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            THE FALL OF DRAGONS

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Over a millennium past

      

      

      
        
        - Rhonja -

      

      

      “Your dragon is out of control, Vaedex.” Queen Georganna put her palms flat on the marble table in the council room.

      “He’s confused. It will pass.” Vaedex crossed his arms over his chest.

      “And if it does not?”

      Beams of moonlight twinkled through the arched windows, reflecting off the black armor of the Êblazons standing guard by the doorways and darting off the white marble of the walls. Rhonja massaged her temples. It was hard to believe that half of Lycobris was currently on fire. Still, the emotions of her fellow Elementals weighed on her, almost suffocating the air from her lungs.

      King Chaz paced the room, creating spirals of wind at his feet, while Queen Vannja had her forehead buried in her hands. Her pain was evident by the unusual shivers on Rhonja’s skin—she sensed all of it. The Queen of Water finally lifted her head. Her face was blotched; tears kept streaming from her eyes like tiny waterfalls.

      Rhonja had no words to comfort them. However, she was High Queen, and she had to address what neither of them wanted to. The dragon Fyrax had become a danger to Aradria, and Vaedex refused to see reason. She locked eyes with the King of Fire, and the truth was revealed through his spirit.

      “You did not?” Disbelief and sorrow collided inside her.

      Vaedex slumped in his seat, shaking his head. “I thought I was doing the right thing.”

      “You released your dragon from your bond without consulting us!”

      The candlelight flared, and the azurite cape billowed around the King of Air as he spun towards Vaedex.  “How could you be so selfish?”

      Rhonja stood. “For Êmblanyea’s sake, will you sit down, Chaz!” She turned back to Vaedex.

      He pulled a hand through his golden locks. “I...”

      Rhonja shook her head. Vaedex seemed like a stranger, yet she had known him for millennia. “Fyrax did not know either before it was done. Do you even realize the situation you have put us in? No wonder Fyrax has left villages in clusters of cinder. He must feel utterly confused and betrayed.” Their dragons depended on the bond between them and the Elementals. When severed, Fyrax would have lost a piece of his being. When a spirit is torn, there’s no telling what might happen.

      “I’m so sorry.” Vaedex’s voice quavered. “He was unhappy. I only wanted him to feel free again.”

      “No. You wanted to feel free and, since that wasn’t possible, you decided to let Fyrax loose to satisfy your desires. As if you could live out your fantasy through him. You are an Elemental. There’s no escaping it.”

      Water splashed from Vannja’s hands, sending a gushing stream across the table, which slapped Vaedex in his face. “Fyrax desolated an entire Siren village in an attempt to attack Jormundra. He cannot even tell his kin from an enemy anymore. You have ruined everything.”

      The King of Fire wiped his face with his palm; the moisture sizzled, turning to steam.

      Rhonja felt their pain as her own. It was as if all the warmth that Vaedex and Vannja once had for each other had faded into a cold whisper, promising the beginning of a brutal winter. It would be hard for them to rekindle their affection after something like this. However, it had always been a matter of time before the elements of fire and water would cease to harmonize. They were not meant to coexist.

      ”I understand your suffering,” Rhonja said. “All of us do. However, what has happened cannot be undone. Now, we need to decide what to do next.” She snapped her fingers, and a Spiritguard approached the table. “Send for the shaman.”

      The Êblazon inclined his head and left the council room.

      “Do we need to kill Fyrax?” Queen Georganna asked.

      “No!” Vaedex leaped to his feet, and a tendril of flame snaked out to wrap itself around his body. “No, this is on me. It’s not his mistake.”

      A trickle of sweat ran down the nape of Rhonja’s neck as the room increased in temperature. “You cannot reforge your bond if he is not willing. He’s not in his right mind. I’m afraid we will have to disable him somehow.”

      The doors opened, and Gaija sauntered inside. “You called, Your Highness.” Her crimson gaze flitted from one Elemental to another. Slivers of silver had begun showing in her otherwise raven-black hair.

      Rhonja gestured for the shaman to sit and Gaija took a seat next to her.

      Even though Rhonja smiled at the shaman, she knew that in her eyes were the images of blazing fires. “We have to find a way to stop Fyrax from destroying any more of Aradria than he already has. Vaedex has severed his bond with the dragon, and I fear Fyrax is too far gone.”

      Gaija’s eyes widened, and her irises were replaced by grey fog. The Elementals stirred in their seats as the shaman’s gaze returned to normal. “I can only see two ways to stop him,” she said. “Neither of which is comforting.”

      Rhonja sighed. At least there was more than one option.

      “The first is the obvious one. You kill him.”

      Vaedex opened his mouth in protest, but Gaija waved a hand in front of her. “However, killing a dragon is not an easy feat. Also, I would not advise you to choose this option as he is still linked to the other dragons.”

      The King of Fire relaxed his shoulders and returned to his seat, the tendril of flame still twisting carefully around his body.

      A spark of hope settled in Rhonja’s heart.

      “The other option,” Gaija said, “is to bind Fyrax’s spirit, sending him into a deep sleep. So if you ever found another way, you could return his spirit to him.”

      A gust of wind whipped up, making tapestries slam against the marble walls, sending the purple drapes sweeping across the windows. “What will happen to the other dragons if we choose this option?” Chaz hovered above his seat.

      “They’ll go to sleep, too. For however long Fyrax is bound, the five of them share the same strengths and flaws as you do. Their life source is connected on an Elemental level due to the alliance you forged with them.”

      “And their eggs?” Vannja asked.

      “The same.”

      “They are connected to us as well,” Georganna said.

      “Yes, but not like you as Elementals are to each other. It won’t affect you in the same way. However, I do implore caution. Doing this will mean leaving a part of your own spirits dormant. You’ll not be as strong as you once were. The outcome is unpredictable and might very well lead to your undoing. However, if you do nothing, Aradria will surely crumble.”

      Vaedex looked at Rhonja with pleading eyes. ”I know I’m not entitled to ask this sacrifice of you, but I beg you! Please, don’t kill him.”

      Vannja rubbed her nose, then wiped her eyes. ”Neither option is favorable. However, from what I gathered, if Fyrax dies, so will the other Elemental dragons. I could not bear it. I will never forgive you for this, Vaedex.”

      Georganna and Chaz both nodded their assent.

      Gripping the armrests of her chair, Rhonja took a deep breath. “Then it is settled. We shall take Fyrax’s spirit. May Êmblanyea save us all!”

      Vannja blew her nose into a handkerchief. “But how? Can we bind a dragon to a diamond, like we did with the Êblazons? It doesn’t seem plausible.”

      “No, you’re quite right,” The shaman said. “The spirit guards were dying warriors, humans. The dragon is an immortal creature.” Gaija’s irises were replaced by a haze of gray yet again. “You’ll need a bigger vessel. The vessel has to be alive, someone with an affinity for magic and strength of will. Someone who is loyal to the Elemental rule and is already promised a long life.” Gaija shook her head, returning to normal.

      “Could it be one of us? Could I be the vessel?” Vaedex asked.

      The King of Air folded his hands on the table. “Do not be so unwise, old friend, though I appreciate the gesture. It would upset the balance if any one of us carried such a burden.”

      “I have an idea,” Rhonja said. “But it is with a heavy heart, and he will have to do this willingly.”

      The room echoed with Gaija’s cackling laugh. “Yes, Your Highness, perfect choice.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The morning breeze danced in Rhonja’s hair as she stepped onto the tower walk. Êvina city was stirring below. The slate rooftops spread out above the limestone housings. The distant chatter from the market, typically held on the last day of every week, was joyful. A bunch of kids ran through the wide cobbled streets from one entertainment to the next. A pair of jugglers had a group of younglings spellbound by a street corner, whereas a fire-eater entertained both old and young in the middle of the town square. The smell of spices blended with the scents of burning meat. Rhonja sighed and returned her attention to the task at hand.

      Pyralis stood further down the tower walk. His ebony hair was pulled back in a low ponytail, and his green cape swung gently around him as if welcoming the gentle wind. The wizard tilted his head at his painting. The easel faced east, toward the rising sun.

      “Pyralis,” Rhonja said.

      “My Queen.” Pyralis turned. A drop of orange trickled down the handle of the brush he was holding and continued over the back of his hand. His gentle green-brown eyes were as inviting as always.

      “There is nothing quite like nature herself as a model.” Rhonja smiled.

      Pyralis arched an eyebrow and pushed his glasses up the ridge of his nose, a speck of orange paint smeared on his cheek. “I’m sure you have not sought me out up here for my art.”

      “Nothing much gets by you, my friend. I have come to ask of you a sacrifice of great importance, and a burden I would not put upon you unless I thought it vital.”

      Pyralis put his brush down and followed Rhonja to the edge of the tower walk. He leaned against the white stone, looking out over the city. “Anything you ask is mine to give.”

      She folded a hand over his, and he met her gaze. Her brilliant irises now held an image of the ruby dragon in their core. There was no point in hiding her objective.

      He placed his other hand over hers. “How can I help with this?”

      “We must stop him. The Elementals and I have decided to extract his spirit and place it in a host until such time as we might find a better way.”

      “A host? Like in a gem of some sorts, like with your guards?”

      “Not quite. We need something other than a diamond, or rather someone with breath.”

      In her eyes was an image of himself.

      Pyralis drew his hands back, gripping the edges of marble. ”I’m not worthy.”

      “You are fierce. This would give you longevity and powers beyond your imagination. You have no other family, but you are strong, and you are wise.” She placed a hand on his shoulder, knowing he understood.

      Pyralis shifted his eyes. ”I’m honored that you trust me with such a task.”

      ”I will not lie to you. It very well might kill you. If not, the dragon’s spirit will inhabit you until such time as we deem it safe to extract it, or more likely, until your dying breath.” Rhonja studied him for misgivings, but she found none.

      The wizard cleared his throat. ”I can only hope your faith in me is not misplaced.”

      “None outside the High Council may know. But Pyralis, you will be our Keeper of Dragon Spirit. Our vaktir ith Draykaer sjèlen. May Êmblanyea watch over you.”
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            THE AWAKENING

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        A millennium later

      

      

      
        
        - Gaija -

      

      

      Gaija soaked in cascades of perspiration from the heat. Scalding fire seared her skin as the agonizing screech issued from below, a burning sensation of sizzling lava torturing her mind.

      The tips of his wings ascended from the burning river. Before Gaija could avert her eyes, the creature stuck his prehistoric head above the surface. He twisted his neck, and the flames that lived inside him escaped his enormous jaw.

      In her mind’s eye, she watched as the giant ruby dragon emerged from the waves of blazing fire.

      There was no longer a shadow of a doubt. The second coming of dragons was finally upon them. Gaija reveled in the accomplishment.

      Long had her intentions been to awake them and, with Pyralis’s death, the ruby dragon of Lycobris was free to roam Aradria once again.

      As a Wy-alfen-Iliath – a Wild Elf – she had always worshipped fire, and the dragon was the single most potent symbol of her devotion. With the dragons returned, her kin might once again grow into power. Lycobris could rise to become the land for which it was meant to be.

      The second coming of dragons had been her vision all along.

      Her eyes returned to their usual crimson, and she met the bobbing head of the enlarged squirrel at her side who was nipping at a pinecone.

      ”It’s begun?” Rhastoc asked between mouthfuls.

      ”Yes, my friend, it has.” She gleamed.

      ”Now what?”

      ”Now, we go find ourselves a dragon.” Her lips parted, and the sound of shrill laughter echoed off the white marble walls of her chamber.

      Rhastoc dropped the pinecone and ran up the length of her feet, around her waist, and onto her shoulder. His bristly tail wrapped around her neck. She absently stroked his head and turned to stare out the arched window.

      Lycobris lay far in the distance to the south, in a different land, but the fires that escaped Vulkan Mountain this night reached far and high. Even from the south-west towers of the castle of Èvina, you could not miss the vibrant shades of orange, or the steam and black smoke rising from within the mountain’s belly.

      A knock issued from behind the door and Rhastoc jumped from Gaija’s shoulders to land on the frame of a painting, which portrayed the immense vision of Vulkan Mountain. As the door swung open, he bowed to Gaija, then flung himself into the art, departing the room as he disappeared into it feet first.

      ”The child is coming,” Ayva said with a trembling voice.

      Gaija turned to look at her High Queen, who stood panting in the doorway.

      “About time,” she muttered.

      “We need you there.” The High Queen shimmered like tiny gems were embedded into her skin. A silky white dress hugged her slender body, falling to the floor in light layers. Becoming queen had suited her. It was as it should be, and Everine had played her part in securing Ayva’s leadership to perfection.

      With Everine in labor, Gaija feared Ayva might falter when she discovered the truth about the dragons, while at the same time having to care for her mother and her coming sibling. If it had been just any child, there would not be as much reason to fret. As it was, a half-breed between a human and an Earthling was unheard of – making the fact that it was related to an Elemental, their new High Queen, even more challenging.

      ”Let’s not waste time then. Shall we?” Gaija stepped forward, passing Ayva through the doorway.

      They walked with quick steps down the long corridor to Everine’s chambers. Howling cries filled the space as they moved closer. The Êblazons – Her Majesty’s guards – stood by the door, their sleek obsidian armor in sharp contrast to the white walls. They seemed, as always, unfazed. The spirit guards allowed Ayva and Gaija passage, bowing respectfully as the two women walked inside.

      The air was thick, and the smell of blood and medicinal herbs crawled into Gaija’s nostrils. The white room was sparsely furnished, with a small marble desk and matching chair below the window, accompanied by a nightstand beside the large bed in which Everine lay heaving for breath.

      Ayva rushed to her side and took Everine’s hand in hers, while Gaija hung back. There were a couple of castle maids at the foot end. One was wringing a towel in her hands, spotted with blood, into a metal basin. The other sat on her knees, massaging Everine’s feet. It just would not do.

      Gaija waved the castle maids off to take a peek between Everine’s legs. ”I don’t think this particular baby will be able to fit through such a small opening. It’s half Earthling, after all. If you attempt this, there’s a chance you’ll lose more blood than you can spare,” she said to Everine. Gaija’s sockets turned to dim grey, as they always did when she read the future.

      ”What?” Ayva asked. Bloodshot eyes stared at Gaija behind shiny veils as the shaman’s gaze finally turned back to crimson.

      ”It’s unclear, though this way is almost certain to claim both their lives,” Gaija said.

      Everine propped herself up on her elbows in an awkward motion. ”Just save him.”

      ”How do you know it’s a him,” Gaija asked, lifting her mouth at one corner.

      ”I didn’t, but I do now.” Falling back, Everine released another scream, grabbing onto the bed sheets with both hands.

      ”The contractions are getting closer,” Gaija urged. ”I’m going to have to remove the baby from Everine’s womb through her stomach.”

      There was an audible gasp from the castle maids huddled in the corner.

      Ayva ignored them. ”Will she live through it?”

      ”The baby has a good chance. He’s strong—your mother’s future is more uncertain, however. There are other things at play, but this is not the time for that...”

      ”Do what you must.” Ayva nodded and wiped her brow with her free hand.

      ”Very well. You two,” Gaija said to the castle maids. ”I need clean towels, sutures, one sewing needle, as sharp a knife as you can find, and a jar of herbs from my chamber – the one with the purple and golden crystals in it. Also, we are going to need lots of water.”

      The castle maids scurried off and quickly returned with everything Gaija had demanded. Gaija retrieved a bunch of herbs with purple petals from the jar, soaked them in a glass of water, and handed it to Ayva.

      ”Have her drink this,” Gaija said.

      When the water was gone from the glass, Gaija purified the blade of the knife over the flames of a lantern before she pulled back the covers to reveal Everine’s bulging belly. The outline of a hand pushed against the skin next to her navel.

      Gaija raised an eyebrow. This child was much bigger than a human infant, though not as big as an Earthling pup. ”I need you, Your Majesty. When I make the incision, you have to be ready and follow my instructions. She might need your help when the blood loss becomes severe. Use your powers and lend her spirit some of your energy. The herbs will have her too sedated to remember she has to cling onto her life.”

      Shaking, Ayva rose and went to stand next to Gaija as the knife slid through the skin at the bottom of Everine’s stomach. Torrents of blood seeped over the bed sheets and onto the floor. Gaija worked with great precision as Ayva followed her every word to perfection, wiping away the blood, washing the wound, and repeatedly changing the wet towels from Everine’s forehead. As queen, she could have handed this task over to the maids. Luckily for Aradria, Ayva wasn’t that kind of queen.

      "There he is,” Gaija marveled as a blood-covered hand stretched through the open wound. Sticking her forearms into Everine’s stomach, Gaija twisted the baby inside the womb as Everine’s body responded with severe spasms. Gaija pulled her hands back out. The oversized infant turned his head and squinted his chocolate brown eyes at her. His mouth opened and he cried. His square features and golden curls marked his Earthling heritage.

      Gaija handed the baby over to Ayva, heated the needle over the flame in the lantern, and began stitching Everine’s uterus together before continuing with her deflated stomach.

      ”What now,” Ayva asked as she staggered off to clean the baby.

      ”Now, we wait,” Gaija said, bringing another towel to Everine’s forehead. ”You have been very brave, my friend,” she whispered in Everine’s ear. ”I hope it does not cost you your life. Besides, you don’t want to miss out on all the fun yet to come.”

      Everine’s face was as white as the marble surrounding them, yet the hint of a smile touched her lips. Gaija squeezed her hand. Everine had been through so much. There was a fierce strength inside this human body, and Gaija hoped it would be enough to survive yet another close encounter with the otherworld. Gaija sighed, and her thoughts drifted. The image of a fire-breathing dragon circling Vulkan Mountain repeated itself vividly in the back of her mind.
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            PRINCE OF FIRE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        - Niila -

      

      

      A single leaf sailed through the open window, and the crescent moon looked in on them as if smiling. Niila wiggled into Kenith’s embrace. Heat rolled off him in incessant waves, so she shed the blanket. He breathed into her hair, and his heart beat along with hers.

      “Still awake?” Kenith whispered.

      “Yes.”

      “It’s hard to sleep when a baby is screaming next door.”

      Niila grabbed a pillow, playfully hitting Kenith over the head with it.

      He pushed the pillow to the floor. “What was that for?”

      She planted a soft kiss on his lips. “Silly! I don’t mind the baby crying. It’s kind of nice after everything we’ve been through.”

      His muscles tightened as he held her closer.

      After everything they had endured, Niila knew there was more to come. What she had with Kenith could never come before their duties. Êvina was a good place for the time being, but they were not done with their claims on the Elemental thrones. “I wish we could always stay like this.”

      Kenith loosened his grip and rolled onto his back. “We are here now.”

      The words left unspoken gave the room an energy of sorrow. Tears threatened to spill out, but Niila bit back her thoughts on the future of their relationship. Again. They belonged to entirely different parts of Aradria; even their elements were counterparts. They were different in every possible way, apart from in their hearts.

      “I’m sure the Vaexennas will bow to you as soon as they see who you truly are.” She lay a hand on his chest and snuggled closer. He had to go back eventually.

      “Sure. All I need to do is snap my fingers, right?”

      Niila grimaced but didn’t comment. It was certainly not going to be easy. Not at all.

      Kenith angled his head back and brushed away a stray lock of hair from her cheek. ”I only wish Hadeth was the biggest threat. With Zarcos still at large, the Silverlings will not be far behind. Also, I don’t exactly have any friends in Lycobris left.”

      “I know.” Niila sighed. “I’m not saying it isn’t going to be difficult, but together we’ll find a way.”

      Kenith stroked his hand over her head; the warm sensation sent a surge of bliss through her veins. All her doubts were washed to shore, if only for a moment. They would find a way even when the hour was darkest. They had overcome the worst obstacles imaginable to get to where they were. She had to believe their love would be enough.

      An ear-splitting screech pierced the night as an orange haze clouded the sky outside. 

      “What in Aradria...” Niila sat, rubbing her eyes. She put on her nightgown, fastening it around her waist.

      “Dragon!” Kenith bounced from the bed and rushed to the window. “I can feel him in my bones.” Kenith’s sun-kissed skin began glowing as if the heat inside him had latched onto his body in an embrace. His hands gripped the windowsill, and his dark hair shifted around his head with the increasing gusts of wind.

      Niila jumped as Kenith’s back arched forward in a sudden rush. He snapped his head back, and a breath of blazing fire escaped his mouth. 

      “Kenith?” She got up and started toward him, the marble floor sending shivers up her feet. Did he say dragon? Dragons were supposed to be long gone from Aradria. It had to be some trick. Every step suddenly felt like walking on a beach at the hottest point of summer. She could almost touch the building energy in the room. The heat was insufferable, pushing her back. Beads of perspiration trickled down her spine. 

      “Kenith,” she cried, to no response. Could he not hear her? The man she loved was standing engulfed in flames. It wouldn’t hurt him, but her skin sent searing jolts of pain through her body. She considered calling for her element but found her power weak in the face of this magic. The walls sizzled and, as Niila could no longer bear the heat, she took to her heels and fled the room.

      She ran down the hall, the cold marble soothing the soles of her feet. She stopped to catch her breath, then knocked on the doors in front of her. The Êblazons guarding Ayva’s chamber only glanced briefly at Niila. She wasn’t deemed a threat.

      “Come,” Ayva answered from the other side.

      One of the guards opened the doors for Niila, and she rushed inside.

      Ayva was sitting by the window, cradling her newborn sibling. The night sky was ablaze, and dark clouds swept past like chunks of charcoal dancing in a hearth. Everine was asleep in her bed, and Gaija snored in a chair next to her.

      “Did you see it?” Ayva asked.

      “What?” Niila wiped her brow with the back of her hand, her nightgown glued to her skin.

      Ayva’s eyes shimmered with expectation. “The dragon.”

      Niila went to Ayva’s side and stared out the window. “No. I think Kenith did, though. Or, at least, he felt it. I’m not sure. Something happened to him. Is there really a dragon out there?”

