was a test she must pass.
“No more questions?” Salynth cocked her head to one side, looking down at D’Irala with a mix of amusement and surprise.
“No more questions. I will comply.” D’Irala swallowed hard and took a deep breath as the dragonkind female moved closer to her. Salynth wrapped her long, clawed fingers around D’Irala’s shoulders and held her fast, staring into the smaller female’s eyes.
“You will let me in,” Salynth said, her voice as soft as it could be while speaking the common tongue. She murmured something in Eldyr as she tightened her grip on D’Irala’s shoulders. D’Irala did not know how to do what Salynth was asking, and her head was pounding with the effort to resist…what? “Fine, if you will not accept the bond, you will at least do as I say. Close your eyes, little general.” D’Irala did as she was told and soon felt the ground come out from under her feet. “You will open your eyes when I tell you but not a moment before.” She nodded in response and tried to focus on the feeling of the wind against her skin rather than her roiling stomach. Perhaps if she had accepted the bond, she could have learned the plan that was written in the scroll she bore. It was not worth the risk that Salynth would gain control of her, though. Whatever was in that scroll could wait. For now, she had to maintain her composure and resist the urge to open her eyes.




The Sacrifices of War

The days before the war started were no different than any others. An icy breeze blew in off the Dark Sea, and the temperatures in the foothills of the Volcanic Mountains by Bellesea were similarly cold. It had been many weeks since the dark elf spy had escaped from the palace, and Kaerinth was no closer to gaining audience with the dark elf general than she had been before. She paced back and forth in her war room, waiting on Taanyth to join her.
Kalinth had not responded via messenger, and she found that she was having trouble finding him via magic as well. It was as though he was blocking her out somehow, shielding his magic from hers. He did not want to risk her wrath. Nothing was happening as she had hoped or planned, and she had made a decision that she knew Taanyth would not like.
“You sent for me, my mate?” Taanyth said from behind her. The Mother Dragon turned to face him and her resolve wavered.
“Aye. My love, my mate, we have had many good times together, have we not?”
“Aye, of course we have. Moreover, we have a brood that we are proud of as a result. Why do you ask?” he said, moving closer to her, his head cocked to one side in confusion.
“I have made a decision, Taanyth, one that you may not agree with but you are bound to support because I am your Queen,” she said. He nodded. “Our plans have changed. I am taking control of the dragonkind that serve Kalinth and I am sending them into the tunnels. They will kill anyone that opposes them, dark elves included, until they reach the Great Forest.” Taanyth’s eyes widened but he remained silent. “The dark elves will either come over to our side with no ulterior motives or they will die along with the wood elves and the high elves in the Citadel.”
“I have yet to hear the part that I will not like,” Taanyth replied, smiling at her. His smile faded in contrast to the grim expression she wore. “Go on, my queen,” he said.
“You will remain here at Bellesea just as Kalinth will remain in his tower,” she said. “The dragonkind with high elf ancestry will stay with you while the dragonkind with human ancestry will travel to the tower to protect Kalinth.”
“I am starting to see why you feared I would not be in favor of your plan. What will you be doing while all of this invading and guarding is happening?” Taanyth asked warily.
“I will be flying over the Great Forest and attacking from the air with fire,” she replied.
“Absolutely not. Send Andyth and Omerith.”
“I will not,” Kaerinth snapped. “They have young to look after.”
“And you have all of us, Kae!” Taanyth bellowed.
“Irrelevant. My time is past. If I should fall, the dragonkind will keep my memory alive,” she replied angrily. “And as for you, you will do as I say.”
“I absolutely will not.”
Kaerinth’s abdomen began to glow a bright orange. She was furious and Taanyth was not sure that she would hold back just because she loved him. He took a step back and lowered his head. He would agree to stay there when she left, but would not agree to stay a moment longer than that. “Are you disobeying me?”
“Never, Mother Dragon,” he replied softly. She moved closer and nuzzled his head. “But I cannot bear the thought of life without you, my Queen.”
“Hopefully you will not have to bear it,” she replied. “But for now you will stay here. I am going to the tower to send off the dark elf dragonkind on their way down into the tunnels.”
“Now?” he asked, hoping to sway her to stay a bit longer with him.
“Yes.” She unwound her neck from his and then moved away from him, her eyes still on him as she memorized every inch of him. She would not see him again, not like this anyway. “Now, stay here. I love you, my mate, my Taanyth.”
“And I you, Kae. Until the end of everything.”
“Until the end of everything.” She left the war room and ambled up the stairs to the roof before leaping into the air and spreading her wings. The flight to the tower would not take her long.
◆◆◆
 