      The sky was dark, yet a hue of orange shone somewhere far off to the east. Ayva reached out a hand, folding it with Niila’s. “I sensed it. Kenith’s spirit changed in an instant. He and the dragon are connected somehow, though I don’t know anything about dragons besides what you once told me.”

      “I do,” Gaija croaked. She stirred in her chair, stretching her arms. A massive yawn formed on her face. “I believe it’s time I told you, all of you, about the second coming.”

      Ayva frowned, her starlight hair lifting off her shoulders like waves building around her face. “Sounds like we should convene the council soon.”

      “I shall see to it, Your Majesty. We’ll need to help your mother if she lasts the night, however. Then Everine will need our help to take care of the boy for a few days while she recovers. When she can manage on her own, I promise I’ll tell you everything.” Gaija winked and went back to sleep.

      Niila shuddered, her eyes focused on the sky outside. Kenith’s spirit had changed? But how? And what would that do to their future, not to mention the future of Aradria? Moreover, if a dragon had, in fact, emerged from history, what did that have to do with Kenith?
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            HALF BREED

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        - Sol -

      

      

      The scent of growing crops blended with the stench of death that still lingered in the hollow of Bermunnos Mountain. Shafts of sunlight intensified the constant crimson hue the chasm had acquired after the Battle of Ancient Creatures. The noise would never end. Clanks and bangs from the hammers, nails piercing wood, constant chatter and crackling fires were ever present. The stonemasons and builders had been working for months, yet the reconstruction of Sol’s beloved chasm was far from done. Most of the gryphons had returned and helped gather what supplies the Earthlings needed but, even through the noise, the Chasm carried an air of silence—the unspoken silence between kin—of how the one they called savior might very well have been their doom. There was a void in Sol’s people, and herself.

      Sol leaned back in her council seat, lifting her eyes to the blue sky ripping through the chasm’s mouth. She stretched out her hand, stroking the armrest on the seat next to her. The cold stone sent slivers of ice up her arm as if reminding her of how her heart had cooled. Ragnar had been her constant, her reason for putting aside her practice of witchcraft. Sol had no reasons left to stay her powers. Bermunnos buzzed with life, yet she had never felt more alone in the chasm. Ragnar was gone and, even though Êvina had been overthrown, the sacrifices her people had made were beyond what she had bargained for. What had Bermunnos gained from their sacrifice? From sheltering a mother and child on the run from the Heartless King? He might have been heartless, but he had been the high monarch of Aradria. Perhaps she had been wrong to let Everine into their fold. Sol had once thought she had to pay penance for her transgressions during the Fall. It wasn’t right, however, that her people had to pay as well, and she regretted the day she had allowed Everine to find haven in Bermunnos.

      Someone cleared his throat. “My Lady.”

      Sol turned to the Earthling guard in front of her. Harald’s sun-colored curls were braided back over his head, down to the base of his neck. The golden armor on his body was newly forged and polished. He was a fresh recruit for the Ahddamssons. She had been forced to take on a lot of new and very young recruits since what had quickly been named the Battle of Ancient Creatures—a battle that had caused her the loss of everyone she loved.

      “The gryphon, Ondox, is asking for an audience.”

      Sol’s eyes widened. Ondox had not set his paws in Bermunnos since he flew off to fight for the Elementals at the battle of Êvina. She had not been sure he would return as he was the gryphon who brought Everine to Bermunnos in the first place. She didn’t blame him, however. The gryphon was wise and able, and he had proven useful in battle. It was a comfort to know that he was still an ally of Bermunnos.

      “I’ll speak with him.”

      Harald inclined his head and whistled before running off.

      A rush of wind tussled Sol’s curly locks, no doubt sending strands of hair out of the neat hoops she had so meticulously arranged. Ondox glided down the chasm to land with a thump in front of Sol. The giant gryphon rustled his feathers as he turned to her.

      “Ondox.” Sol clasped her hands in her lap. “I’m glad to see you. I hope you come with good tidings?”

      Ondox bent his front legs and bowed his head. “I’m happy to have returned. I’m afraid the news isn’t all we had hoped.” His deep voice was unsettling, but Sol had to know.

      “Get it over with, would you?”

      “I regret to inform you that only three Earthlings survived the journey through the tunnels. Actually, make that four and a half.”

      That was an odd number. “Maud’s baby?”

      “Maud and her baby are fine. A Siren wet nurse helped with the delivery. The boy’s name is Thorkil. They have moved into the white castle for now, before they intend to return home. The Ahddamssons Henrik and Abel survived, too.”

      Sol’s palms were moist. This news meant neither Frida nor Thror nor Thorleif had made the journey. However, Sol had cried enough. “And Everine?”

      “Everine is... recovering.”

      “Was she terribly wounded in the battle?” Sol’s voice was even. She tried to sound concerned, though something inside of her almost wanted the gryphon to say yes. She didn’t wish ill on her old friend, and yet she blamed Everine for everything. Most of all, she realized, she blamed her for Ragnar’s death.

      The gryphon nipped at his feathers and issued a gentle squawk. “She’s given birth.”

      The surprise nearly had Sol topple forward, but she squared her shoulders and bit her tongue. Ondox was polite enough to ignore the shock that must have been all over her face.

      “She gave birth to Birken’s son about a week ago,” he said.

      “A half-breed!” No Earthling was known to have mated with a human before Birken, and if they had there had certainly not been any offspring to confirm such an encounter. The thought of a half-breed Earthling unsettled Sol, as well as offering her a sense of purpose. An Earthling half-breed would need careful supervision. Who knew how he would evolve? Especially considering his heritage. Everine was hardly equipped for the challenge. There was no doubt in Sol’s mind that Birken’s pup belonged to Bermunnos. He would bring back hope to her people. 

      “What is Everine’s intention with the pup?”

      “You mean her son?”

      Sol glared at the gryphon.

      Ondox nipped at his wing again, then stretched his neck. “They have been given haven in Êvina. I suspect she intends to raise him there, where she can also be close to her daughter.”

      Sol would not have it. Ayva was preoccupied with her new duties, and none of them knew enough about raising an Earthling child. Especially not one like this. There could be no discussion on the matter.

      “Tell Everine to come back home. The child belongs to Bermunnos, and I’ll not have him raised in human conditions. Tell her that this is the best place for her son, and I promise we’ll take good care of them both.”

      Ondox’s blue-white eyes shifted around the chasm. “I owe you as much. I’ll fly back and deliver your message, though I give you no guarantees she’ll listen. You know Everine as much as I do. She rarely changes her mind.”

      Sol had no illusions about what the gryphon thought on the matter, but his allegiance was with the Earthlings first and he would honor that, even if he didn’t agree with her. The Earthlings had given the gryphons a home when theirs had been taken. Bermunnos had been their nest for the past seventeen years. They had a debt to pay. 

      “Thank you, my friend. Please, return to your kin for the night. I’ll not keep you any longer.”

      Ondox inclined his head before taking flight. 

      Sol closed her eyes, allowing the memories of a time long past to skim to the surface of her mind.
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        * * *

      

      “What do you think?” Georganna smiled and opened her folded hands.

      Sol gasped. A small bed of dirt erupted from the lines in Georganna’s palms before a thin emerald stalk began wiggling its way free. The stem stretched upwards towards the spear of light piercing through the roof of green. It grew taller and thicker until the tip of it blew out and then folded open, revealing large sapphire petals with a core like the sun.

      ”As brilliant as ever.” Sol sighed. She had lived in Georganna’s shadow all her life. It wasn’t easy being the twin sister of the Queen of Earth, no matter how skilled a witch Sol had grown into. She could manipulate the earth too, but it didn’t always turn out the way she intended, and nature didn’t always listen, not as it did with Georganna. Plus, Sol needed words, whereas Georganna spoke to the element of earth without so much as a second thought. The two of them might be sisters, but they were not the same.

      ”I was thinking of maybe doing something like this for the winter solstice celebration this year, only in a larger scale, of course.” Georganna wiggled her tangerine eyebrows. She knelt next to the trunk of a tree and placed the flower on the ground. It sunk slightly before the stalk became one with the soil as if it had grown from the spot where it now stood.

      ”With everything that is going on in Aradria right now,  you really think this is what you should be worried about?” Sol shook her head.

      ”It would be a good reminder that the monarchs are about peace and order, not violence and deceit. I do not understand where everyone has gotten the idea that we are all part of some conspiracy where we want our subjects to suffer.”

      ”Maybe because people are suffering? Trades go wrong, people quarrel and starve—and the five of you appear only to be watching. With the amount of power between you, there has to be more you can do.”

      Georganna closed her eyes and inhaled sharply. ”There are limits to what even we can do. You know that. Besides, we cannot interfere with people’s desires. They all have minds of their own, as Mother Nature wanted it. We do try, and we do help where we can.” She set her eyes on Sol. ”You doubt us, sister? Even you?”

      Sol shrugged. She had never doubted Georganna in the past, and she knew what the monarchs stood for. There was this constant whisper at the back of her mind which told her that Georganna could no longer be trusted. She could not shake the whispers, and it was slowly becoming a part of her new convictions. The monarchy was failing.

      ”Of course not,” Sol heard herself say. ”I’m merely pointing out what people might be thinking. I’m trying to help, too.” She lied. Whatever the whispers were, she could not deny what they told her. Either way, they spoke the truth. It was time for the monarchs to step down, and for the witches and sorcerers of the world to rise to power. If Georganna would not step down willingly, then Sol would have to do whatever it took to make her. That was what was best for their people.
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        * * *

      

      Sol shook herself and pulled out the pins within her golden tresses, releasing her hair into thick cascades falling over her shoulders. She might as well let the strands flow freely. The time for appearances was over. All that mattered now was that pup. Taking a deep breath, she stood and walked the space of The Eye. Five high seats of stone loomed behind her as if bellowing to her from the grave. Bermunnos was hers alone to manage now, as it had been over two centuries ago. There was no way she could have foreseen this turn of events, but the path was clear to her now. Everine could not refuse if she had the boy’s best interests at heart, though Ondox had been right. Sol knew Everine well enough to know that she could be unbelievably stubborn. It could be that she would refuse Sol’s request, no matter what she offered. Sol didn’t care what Everine did with her life, but she did care about Birken’s son.

      One way or the other, Birken’s pup would return to his rightful people, and her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            5

          

          
            MADNESS

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        - Zarcos -

      

      

      Zarcos jumped off the back of the Vulkan eagle before the beast touched its talons on the stone rail of the tower walk. The Silverling landed with a thump at the same time as the eagle settled beside him. Zarcos gave his companion a firm pat on its femoral neck. It had been an interesting flight. The air was full of ash, and there were hardly any birds, which was unusual.

      His mind was foggy like the air was ashen. It had gotten worse ever since he had come back to Cergentos. He shook his head, which did nothing but add to the growing headache. The pendant around his neck was heavy and warm against his chest. He had taken a risk procuring it, and he was yet to decide if it had been worth it. It was magical—that he knew. However, he had no idea how to use whatever strength it possessed. If nothing else, he was keeping it out of the hands of his enemies. He grinned. It had most definitely been worth it.

      The eagle squawked and bounced back into the air as Zarcos moved down the tower walk, passing a multitude of guards as he went. Their shining white armor would be glinting if the sun had not been blocked out by all the fog. They had lost a significant number of men in the recent battles, but they were gathering their forces and gaining recruits by the day, even though some of them were human. It might not be enough, however. Not unless they could find a strong ally. Also, with the Heartless King gone, there were few Aradrians left who might be willing to join forces with his people. The Jotters, perhaps, though they had likely gone underground. They were not known for their courage.

      Zarcos scoffed. When had the Silverlings ever needed allies? Sure, when Archenon was king they worked for him, but he would pay them well for their services. With the half-elf gone, that was another source of coin missing. The Silverlings would starve if they didn’t continue to claim taxes from the Caradreans. However, the people of Caradrea seemed to be catching on that there was a new High Monarch in Aradria. They were starting to object. They would pay, either way, Zarcos thought, or face the wrath of his men. The Zila’r-nath had been masters of this land for over two centuries. Even Lord Xyces answered to them. They were not about to bow to some younglings’ claim on the Elemental thrones.

      The stone stairwell in the northern tower was steep, and every step Zarcos took sent an echo bouncing off the walls, increasing the incessant thumps in his head. He eventually strode out into stone clad streets of Cergentos. The noise of clinging metal and crackling fires was comforting. They might be short on coin, but there was no shortage of metal, especially after what they had been able to steal away from Bermunnos at the Battle of Ancient Creatures. The sour smell of urine was the greater concern. Hungry people meant more Silverlings were roaming the streets looking for ways to get coin or food. There were too many widows to count, and a good number of them had taken to work that wasn’t befitting for Silverling women. He shuddered. The widows would not have to work at all if his men were not paying them. The guards often took pleasure from women outside the walls, which was beneficial. It made humans fear them more than they already did. Nevertheless, Cergentos was their home, and their women should not degrade themselves. It painted a picture of his kin that Zarcos wanted to be destroyed.

      He turned a corner and entered the town square. There were a couple of booths and some kids still out, but otherwise, the square was quiet. Zarcos stopped, not sure why. His feet quit listening to him for a moment, then they moved again, though not in the direction Zarcos had planned. He came to a halt in front of a fire-breather who stood in the shadows. The walls behind the young Silverling lit up as the fire roared from his open mouth. It was mesmerizing. Zarcos didn’t think he had ever enjoyed flames this much before. His skin prickled, and the chain around his neck turned increasingly heavy.

      He shook his head in another attempt to clear his mind. Again it proved futile. He had to get going. Barbos would be expecting him, and he could not spend his day standing still. With some effort, he stepped away from the fire-breather and walked the remainder of the distance to the city court. The sandstone building was the largest monument in Cergentos. All important affairs were handled there, and these days they had plenty of tasks to deal with.

      A couple of guards greeted him with light nods as he stepped through the square of stone that served as the entrance to the court. Striding up the following stairwell, two steps at a time, he eventually reached the grand hall.

      Barbos sat on the third step leading up to the platform where Zarcos had his seat. He had not had the pleasure of using that seat much since he took his place as captain. And he wasn’t sure if he would be using it much going forward either. A captain needed to stay on his feet, not slouch in some fancy chair.

      ”Captain.” Barbos stood. Despite his age, the young Silverling had the markings of a lieutenant on his shoulders; a mirror scarification image of the Hel hound.

      Zarcos tilted his head at the lieutenant, who was also his closest advisor.

      ”We have matters to discuss,” Barbos said.

      ”I’m sure,” Zarcos replied. ”But first, what can you tell me about trapping spirits?”

      ”My liege?”

      A surge of hot energy suddenly rushed through Zarcos’s veins. He shook himself, ignoring the sensation. ”Forget it. It does not matter. Don’t we have more important issues to attend to.”

      Barbos would have raised his eyebrows if he’d had any, but gestured for Zarcos to sit. ”I have disturbing news. Did you happen to notice something unusual on your ride today?”

      ”The air was clouded, and I saw no birds.”

      Barbos nodded. ”They all sense it.”

      Sensed what? ”Well, get to it, then? What is going on?”

      ”I... A raven arrived with news from Lord Hadeth. It seems... this will sound ridiculous… he says there’s a dragon inside Vulkan.”

      Zarcos’s heart pounded against his chest, and he sucked in a breath. His entire insides jerked at the message. ”A dragon?” he wheezed. His voice sounded unfamiliar, like it was not his own.

      Barbos shrugged. ”Hadeth must have completely lost his silver, Captain. Dragons are not real.”

      ”Sure they are. Or they were. I think we need to take this news seriously.”

      His advisor pulled a hand over his scarred scalp. He had more scarifications than most of Zarcos’s men, a sign of sincere devotion for his ancestors. His skin was almost more white than it was silver at this point. His purple eyes were bright, almost pink — a rare trait among their kin.

      ”If you say so.”

      ”I do. I have never seen the air like I did today. I can almost feel the heat all the way from Lycobris. A dragon or not, something is causing Aradria to stir.” Zarcos studied his advisor. Barbos clearly had more to say. ”Go on.”

      ”Hadeth says he has put a bounty on the head of the young fire born. They have begun calling him the Prince of Fire in Lycobris. I don’t think Hadeth is very pleased with that. He wants to know if we can carry the message of the bounty to the Caradreans…“

      ”And you think we should claim that bounty ourselves?”

      Barbos’s eyes were smiling.

      ”If we get the chance, why not? However, the fire born is currently safe in the white castle, surrounded by elemental powers besides his own. How do you propose we capture him?”

      Zarcos cupped his hands around the armrests on the high-backed chair. ”He’s bound to leave those walls sooner or later. A fire born can’t stay in the spirit city for long. He’ll return home. Moreover, Hadeth believes he’s coming for his seat of power, which judging by recent events is a fair assumption.”

      ”Can we spare enough men?”

      ”Cergentos is more vulnerable than it has ever been. But yes, I think it’s worth the reward.” Zarcos raised his hairless brow. ”Anything else?”

      Barbos tucked a hand inside his chest pocket and retrieved a scroll. He shook it lightly with one hand, allowing the parchment to roll down from the canister. Zarcos sighed. He had wanted the position as captain more than anything. Matters of meretrixes and grain wasn’t what he had bargained for, however. Still, it had to be dealt with. They were not about to finish their conversation for a while yet. As Barbos continue to list all the matters which were in need of attention, Zarcos’s mind drifted. An image of a blazing fire entered his head. His veins pulsated like he had been running for days, and his neck was moist with sweat.

      Something was terribly wrong with him.
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        - Everine -

      

      

      Everine leaned against Maud as the Earthling helped her sit on a bench in the royal garden. The breath of fresh air was a relief after the days spent on bed rest, but the pain in Everine’s stomach was worse when she moved. She had to get out of her chambers, however. Moreover, she had to start caring for her son herself. Ayva and Gaija had done most of the caring while Everine recovered, and Berg was growing extremely fast.

      ”Thank you for coming here.” Everine placed a hand on Maud’s forearm. ”I still feel bad I had to leave you behind in Beregend before your son was born.”

      “Don’t even think about it. You had the battle to get to. Besides, Sereana was great once she came around, and everything turned out well enough. I was so excited to hear about Birken’s son, in any case. Who would have thought? An Earthling half-breed! I never even knew you were with child when we were in the tunnels. You were so skinny. I guess I should have known, though. Your face was always so shiny, even covered in dirt.” Maud smiled.

      ”Neither did I,” Everine confessed. ”I had only just sensed something the day we escaped from the earth, but there was no time to consider that it was anything but my stomach shouting for food.”

      ”Earthlings take their time, you know. Even if he’s only half Earthling, it wouldn’t be as strange. The seed is planted months before it starts to sprout. But when it finally takes hold, the baby grows fast. Also, since he’s only half an Earthling, I suppose the process is unclear. It did take longer for you to start showing than is normal.”

      Berg crawled towards his new playmate in the royal garden. Thorgrim was already learning to stand. His small fingers wrapped around the talons on a marble depiction of a dragon by the entrance to the white castle. Berg crashed into Thorgrim’s legs, crawling past, and Thorgrim landed on his bottom. The two boys grimaced at each other, then Thorgrim leaned toward Berg, falling on top of him. The boys giggled with delight. Everine couldn’t help but be reminded of how strange it was when she had heard Ayva’s giggles in the first dawn of her daughter’s life. The boys were developing fast too, though Berg could not quite keep up with his full-blooded kin.

      ”We won’t be staying much longer.” Maud cut through Everine’s waves of thought.

      ”Oh, please do!” Everine didn’t want them to leave. It was nice to have a friend around, and even if she wanted Maud to stay for her own sake, Everine was more concerned about Berg not having Thorgrim to play with. There were no other Earthlings in Êvina and though he was different from Thorgrim, they were more similar than her son was to another Êvinian.

      Maud stroked Everine’s cheek with the back of her hand. ”Thorgrim needs to be in Bermunnos around other Earthlings. So does your son. You lived among us for such a long time, Ev. Sol would welcome the both of you back with open arms.”

      It was tempting. Bermunnos had been a good place to raise a child. However, the destruction and the dead that Everine had left behind in the Chasm would make it difficult for her ever to decide to return. The loss was too much to bear, even from afar, and her own loss would not be bearable at all were it not for her children. She didn’t have many friends left in Bermunnos, and Sol would be in mourning herself. She had been with Ragnar for a long time. Come to think of it, Everine had no idea for how long, though Birken had told her they had been together his entire upbringing.

      ”I wish I could, but my place is here, with Ayva.”

      ”As you wish.” Maud stood and jogged over to Thorgrim. She picked him up at a sprint and swung him around, his feet dangling in the air. A joyful giggle returned her laughter, and Maud rubbed her nose against his. She threw her head back at Everine. ”I’ll take him inside for a bath.”

      Berg’s small arms reached for Maud as she walked past him. His eyes turned to Everine when Maud had gone through the doors. Everine blinked, and when she opened her eyes, her son was pulling at the fabric of her dress. That was impossible. He had been several strides away from her.

      What had just happened? Had he performed magic?

      No! If Everine knew about anything, it was that raising a magical child was full of obstacles and hard work. She had not done it right the first time. However, maybe she was wrong, and the herbs Gaija had fed her made her mind fuzzy.

      Everine lifted Berg onto her lap, and the stitches on her stomach threatened to spring open. He was unusually heavy for his age. She kissed him on his forehead; the sensation was like putting your lips on a mountain’s back. His skin didn’t have the smoothness of a human child. Golden locks had already grown to his shoulders, and whenever she looked into his gaze, she was reminded of his father. Berg looked so much like his father that it was sometimes hard to be reminded of Birken every time she looked into the face of their son. They would never know each other, and Birken would not be around to help Everine raise him—the way he had with Ayva.

      The doors to the castle opened, and Ayva stepped outside. ”Ondox is here to see you, Mother.”

      A smile spread out on Everine’s lips as she heard the flapping wings of the gryphon soaring through the air. The wind tousled her hair as he landed with a thud in front of her. 

      Ayva stepped around him and hugged his neck. ”Good to see you again so soon.”

      ”You too, Your Highness.” Ondox winked. ”Everine.”

      ”Old friend,” Everine replied.

      Ayva went to Everine’s side, taking Berg in her arms, and knelt on the ground with the toddler snuggling in her embrace.

      The feathers on Ondox’s wings rustled as he straightened himself. ”I have come with a message.”

      The tone of his voice made Everine push back on the bench, and she fought the urge to yelp at the pain that shot through her abdomen. ”Very well,” she said.

      The gryphon cleared his throat. ”Sol sends her congratulations. She wants you and your son to return to the Chasm so that you may raise him there.”

      Everine had known it would happen, though she wasn’t pleased to have to deal with this request so soon. She could understand why Sol wanted Berg to come to Bermunnos but there was so much to mend between them, and Everine had made her decision.

      ”You can tell her that I’m staying in Êvina. It’s my home now, as it once was.”

      ”I did. Still, Sol insists.”

      “"I’m not going back, old friend. At least not any time soon. It’s decided.”

      Ondox stepped closer and lowered his voice. ”I understand your decision, but I must warn you. Sol is in a bad place. She has lost everything. She rules alone now, and you risk making an enemy of her. Moreover, being an enemy of Sol equals being an enemy of Bermunnos. As long as Bermunnos is nest to the gryphons, we are obliged to side with the Earthlings if it comes to that.”

      Side? There should not have to be a reason to pick a side. They had fought for the same goals, had they not? ”I’m sorry. I don’t wish to put you in a difficult position, but I want to stay with both of my children. I can’t choose one over the other. Tell Sol I’m sorry too, and that she’s more than welcome to visit us whenever convenient. Ayva says Bermunnos can keep their neutrality if they wish it. I still want us to be friends.”

      ”Understood. I’ll deliver your response, though I fear the outcome.”

      Ayva allowed Berg to crawl over to Ondox. The boy rubbed himself against the gryphon’s downcast wing while pulling at the fur on his front leg. Ondox bowed his head, nudging the boy with his beak. Berg’s eyes widened before he placed his hands on the gryphon’s brow and leaned his head closer.

      “You look like your father,” Ondox laughed. “How strange it is.” The two of them stared at each other as Ayva stood. 

      ”Will you stay for a while?” she asked.

      Ondox lifted his head again, and Berg rolled onto his back against the gryphon’s paw.

      ”No, I ought to be headed back straight away. There are strange currents in the air, and I would not want to encounter a dragon on my own.”

      “You’ve sensed them, too?”

      ”The beat of something so large in the air is hard to ignore,” Ondox said. ”I hope to see you all soon, in any case. Take good care of that pup, Ev. It seems you have a knack for fostering peculiar children.” He winked at her again as though he knew something she didn’t.

      As Ondox took to the sky, Everine looked at her daughter. ”Could you give him to me?”

      Ayva lifted Berg away from the flowers he was nibbling on and carried him back to Everine.

      She inspected her son’s face. No one could know about his powers, if he had any. She had to protect him and, right now, Êvina seemed the best place to do so. She lifted her head to meet Ayva’s probing gaze. Everine’s shoulders slumped. They had given each other a promise not to keep any more secrets. She sighed and let her mind’s guard fall to allow Ayva to see what she thought Berg had done. If it were anything more than Everine’s imagination, Ayva would see the truth. Perhaps she could help.

      The blue in Ayva’s eyes shifted, and images from Berg’s short life swept across her irises. It was as spectacular to behold as ever. There was a time when the visions had frightened Everine. She had to learn to accept Ayva’s powers as part of who she was, and she had turned into someone Everine had never imagined—robust, powerful and compassionate. Was it not for Birken, who knows if either of them would have seen this day?

      Ayva folded a hand over her brother’s head as the visions disappeared. ”I don’t know what he did, but we tell no one until we know more. Not even Gaija. I don’t trust her with such a secret.”

      Everine nodded, and Ayva embraced her, the boy stuck in the middle. Everine swallowed back the fear that had been rising in her gut. She had spent her entire adult life worrying about her loved ones. For a brief time after Ayva’s ascension to the throne, Everine had felt unusually blissful. Perhaps that was all the happiness she had deserved, and now came the time to pay penance for all the pain she had caused. She would pay the price if she had to, but that didn’t mean her children should pay too.
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        - Ayva -

      

      

      Another scroll had proven useless. Ayva put the scroll back on the shelf marked ‘Sonûdor, History.’ She lifted Berg away from a heap of scrolls he had been rolling around in before he was able to rip them beyond repair. She offered him a candlestick instead, and the boy crawled underneath the marble desk where Everine sat.

      They had searched for days in the Great Library, yet nothing. There were hundreds of thousands of scrolls, however, and there was bound to be something of importance somewhere. It was just a matter of finding it. She glanced at the surrounding bookcases. Six aisles of bookcases stretched from floor to ceiling, covering the walls from one end to the other. It could take some time.

      Everine looked up from one of the many scrolls on the marble desk while Berg crawled under her skirt only to reappear on the other side.

      ”I think I found something.”

      Ayva walked over to her mother. The glint in her eye was coated with concern.

      ”We know that some Earthlings have powers of witchcraft,” Everine said.

      ”Most of the peoples of Aradria usually have one every hundredth generation or so. Why?”

      ”Well, we also know that the old Queen of Earth was an Earthling. This…” Everine waved a parchment in the air. “This has information on her bloodline. Perhaps there’s something here to help us?”

      That was unlikely. ”What does Georganna have to do with Berg? Other than being of the same kind? She died over two hundred years ago.”

      The boy lifted his head at the mention of his name, then rolled on his back to play with his toes.

      ”I’m reaching, I know.” Everine sighed. ”But it says here that Georganna had a sister, a witch sister. If Berg has any powers, it could be that he has a witch in his bloodline.”

      Ayva lay a hand on her mother’s shoulder. ”That was so long ago.”

      ”How many Earthling witches do you know of?” Everine asked.

      There was only one. The one who now sat as the sole ruler inside Bermunnos Mountain.

      Everine smoothed out the parchment. ”They must be related. Every hundredth year a witch is born to every magical bloodline…”

      ”It makes sense, seeing as there is only the one that we know of. Though I guess there should be at least one other since Georganna’s passing. But I still don’t know how this has anything to do with my brother.” Ayva stepped away from her mother, searching the endless amounts of scrolls for something more current. Everine was reaching too far back in history, wasn’t she? She had suffered so much as Ayva’s guardian, given up on everything to protect her sister’s child, while always placing her own needs second. And now she might be forced to do everything all over again. Ayva shook her head. She had lost much as well. Protecting her family was as important to her as it was to Everine. However, neither of them could protect Berg if they didn’t learn what he was. They had to treat all the information like it was valuable. Every breadcrumb could lead to an answer.

      ”Keep looking,” Ayva said.

      ”Perhaps we should ask Gaija after all?”

      They had been over this. No one could know. Especially not the wild elf shaman. It was a fair chance that Gaija knew something they didn’t and any information she had might prove valuable, but there seemed always to be some other hidden agenda to what the shaman chose to say or do. She had hidden the truth about Ayva, and even Archenon. Also, now it turned out she had been hiding more from them than they realized. Ayva wondered what it was Gaija knew about the dragons. The news of a dragon’s return was cause for concern. However, there was so much to be concerned about. The lands had to be rebuilt. They still needed to recover from the recent battles. Their relationship with Bermunnos was weakened, and there were still battles to come. In the middle of it all, Ayva was forced to consider what her brother was and what that meant—for all of them. No, they had to keep Gaija in the dark. At least for a while.

      ”Ayva...” Everine’s voice was a whisper in the room.

      “Yes?”

      Everine picked up Berg, nestling him in her arms. ”It says here that Georganna’s sister... her name was Sol.”

      Sol? As in their Sol? That would make her possibly as old as Gaija, or even older. Was that even possible?

      “It can’t be?”

      “It could be a coincidence, but I have come to believe that coincidences are rare. It might be that Sol has deceived us. If she’s truly Georganna’s sister, then she knows more than she has told us.”

      Ayva was less than happy about being kept in the dark. She was High Queen. If those around her would not share their secrets, how then could she rule the way her people needed?

      “If! Either way, we need to find out. What more does that say?”

      Everine closed her eyes briefly, took the scroll from Berg’s grasp and rolled it in on itself. ”Nothing. It stops with news on an uproar. We already know how that went.”

      ”There has to be more.”

      Everine let Berg crawl off again, then placed the scroll back onto the shelf it had come from, tracing the other scrolls with her fingers.

      “There’s nothing for over two hundred years.”

      “Nothing of what?” a voice sounded from somewhere on the walls. Ayva turned around until her eyes settled on the single painting in the room, a depiction of the Mother Tree. Rhastoc was dangling on the frame by his hind feet.

      “You need to stop sneaking up on people,” Ayva said.

      The enlarged squirrel banged a nutshell against the frame with no luck of opening the shell, then swung himself out into the room, made a turn in the air and landed with ease on the marble floor. He scurried forward, eventually climbing onto the desk and settling in front of Everine.

      Berg turned his head at the sight of the squirrel and Ayva carried him closer to allow him to meet Rhastoc properly.

      “Such an ordinary woman… and such an extraordinary child,” Rhastoc mumbled.

      “Do I know you? I feel like I do?” Everine asked.

      “Rhastoc is the name, milady. I’ve been around.”

      Ayva touched the squirrel lightly on his head and held her palm out. Rhastoc hesitated, then gave her the nutshell. She placed it on the desk, grabbed the bottle of ink and hit the shell with it. The shell cracked, exposing the acorn inside. Berg poked Rhastoc in his stomach and giggled. The squirrel gave him a lopsided smile, then pinned his claws around the acorn and flicked it into his mouth, to Berg’s great delight.

      “Now,” Ayva said, “why are you here?”

      “Oh, that.” Rhastoc chewed away at the last bits of the acorn, not missing a crumb. “Well, I have some news. Some good, some less, at that.”

      Everine was glowering at the squirrel, in high contrast to Berg’s toothless smile. Ayva wasn’t sure if Everine had ever officially met the squirrel, though Rhastoc was known to pop up in the most unusual places. He might have lurked around Bermunnos from time to time for all she knew.

      “Are you going to share or not?” Everine asked.

      Rhastoc cocked his head this way and that. “You never did have much patience. Very well. First, Sonûdor is waiting for their queen. Everything is ready for the coronation. They want to know if she’ll be leaving the white city soon.”

      “Tell them that she’s planning to leave soon. We have only been waiting for the airspace to calm and Zadewi has agreed to escort her when it does. The scouts tell me that the Vulkan eagles seem to have retreated either to the Vulkan wastelands or Caradrea for now, so I believe she’ll be able to travel very soon, though there are a couple of matters to attend to first.”

      Rhastoc blinked and waved his small arms in arching waves, as though they were wings. “Good. As long as they fly north before the next full moon, the sky should be safe enough.”

      “I guess you’ve heard about the dragon?” Ayva asked.

      “I hear many things, which is why I also have another piece of information to share.” The squirrel’s gaze shifted between the women. “Would the Prince of Fire happen to be around?”

      “Prince of Fire?” Everine asked.

      “It’s what the wild elves are calling him now. And Hadeth knows it.” The squirrel lowered his squeaky voice. “He has put a bounty on Kenith’s head. If he returns to Lycobris, there’s no shortage of those who will try to catch him. The bounty says nothing of whether he is to be alive or not upon delivery.”

      Ayva’s mouth dropped. That was awful. They all knew that Kenith had to return at some point, and now the people he was to rule were the same people who might want to take his life. Kenith might be a Lycobrian, but his past already tainted his experience with other Lycobrians.

      Rhastoc stuck a claw between his front teeth, digging out a leftover from the acorn, then licked it off. “I’ll see you around, ladies. My Queen. Boy.” He somersaulted back off the table.

      Berg frowned as Ayva put him back down yet again. He crawled after the squirrel, who was bouncing away from him.

      The squirrel stopped midair. No, he froze, suspended an arm-length off the floor.

      Ayva gasped.

      Everine was frozen still, too. Berg, however, rolled underneath the squirrel, giggling. The boy reached out and stroked a hand on the squirrel’s stomach.

      “Berg,” Ayva said sternly.

      The boy rolled to his bottom, tilting his head at Ayva.

      “You can’t… whatever it is you did.” She knelt next to her brother. “Did you not want him to leave?”

      Berg shook his head.

      “I understand. It’s a special gift you have, but you can’t keep him. He isn’t a toy, and he has somewhere else he needs to be. Now, where were we before?”

      Ayva brought Berg back to where he had been when Rhastoc froze and went to stand where she’d stood.

      “Now, undo what you did.”

      Berg shook his head again.

      “If you undo it, I promise to take you to the garden and sing you a song before bedtime.”

      The squirrel bounced back to the floor like nothing had happened. He scurried back to the painting, leaped onto the frame, jumped into the canvas, and disappeared.

      “Charming creature,” Everine said.

      Ayva shook herself. Everine didn’t know what Berg had done.

      “Yet usually right, if only in parts,” Ayva muttered. “It’s time to summon everyone and have Gaija tell us what she knows. You’re well enough now, and we can’t wait for that dragon to start torching things.” Ayva hugged her mother, whispering in her ear, “I have to deal with this, but I promise, once Kenith and Thyri are safely on their way, I will do everything in my power to figure out what is happening to Berg.”

      Everine hugged her back, and her body relaxed in the embrace. “I know you will.”

      “I need to gather everyone. Do you want to join us?”

      Everine unfolded another scroll on the desk. “I’ll stay here a while longer.”

      Everine wasn’t about to stop looking for answers on account of bounties or the sudden return of dragons. But Ayva had to. She briefly wondered why she had not frozen still like the others, but her responsibilities were that of all of Aradria, not just her closest family. It would have to wait. She sighed and stepped out of the room to find the one person who might have the answers she needed.
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        - Ayva -

      

      

      Miro and Thyri were whispering to each other as Ayva swept into the council room. Her arrivals had become like a whisper in the wind; silent, yet powerful. Becoming High Queen had given her abilities she was still trying to figure out, and her newfound immortality made the element inside pulsate with its own life, continually feeding her information and energies from those around her. It would take time to master, but she had never felt so strong.

      She glanced at Archenon standing guard by the doors. Unlike most, he didn’t have an energy about him that she was able to read. She would have to figure out what to do about him as well. He was like an empty shell since the Nhêoryn had been stolen, like there was nothing of him left. He followed direct orders and nothing more. He would have to wait though, as with a lot of other concerns. There were pressing matters that took precedence. Besides, she was about the only one who cared what happened to him. They all had their problems, and matters of a once Heartless King were understandably not their primary concern.

      Kenith leaned against a window frame, gazing to the sky. Tendrils of flame encased his body, his breath plastered onto the glass like the moisture would on a hot summer day. Niila peeked his way but remained on the opposite side of the table with her hands clasped in her lap. He had been distant ever since the dragon first awoke. The cleft between them was growing. Fire and water had always been opposites, and though they might not see it themselves, Ayva did. She also sensed the love they had for one another. If anyone could defy the forces of nature on account of the heart, it would be them. Still, only time would tell, and Ayva feared for them both.

      “Welcome,” Ayva started. Her gaze shifted around the group of them, her friends and given family. Also, among all the people she trusted the most was Gaija. The wild elf shaman was still a mystery to Ayva, and she was confident that Gaija was still keeping secrets from her. Ayva had hopes that some of those secrets would finally be revealed. 

      “We have gathered to learn what we can about the arrival of a creature most of us thought was gone from Aradria.” Ayva gestured at Gaija. “Please, enlighten us.”

      “Wait,” Thyri said. “Should he be here for this?” She raised her eyebrows at Archenon.

      “He’s not what he was. There’s no cause for concern.” Ayva could feel them staring at her. All of them. They didn’t trust him, even now. “Very well. Archenon, would you please keep guard outside?”

      Archenon gave a short bow and disappeared outside. He could not hurt a fly unless commanded by her.

      “Go on,” Ayva said.

      Gaija’s furrowed face wrinkled together as a crooked smile spread out on her lips.

      “Thank you, Your Highness. I think it best that I start at the beginning. There’s hardly anyone who remembers as far back when there were dragons in our world. I do, however.” The chair legs screamed with agony against the marble floor as the shaman pushed her chair back with her bottom, placing her palms on the table. 

      “In the Old Age, there were dragons, but there were only five worth remembering. In this new age, the second coming is upon us. I have waited a long time for the dragons to return.”

      “Why are they back?” Miro asked. The constant pull in the air around him had never been as visible to Ayva as it was now. A light breeze traveled away from him as if Miro’s element wanted to chill the room in the face of the incessant warmth rolling off Kenith.

      “We’ll get to that.” Gaija closed her eyes. She opened them, and her sockets were a haze of grey. “At the beginning of dragons, they lived free. Until the first rulers of the Elements were made. The dragons were few but feared and hunted. To appease the winged creatures, as well as protect the peoples of Aradria, the Elementals and the dragons forged an alliance with the lands. Bound in forceful spirits—one bloodline carries them all. Each Elemental Ruler of Old had a winged companion, a champion of their powers, a beacon of their given lands. To each land, there was one dragon who shared with the Elemental ruler of that land the same affinity for its given element. Such was the prize of their allegiance, and for a time, it was a peaceful one.” 

      “Then what happened?” Thyri asked.

      “The ruby dragon, Fyrax, went rogue. A sickness of the mind. He had to be stopped, and so the Elementals forced his spirit into a vessel, placing all the dragons under the same spell.” Her eyes twinkled with delight as they once again turned crimson.

      “What vessel?” Ayva asked.

      Gaija leaned forward, her eyes set on Ayva’s. “Your grandfather, Pyralis.”

      “What? Was he not truly a wizard then?”

      “Oh, yes, that he was. But with the dragon in him, he became so much more. The fire burned within him almost as strongly as I assume it burns within the future King of Fire.” She raised her chin toward Kenith. He didn’t move, and Gaija turned back to Ayva.

      “When you killed Pyralis, the dragon had one step out of his sleep. But what Pyralis had done was clever. I didn’t realize the repercussions until Archenon stole the High throne.”

      Ayva’s eyes watered. “Clever how?”

      “First, no one thought Pyralis would father a child. When he did, he split Fyrax’s spirit between himself and Archenon. It took Fyrax some time to wake from his very long slumber after Archenon’s demise, but he’s wide awake now! Little did Pyralis know of what the dragon’s spirit would do to his son before it was too late. Though he inherited magic from his father, Fyrax was the real source of Archenon’s vast powers.”

      Thyri held her palms up. “But, wait. If Fyrax is awake, what of the others?”

      Gaija wiggled her eyebrows. “I assume it won’t be long before they awake as well.”

      Kenith turned, his face glowing. “Fyrax... I can sense him, but the connection feels broken somehow, like there’s some interference.”

      “There would be, as the old King of Fire severed their bond.”

      The room stilled as everyone took their time processing this new information. Dragons were real, and they were waking up. Not only that, but these dragons were connected to them all.

      ”Could you tell us more about them?” Niila asked.

      ”As I said, the five elemental dragons are the only ones worth remembering by name: The pearl dragon of Ûnda, Jormundra, the emerald dragon of Sonûdor, Lyndora, the Azurite dragon of Caradrea, Ormhug, the ruby dragon of Lycobris, Fyrax, and finally, the most revered of them all, the sapphire dragon, Sesha of Èvina.” Gaija took a breath.

      Ayva’s mouth fell open, and she quickly shut it. Sesha! The truth hit her in the gut as a part of her recognized the name.

      Gaija continued, “I saw this future, but what I didn’t account for was what you decided to do with Archenon’s spirit. As long as he’s bound to the Nhêoryn, so is Fyrax. The Nhèoryn will weaken the ruby dragon, but it’s not strong enough to keep him from torching the entire world if he wants. Also, he’ll never stop searching for the missing piece of his existence, even if he has no idea where it is or how it got there.”

      “How do we stop him?” Niila asked.

      Kenith lifted his head. His thick raven hair framed his cheekbones. “I will. I’ll travel to Lycobris and seek Fyrax out. Then perhaps, together, we stand a chance of taking our land back.”

      “How do you know he will listen?” Niila shook her head. She turned to Gaija. “Did you not say the dragon was mad?”

      Gaija shrugged.

      Kenith scoffed and put his fists on the table. “We’re not so different, him and I. I have to try.”

      It was a dangerous path, but they all knew they would have to part ways at some point. The task Mother Nature had given them wasn’t complete. Not even close. A mad dragon had to be dealt with, but it should be up to Kenith to try to find a way to deal with Fyrax before they might start searching for other options. Ayva let out a breath. She didn’t want to consider the options, though if it came down to it, she had to protect Aradria—at any cost or means necessary. She glanced at Kenith. Even if that cost would lose her a friend.

      “You’re going to need help. You can’t simply walk into Vulkan Mountain on your own.” Ayva walked over to Kenith. The heat didn’t bother her. 

      Gaija tutted. ”You’ll not find many allies in the Land of Fire, though I do know those who wish to side with you under the promise of a new regime. A rightful regime, and a fire born leader.”

      “Who?” Kenith pulled away from Ayva’s touch, approaching the shaman.

      “The wild elves will join your cause. I’m sure of it!”

      The wild elves were a mystery to Ayva. Their reputation had certainly been damaged since Archenon took the throne, and though they had stayed clear of his madness, nor had they tried to help. On the other hand, a part of Ayva was elven, and they were her kin. If Gaija believed they would accept Kenith, they had to try.

      “It’s settled then,” Ayva said. “Kenith will leave for Elfen Lyconis. However, I don’t wish for him to go alone, and I’m not sure how to get him there safely.” Her gaze traveled over the assemblage. “I have received word that there’s a bounty on Kenith. It’s not going to be safe for him to travel anywhere near Lycobris, though it is the path he must take.”

      Niila held a hand in front of her mouth, her eyes glued to Kenith.

      “I’ll find a way,” Kenith said.