Soon the coastline by the Forbidden Sea came into view, and she resisted the urge to coast over to Qatu’anari and see what the residents there were up to today. Instead, she sailed over the top of the tower where Kalinth was waiting for her.
“Hello Mother,” he said, bowing his head as she landed nearby.
“Kalinth,” she replied. They had parted on most unpleasant terms after the dark elf had escaped before Kaerinth was able to question her. She had forbidden him from leaving the tower until she released him, and had cast wards around it so that he could not just sneak out.
“Come to finally let me out, Mother?” he asked, glaring at her.
“Hardly,” she hissed. “Quite the opposite. The day approaches fast, my son - the day that we take the Great Forest from the elves. The dark elves have forsaken us, so I am here to take their dragonkind kin to send into the tunnels after them.”
“You will not,” Kalinth bellowed. His abdomen glowed a bright and icy blue as he glared at her. “They are my children and you will not take them from me.”
“Kalinth,” she said. Her voice was firm but low. “You forget yourself. All of the dragonkind are MY children - just as you are - and loyal to me, and therefore are coming with me now.” She turned toward the staircase and Kalinth saw his opportunity to strike. He lunged for her, frosty clouds coalescing around his nostrils. The Mother Dragon merely lifted one of her enormous clawed feet and held it up toward him while whispering in a long forgotten dialect of Eldyr. Invisible cords tightened around his body, holding him in place. He could not move.
“You cannot do this!” he shrieked as he tried desperately to free himself from the phantom bonds that held him fast. Kaerinth shook her head sadly.
“You make me do things I do not wish to do, young one,” she replied. “You will go inside the tower now and you will not leave until I give you permission.” Kalinth roared in frustration as his feet began moving toward the staircase that led down into the tower.
“Please, Mother, do not do this!” he wailed. “Do not take my children!”
“Do as I say NOW, Kal,” she replied, deliberately not looking at him as he moved, marionette-like and jerkily, down the staircase. Once he was inside, she reset the wards that she had cast on the tower and then hopped down off the roof, coasting to the ground. She landed right in front of the large front door, its deep azure stone design mimicking Kalinth’s scales, and paused a moment. Kaerinth reached deep inside herself and drew on the spark of the first magic to erupt from deep within Orana. Using that magic, she reached out to the dragonkind within the tower, commanding them to come out of the tower to her. Many of them were overjoyed to be free from their dragon master, but some wavered, wishing to remain. She had no idea how many dragonkind Kalinth had created, but as they filed out through the front door she found herself staring, slack-jawed. Surely they had not all lived here in the tower? “You there,” she said to one of the males as he came to stand in front of her. “Do all of you live in the tower?”
“No, Mother,” he said, bowing his head. His dark elf ancestry had given his skin and scales a teal color, as light as she had ever seen one of either race. “I live in the foothills, just south of the tower. Forgiveness, Mother, but the ones that are resisting your call are the favorites of Lord Kalinth, our master. They are the ones that live here in the tower with him.”
“But the rest of you, you will come with me and follow my orders, even though you may be fighting your own family and friends?”
Another dragonkind, a dark navy blue female, stepped forward and bowed her head reverently. “Mother, if I may, we have tried to keep up our ties to our family and friends in the underground city, but they have shunned us. Few have been able to communicate with their family directly. Most of us bear no more love for the dark elves than we do for Lord Kalinth, if you will forgive me saying so.”
“I commend your candor, both of you,” Kaerinth replied. She knew that Kalinth had been taking dark elves at an alarming rate, but she had no idea how ruthless and cruel he had become. She could see - in the minds of the dragonkind before her now - how he treated them like slaves, and it made her angry. Her greatest creation, the dragonkind, her legacy – all of these precious souls before her. The images they showed her broke her heart. “You know what I command you to do,” she said. They nodded their heads, almost in unison. “If the dark elves agree to go with you, then take them. If they stand in your way, you will cut them down.” Again, they nodded their heads. “You will leave at first light on my command, and you will enter the first tunnel you come to in and head southward.” In unison, they saluted her and then scattered to their individual homes.
Kaerinth flew back up to the roof and again sent out her magic in search of the human dragonkind. As she found them, she gave them her orders to come to the tower and keep her son and the others safe. They immediately dropped what they were doing and did as she commanded. Next she sought out the high elf dragonkind living in the caves of the Volcanic Mountains and sent them to Bellesea with immediate effect. They obeyed as she knew they would do save one female that remained with her high elf father in a cave near the dwarf and gnome strongholds. The Mother Dragon decided to leave them there. That high elf had done his duty and deserved time with his daughter…her daughter. She had found the spy in the foothills, disguised herself as a dragonkind female and taken him. She left him afterward and hid herself in the palace until the child was born, a beautiful, navy-blue scaled dragonkind female with golden eyes.
The Mother Dragon smiled. All that she had left to do was to launch the aerial attack at first light, and then return to Bellesea. She was hopeful that she would indeed see her Taanyth again and that the high elf would keep their daughter safe. The dragonkind were the hope for the future, and her daughter would one day be their queen. In a few days, the world would change. War was coming.
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