      Thyri cleared her throat. “I’m sorry Kenith, but my people are waiting for their queen to return. They have already begun preparing for the coronation. My place is in Sonûdor, and you can’t reclaim your throne before I sit on mine. Mother Nature said it was paramount.”

      “I remember.” Kenith blew out his cheeks and slumped down on a free seat.

      Niila stood and walked around the table to kneel beside Kenith, the sweat immediately running on her forehead as she took his hand. “I’ll walk with you to the ends of Aradria if necessary.”

      Kenith sighed and stroked back a lock of hair behind her ear. He angled his chin at Miro.

      “Like you have to ask.” Miro grinned.

      “Actually,” Ayva said. “I want you to go to Sonûdor with Thyri as I’m unable to attend the ceremony. It’s only right that one of us is there to support Thyri’s ascent to the Throne of Earth, and she’ll need someone she trusts to help her get settled into her new role. I should know.”

      Miro sat back in his chair as the air escaped his lungs. “As you wish.”

      “And you?” Kenith turned to Ayva. “You’re staying here?”

      “My mother is still too weak, and she needs my help with the baby. I’m not about to leave him to the maids. He’s my brother, not to mention he’s a child unheard of. I don’t dare leave a half-breed to the scrutiny of strangers.”

      The cracking sound of Gaija stretching her neck issued through the room. “I’ll escort you as far as Elfen Lyconis, but then I have business elsewhere.”

      Of course she did. Ayva fought the urge to shake her head and roll her eyes. Kenith and Niila would be much safer with Gaija by their side. All she could do was accept the offer.

      “Then all that remains is to figure out how to get the three of you to the wild elves without Kenith getting captured… or worse.” A pit of worry grew in Ayva’s heart. They had only recently taken back Êvina and they were all recovering, and now she was sending them back out to fend for themselves. However, she could not leave. Not now, not without knowing more about her brother. Moreover, if she was the only one not affected by whatever powers he possessed, she might also be the only one who could help him.

      Gaija stretched her arms over her head. “I might have an idea as to how we can get there unseen, though it will take me at least a week or two to arrange. If Your Majesty can make sure we have a ship ready in about a couple of weeks from now, that should provide me with enough time.”

      “Two weeks, and we will part ways. Spend your time wisely, my friends.” Ayva stood.

      Miro caught her gaze. His kind eyes always managed to soothe her. Now, knowing he would leave along with the rest of them, it wasn’t as comforting as it used to be. She could only hope they would all stay safe.
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      The sweet autumn chill signified that winter was approaching fast. Sol inhaled the ashen smell of the chasm that autumn rain and winter cold would soon douse to replace with a more refreshing scent. It would be good for her people to move on, even when she could not. She clasped her hands in her lap and looked up.

      Ondox swooped down overhead, landing solidly on the Eye before her. He had returned much too soon. Sol squared her shoulders. There were no signs of anyone else having arrived along with the griffin. A cove of darkness formed in Sol’s core and she narrowed her eyes at the griffin.

      ”I hope you have good news for me, though I see you have come alone.” 

      The griffin bowed his head at her. ”Everine says to tell you that she’s not coming back but that you’re always welcome to visit, and that she still considers you a friend. She could not leave one child for the other, though she sends her best.”

      The anger rising in Sol burned like fire in her bones. ”Friend? Her best? What friend has she ever been to me? Her interests were never for the Earthlings or me. It was always for that bastard anomaly she claims as her daughter.” Sol leaped to her feet. “You did what you could, but make no mistake, I expect you and your kin to keep your fealty with Bermunnos before anything else.”

      “We made a deal with the Earthling council on the day you gave us a new nest. Even though the council is now only made up of one person, we griffins never break our word.”

      Everine was his friend. Ondox was a griffin, however, and his word would have to be good enough.

      “Very well.” Sol waved the griffin off. “Leave me. Now.”

      Ondox spread his wings, shading the council seats in the process. He squawked and bounced to the sky to join with his kin on top of the mountain. It was good that the griffins knew their place. Besides, none of it was their fault. It was Everine’s. For the past seventeen years, all that had gone wrong had been her fault.

      Sol was fuming. Everine’s decisions had never led to anything but death and destruction for the Earthlings, and now she defied Sol’s more than friendly invitation to return to the Chasm that had given her and Ayva shelter for sixteen years. A home Everine had abandoned in a time when it needed to mend, not divide. Everything that human had done had led to the loss of too many Earthlings to count. And for what? In spite of everything, Sol had even extended her hand, yet Everine had spat in her face.

      No more.

      The linger of an old whisper in her mind pushed its way to the forefront. The familiar voice had been there since before the Fall, though it had been dormant ever since the Heartless King took the throne. The voice told her what she had refused to believe since Georganna passed: the Elementals were nothing but a burden to the Earthlings. At least with Archenon on the throne, they had been left alone—until Everine showed up.

      One way or the other, Sol would bring Birken’s pup home. Something was unleashed inside as Sol once again embraced her darker nature, the one that had once overthrown the Queen of Earth. The side of Sol that she had tucked away because of Ragnar and her people. It was time to reconnect with her old self. It was a long time ago, but the memory was as clear in her mind as if it had all happened only yesterday.

      Her thoughts took her back to the last moments of Queen Georganna’s life.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Someone has to do something!” The Jotter Nimry scowled at the assemblage. There were so many that had gathered in the western Earthling village that Sol could not count them. It looked like half of Sonûdor had shown up at her doorstep, though there was not one Woodling in sight. The village was buzzing with discontent. Some of the Caradrean merchants had brought small children along for what must have been a rough journey. They wore tattered clothes, and the odor was borderline sickening.

      Sol rose from her seat at the end of the long table of granite. In the western village, she was in charge.

      “Calm down.” She waved the flat of her hands in a downward motion. The voices stilled, and all eyes turned to her. “I wish to hear your pleas, but I cannot do so if you’re all speaking at once. Now, Nimry, would you please tell us your concerns?”

      Nimry jutted out his chest. “Certainly.” His deep voice had the tone of stones falling into a crevasse. “My men and I have not been able to make a profit from any of our wares for the past couple of years. The Lycobrian merchants say the taxes are so high they can no longer afford to pay what we charge. Also, we can’t keep trading for rocks. I have been to the Mother Tree to ask Georganna to reason with the other monarchs. She dismissed me.”

      The murmurs started again. More quietly, but the nods and words of agreements could not be overlooked.

      “That was wrong of her, Nimry.” Sol turned to the rest of the assemblage. “How many of you have been to see my sister?”

      Hands were raised throughout. There were almost as many hands as there were attendants. She sighed, bracing herself for her next question. “And how many of you feel as Nimry does, that you have not been heard.”

      Every single hand that had previously been raised stayed elevated.

      An Earthling stood amid the assemblage. He pushed his way through the crowd with a gentle pat of his hand. Only a couple of strides remained before he would have been close enough to touch Sol. The Earthling bowed, then kneeled before her.

      Sol mused. There was something about this Earthling. His frame was proud, with broad shoulders and hair like gold. His forearms were covered in golden hoops, matching the ornaments around his neck as well as the ones tying his golden braids together at his back.

      “Rise, please. I’m no queen.”

      His face lifted, his eyes catching her gaze as he stood. “Name is Ragnar. I speak on behalf of the eastern village.”

      Ragnar. Sol knew him by name, though this was their first encounter. He had not been a chieftain for more than a few moons, a charge given to him by a democratic vote after the previous chieftain had died. Being chosen to lead meant that the easterners put much faith in this Earthling.

      Sol tilted her head. “Then, please, speak your case.”

      “The easterners wish to form an independent faction, a state if you will. Though we do not wish to do so alone. We were hoping that the westerners might be inclined to join us. We are, after all, one people.”

      That was a call to action Sol had not considered. “I’m intrigued to hear more, though I don’t see how this is supposed to come about. Besides, it sounds like a matter more suited for a different kind of meeting than this one.”

      “Oh, but this is exactly right.” Ragnar’s eyes shone with delight. “It’s our stance that we do not wish to keep fighting the monarchs, or the laws of man. We have the resources to become our own. All we want is for you and me to bring this matter to Georganna. We were hoping that your voice might persuade her.”

      They were so wrong. Georganna was queen, and Sol’s sister, but she had always been queen first, sister second. Something like this might be seen as a threat to the balance the monarchs were tasked to behold. Still, to be severed from the kingdoms, to become an entirely independent state, made Sol practically quivered with hope. She would no longer have to live in Georganna’s shadow if this were to transpire.

      “Even if the westerners decided to accommodate you on your proposal, I have an obligation to help with everyone’s concerns. I’m second in command in Sonûdor, and they are all my responsibility.”

      The crowd cheered. The Jotters banged their fists on the long table, and the Huldarins at the end were giggling for the first time that night.

      “Of course,” Ragnar said. “Then allow me to be of assistance, any way I can.”

      “I do not yet know what we will need.”

      A couple of Beavarians that had sat quietly on a jut of stone now stood. As small as they were, the stone lifted them above the crowd, demanding attention.

      “Yes,” Sol said, turning towards them.

      The smaller Beavarian put his little paws against his sides. “We have been talking, and we have only one thing to say…” The two Beavarians looked at each other, then shouted out in unison, “Sol for queen.”

      “Sol for queen,” the crowd repeated. The words multiplied by the hundreds. It was so loud that Sol feared it could be heard all the way to Georganna’s throne of roots.

      She waved her hands again to make them still. It took longer this time, but eventually, the crowd grew silent once more.

      “I’m no queen,” Sol said. “However, I will do everything in my power to convince Georganna to take action.”

      “And if she does not listen?” Nimry asked, pushing himself in front of Ragnar.

      “Then we have to find a way to make her listen,” Sol replied. Her words sounded more infuriated than she had intended. If Georganna still refused to take their pleas seriously, there was only one way she could uphold her promise. They would have to make Georganna step down, by force if necessary. It was a path Sol didn’t want to take.

      Ragnar was still looking at Sol as the meeting came to an end. The spark in his eye was gone. Sol could not decipher his thoughts, though he seemed less than pleased. They would have to talk more privately about his plans for the Earthlings. Sol did have an obligation to all those who lived in Sonûdor. She was an Earthling first, though, and the thought of uniting with her kin, free from the chains of being an Elemental’s sister, made her eager. Sol would certainly want to hear more about the easterner’s proposal. If nothing else, she found she wanted to meet with Ragnar in a more private setting. He had festered in her bones, and there had to be more to that Earthling than met the eye.
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        * * *

      

      Sol shook herself, returning her mind from the land of memories. She had thought she had been wrong to do what she did, but perhaps it was the right thing all along, no matter how cruel the outcome. She ran across the Eye and started attacking the stairs with quick strides, climbing one floor after another. She flew past the baker as he closed the doors for the day, then flung herself onto a rope and heaved herself upward towards the Chasm’s mouth. 

      The griffins that had rested where Sol now entered the mountaintop made way for her as she walked south. Other griffins leaped off the mountain to circle out above Sonûdor. Sol barely registered Ondox’s arched back as she continued walking until she had reached the end of the two gushing rivers that eventually fed the Mourning Ocean. 

      ”Sveva,” she called, allowing the wind to carry her onto a high rock where the water joined into a waterfall. She raised both arms above her head. The power inside rushed through every part of her being, filling her up like a roaring river. Her fingers fanned out, and she recited the ancient words that had been left dormant for more than two centuries.

      ”Stormen, ith kallà dej. Yèa, vakna nuh.” The wind picked up, and the water rose higher, large droplets spraying out on both sides of the mountain range. Dark clouds swept across the sky, and lightning bolts shot down at the ocean as Sol felt her powers return with force. Her hair clung to her neck and shoulders as she became drenched in the pelting rain that followed. People ought to start calling her by her right title from now on. She was, and had always been, a witch. Birken was dead, and so her obligation as a guardian to Georganna’s bloodline was fulfilled. At least until Birken’s son returned to Bermunnos—and her.  For more than two hundred years, she had been paying her penance for leading her sister to the pyre. It was the right thing then, and it was undoubtedly the right thing now. She should never have turned her back on that which had made her who she was.

      As the rain kept teeming down on her, Sol devised her plan. She could not attack Êvina on her own. She had to be clever about it. She needed someone who wanted to see the Elementals destroyed, someone with a lot of men and fighting skills. It came to her like the wind had bellowed it in her ear. It would be a dangerous path to follow, but she was confident she could make an agreeable offer. It would be a powerful alliance. They would hardly be inclined to shake hands at first, though they would have to listen. It would be as beneficial to them as it was to Bermunnos.

      Sol whistled, and a young griffin flew toward her.

      “You called?” the griffin Ynza asked.

      “I need you to fly me someplace. It will only be for a few days. Would that be acceptable?”

      The griffin landed on the mountainside. “It would.” Her golden feathers shone in the light of the lightning bolts hammering down across the surface of the ocean.

      “Good.” Sol gathered her feet and leaped into the air, only to land softly on the griffin’s back as she swept out to catch her.

      “Where to?” she asked.

      “North, then east.”

      Ynza’s motions slowed for a heartbeat, then she sped up. There wasn’t much north-east of Bermunnos, and the griffin likely had her reservations. Still, she didn’t mention any.

      Sol laughed, her voice carrying out above the roaring ocean before the griffin soared back over the mountain range. Everine would not survive her fury, and Birken’s pup would eventually come home to grow up with his real family. All Sol had to do was align herself with someone who wanted power more than anything.
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            ENEMIES ALIGN

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        - Zarcos -

      

      

      Zarcos leaned forward in his high-backed chair. The sandstone walls had never felt as oppressive and, somehow, his home in Cergentos had become foreign to him since his recent return. An unknown amount of unicorns’ horns had been mounted in circles onto the square pillars in the hall, making them look like sparkling spikes of stone. It had always amused him in the past. However, now it bothered him, though he had no idea why. He rubbed his neck, massaging the knots gathering to cause his ever-present headache. Something had been gnawing on his mind for a while, and he could not shake the unease he had begun to feel. He grabbed a jug of ale and filled the silver goblet beside it to the brim, then washed his throat with the contents and refilled the goblet again.

      The wide metal doors squeaked as they were pushed open. Zarcos covered his ears as his body revulsed at the sound. He needed to have someone grease those hinges.

      Barbos strode forward and bowed low in front of his captain.

      “Stand,” Zarcos commanded.

      The lieutenant straightened, clearing his throat. ”There’s, well, there is an Earthling beyond the walls who has asked for an audience. She says she wants to put old quarrels to rest, and that she has some deal to offer you.”

      Zarcos’s eyes widened. It had been more than a millennium since the Silverlings had collaborated on anything with the Earthlings. Next to the Elementals, the Earthlings were on top of Zarcos’s list for those he wanted to see gone from Aradria. However, he might be inclined to forge an alliance, even with an Earthling, if it helped achieve his goals. It was merely practical. But what in Aradria could an Earthling be doing at his doorstep?  It seemed like a foolish thing to do, even for an Earthling.

      ”Who is this Earthling, exactly?” he asked.

      ”She calls herself Sol, a witch, she says. She’s the only remaining council member since the recent battle, and she says she speaks for all of them.”

      Interesting, Zarcos mused. Also, she was alone. There would be no harm in allowing her to meet with him. If he was unsatisfied by what she had to offer, he would be happy to throw her into the Khâlara ocean, no doubt leaving her skewered on the stone spikes jutting out from the steep mountainside along with the rest of the body count. She would likely not even reach the ocean. Witch or not, she was on his land now.

      ”I will allow it,” he said. ”Bring the Earthling to me.”

      The Silverling left, only to return with the Earthling witch a while later.

      She looked nothing like those vain, meticulous Earthlings he was accustomed to. No flashy yet sparse armor anywhere in sight, though golden hoops adorned her arms and legs. Her yellow hair was tousled, thick and moist where it curled its way down to her waist. Her skin was full of dirt, and her shape was a lot fuller than that of any Silverling. Yet there was something in her bronze-colored eyes, a spark of some sort. Zarcos was intrigued.

      ”You show an awful lot of courage to come here on your own. More like foolishness, come to think of it.”

      Sol squared her shoulders. ”I have an offer, and you will not refuse it.” The grime on her face did nothing to hide her pride as she set her gaze on him.

      ”Are you giving me Bermunnos?” He chuckled.

      ”Bermunnos is off the table.”

      ”Then I don’t believe there’s anything more for us to discuss. How would you like to take a closer look at Khâlara?” Zarcos licked his chapped lips. The thought of watching her crash against the slippery spikes of stone rising from the surface of the ocean to the north made him cheerful.

      ”You want power,” Sol said, angling closer. ”I’m here to offer it to you.”

      ”Get on with it then.”

      ”You need to prepare for what is coming. The Elementals now hold the center of Aradria, and in not long they will attack Lycobris. When they succeed, where do you think they will go next?”

      ”Even if they hold Lycobris, there’s no way they will ever take Caradrea. It belongs to me, and my army is nothing like the Vaexennas.”

      ”Yet your army was defeated in the Battle of Ancient Creatures. Your forces are weakened. Caradrea, along with Cergentos, will be overturned if you do nothing.”

      The air vibrated in the sudden silence between the two of them as they studied one another. Somewhere inside, Zarcos knew she was right. The Elementals would only grow in power, and eventually, they would attack. He did need a plan, though he wasn’t sure if the Earthlings should have anything to do with whatever plan he could devise. His forces were weakened, and here was someone willing to provide him with additional men. No matter how he felt about the Earthlings, he also knew that the Ahddamssons were some of the best trained in combat anywhere in Aradria, besides his kin. It would strengthen his people to accept Sol’s offer.

      The witch took another step forward, closing the gap between her and the seat of Zarcos’s throne. She angled her head forward, her eyes still set on his. ”I will help you take Lycobris for your own. With both Caradrea and Lycobris in your grasp, you will become untouchable. My army of Ahddamssons and griffins will fight with you, and we will prevail. Dragon, or no dragon! I only have one small favor to ask of you in return, which we can discuss later.”

      ”Dragon? There have been rumors...” So it was true. A strange sensation of excitement surged through him. The news of a dragon should be cause for concern, and all he felt was something unfamiliar to him. Was this joy?

      ”There’s no doubt that the winged creatures have returned. Though I’m not so sure they will fight, and Fyrax has only been asleep. He’s likely as crazed as he once was, which means he will be more of a liability to the Elementals than anything else unless they find a way to control him. His allegiance after the old Elementals once betrayed him will be easy to shift. All you need to do is convince him.”

      Zarcos wasn’t sure what the witch was talking about. Something told him it was the truth. Convincing a dragon to choose a side was a task not easily managed by either of them, however. Also, it meant facing the dragon. Not something Zarcos was inclined to do. 

      Fyrax will listen. 

      Zarcos shook his head at the sudden thought—or was it a whisper—sifting through his mind. 

      The witch is right. Go to Lycobris. 

      Zarcos blinked. His mind had been playing tricks with him over the past few weeks. It was probably exhaustion, though he could not help but listen to the voice in his head.

      ”Very well,” Zarcos said. “I will hear this plan of yours, witch, and I will decide if the favor you ask is worth what you’re offering. Be warned, however, that if you cross me, I will have your head.”

      ”The name is Sol.” The witch clasped her hands behind her back. ”That is a lovely necklace,” she said, her eyes twinkling.

      ”What do you know of it?”

      ”I have seen it before.” Sol smiled disconcertingly, as if she held a secret that she was not about to share with Zarcos. Whatever it was, Zarcos had no time to discuss trinkets. They needed a plan of attack, and fast. If the dragon were awake, the so-called Prince of Fire would surely seek him out, and Zarcos would have to deal with the dragon before then. Whatever this witch wanted in return was likely worth it.

      ”You may stay in the south tower for now. We will discuss tactics in the morning, then leave for Lycobris as soon as we have a plan in place.”

      Zarcos glanced at Barbos, who had stood immobile by one of the far pillars during the entire conversation. The lieutenant’s purple lips were tight on his face. He wasn’t happy about the turn of events, judging by the frown he had acquired.

      Sol grinned. ”Looking forward to it.” She turned on her heels to walk out. 

      Zarcos snapped his fingers at a guard standing by the door.

      ”You, make sure she’s accommodated, bolt the doors, and keep an eye on her at all times. We don’t trust her,” he wheezed.

      The guard nodded and followed after the witch.

      Zarcos folded his hands around his throbbing head. They would take Lycobris, but first, he had to befriend an insane creature of fire. He had to be insane himself to think it was even possible. 

      He will listen, the voice continued.

      ”He will listen,” Zarcos mumbled to himself. Perhaps he was, in fact, going mad.

      Barbos coughed. “My Liege, what do you wish us to do? Do you intend to do as the witch says? She’s an Earthling, our enemy. We should be in Cergentos for the captain’s Khal-Odono Erneshos. It’s been postponed long enough, and our people need to see that we are still keeping the tradition. It will cement your position, too.”

      ”I’m captain,” Zarcos bellowed.

      ”Of course. I simply mean to remind you that our people need to see that we are still strong.”

      There was always a captain’s funeral in Cergentos when one had died in glorious battle, but Zarcos had no desire to watch the glorification of his previous commander in chief. The Khal-Odono signified the belief that having died in a particular manner made the individual superior to death. To be killed in furious battle was an honor bestowed on those with might. Had Creos fought better, he would not be dead by Zarcos’s hand. Yet he was, and Creos had not beaten death any more than the rest of the dead bastards left behind on the cobbled streets of Êvina.

      Zarcos had made Barbos his second in command. The Silverling was loyal to a fault and was one of the best swordsmen Zarcos had ever seen, but the two of them didn’t see everything eye to eye. Barbos wanted the Silverlings to hold Caradrea, to build an army and close the borders. Zarcos had wanted that too, yet something in him was drawn toward a different plan. His head throbbed with an unknown desire. He now wanted all of Aradria. Caradrea wasn’t strong enough to withstand an attack if it was to come from every corner of their borders.

      “Lycobris,” Zarcos wheezed as though he had not come to terms with his decision. “Caradrea is already ours. With Lycobris under our thumb, the rest of Aradria will crumble to its knees before me.”

      Barbos cleared his throat. “What of the dragon?”

      The dragon was certainly a challenge. Zarcos closed his eyes, flaring his nostrils. A warm sensation built in his chest, expanding through him. He had never felt this kind of bodily heat before he acquired the Nhèoryn. It was exhilarating. His hand clutched the pendant around his neck as cruel whispers snaked through his mind.

      The dragon will bow to us. He is fire born, as am I. And he will recognize us. We will be allies, and the dragon will set all of Aradria ablaze if we so wish it.

      Zarcos shook himself. “I will handle the dragon.”

      Barbos opened his mouth to speak as Zarcos slammed his fist on the oaken table, sending candlesticks and mugs crashing to the floor.

      “Don’t test me, Barbos. It will be as I have said.”
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            DEATH OF A QUEEN

          

        

      

    

    
      A band of thirty unicorns with twenty-nine Silverling riders was already saddled and ready for departure as the first rays of dawn climbed over the walls of Cergentos. Sol angled her head back at the guards escorting her. Their swords were unsheathed, their eyes glued to her like the hawks circling the Silverling fortress of stone.

      ”This one is yours.” Barbos presented her with a silver unicorn. ”Everyone is waiting for you.”

      ”You’re staying?” Sol asked.

      Barbos contracted his lips and handed her the reins, then turned away from the group and headed into the city along with her guards. Not much of a talker, Sol gathered.

      ”Witch,” Zarcos called. ”Keep up. We’re headed out.” The group started forward.

      Sol swung herself on the back of the silver mare, kicked her heels, and galloped after the Silverlings out of the enormous gates separating Cergentos from the vast plains outside. She patted the mare on her neck. The sawn-off horn gave Sol the shivers, but she stayed her voice on the matter. The Silverling tradition of cutting off the unicorns’ horns was gruesome, yet useful for domesticating them. A unicorn should be free to run as it pleased, however, and she pitied the creature.

      ”Lycobris next!” Zarcos roared.

      The band of thirty Silverlings kept a steady trot while Sol caught up with Zarcos at the front.

      ”We have yet to discuss my end of the deal,” she said. ”Why the rush to leave so soon?”

      Zarcos raised his chin at the wind. ”The dragon waits for no one. You can send word for your army when we’re ready. I don’t need a horde of Ahddamssons in Lycobris yet.”

      ”What’s the plan then?”

      ”We take… everything,” Zarcos wheezed with a maddened look on his face.

      Sol wanted them to complete their deal, though there would be time to discuss how he would help her get Birken’s pup. He would have to listen if he wanted the Ahddamssons on his side. It seemed that, once again, she was headed toward war. This time, however, she wasn’t scared. She had a debt to pay, no matter the cost. The half-breed boy was all that was left of her family, and the memory of her sister.

      The unicorns sped up, their hooves thundering across the open plains. The air filled with dust as the dunes began building around them, and Sol allowed her mind to drift.

      

      
        
        200 and some years earlier

      

      

      The ground shook. Georganna was furious, and all of Sonûdor suffered beneath her wrath. Sol’s requests had not been appreciated, and when Sol told her followers, their rage seemed to match Georganna’s.

      ”Let it go,” Sol cried.

      ”I’m an Elemental,” Georganna howled. ”I cannot simply hand you my throne, even if I wanted to do so. Aradria would be crippled at best.” Georganna cast her arms out, roots shooting up from the earth to fend off the oncoming mob.

      Sol drew her sword, cutting through the vines and roots to move closer to her sister. ”Step down, or you’ll not see tomorrow. Please!”

      The tears streaming down Georganna’s face betrayed the sadness behind her anger. Sol knew she wouldn’t listen, not even to save her own life.

      A band of Jotters hammered away on a large root obscuring their path. Their axes cut through the thicket, again and again, allowing them to move closer and closer to their target. Georganna couldn’t keep them all at bay. The Woodlings were gearing up, but they were no fighters and had not been prepared for what was coming.

      ”Please,” Sol yelled as the band of Jotters threw themselves at Georganna, pinning her limbs to the soil.

      ”I’m so sorry,” Sol whispered as one of the Jotters forced Georganna’s mouth open, pouring the liquid from a vial down her throat. Another Jotter placed a totem of elemental creatures in the ground at her feet.

      ”Say the words,” Nimry called.

      Sol hesitated. She had made a promise, however, and she had to see this through. Despite her reservations, she began her chant, and the earth finally stilled as Georganna’s powers were bound.

      The Woodlings couldn’t hold back the enemy, though few were mortally wounded. They were not the prize of this battle.

      A shrieking choir of victorious voices rolled through the air as Georganna was lifted to the highest point of the massive white roots surrounding the Mother Tree. An Earthling tied Georganna to the totem, while another held up a lit torch. What were they doing? They had won. It hit Sol like a heap of rocks landing in her belly. No!

      ”Stop this,” she screamed, scrambling forward.

      The second Earthling slid the torch down the totem, Georganna’s dress the first thing to catch fire. It was the Earthling way. But this wasn’t how it was supposed to have gone.

      At the sight of their burning queen, the Woodlings on the ground got to their feet, running for the fire, which their kin were so scared of. The cries of victory blended with the sobs of loss and despair.

      Something made the ground shake, though not like it had before. It thundered underneath the feet of an oncoming force. Sol turned. A throng of Èlèonas appeared through the trees. The Guardians of Sonûdor were too late to save their queen. It didn’t mean they wouldn’t avenge her.

      ”Come on.” Ragnar slid a hand around Sol’s waist, lifting her into his arms. ”We can’t stay here.” He ran with ease, but quickly, and the Earthlings that had followed Sol sprinted after them.

      She finally allowed herself to cry. The tears sprang from her eyes as she buried her head in Ragnar’s chest.

      What had she done?

      

      The fight had lasted for weeks, even after Georganna had turned to nothing but ashes in the wind. The walls of Bermunnos finally loomed around them. There was nothing left for the Earthlings on the outside of those walls.

      ”The Chasm will serve us well,” Ragnar had said.

      He was right. The Chasm was a fortress, and the Earthlings were skilled enough to make it habitable with time, though nothing grew within these walls. They would need to do something about that.

      ”I can’t breathe.” Sol clasped a hand around her throat, recalling the memory of her burning sister.

      ”It’s over now.” Ragnar stroked a hand over her hair. ”The outside villages are gone. Sonûdor is done with their vengeance and the new king has given us neutrality for our victory. It’s time for us to build a new life.”

      Victory? ”I never wanted…”

      Ragnar placed a finger over her lips, kissing her forehead. ”Bermunnos will be our home, and we will mend these wounds.”

      She stared at the magnificent Earthling, his breath folding over her face. She would follow him anywhere.

      ”I want to change,” Sol said.

      ”We all change.”

      Someone appeared from the darkness of the earth. No one knew how deep the abyss between the two sides of Bermunnos was, but someone had managed to find their way out through the depths. If nothing else, it was proof that the abyss did have an end to it.

      Ragnar drew his sword. ”Speak your name,” he said.

      ”Oh, simmer,” the elf said.

      ”Gaija?” Sol asked. ”What in Aradria are you doing here?” The two women knew each other well. Gaija and Georganna had been close. Whatever the shaman was there for, it made Sol jittery. ”I think you should leave.”

      ”Oh, I will. Once my task is done.” Gaija unwrapped a bundle around her chest, revealing a small head of golden curls. ”You never got to meet your nephew,” she said. ”Now, you’ll have the chance to know him better than anyone.”

      An Earthling boy, only a few moons old, turned his head at Sol as Gaija released him fully.

      Sol shook her head. ”You trust him with me?”

      ”Your sister is dead, and I’m sorry. I don’t believe you would want to erase your entire bloodline, however. Birken will be yours to protect—she named him after the white birches of Sonûdor—and you had better do your job right. You owe him as much.”

      Gaija was right, though Sol could never redeem her crimes even if she did manage the responsibility Gaija was placing on her. However, it was only right that Birken should be here. Sol crouched down and reached out to the boy. He tugged at Gaija’s cloak for a bit, then staggered towards Sol. He tripped, and Sol caught him in her arms. The smell of wet soil and fresh flowers clung to his skin. He smelled of his mother. A tear crept away from the brim of Sol’s eye, and the boy caught her tear with the tip of his finger, stroking it down her cheek. Then he smiled.

      ”Nice to meet you, Birken,” Sol said, feeling Ragnar’s strong hands on her shoulders. ”Welcome home.”
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        - Kenith -

      

      

      ”All set,” Gaija called. She strode down the gangway and onto the freshly built jetty in Blanchess bay. A haversack swung from her arm as she entered the wood flooring. The Êvinians had done such an excellent job with the western docks that there were hardly any traces of the battle left. The jetty had been sanded down and scrubbed before it had been coated with a mix of tar and linseed oil, which made it glint as it bathed in the light from the rising sun. The smell of salt and seaweed was refreshing after so many days spent behind castle walls.

      Kenith glanced over his shoulders at the Êblazons who had accompanied him and Niila to meet Gaija at the docks. They sat on large ivory-colored horses. Niila and Kenith’s horses stood grazing next to them.

      ”We’re on the west coast,” he whispered to Niila. ”No one here is going to hurt me. They like us here.”

      Niila frowned. ”You should be thankful for the protection. You won’t have them once we leave this land, and you should know as well as I that we might never be safe anywhere in Aradria.”

      A hooded figure rode across the path behind the Spirit guards. The stranger slowed. It appeared to be looking at Kenith, though he could not see its face. Then the figure pointed with an arrow towards Avionnè before it galloped off. The fire stirred in Kenith’s bones.  He had a sudden urge to follow the stranger.

      Gaija skipped forward and bumped Kenith’s shoulder, forcing him to redirect his attention. ”The Wy-Alfen-Nayaneth sends good tidings and wishes to the rising monarchs.”

      ”The water elves!” Niila’s face lit up.

      “"You have elves supporting you on both sides of Aradria, younglings.”

      ”That’s great news,” Niila said.

      ”I don’t suppose you brought an army of elves back with you, though?” Kenith kicked at a bucket, spilling remnants of oil onto the jetty.

      Gaija cocked her head. ”They have no business going to Lycobris, though when the time comes, I think Niila should visit them. They said you’re welcome any time.”

      ”It would be my honor.” Niila smiled from ear to ear.

      Kenith sighed. If only he could make Niila smile like that when they were talking about his homeland. That was one thing that might never come to pass, however. Niila was bound to the water as much as he was with fire. His connection to the element was as strong as Niila’s, though fire never filled him with the same joy water did her. Fire was exhilarating, energetic, full of passion, and even a little dark, though never joyous.

      ”Did you find what you were looking for?” Kenith asked the shaman. It had taken her nearly two weeks to return, and she had yet to share what she had left for in the first place.

      ”I said I would, did I not? Did you find us a way of transportation?”

      ”We can’t board just any ship…” Niila intervened. ”And flying is definitely out of the question with a dragon roaming the skies over Lycobris.”

      Kenith sat cross-legged on the jetty and blew a few strands of hair away from his eyes.

      ”We first thought of Niila’s pa.” He dipped his toes into the water. It was as cool as touching Niila’s skin. ”He said we could borrow both him and his ships whenever we wanted.”

      ”Silly boy,” Gaija tutted. ”You can’t sail into Arvaex with an Ûndan naval ship. Though Niam is a fine choice for captain.”

      ”I appreciate the insight. We actually reached that same conclusion ourselves. Ayva has procured us an Êvinian merchant ship. Niam is in charge, and we’re bringing as few men as possible. All of whom Niam has vouched for.”

      ”That will do.”

      ”It will only get us so far. What happens when we get there?” Kenith crossed his arms. The bounty on his head had been issued in Lycobris, after all. He had to go back, yet it felt like walking willingly into his doom. It was foolish to think he could get to Elfen Lyconis unseen.

      Gaija winked. ”Don’t mind your Elemental head. Let me worry about that. I’ll show you soon enough.” She shifted her gaze around the busy harbor. ”Though this is not the place.” The shaman clutched the haversack in her hands and walked off.

      Unseen or not, it was going to be his greatest challenge yet. Also, Niila would be caught in the crossfire. Kenith stood and took Niila’s hands as they walked back to their guards and horses.

      ”You should stay here until we know it’s safe. Gaija will help me, and she says the wild elves are surely on my side.”

      Niila squeezed his hands and leaned in. ”Not happening. I know you’re concerned, but we’re both Elementals. If anyone should be scared it’s those who cross our path, not the other way around. Besides, young Prince of Fire…” Niila giggled. ”I want to meet your dragon.”

      Dragon. Kenith felt his heart expand at the thought. The dragon was always present in him now. It was both comforting and hurtful. It stung and the fire twisted inside him. What the Old King of Fire had done to Fyrax had left its mark. The connection was there but it felt wrong, and he was sure it would be amazing once they reconnected with one another. Besides, it couldn’t hurt to have a dragon on your side, mad or not. He had to convince Fyrax that the side to be on was with him. Also, the dragon was supposed to be crazy. It was as unimaginable as most things he had experienced in the past year. Yet they had prevailed, even when all odds were against them. This time, however, they would be divided, which made them more vulnerable. Kenith slid his arm around Niila’s waist.

      ”Let’s stop in Avionnè for a drink.”

      ”We really should not.”

      ”We should. Will you deny me this last day of freedom?”

      Niila exhaled slowly. The freckles on her cheeks had multiplied after a few weeks of warmth and sunlight. She looked more beautiful than ever.

      ”I guess. One drink, then we head back and prepare to leave.”

      ”Agreed.” Kenith kissed her forehead, and they mounted the horses that stood beside the Êblazons. ”I’ll race you. Last one there buys.” He kicked his feet, and the horse sped forward. Niila wasn’t far behind, and soon she and her horse were ahead of Kenith. Her laugh danced through the air. It reminded him of the way a choir of birds greeted the sun in the morning. Like they hadn’t a care in Aradria.

      Kenith let go of the reins, stretching his arms to the side, and allowed the wind to rush over his face. They finally hit the cobbled streets of Avionnè. The first few houses bore traces of the devastation the town had witnessed. Niila slowed her horse to a trot a few paces ahead, and Kenith did the same. The street was crowded with people. Stonemasons and builders, blacksmiths and even a bunch of children were all working to restore the town to its former glory. They still made time to wave and bow as the Elementals rode past.

      Kenith caught up with Niila.

      ”Have we done enough to help these people?” Niila asked.

      ”Yes,” Kenith said. ”Ayva takes care of her land.”

      Niila sighed. ”I know she does. It’s just that we left so much destruction in our path when we challenged the Heartless King.”

      ”You forget, these people had a hard time long before we got here. At least now they have food and tools, and a monarch who wants what is best for them, not one who only wants what is best for him.”

      Niila pulled on the reins, and her horse stopped. She slid out of the saddle. ”You’re buying.” She smiled.

      The tavern in front of them had a freshly made sign above the entrance that read ‘The Spirit Well’. It would be as good a place as any for a drink.

      ”We arrived at the same time,” Kenith said.

      ”Yes, but you have yet to get down from your horse. So I win.”

      She was right, as always. The Êblazons caught up with them, and Kenith grimaced. The Spirit guards were hard to shake. Once all the horses were secured outside, the group walked into the tavern.

      Big laughs and bright music filled the room. The familiar smell of ale was doused by the scent of tar and sawdust that seemed to be everywhere these days. It was pleasant but strange in a tavern this old. Though most of the surfaces had been repaired, it looked like the keeper of the place had kept as much as he could of the old building components, including the white wood furniture. It made for an odd mix.

      A Siren with pale lavender-colored hair was singing on a small stage at the back of the room. Kenith instinctively reached for his ears to cover them while searching the clientele for any signs of manipulation by the song. The large group of Êvinians were cheerful but showed no signs of wanting to throw themselves at the Siren.

      Niila grabbed his hands, pulling them down. ”That Siren must be very old,” she whispered. ”Not many of them know how to control their voice enough not to affect anyone. It’s perfectly safe to listen, not to mention beautiful.”

      What was to stop the Siren from turning on her charms? Kenith thought. However, if Niila approved, he wasn’t about to argue. She was to be the queen of the Sirens, and all things west of Êvina. She probably knew much better than him what a Siren could or could not do.

      The group of Êvinians clapped and cheered as one song ended and another began.

      ”There.” Niila pointed at an empty table by a window. Kenith sent the Êblazons to fetch drinks and they walked over to sit, occupying the last free table. The rest of the tables had at least three or more people around it, except for one. A figure sat in the shadows about two tables behind Niila.

      It was the same figure Kenith had seen before. Whoever it was had broad shoulders, and even sitting, he had to be a lot taller than any man, which made him hard to miss, even if he was trying not to stand out.

      Kenith leaned toward Niila. ”See that man back there?”

      Niila glanced over her shoulder. ”How do you know it’s a man? The face is hidden under that hood.”

      ”Not many women have a build like that. Besides, he must be a hunter, by the looks of that bow.” Kenith gaped. The longbow leaning on the stranger’s table was engraved with what looked like old Aradrian lettering. Kenith couldn’t read what it said.

      ”That is old Arvish!” Niila’s eyes widened. ”When the keeper is dead, the dragon will fly again.”

      ”What?”

      ”That’s what the engraving says. I don’t think that’s a man at all. At least, not a human one.” Niila adjusted the leather bindings around her top. ”We should say hi.”

      ”Why?”

      ”I want to know which one of us is right.”

      ”He… or she… looks like they want to be alone.”

      ”They are in a tavern. Not the place to go if you don’t wish for company.”

      Niila took Kenith’s wrist and bounced out of her chair. He had no choice but to follow her. He always seemed to be following her somewhere.

      ”Pardon me,” Niila said, placing herself on the opposite side of the table from the stranger.

      ”I don’t,” the stranger replied with a husky voice that sounded awfully familiar. ”I smell fire and water.” The stranger stood. The hood fell back, revealing her dark complexion and pointed ears. She put her hands on her straight hips. Or was it a he? Kenith wasn’t sure but decided the tall elf had to be female.

      Niila folded her hands on the table. ”I’m so sorry we disturbed you, but you were all alone and made us, well, mostly me, curious. And now that I see you, I’m wondering if this is the best land for a wild elf to visit these days?”

      As always, Niila spoke before thinking. Kenith loved her for it, though it often got her in trouble.

      The laughs stilled, and the Siren stopped singing.

      ”I think we should all sit back down,” Kenith said under his breath.

      The elf shifted her gaze around and nodded. She sat, and the room slowly grew louder again as people returned to their own business.

      ”I’m Niila.” Niila stuck her hand forward. ”And this is Kenith, fire born and rightful heir to the Elemental throne of Lycobris.”

      Kenith kicked his foot into the thick table leg and offered the elf a nod. Niila should not have said anything.

      ”Haiz,” the elf said, ignoring Niila’s outstretched hand. Instead, she placed two fingers on her lips, then made a sign in the air as the doors to the tavern swung open.

      Gaija sauntered inside. She met Kenith’s gaze and walked over.

      ”I thought I told you to return to the castle. One of the Êblazons informed me you stopped here. This is not the time, nor the place.”

      Haiz’s narrow eyes widened, and Gaija halted as the two elves became aware of each other. They stared at one another as though Niila and Kenith had ceased to exist.

      ”Haiz.” Niila broke the silence. ”It means wind, right? If you don’t mind me saying, it sounds unusual for a wild elf.”

      Haiz raised an eyebrow. ”I was born in Caradrea. I’ve been told there was a storm that night.”

      That made more sense. No pure-bred elf had been conceived in Elfen Lyconis for at least a century.

      Gaija knelt next to the table. ”It was a thunderstorm like nothing I had ever witnessed,” she said. “Gryphons squawked in the night, swirling through the racing cloud banks overhead, and the earth moved with undeniable persistence against the changes in the air.”

      The strange grimace on Haiz’s face was impossible to interpret. Her mouth was a straight line, and her cheekbones jutted out even more than they had before. She was Gaija’s daughter! Kenith stifled a laugh at the thought of the old shaman as a mother.

      Gaija leaned forward, and Haiz leaned away like a mirror image.

      ”I feel awful about Yirin,” Gaija mumbled. The tone in her voice was completely different from the way she usually exuded a hint of amusement—or judgment. There was a warmth in her otherwise raspy tone, which had been reserved for special people, or in this case, elves.

      Haiz inhaled sharply, angling sideways. ”It’s been more than seventeen years, mà mìn. Only now do you offer your condolences. Do you know how I found her?”

      ”I do. Birken was there when the Silverlings took her life. I tended to his wounds not long after.”

      ”He was there, yet he didn’t save her? I will have his head.”

      ”You’re a bit late for that,” Kenith blurted.

      Haiz’s lips contracted into a hint of a smile. ”Well, good.”

      Kenith remembered the stories of Yirin the Horse Mistress. It had to be her. He had heard all the tales of the elf who tried to save the free unicorns, and how a band of Silverlings slaughtered her. The elf had been extraordinarily brave, Kenith thought.

      Gaija cocked her head. ”I’m truly sorry. I know how much you loved her, but you’re not here about Yirin. Why have you ventured so far from home?”

      ”For the Prince of Fire, of course.” Haiz’s emerald-colored eyes twinkled.

      The elf was here for him. Kenith sucked in a breath, considering the options. This was a step in the right direction, was it not? They wanted to go to Elfen Lyconis, and now Elfen Lyconis had sort of come to find them instead.

      ”We should not talk here. Too many ears,” Gaija whispered.

      ”We?” Haiz tilted her head at the older elf.

      ”We are a team. I’m their guide through Lyconis.”

      ”But now the prince has me. No need for an old hag to join us.”

      Gaija rushed to her feet, pointing her finger at Haiz. ”Mind your tongue. I know them, and you do not.”

      Haiz angled her head and looked at Niila for the first time. ”Water and fire don’t play well together. It might be best if the fire born and I travel alone.”

      Kenith was inclined to agree. There was no way he could talk Niila out of it, however. He had certainly tried. Also, two elves would be better protection than just the one. He folded his arm over Niila’s shoulders. ”As Gaija said, we’re a team. We’ll all go together.”

      He could feel Niila’s breath slowing. Neither of them wanted to part from the other.

      ”If you insist. Though you will do well to remember that Elfen Lyconis is wild elf territory, my kin have waited a long time to meet the Prince of Fire. I’m not so sure about your companion, however. She reeks of the ocean, not to mention the pain her predecessor put us through.” Haiz wrinkled her nose, glaring at Niila.

      ”If you stay with us, you are subject to the same laws as any wild elf of our tribe. You will have to abide by our rules, not those of Ûnda. Are you prepared to do that?”

      Niila shrugged. ”If you stay loyal to Kenith, I think I know enough about your kin to stay this course.”

      Gaija grabbed a free chair, and rested her elbows on the table, knitting her fingers together. ”Why did they send you?” She smacked her lips. ”It makes no sense. Unless…” She cupped her hands around Haiz’s cheeks. ”They made you shaman!”

      ”Someone had to take your place.”

      ”They made a good choice, mô mìn.”

      ”It was the only choice, mà.” Haiz gently removed Gaija’s hands from her face.

      ”I suppose.”

      Kenith carefully nudged Niila to stand and took her arm, before leaving the tavern. The elves could figure out their differences without an audience.

      ”Let’s ride back to the castle,” Kenith said.

      ”Should we not wait for the others?”

      ”They clearly have some issues to sort out.”

      ”Haiz called you Prince of Fire.” Niila giggled.

      Kenith mounted his horse as the two elves strode through the doors with the Êblazon guards at their heels.

      ”The plan hasn’t changed, younglings. We are simply adding another travel companion.” Gaija winked.

      Haiz crossed her arms over her chest, rolling her eyes at her mother. ”I will meet you at the eastern docks.” She took a bow. ”Later, My Prince.”

      As Kenith and Niila rode towards the white castle, he felt a strange sense of calm come over him. The wild elf had resonated with something in him. It was like she saw him, all of him, and she approved. It would make it a lot easier to ally with the elves if they all felt like Haiz. Perhaps returning to Lycobris would turn out to be better than he had first imagined.

      He looked ahead. Niila’s sandy-colored hair bounced in the wind, her slender form rising and falling in beat with the horse’s movements. The elf had not approved of her, and it was likely other elves would feel the same, considering Haiz’s position in their society. Niila was going to stand out like fire on snow.

      No, it wasn’t going to be easy. Not at all.
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            FIRE AND ASH

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        - Zarcos -

      

      

      The Vulkan throne hall was surprisingly spacious, and the pungent smell of soot and hot stone invaded Zarcos’s nostrils. There were no dragons in the throne hall, but the ceiling of stone stretched out far above his head, and there would be plenty of room for a couple of dragons to circle the air with comfort. He adjusted his hawk-eye vision and found two vast plateaus overhead where winged creatures would be able to rest. It would make great vantage points. The hall had once been built especially for housing dragons.

      “My Lord.” Zarcos bowed, turning his gaze on Lord Hadeth. “I have come to offer my support and allegiance.”

      Lord Hadeth was gnawing on an ox bone. The meat hung off it in big chunks. The Vulkan hall was steaming, but the heat didn’t bother Zarcos as much as it had only weeks before. It was comforting more than anything else.

      “I already have an army.” Hadeth licked his mouth, inviting Zarcos to step closer with a wave of his hand.

      “I’m sure the news of the new High Queen has reached you by now.”

      “Êvina is not my concern.”

      “Lycobris is, though.”

      Hadeth slurped on the remnants of the bone, then tossed it at one of his servants. The young Lycobrian boy winced but stayed where he was.

      “Out with it then, Silverling.” Heavy lids drooped over Hadeth’s copper-colored eyes.

      “The one who claims himself the new King of Fire will surely attack your position. The Elementals aim to take all of Aradria as their own.”

      “Wine,” Hadeth growled. His golden crown sat deep in his raven hair. The servant boy scurried over to a rise of stone to retrieve a golden chalice and a mug of wine. He filled the chalice to the brim, presenting it to Hadeth. “I have already put a bounty on this so-called Prince of Fire’s head. If he dares to show his face in my land, I will have his head on a slab of stone before anyone can even whisper his name.”

      “I’m sure you will. In either case, I want to offer myself, along with my Silverling army, to defend Lycobris.”

      Hadeth slid his tongue over his yellowed front teeth, no doubt attempting to dig out any food stuck between them. “And in return?”

      “We join forces. With Lycobris and Caradrea under both our protection, the Elementals won’t stand a chance. Also, there’s another matter I might be able to help you with. Perhaps a more pressing one?”

      An agonizing screech boomed through the hall of stone as if in response to Zarcos’s words.

      “You mean that winged bastard nesting in the heart of my mountain?” Hadeth gulped back his wine, a streak of red seeping down his chin.

      “I would very much like to meet him.” Zarcos wanted to do what? He had no desire to do such a thing. Or did he? It was like his thoughts were at war with one another—as if they were not his own. Facing the dragon was inevitable suicide. Why in Aradria would he say such a thing?

      Hadeth coughed, nearly choking on his wine. “Sure. If you don’t become a pile of ash, we can continue our talk in the morning.”

      “I appreciate it.” Zarcos clasped a hand behind his neck, massaging the growing knots.

      “If you can control that beast, I believe we can come to an understanding.” He shook his glass at the servant boy, who quickly refilled it. “You may stay in my halls. Don’t mind the guards I’ll have trailing you. You understand the precaution.”

      Zarcos inclined his head. He understood well. If the tables were turned, he would have Hadeth behind bars at night and heavily guarded every second of the day. The Vaexennas were not like his soldiers, though. The Zila’r-nath would not be as easily fooled as Hadeth’s men. The reigning Lord of Lycobris was a necessary means to an end.

      The shrieks from the dragon intensified as Zarcos made his way through the narrow hallways of Vulkan Mountain. The uneven walls leaned over him, the spikes too close for more than a couple of men to walk beside one another. He wanted to run, yet his feet moved forward, and the desire to meet the dragon overpowered his feral instincts. An unmistakable stench of sulfur and ash filled the space as a puff of smoke traveled toward him. The Vaexennas halted. They had no intention of following Zarcos into the dragon’s den. Just as well. Zarcos smiled to himself. A bubbling sensation of expectation and thrill coiled through his torso. The Nhèoryn shimmered in the gloomy hall, scorching his skin as if on fire. He ignored the pain.

      The hall opened up into what looked like a massive cave. A river of sizzling lava stretched out into a giant orange pool the size of a village. Zarcos lifted his gaze. A crescent moon shed light around the circular opening far above. A shadow moved on the walls, and Zarcos jumped back as the head of the dragon emerged from the lava. The muscles bulged around his neck, and his red scales glimmered from the touch of the moonlight. His wings folded out over the surface, roughly the size of twenty men from tip to tip, drops of lava dripping down. The dragon’s maw opened as he pushed himself back to the other side — only the hint of a flame formed at the base of the dragon’s mouth. Deep crimson eyes flickered before they settled on Zarcos.

      The Silverling wanted to run, but the voice in his head told him to stay.

      He will know us, the voice whispered.

      It truly was madness. Zarcos knew that no matter how skilled he was with a blade, he could not match the creature in front of him.

      I’m a fire born, like him, the voice continued.

      Zarcos opened his mouth to speak. “My name is Zarcos. I have come to beg your forgiveness,” he said, as if his voice wasn’t his own. The words spilled out, and he had no control over what he was saying.

      “I have slept for too long to remember,” the dragon’s deep voice thundered. “How is it that someone who has lived for but a few winters thinks I have anything to forgive.”

      Zarcos needed to run. He wanted to flee and never look back. His body, however, would not let him. The voice in his mind shouted at him to stand his ground, and Zarcos was compelled to listen. “I’m fire born,” Zarcos said. The words trickled out of him, yet his voice was unfamiliar.

      The dragon wrung his neck, moving closer. His nostrils flared as he sniffed Zarcos. “You do smell of fire,” he said.

      Zarcos squared his shoulders. “I’m fire—reborn.”

      “Vaedex?” The dragon’s eyes narrowed, and a puff of smoke shot out of his nostrils, enveloping Zarcos in its hold.

      “Yes,” Zarcos said, his voice resembling the hiss of a snake.

      “Then you are right. I have much to forgive. What makes you think you have earned my forgiveness?”

      “What was done to you was wrong. I know that. Vaedex died because of it. However, as much as I am him, I’m not. We share the same spirit, not the sins. Even so, I feel it is my burden to bear, and I must ask you to look beyond the wrongs of my former self.”

      The smoke whipped up as the dragon bounded from the burning river, lava pelting down on the sizzling surface below. He circled the space and landed heavily behind Zarcos, blocking the exit.

      “Your sin was too great.” The deep voice of the dragon filled the air.

      What now? Zarcos stepped back toward his certain death. He could not survive either doom. What in Aradria had he been thinking coming down here? The heat inside him built, pulsating through his veins. It was unbearable and, for the first time in his life, he longed for the otherworld. Until nothing. It was as if Zarcos had disappeared into a void inside himself, the blackness total. He yelled against the nothingness, his voice but a whisper fading into exhaustion.

      

      
        
        - Archenon -

      

      

      Archenon stretched his new arms. They were surprisingly stronger than his previous ones. It took real terror to bring Zarcos into the Nhèoryn. It was only when the Silverling had no other place to run that he chose to retreat, allowing Archenon to take Zarcos’s body as his new vessel. Much more comfortable, Archenon thought. He blinked, testing his new hawk-eye vision. Everything looked bigger. He could zoom in and out at will, courtesy of a well-known Silverling attribute. It was one thing to know about their extraordinary power of vision; it was quite another to be able to see it with one’s own eyes—even if they were only borrowed. Not that Zarcos would ever get the chance to flex his muscles like this ever again. It was exhilarating. 

      Archenon set his gaze on the magnificent creature in front of him. 

      “Fyrax, my friend. I have a proposition for you. One that will give us back our former glory, one of companionship and power to share.”

      The ruby dragon slanted his head, staring at Archenon with wild eyes. “You wish to reforge our bond? Vaedex thought that was dangerous, that I was too far gone, crazed and maddened.” His tone was laden with disgust and, perhaps, even remorse.

      “As I said, I’m not him. Besides, we might need a little madness if we are to face what is coming.”

      The dragon stepped closer. His heavy footsteps sent a series of thrilling shocks through Archenon’s new shell. Scents of soot and embers intensified. Fyrax’s tongue stuck out, grazing Archenon’s cheek. A quiet purr rolled through the dragon’s throat as his forefoot pulled Archenon into an embrace, his hard scales scratching against Archenon’s silver-tinted skin. “My king,” the dragon said.

      ”It’s time, my friend.” Archenon smiled. ”It is time for us to become better than we have ever been. Lycobris will prosper under our rule, and we will be a beacon in the sky for our subjects. They will love us and fear us just the same.”

      ”Finally.” Fyrax puffed a blast of smoke from his nostrils. ”I thought you would never ask.”

      The dragon rose from the pit of lava, his talons crushing into the stone walls as he climbed until he was hanging from the wall above Archenon’s head.

      ”Watch it,” Archenon said, sidestepping to avoid the large droplets of lava falling from Fyrax’s wings.

      The dragon chuckled and dropped down in front of the gaping passageway behind them.

      ”It would not hurt you any more than it hurts me,” he rumbled.

      ”My clothes are not fireproof.” Archenon patted down the embers on his sleeve. ”Shall we begin?”

      Fyrax bent his head down, his giant nostrils almost touching Archenon’s feet. Bright orange eyes stared at him. ”If you betray me again, Aradria will burn, and I will take your life.”

      Archenon believed every word. He placed his palm over the dragon’s snout. ”We are going to be together for eternity. You and me—we are one.”

      ”Then do it.”

      Archenon closed his eyes, allowing the fire that still lived inside to rush through his veins. His body lit up like a small inferno, the flames licking out to wrap themselves around the dragon. The entire cave became like a hearth filled with embers and a blazing fire, consuming them both. Fyrax roared, sending a burst of fire and smoke into the already burning space. The lava rose from the pit, bursting through the mouth of Vulkan Mountain and into the night.

      Then the fire stilled as quickly as it had come. Archenon fell onto the dragon’s chest and could almost feel their bodies melting together.

      ”You need new clothes.” The dragon snickered.

      ”Who cares about clothes?”

      ”We are one,” Fyrax boomed.

      ”We are one,” Archenon replied.

      They would still be different entities, but they would forever be bound to one another. It was a risk, but it would give Archenon more strength than he had ever known. Archenon grinned, backing slowly out of the embrace. He held his hand on Fyrax’s scales as he walked around him, finally climbing up on his femur and flinging himself onto the dragon’s back. ”Now, we fly.”

      “Let’s.”

      A blazing flame escaped Fyrax’s mouth to travel through the opening above. He spread his wings wide, spinning out of Vulkan Mountain like an arrow released from its bow. The wind was a welcoming sensation of calm, filled with smog as it was. Archenon stroked a hand over his head. His scalp was smooth, yet dented with scarifications. He grimaced. The long ebony hair, the very symbol of pride that Archenon was used to, was gone. Shaking himself, he leaned forward on the dragon’s back. The warmth rolling off them both met in a scorching delight at Archenon’s touch.

      “We are going to take back Lycobris from the tyranny it has suffered for too long. Then we will protect it with all our might. Together, Fyrax!”

      The sky was painted with burning light as they flew south over the Vulkan wastelands. The eagles below squawked in response to the dragon’s screech. They would undoubtedly become menacing allies. Due north, the shimmer of the Êvina castle cast a dim glow into the night sky––the ultimate prize. However, for now, Lycobris would have to suffice. With the dragon on Archenon’s side, the youngling Kenith would perish in their joined wrath.

      Fyrax leveled out as they soared on. Burning streams ran down the sides of the mountain below, flooding into the lava pits that had been constructed over a millennium earlier to avoid the lava from running out into the surrounding villages. They could not catch every drop, however, and a few housings nearby were already on fire. Casualties were bound to happen.

      Archenon leaned forward on the dragon’s back. Their pulses beat as one.

      ”Our neighbors could use some help from your counter element,” Archenon said.

      ”I’m not really on speaking terms with the water dragon.”

      ”Just as well.”

      The history of the elements was to Archenon’s benefit. Fyrax would not suspect anything just because Archenon didn’t introduce him to the other Elementals.

      ”Let’s enjoy the night. The people can manage a couple of burning houses.”

      Fyrax and Archenon soared onward above the Vulkan wastelands. A flock of Vulkan eagles squawked up at them as they rushed past. Two of the eagles were biting at each other, arguing over a dead seal. The waves crashed against the hard rocks jutting into the ocean.

      The eagles were a forceful part of Hadeth’s army, but they had no reason to be loyal to him. The only other real threat in the air would be the griffins, unless the other dragons decided to fight, though Archenon didn’t think that likely. Besides, most of the remaining griffins in Aradria nested in Bermunnos, and Sol had promised they would fight. He only had to fulfill his part of the bargain. However, Sol had returned to Bermunnos for the time being, preparing her army to join his. He would do what she wanted, though he wasn’t ready to allow Ayva to see him and the dragon yet. He had to get rid of Hadeth first.

      ”Fyrax,” Archenon whispered, knowing the dragon would hear him.

      ”Yes.”

      ”I think we should get to know the Vulkan eagles better.”

      The ruby dragon chuckled. ”Their minds are as thick as rocks, though I think you’re right. They will prove useful. Unless Aradria has changed too much, they will bow to me.”

      Fyrax banked sideways, arched his wings and began descending into the wastelands. The eagles spread out to make room for the dragon, though they didn’t flee. Instead, they bowed their heads as Fyrax had predicted, scratching their beaks on the hard surface. They were already submissive to Fyrax, which meant they would come when he called.

      Archenon grinned. Lycobris would be his, and then, then they would take Aradria.
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            HAUNTED

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        - Kenith -

      

      

      The merchant ship rocked back and forth. The waves were uneasy, like the rest of them. The four of them were crammed into one cabin; Haiz sat on her bunk, carving something onto a thick stick. Niila and Gaija sat on a couple of barrels, using a third barrel as a table between them.

      Kenith stood by the circular window. The smog wafted across the surface of Khálára Ocean, clouding the view. They would soon reach the docks in Arvaex, however, and Kenith’s mind was preoccupied with the conflicting feelings of returning to his homeland. He turned away from the window and inhaled sharply as he took in Niila’s alabaster skin, watching how her sandy hair brushed against her shoulders as the ship swayed. He was glad she had come with him, though he feared for her all the same.

      Gaija cleared her throat. ”Come here, fire born.” She waved Kenith over with two fingers.

      He did as invited.

      ”I have something for you,” Gaija said, pointing at an object on the barrel-table. ”This here is an onyx pendant, forged in dragon fire and blessed by elven pixies on Nayanairi. It’s a talisman of glamour. I call it Pyrild. It should be able to take you through Lycobris without being recognized.”

      So that was why she had left. Kenith’s eyes widened. The shape of the pendant looked like a pair of outstretched dragon wings. Subtle streams of ruby colors blended with the otherwise obsidian stone. He looked at Niila, then back at Gaija. ”There is only the one?”

      ”They don’t exactly spurt from the ground.”

      ”Then Niila should have it.”

      Niila lay a hand on his forearm. ”Don’t be silly. No one there knows me. This is for you.”

      ”But you’ll stand out more than I do,” Kenith protested.

      Gaija grabbed the pendant with the cloth it had been wrapped in and held it up in front of Kenith. ”No need to quarrel. Even if Niila wanted to use this, she could not. I told you, it was forged in dragon fire. Only a fire born can harness its power for his own. It very well might be dangerous for Niila to touch it, and even if she wasn’t harmed, it would not do her a bit of good.”

      Haiz stopped carving, gazing over at the others. “You should feel honored, My Prince. Treasure that which you are given. Anything made by or from a dragon is rare.”

      Kenith grimaced, then snatched the pendant back, unwrapping it once again. It was hanging from a bold onyx chain, beckoning him to wear it. He squinted at it but finally lifted the chain over his head.

      ”Kenith?” Niila asked.

      ”Yes?”

      ”Where did you go?”

      ”I’m right here.” Kenith reached for her hand again. She pulled back at his touch. Then she leaned forward and stretched her arm out until her palm landed on his chest.

      ”There you are.” She smiled. ”This will work wonders.”

      ”You can’t see me? I have to admit, that’s a rather neat trick!”

      ”Indeed.” Gaija grinned. ”And don’t worry, I will be with you the whole way. No one will touch Niila with me around.”

      The younger elf rolled her eyes before she returned to her carving.

      ”Are you sure?” Kenith asked. He wasn’t convinced.

      ”Well, they can certainly try.” The shaman snickered, rubbing her hands together. The odd expression on Gaija’s face somehow made Kenith believe her. ”Now, take that thing off. As with all magic, you ought to use it with care.”

      Kenith frowned and hurriedly lifted the necklace back over his head to tuck it in his pocket. ”What would happen if I wore it for too long?”

      ”I have to admit, I’m not exactly sure, but given what it does, it’s reasonable to believe that it might alter your personality. The longer you go unseen––the longer you’re not yourself––the more strain it puts on your sense of self. Make sense? Worst case, you would stay invisible forever.” Gaija shrugged.

      Kenith shuddered. It was a tremendous gift, but one he could only use when he needed to the most. Besides, it was forged in dragon fire. It was meant for him.

      The ship swayed, and a gravelly voice rang out overhead. ”We’ve reached the shore.”

      It was time to get ready to step back into the land he had run away from almost two years earlier. The land that was supposed to be his to rule. His inheritance. Kenith swallowed hard and squeezed Niila’s hand. It was cold against his warmth, and it soothed him like nothing else in this world ever had.

      ”Ready?” she asked.

      ”Sure,” he said, as though he was as confident as ever. He wasn’t.
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        * * *

      

      The tired streets struck a familiar chord with Kenith, and the strong smell of sulfur and muck was overpowering. He used to run up and down these walkways doing all sorts of errands for the mistress of his orphanage. She was gone now, along with everyone from Lycobris he had ever known. The dirt streets were not much of a pathway at all, it felt more like a work-out than a stroll. The thick mud was impossible to avoid, sticking to the soles of Kenith’s feet as if it was trying to keep him from moving forward.

      ”We will not stay long in the village, will we?” Niila asked, her eyes surveying the clusters of ravaged buildings.

      ”We’re going to walk straight through, then camp in the forest. It’s not exactly the best idea, but it’s a lot better than staying here.” Gaija winked.

      Kenith bit his tongue. He didn’t want to stay in Arvaex either. The memories of blazing fire and agonizing screams pushed to the front of his mind. He shook his head to shake the memories off. It didn’t help much at all.

      “Actually,” he said. “There’s someplace I have to go before we leave Arvaex. It’s by the southern part of the barricades.”

      Gaija nodded. “I understand your desire, though there is nothing to see there any more.”

      ”Look,” Niila whispered. She had veered off towards a tavern. A crooked sign above the entrance read ’The Hol ow…’. An ‘l’ was missing. She waved them over.

      Not many people were to be seen outside. One man sat hunched on the ground by the wall of another building that looked like it might have been a bakery at some point. It should be safe enough to stop and find out what Niila wanted them to see.

      ”What?” Kenith asked as he slid his hand around the small of her back.

      She narrowed her gaze at him and pointed at the wall. A large scroll had been nailed to one of the beams holding the walls in place.

      Kenith’s jaw dropped. If possible, it would have hit the ground. He was staring at his own face.

      ”Oh, my,” Gaija uttered. “That is one pretty bounty. The prize would make even the richest Jotter in this town seem poor. Who knew Lord Hadeth was this charitable?”

      “He must want your head badly,” Haiz said.

      It would seem so. They had to leave the village fast. Kenith had no desire to part ways with his body or his head.

      ”We really can’t stay here.” Niila tugged at Kenith’s hand.

      The door to the tavern squeaked.

      ”On with it,” Gaija urged, pushing the Elementals away from the doors.

      Kenith quickly pulled the chain over his neck and briefly registered the old man’s gaze on him by the bakery before two men stumbled outside from the tavern.

      ”That was some great stew tonight,” the first man said. He was probably in his late twenties, with raven black hair, and sported a longsword in his belt.

      ”A lot better than when Hyme was running this place.” The other man laughed. He was perhaps ten years younger than his companion and had no hair at all. Instead, half of his scalp and face was nothing but a large burn mark. He had been lucky to keep both eyes, by the looks of him.

      They turned towards Niila, Haiz, and Gaija, revealing the crest of a dragon branded into the chests of their leather vests. Vaexenna guards. Kenith stepped back before he remembered he could not be seen.

      ”And hello there!” The burnt man grinned. 

      ”Good day, sirs,” Gaija replied. She took Niila by her upper arm and began to walk away. Haiz had already walked off into the shade in an alleyway behind Kenith.

      ”Not so fast,” the burnt man said as he hurried in front of Niila and Gaija. ”You don’t belong here. Where are you from? Also, what are you doing with that elf over there?”

      The younger man spat. “Why can’t those wretched elves stay hidden in the forest where they belong?”

      ”That was a lot of questions, sirs. None of which are any of your business,“ Gaija said.

      “Of course it is.” The older man snickered. “We are Lycobrian guards. It’s our business to know everything about everyone, and we don’t know you.”

      ”Very well. My name is Eden, and this is Khali. We are simply passing through on our way to Caradrea. We won’t be staying.”

      ”I think you should stay a while longer.” The burnt man licked his distorted lips, his gaze on Niila.

      Kenith squirmed. He wanted to intervene. If they knew a man was there, they would not go after the women. However, he was not any man, and the bounty on his head was all but laughing at him. He had to trust Gaija to know what she was doing.

      The shaman raised her brows in Kenith’s direction, motioning with one hand behind her back just as Haiz walked further up the alley.

      ”Why don’t you walk with us?” Gaija took Niila’s arm.

      The guards grinned more widely than before. None of them were looking at Gaija or Haiz, however. They were both staring at Niila. These men had eyes, and Niila was hard to miss. Her milky white skin and sandy locks were uncommon in these parts. It was far from challenging to imagine their thoughts.

      Gaija held onto Niila’s arm, steering them past Kenith and into the alley.

      The burnt man reached for Niila. That was it. Kenith wasn’t about to let them get away. He clasped the pendant, ready to pull it back over his head, when Gaija swirled around, clapping her hands together. A violet sheet of dust spread out from her palms as she stepped back, pulling Niila with her. The guards walked straight into the dust. They took one more step before dropping to the ground.

      Kenith took off his necklace and ran to the women, careful to avoid the specks of violet still clouding the air. He threw his arms around Niila and angled his head back at the shaman.

      ”Are they dead?”

      ”Unfortunately not,” Gaija said. “I only hit them with a batch of dried Elfen mushrooms. They will wake up soon enough, so we’d best be on our way.”

      The three of them scurried away from the guards and caught up with Haiz.

      “What is your hurry?” Gaija asked the younger elf.

      “You had the situation under control. Besides, the water born is not my concern; he is.”

      Kenith was glad to know Haiz had his back, though her demeanor towards Niila was uncalled for.

      “If I’m your concern, so is she,” he said. “She and I are bound, and your people will be lucky to have the chance to know her.”

      Haiz massaged her temples. “I have allowed her to come, have I not? I’m not so sure about the lucky part, though if you approve, so will we. Until proven otherwise, that is.”

      It would have to be a good enough answer for the time being. Kenith only hoped the rest of Haiz’s kin would be more welcoming than she was. He glanced at Niila. She was clearly listening, though said nothing. It had to be painful for her to be judged without the elves knowing nothing more about her than her element and affiliation with Kenith.

      They continued south along the barricades that were still a good distance away. Long shadows stretched across the ground from the multitude of guards on patrol.

      “It’s not far from here, I promise,” Kenith said. “I just… I have to go there.”

      Keith’s stomach churned at the thought of reliving his memories. However, he had not been back since the day he burned down the orphanage. He needed to see the damage he had caused. Maybe then he could finally move on, if such a thing was possible. If he was going to rule this land, he had to face his demons first, however, and this was the only way he knew how.
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            NIGHT MARA

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        - Archenon -

      

      

      Archenon leaned back on Fyrax’s scales. The dragon folded the tip of his wing over Archenon’s lap as if tucking him in. The smooth, yet stone hard surface of the dragon’s body was strange, yet it calmed him more than he thought possible. The connection between them was undeniable, and though Archenon had a hidden agenda, he could not deny how much he enjoyed the closeness of their fast-growing friendship. He could not remember the last time he’d had a friend, unless you considered Pyralis to have been one. Archenon had not given the old wizard much thought since his spirit was trapped in the Nhéoryn, and he wasn’t about to pay him much mind going forward either.  He had important plans to put in action, and a dead man could not help him.

      It was about time Archenon got rid of Lord Hadeth, but he could not ask it of Fyrax yet. He needed to strengthen his forces, someone loyal to him alone. His mind raced, flipping through pages of memories he had seen over the centuries. The sense of cool and confidence washed over him as his search brought him to the Elemental of water. Highly interesting, he thought. Her heart was filled with such bliss. Everything about her was focused on the supposedly future King of Fire. Archenon wanted to push deeper, to control her, but his head throbbed, threatening to make him pass out if he continued. As long as he was imprisoned inside a vessel, he could not do what he could before. He could only know what had already been known to him, not force anyone’s hand or learn more about them. He had to find a way to break free of the Nhéoryn, though that would be a problem for another day.

      What he saw gave him an idea, however. He smiled to himself; it was the perfect plan. He would raise the dead from the ashes. And not just anyone. An army of undead children would wreak havoc unlike any Aradria had ever seen. They would be nigh on impossible to defeat, and loyal only to the one who resurrected them. They would have no empathy, no love, none of those horrific feelings which led the living to make mistakes and hesitate in matters of the heart, life or death.

      It had been centuries since Archenon first summoned the Night Mara. He would have to do better this time, especially if he was going to summon an entire horde of the buried spirits. Perhaps, with Fyrax’s help, it would work. Even though the bond he had forged between them wasn’t truly that of an Elemental with his dragon, it was still forged in fire, and their joint powers were exceptional. He could feel the energy flowing between them, lending each other strength with every breath.

      “Fyrax,” Archenon whispered. The dragon’s chest rose and fell in a bothered motion.

      “Yes?”

      “Would you like to perform magic with me?”

      Fyrax turned his long neck toward Archenon, the silver tint of his skin reflected in the dragon’s wide eyes. “About time you asked.”

      Archenon sprang to his feet and walked to the edge of the platform, the sizzling lava beckoning to him from below. “We are going to need some candles. One for each element.”

      Fyrax scoffed. “We are bound, Fire Born. We have no need for trifling accessories like spirit candles. You and I can do without.”

      Perhaps they could. Archenon nodded. Fyrax might be mad, but he definitely knew what he was talking about this time.

      “Then we will summon them in fire.” Archenon glowed with excitement. He yearned to feel the surge of power in his borrowed bones.

      “And when we are done we will deal with that vile Lord sitting on your throne,” Fyrax said, as if he had just read Archenon’s thoughts. Perhaps bonding them together had brought them too close? Only time would tell.

      “His time will come. However, first we need an army.”

      ”A simple spell ought to do it. Channel your desires, and we will make it happen.”

      ”I cannot raise everyone from the dead. It has to be more specific.”

      ”Agreed. How about those who have perished in a fire in this land, say over the past hundred years? That should work nicely.” The shine in Fyrax’s eye told Archenon that the dragon was excited at the prospect of doing magic as well. Even if it was something as sinister as this. Archenon wiped his brow with the back of his hand. He had summoned someone from the dead before. That had not turned out the way he expected, though she was his mother and that had been different. He was older now and had learned from his mistake. Also, this time, he had help. He shut his eyes, one hand on the dragon’s front leg, the other stretched outward. He had to word the spell so that there was an out if things went awry. He had forgotten about that the last time he rose someone from their grave, foolish as he had been.

      A familiar tingle rose from his sternum, spreading slowly, filling him up. Fyrax’s pulse quickened under Archenon’s touch, and the energy moved through them both. They focused on their intentions and Archenon recited the new spell.

      

      
        
        
        “Spirits, I chain you to my will.

        Perished in fire, I bind you to the earth.

        You shall have no wings to fly, but rebirth

        Through soil and fire, ash and bone

        Through my will, it shall be done

      

        

      
        You will know but my command

        and keep the pain of strife

        Let spirit linger when their body has no life

        Not immortal, but undone

        When the mind is lost and body cold,

        only true death can once again be found

      

        

      
        Death is absolved by this spell.”

      

        

      

      Fyrax roared, spreading his wings as far as they could reach.

      “That is what I call a spell,” he boomed. “It tickles my scales, it’s that good.”

      Archenon grinned. He opened his eyes and looked at the dragon. “Do you feel them?”

      Fyrax blew out his chest. “I feel them digging, clawing, stretching. They are trying to find a way out of their resting place. When they do, they will come to us, their masters. And we will have an army unlike any other. Hadeth will not survive, and you can claim your rightful throne. I was not sure about you, my King. But it seems you are not Vaedex.”

      Archenon’s heart skipped in his chest. Fyrax knew?

      The dragon’s thundering laugh bellowed through the air. “You are better than he ever was.”

      He didn’t know. Archenon exhaled as gently as possible.

      “The dead are coming. And soon, my friend, soon we will soar.”

      Archenon inhaled with content. Lycobris was only a stepping stone, but a vital part of his plan. His mind drifted, and Ayva’s face was embodied in his memory. As a host in Zarcos’s flesh, Caradrea was as good as his, and he was about to rule Lycobris too. Once he had gotten rid of the other Elementals, he could finally seek her out. And together, they would reign over all of Aradria. She would love him, and Aradria would be theirs.

      “Where did your mind go?” Fyrax purred.

      Archenon leaned into the dragon. “I was only thinking of how far we can fly.”

      “As far as you want, my king.”

      “As far as I want. I like that.”

      “Your desires have grown?” Fyrax’s tongue snaked out, caressing Archenon’s cheek.

      “They have, old friend.”

      “Good. I have no allegiance to anyone other than fire and my king. Where you go, I go. Such is our bond.”

      Archenon smiled. Having a dragon on his side might be the best decision he had made in all his miserable life. “Such is our bond.”
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            DEAD RISING

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        - Kenith -

      

      

      Niila and Kenith had left the elves trailing them a few housings behind. He didn’t wish for them to come, though Niila had insisted. A few guards were on duty down at the barricades, but most had been sent to protect Vulkan city against the imminent threat on the throne—against Kenith. The guards were nothing but dark shades in the twilight.

      He froze. This was it.

      “Kenith?” Niila asked. “Are you coming?”

      A steady stream of tears flowed from Kenith’s eye as he slumped down. He plunged his fist to the ground, digging a handful of soil into his palm. The dirt was dry and ashen. Niila crouched next to him and folded her hands around his cheeks. No one could tell that there had once been a large housing on this very spot unless they had known about it.

      “We’re here.” Kenith sobbed.

      Niila knelt next to him, trailing her fingers in the dirt. She sighed deeply.

      “This was the place, wasn’t it?” she asked.

      “This... this is where I killed a hundred innocent children.”

      “Remember! You had no idea. It wasn’t your fault.”

      Her bright blue eyes were soft, and the freckles on her forehead merged in her gentle frown. Kenith leaned in and met her sweet lips with his. The taste of berries and summer rain filled his mouth. How she had not left him yet was beyond him. But as long as she stayed, he would have her. He would not wish to have come here with anyone else.

      The ground shook, sending Kenith to his back. He rolled back on his knees. Pieces of charred planks and nails rattled as the ash lifted from the ground, tiny particles of dust crawling up Kenith’s nose, only to slide back out and be swept away by the wind. They backed up. Clods of dirt sprayed upward as a myriad of twisted, charred hands plunged free of the earth. Niila tugged at Kenith’s arm, dragging him away to hide behind a shed. Kenith peeked around the edge of the corner; he had to watch.

      Arms, heads and broken bodies followed hands. A throng of malformed children, aging from two to fifteen years of age, emerged from the earth. Their ghostlike appearances of dark blue shades twisted in ways a human could not. Kenith’s breath caught in his throat. Even in their deteriorated form, Kenith recognized every one of them. These were the children who had perished in the fire for which he was responsible. His heart raced as the ground opened up, sending a series of tremors through the earth, spiking up the length of Kenith’s feet. He barely registered Niila’s hands folded around his waist. Another figure rose from the ground. This one was bigger, with long raven tresses billowing in the sudden gusts of wind. She turned her head, but not her body, and Kenith rushed back, shoving Niila with him. She released her hold, and he sank to the ground, shivering and hugging himself.

      “I know them all,” Kenith whispered through chattering teeth.

      The ground shook again as the dead began marching away from their graves, heading south-west.

      Niila made a shushing sound and brought her arms back around him. She sat next to Kenith and stroked his back as the night became filled by a chilling laugh, accompanied by the eerie giggles of a hundred dead children.

      “Where are they going?” Niila whispered.

      There was only one place they could be headed towards. “Vulkan Mountain.” He shuddered.

      Gaija and Haiz came running at them, gracefully jumping past the many pits that had been left in the ground.

      The old shaman cocked her head in the direction of the dead. “We could not wait for you any longer when we heard all the noise.”

      “What happened?” Haiz asked.

      Niila kept nestling Kenith her arms. “The children from Kenith’s orphanage. They rose from their graves.”

      “The dead do not simply rise of their own accord. They were summoned,” Haiz snorted.

      “Summoned?” Kenith wriggled out of Niila’s embrace and stood. He wiped his nose, gazing in the direction of Vulkan Mountain. “Who would do that?”

      “Only a sorcerer possesses such a power.” Haiz shrugged.

      “We will have to deal with it later.” Gaija turned her hands back and forth. “The barricades are filling with guards. I think the Vaexennas we encountered earlier might be looking for us, and the dead didn’t exactly rise quietly.”

      A multitude of shadows spread out along the barricades. Gaija was right, it would be impossible to climb them at this point.

      ”This way,” Kenith whispered, waving at the women to follow him south-east. “We’re close.” He knelt between two oaks and started digging around a pile of branches. He shrugged away the shivers clinging to his body and a broad grin spread out on his face as the tunnel revealed itself in front of him. ”Still here.” 

      ”How did you know about this?” Niila arched an eyebrow.

      ”I dug it. About eight years ago. I think I knew I was going to have to escape at some point.” He took her hand and led her into the blackness of the tunnel, with the two elves close at their backs. It had been created for a much younger version of himself, so they were forced to crawl, the same way he had crawled out when he escaped from the fire nearly two years earlier. Gaija was small for an elf, but Haiz would have to crawl on her stomach to fit. He didn’t hear her complain once.

      Coming back here, to this, was some sick twist of fate he hadn’t counted on, but he was glad the tunnel was still here. It was the second time he’d used it to escape a horrifying scene and avoid the Vaexennas. The guards he was supposed to commandeer. He shook his head. They couldn’t deal with every challenge all at once. Right now they needed to get to Elfen Lyconis.

      They crawled for what must have been at least a couple of hours before Kenith’s hands met a wall.

      “We made it,” he said. He pushed at the wall, and the dim light of dawn fell on his face.

      They emerged from the earth, and Niila took a couple of strides ahead. The line of trees loomed in front of them. Elfen Lyconis was exactly as Kenith remembered. Large and uninviting. The path had nearly grown over since he was last here. Not many people traveled through these parts anymore.

      The women stepped into the forest while Kenith lingered. The wild elves were shy and rarely seen outside the woods. Most people had not dealt with them for decades, if you didn’t take the Heartless King into account. And now Kenith was about to ask them to once again step out of their home. And for what? To fight his cause. Why would they?

      “Come on,” Niila shouted over her shoulder.

      Kenith picked up a twig to nibble on and followed the women into the thicket.
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            ELFEN LYCONIS

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        - Kenith -

      

      

      The line of trees closed in around Kenith, Niila and the two shamans. The weeds were dense, and the massive Linden trees shaded the afternoon sun. Kenith pushed a table of branches aside only to be slapped in the face by another branch. It stung, and his feet were sore. The growls from his stomach were enough to alert any animals nearby to know they were coming.

      Niila took his hand. “We’ll find a place to rest soon. I’ll hunt us something to eat, and you can relax.”

      What had he done to deserve her? She was always there when he needed her, always saying the right words. She knew he was hurting—not the physical pain, but the images of his dead friends were going to be enough to keep him awake for nights to come.

      “This way,” Gaija said as she veered down a sloping thicket of dandelions. “The path is down here.”

      Haiz skipped ahead, and Niila and Kenith followed. They slid down the slope after the shamans. Trimmed weeds and a solid path emerged in front of them.

      ”This is where I leave you,” Gaija said, brushing the dirt off her garments. Not that it did her much good.

      Kenith kicked his foot in the ground. He’d been in Elfen Lyconis before, but the last time he was there he was on the run, hiding and avoiding the wild elves as much as he could. And instead of trying to get away from Lycobris altogether, he was about to do anything in his power to stay in this land—his land. It was a strange thought to think that Lycobris was his birthright, not just his birthplace. The wild elves had lived in Lyconis for as long as history remembered. What reasons would they have to accept Kenith as regent? And though Haiz was with them, Gaija was choosing to leave?

      ”Are you sure this is right?” He eyed the shaman. ”Your kin has never been friendly to outsiders entering their territory. Are you sure they won’t just put an arrow through our chests before we even get the chance to say hello?”

      Niila took his hand. ”He’s right. Everything I know about the wild elves has taught me that they don’t allow humans or Devlings into their homes.”

      ”But you’re not entirely human, and you’re certainly not Devlings. Kenith has fire in his bones. The Wild Elves can’t fail to see who he is.”

      Haiz turned back. She was several strides ahead of them on the path.

      ”Kenith has fire in his bones. He will bring our fertility back. We see who he is, and we welcome him,” she called.

      Fertility? That was absurd. Kenith almost laughed at the thought of the elves thinking he could somehow make them bear full-blooded children again.

      Gaija tilted her head back and forth. “Haiz will get you to where you need to be.” She lowered her voice so that only the Elementals could hear. “Tread carefully. My kin are secretive and merciless if need be. Follow their rules, and you should be safe, but don’t trust my daughter or my people.”

      “You’re leaving us?” Haiz said as she stepped closer.

      “I am.”

      “Good. And don’t worry. The Elementals will be taken care of.”

      Gaija hesitated. “My daughter came to find you. You’re safe with her.”

      “I came to find him. Not the water born,” Haiz scoffed. “But since they seem inseparable, I will allow it. For now.” She turned to Kenith. “Not to worry, My Prince. I’m the shaman. My word is law in these parts. They will not harm a hair on your head.”

      “Or hers?” Kenith pulled Niila to him.

      The wild elf shaman flared her nostrils. “They will do as I command.”

      Gaija’s lips contracted. Who knew what she was thinking? The old elf had never been easy to read, and if her kin had secrets, so did she. However, Kenith had to believe she wanted what was best for him—and all the other Elementals. Whatever secrets Gaija had, she was sure to have her reasons, and as long as she was on their side, those were none of his concern.

      Niila threw her arms around Gaija. “Thank you for protecting him.”

      “Right.” Gaija stepped out of Niila’s arms, offering her hand to her daughter. “I’m off, then. Got someplace to be. I trust them in your hands, mò mìn.”

      Haiz eyed Gaija’s hand for a moment before shaking it. “Will you be back with us soon, mà mìn?” she asked.

      “No promises, I’m afraid. But I’m so very proud of you.” Gaija cupped her other hand around Haiz’s cheek, then turned away.

      The younger elf shook herself and angled her head at the path ahead. “No time to waste. My people are waiting.”

      Gaija patted Niila on the back with firm hands. “I’ll see you soon enough, younglings.” She skipped backward and turned up the sloping hill to disappear out of sight.

      “Come on then.” Haiz waved her hands in the air.

      Niila and Kenith walked, arm in arm, following the young shaman deeper into the heart of Lyconis. As the sun fell lower in the sky to light up the forest with glimmering hues of pink light, it was like the forest came alive in a way Kenith could not remember. He recalled the woods to be dark and uninviting. Now it was buzzing with life. A flock of birds was singing somewhere in the canopy and a gentle trickle of water over stones sounded close by. He glanced at Niila, who had a serene look on her face. Her eyes were half shut and her lips curved into a gentle smile. She had heard the water, too. Of course she had. And long before him. He was glad she found some comfort in this place.

      Haiz angled her head upward. “They have been waiting for you, My Prince, waiting for you to take your rightful place on the Lycobrian throne. You’ll find that, though this forest is crawling with scouts, most who live here will answer only to you. The true fire born.”

      Kenith’s throat clogged. He coughed and found a twig to nibble on. Had the forest known who he was the last time he was here? He had managed to get all the way to Caradrea before finding Miro, and finally having to flee from the Silverlings. It seemed a lifetime ago.

      ”Only a little further. Just stay on the path.” Haiz pushed Niila and Kenith ahead of her.

      They walked side by side, deeper and deeper into the home turf of the elves.  With every step forward, the trees grew taller, the stems thicker.  Niila stopped, her hand resting on a large trunk. She let go of Kenith’s arm and traced her fingers down the bark.

      “Haiz,” she called, and the elf turned. “What are these markings?”

      Kenith squinted and moved closer. Niila was right. Large portions of bark peeled away from the white wood underneath and strange markings were carved deep into the trunk. It looked a lot like the markings the Silverling bore, though these depicted a dragon, fire and what Kenith could only guess were spirits. He shuddered.

      “This,” Haiz said as she came to stand next to them. “This is a memory-tree—the Mnèmôsynethé—Oth trè eth sjô forn eth skuld.”

      Niila bit her lip as if trying to remember something. “The tree who sees both past and future. I have read about these.”

      Kenith scratched his neck with the twig he had been nibbling on. “I sure haven’t.”

      Haiz cleared her throat. “There are only a handful of these trees left in Lyconis, and none have been found anywhere else in Aradria. They are more alive than the other trees. Some will show you images of the past, some of the future. They change according to whoever is looking, and whichever mood the Mnèmôsynethé are in.” She patted the tree and sighed. “I for one, I see a prophecy—a young fire born prince in a cave.”

      Niila wrinkled her nose. “I see waves and Sirens, and myself.” She grinned. “And a dragon.”

      A dragon! It made Kenith happy and sad at the same time. She saw a dragon in her future, but a future far away from these woods.

      “You will meet her soon.” Kenith bumped Niila’s shoulder.

      “I know. When the time is right, she will come to me. I know she will.”

      Haiz frowned and began walking away from them again. “No time to waste if we want to arrive before nightfall.”

      The Elementals fell in step, but Kenith could not shake the image he had seen. He was unsure if he had seen the past, the future or perhaps both. Either way, it unsettled him. The image of the dead who had risen from the earth kept pushing to the forefront of his mind. He would have to find a way to send them back. No one, not even his former mistress, deserved to be living but dead at the same time.

      As the light faded in the sky, other sources of light became visible. An array of large cone-like shapes made of vines hung from the trees, and something bright vibrated inside, casting a dim glow onto the path ahead.

      Niila pointed at the closest one. “Pixies!” She giggled with delight. Inside the intricate vine-woven shapes was a small human-like creature with wings. It sat on its knees, leaning forward, looking at them with wide eyes that were not proportional with its lavender-colored body.

      “Hello,” Niila uttered. The pixie backed up, then slowly crawled closer again. “I’m Niila, and I’m very pleased to meet you.”

      The pixie smiled wide, showing a row of tiny sharp teeth and a lilac tongue. The firefly-like wings fluttered behind the pixie’s back, shining more brightly than they had before.

      “Ith eth Miramix,” the pixie said in a softly lilting voice.

      “I hear pixies can sing.” Niila winked.

      The pixie shot up from the cone of vines and flew to the next one.

      Niila shrugged. “Perhaps they will sing next time.”

      “We might be here for a while.” Kenith hugged her. “You’ll hear them sing.”

      Haiz stood square-legged with her arms to her sides. Shadows danced on her face, and Niila and Kenith nodded at each other before continuing forward. As they passed the next cone, a flurry of pixies plunged from the cones, and their voices filled the air. It began as a soft hum, then turned into a crescendo of low and high notes, sung with a mellow timbre. The pixies floated along as Niila and Kenith followed Haiz. The shaman waved a couple of pixies out of her way.

      Niila opened her mouth, but Kenith shook his head. She bit back the protests he knew she had about Haiz’s behavior, but it would not do them any good to get on the shaman’s bad side. She was their guide, not to mention their only protection.

      The song eventually stilled, and the pixies flew off to the nearby cones hanging everywhere among the trees.

      Haiz halted, lifting one fist into the air. Kenith and Niila stopped beside her.

      “We have arrived.”

      

      
        
        - Niila -

      

      

      “Halt.” A bright voice issued from somewhere above. An elf stuck his head out from the canopy. “Who goes there?”

      Another five elves emerged from the thicket at various locations.

      Haiz rolled her eyes. “If you’re only asking us now, you’re not doing your jobs right.”

      The elf that had first spoken climbed down the stem of the tree he was in and gracefully approached the group.

      “We knew you were here when you first stepped into the tree line. The entire forest alerted us to the prince’s presence.” He chuckled and leaned sideways, away from Haiz. “Good greetings,” he said.

      “Hi.” Niila’s voice was as chipper as always. “I’m Niila.”

      The elf walked past her and knelt before Kenith. The other elves kneeled as well.

      “Welcome, My Prince. We have been waiting.”

      Kenith spit the twig out from his mouth. “Thanks. And you are?”

      “The name is Yarix, and I’m head of the huntsmen. We patrol the forest, hunt our food and keep our kin safe from intruders.”

      “Sounds like important work.” Kenith gestured with his hands for the elf to stand.

      Yarix straightened, towering over them a head taller than Haiz. Elven tattoos covered his olive-tainted skin. The elves behind him placed two fingers on their chests as they rose. They wore strange outfits, made of a combination of thick vines, moss, leaves, and branches.

      Again, the elves ignored Niila, and she didn’t appreciate it. She bumped Kenith in the shoulder and made a grimace she hoped he would understand.

      Kenith cleared his throat. “This is Niila.”

      ”So she said.” Yarix shrugged.

      “Niila is the Elemental of Water, and she’s here with me.”

      “We see that.”

      Haiz turned to the Elementals and lowered her voice. “They were expecting the prince, not Niila, but I assure you we can make room for both. However, as I said before, this is elven land. You are best advised to follow our rules and don’t stray. We have our traditions and our beliefs, and we will practice them as we always have, so don’t intervene and you will be just fine.”

      The group walked onwards, with the elves leading the way. They entered a large, more or less open area shielded by the odd tree in between several hundred dwellings. The shelters looked like tents, made of sticks and branches, and covered in moss. The moss grew everywhere, connecting all the housings and trees to look like one entity.

      A group of children ran past with small bows in their hands and quivers on their backs. Their ringing laughs were a comfort to Niila. She didn’t know what she had expected of this place, though the way the elves looked at her, or rather didn’t, made her uneasy. It was nice to see that there was so much life at the heart of the forest.

      “I smell food!” Kenith whispered in her ear.

      She sniffed the air. A whiff of charred meat and blueberries caught her attention, and the smoke from the fire rose in front of them.

      “They knew you were coming,” Haiz said. “I believe there should be plenty of food to be had.”

      Niila’s stomach yipped. She had not been paying much attention to her building hunger, but she was now.

      Six fires had been made to cook the animals that were mounted above them in the clearing at the center of the elven village. She recognized a couple of boars and deer, though Niila could not determine what the last two had once been.

      Kenith caught her eye. “Rhixonarous,” he said. “I have not seen one of those since I was a boy. I hear they’re delicious.”

      Niila folded her hands together, looking at her feet. “I don’t… I do not think I know what that is.”

      Kenith burst out laughing. “Now that is a first. I know something you don’t.” He gave her a kiss, which placed a smile back on Niila’s face. “It’s fine. I no longer know something you don’t, so there’s that.”

      She laughed. It was silly she should feel ashamed of not knowing about everyone and everything that moved in Aradria, though she had studied the lands her entire life. There was always more to learn, she supposed, which was a good thing.

      She carefully poked Haiz’s arm.

      The elf angled her head down. “Yes?”

      “I was wondering. Do you have a library?”

      It was the first time she had heard Haiz truly laugh. It was loud and raspy, but honest.

      “A library.” Haiz wiped away a tear. “No, young queen, we do not.”

      Niila’s shoulders slumped. Of course, they didn’t. She was in the middle of a forest — what a stupid thing to ask.

      Haiz smacked her lips together. “We do have something. There’s a place where we carve out all the important parts of our history, though it’s not in the village, and it is strictly forbidden for anyone but elves to go there, so don’t test your bounds.”

      “Of course not. I remember what you said before, and I promise to behave accordingly.”

      Haiz dismissed her and walked over to talk to Yarix.

      Kenith took Niila’s hand. “They love me here,” he said.

      She could feel him flexing his muscles as she took his arm. The elves around them were all gesturing at Kenith in the traditional elven manner. A couple of boys walked up to them, pulling at Kenith’s trousers.

      “Are you the prince?” the youngest of them asked.

      “I sure am.” Kenith was strutting with pride.

      “Welcome home,” the older boy said.

      “Home?”

      “Of course. Elfen Lyconis is home for all wild elves, even those with just a hint of elf in them.”

      The boys laughed and ran off.

      “What did he mean?” Kenith asked Niila.

      Yarix approached them. “What he meant is that the prince here has elven blood in his veins. Did you not know?”

      Niila gasped. Elven blood? But how? And how much? Would this be yet another complication regarding their relationship?

      Kenith sat, his fingers laced in the moss on the ground, and Niila joined him.

      “I have elven blood in me?” He shook his head.

      Yarix sat opposite them. “You do. We can smell it across a field. I’m surprised no one has mentioned this before. I understand you were an orphan, though you have been traveling with elves for some time.”

      Niila sucked on her lips. She had so many questions, though they were not hers to ask.

      “I was left at an orphanage as a baby,” Kenith mumbled. “I never knew my parents, but I always thought they were Lycobrian commoners.”

      Yarix chuckled. “You’re an Elemental. Do you really believe Mother Nature would trust the element of fire with any random commoner? Vaedex was part elf, too. That is the main reason the elves are on your side. That and the dragon, of course. Once you’re king, the elves will finally be able to bear full-blooded children yet again. It is foretold.”

      Niila leaned into Kenith, who put his arm around her.

      “Why do you care so much about the dragon?”

      “We never approved of what the Elementals of Old did to the dragons, and when the dragons slumbered, so did something in us. The elves could no longer bear full-blooded children. The return of the ruby dragon has given us hope, and we want our people to be as strong as we once were.”

      It was a lot to process.

      “I think we should eat, then turn in for the night if that is fine with you. It’s been a trying journey so far.”

      Kenith simply nodded.

      “Of course.” Yarix stood. “I’ll make sure you’re accommodated, and we can talk again in the morning.”

      “Wait,” Kenith said. “I need to know more.”

      “There’s not much more I can tell you.”

      “Then take me to someone who can.”

      Yarix folded his arms over his chest. “There’s not much more any of us can tell you, though I can take you somewhere that will show you all you need to know.”

      “Please!”

      “We can go first thing tomorrow.”

      Kenith stood and offered his hand to Yarix.

      He hesitated. “She can’t go there.” His brows were raised at Niila.

      “But…” Niila began.

      “Humans are not allowed. I already told you.”

      Niila closed her mouth shut, gritting her teeth. They had just arrived. The elves were less than friendly toward her, and now Kenith would leave on some quest for something none of them knew anything about.

      Kenith squeezed her hand. “Will you be all right if I go? I feel like I need to do this.”

      She wanted to say no, but instead she breathed deeply and said, “If you need to go, then you should.”

      “She will be safe here?”

      “As long as she abides by our rules, she will be perfectly fine,” Yarix said. He turned away to make the final arrangements for Niila and Kenith.

      Another elf brought them a couple of plates made from bark only moments later.

      They ate in silence, surrounded by a multitude of elves. The elves were laughing, some danced and some sang. One elf was playing the flute. The music reminded Niila of a lullaby her mother had sung when she was just a toddler. It was one of her last memories of her mother.

      Kenith was laughing, too. It was a long time since she had seen him look this carefree. The fire inside was always present, but his skin wasn’t as hot as it had been the past few weeks. He was more relaxed. Meanwhile, Niila felt herself tense up. The elves appeared friendly enough to him, though she knew they had a reputation. They were relentless, they were hunters, and their traditions were known to be brutal.

      “You will return to me as soon as you can?” Niila whispered.

      “Of course I will. I’m only sorry you can’t come, though we’ll be together again soon, and we can begin to devise a plan for taking Lycobris. Besides, I need to find my dragon, and I don’t wish to be parted from my queen any longer than necessary.”

      His last words sent a shiver over her chest, and her heart felt lighter.

      “We have tonight.” She kissed him on his shoulder.

      “You’re right. We should find out where we are spending it.” He winked, hugging her closer.

      She kissed him, and he kissed her back. It was the kind of hungry kiss that made her toes curl and her mind drift. She would worry more in the morning.
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            SUMMONING A DRAGON

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        - Gaija -

      

      

      The strong wind carried the wretched stench of sulfur and scorched earth. Gaija adjusted her body on the uneven mount of stone. The steam below spilled out of the fumaroles to drift across the rough ground. Spikes and cracks on the surface of the stone dug into her skin, but she eventually found a spot where she could rest almost comfortably. The throng of Vulkan eagles was resting quietly. They didn’t bother her as long as she didn’t bother them. A pair of sharp claws folded over Gaija’s thigh.

      ”Now?” Rhastoc asked.

      ”Now!” Gaia wiggled her eyebrows. She retrieved a shell from the haversack by her side and opened it. The large pearl inside reflected the reminiscence of water into the sky, illuminating the darkness.

      All they had to do now was wait. It didn’t take long.

      A large shadow entered the light before the dragon’s body emerged completely and hovered above it. He slanted his colossal head at Gaija as if asking what she wanted.

      ”Remember me?” Gaija asked.

      Fyrax bridged his wings and allowed the wind to push him closer. Their eyes met, and a puff of smoke escaped his nostrils. ”Shaman. I should kill you now.”

      Gaija folded one hand around the hilt of her blade, pursing her lips. ”You should not. I’m here to help.”

      ”I remember how you helped before.” Fyrax snorted. ”You were the one who helped the Elementals steal my spirit, binding me to lie dormant for an entire millennium.”

      ”If I had not, they would have killed you instead. Would you rather I had let them do that? I had a vision that you would return, although I never thought it would take this long. I wish to become your confidant and help you restore your bond with the new King of Fire.”

      Fyrax chuckled, banking sideways. ”No need. We are already bonded. I don’t need, nor wish for, your help.”

      Bonded? Gaija scratched her head. How could that be? She had left Kenith and Niila in Elfen Lyconis only two days past. There had been no time for them to meet and forge a bond within the space of a couple of days. The dragon was madder than she had thought.

      ”I think you’re mistaken,” Gaija said. ”I’m talking about the new king, not the old. His spirit has been reborn in another.”

      ”Do not play games with me, shaman. Zarcos and I are one now. Bother me again, and I will incinerate both you and that rodent hiding behind your back.” Fyrax spread his wings, folding them back to meet the surging wind. He spun backward and shot through the night sky as he returned to Vulkan Mountain.

      Gaija was left stunned. Why would Fyrax be in an alliance with that vile Silverling? It made no sense. None at all. How could she have missed this? Gaija recited the ancient words in her mind to put her in the familiar trancelike state she often went into. She reached for Zarcos, then Fyrax. The future revealed nothing but a dark void, suddenly consumed with fire. Gaija bounced back, shaking her head. There was nothing to discover in Lycobris’s future. Her previous visions of the dragon’s return had vanished. Death and destruction were currently the only possible outcome. However, Gaija knew more than anyone that the chain of events might very well change what was to come. She had to believe that Kenith would prevail, no matter how unlikely it was.

      First, though, she had to find out why Zarcos was suddenly somehow bonded with the ruby dragon. A slight pain stung her thigh, and she looked down. Rhastoc had poked her with a claw.

      ”There you are,” he said. ”Had you completely deserted yourself this time?”

      Gaija shook herself. ”Was I gone long?”

      ”It’s almost morning,” Rhastoc said. ”This does not bode well, does it?”

      Gaija placed a hand on his head and sighed. ”I honestly don’t know. I do think that you should pop back to Êvina and let Ayva know what we have discovered. However unlikely it is, Fyrax claimed to be bonded with Zarcos, and I believe we should take him seriously. Something does not seem right about this. There has to be an explanation that I’m missing. Either way, it’s best that Êvina is prepared for whatever may come.”

      Rhastoc bobbed his head in agreement. ”I’ll be on my way then. Hopefully, see you soon.” The squirrel bounced off and disappeared between the spikes of stone. 

      If there was one being alive that Gaija didn’t worry much about, it was that squirrel. He had lived for thousands of years and would live for thousands more.

      The first beams of sunlight had just climbed over the horizon to meet the watery shadow-play from the shell still sitting gaping at the sky in her lap. She looked down and carefully closed the mouth of the shell. Fyrax was so far gone that he had not even taken the time to wonder why he had come because she had summoned him, and not once had he seemed to notice what was in Gaija’s lap. It was alarming. She had planned to offer him the shell as some token of trust, and perhaps remind him of those he had once loved. Nothing had turned out the way she had imagined. She would have to place her faith in the young fire born prince and hope that he would compensate for his shortcomings in the battles yet to come. If he didn’t, Lycobris would indeed perish in fire once and for all. If Lycobris were set ablaze, then it would not be long before the rest of Aradria burned.

      She inhaled sharply and allowed her mind to search for the young prince and the possible outcomes of his future.
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            DRAGON´S DEN

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        - Ayva -

      

      

      Ayva was wandering through the Royal Garden when Rhastoc came bouncing toward her.

      “Your Highness,” he squeaked.

      “Rhastoc. Back so soon?” What could it be this time?

      “I have news.”

      Ayva resisted wanting to roll her eyes at him. When did he not? She sat on the nearest bench, and the squirrel scurried up to settle in her lap. She stared at him, awaiting his words.

      “Very well. So, Gaija and I met Fyrax.”

      Ayva gaped. “And?”

      “He’s as mad as ever, it would seem. However, we discovered something rather peculiar. He’s forged a bond with Zarcos. He somehow believes that Zarcos is the new King of Fire.”

      “That’s ridiculous.”

      “Told you he was mad.”

      Ayva didn’t know what to make of this news. They had hoped Kenith could reforge a bond with Fyrax, but if the dragon was already bound to someone else that might no longer be an option. Moreover, if Zarcos was in Lycobris with a dragon by his side, all hope might be lost. How could Kenith defeat them?

      Rhastoc bobbed his head, and Ayva stuck a hand into a pocket on her dress. Past experiences had taught her to be prepared, so she retrieved an acorn and gave it to the squirrel. He promptly flicked it into his mouth, chewing away on it until there was nothing left.

      “I assume there’s more.” Ayva leaned back.

      “Since you mention it.” Rhastoc gave her a lopsided smile; his elongated front teeth closed around his bottom lip. “On my way here, I stopped by the cliffs and came upon a water elf. She tells me that the other elemental dragons have found a nest on Nayanairi.”

      Ayva stood abruptly, and the squirrel tumbled off her lap to land on his hind feet on the ground.

      “Ouch.”

      “My apologies,” Ayva said. “But you’re telling me that the dragons are awake, and you know where they are?”

      “I do.”

      “Then take me there.”

      “I can’t, though there are still a few griffins in Êvina, yes?”

      He was right. A handful of griffins had stayed behind to help Ayva rebuild her land. She could ask one of them to fly her to the home of the water elves.

      “Thank you, Rhastoc. You have been unusually helpful.”

      “I’m always helpful.” Rhastoc bowed. “Until next time, Your Highness.”

      “Wait. You haven’t told me where the nest is exactly.”

      “Ask for an elf named Chianza. East village. She knows.” The squirrel bounded off into a bed of roses and disappeared.

      Ayva wished he would stay longer. She had more questions, though what he had shared was a lot. She looked over at Archenon standing guard by the entrance to the castle, shaking her head. She had no time for him.

      “Archenon,” she called but there was no reply. “Archenon!”

      Still nothing. He stood motionless by the doorway, staring blankly ahead. It was as if he was no longer present at all. He had been responsive before, though, so what had changed? Did Zarcos do something to him? To the Nhêoryn? If he had, Ayva would have to find out. Right now, however, she had to find the dragons.

      “Hey,” she called as she caught the eye of another spirit guard. The Êblazon stopped and bowed his head at her.

      “My Queen,” he said.

      “Will you please send word for one of the griffins to come to see me? I have someplace I need to go. Also, once you have done that, can you tell my mother I had to leave, but that I’ll be back in a few days?”

      The Êblazon bowed and left to fulfill his command.

      Ayva sighed and walked over to Archenon. He was breathing, at least. What had she done to him? Perhaps if she had not lost the Nhêoryn things would be different, but Zarcos had her necklace, and now apparently Zarcos was in Lycobris, in league with the ruby dragon. Archenon was nothing like he had been, one way or the other. He was but an empty shell, alive in a sense thanks to the binding Ayva had created with her necklace. Perhaps what she had done to him was wrong? She had given him back his heart only to once again take it from him. And then she had proceeded to take his death away from him, too.

      Ayva massaged her temples as tears trickled down her cheeks. The weight of Aradria was on her shoulders, and she felt like she was failing both Kenith, Archenon, her people, and her brother at the same time. The other dragons might be the light in the dark she had been searching for, however.

      A griffin squawked overhead, catching her attention. He landed with a thump in front of her, crushing a flower bed in the process. The giant griffin’s body had bright orange fur, and his feathers were a fiery red.

      “Your Highness.” His deep voice had a friendly tone.

      “Uzuri!”

      The griffin jutted his chest out. “I’m glad to find you know my name. The Êblazon told me you required my assistance?”

      “Of course I know your name. I grew up in the same Chasm you call home, remember?” She wiped her tears and smiled at the griffin. Though there had been hundreds of them in Bermunnos, she had taken the time to learn as many names as she could.

      “I do remember. You were such a strange pup. Always smiling and playing tricks.” Uzuri chuckled.

      “I realize it’s a lot to ask, though I am asking. I need to get to Nayanairi as quickly as possible, and I was hoping you could take me there.”

      The griffin’s chest rose and fell heavily. “If that is what my queen wants, though I must admit I’m wary about flying that way. There are unsettling currents in the air both to the south and to the west.”

      “I understand. I do believe the west is safer than the south, however.” Or so she hoped. There were no guarantees that the dragons would be friendly toward her. The last time they had anything to do with an Elemental was when they betrayed them.

      “We leave now?”

      “No time like the present.” Ayva stood, the silk dress billowing around her. She frowned. “Though perhaps allow me to change attire first. I’ll meet you back here in no time.”

      “I’ll be here.”

      Ayva ran back to the castle to change into a shirt and trousers. She grabbed her sword in its sheath and did her best to pin her unruly hair to her head before she sprinted back to the griffin.

      Uzuri stood in the exact spot she’d left him. He stretched one paw forward as she approached, lowering his neck and the front part of his body, inviting Ayva to sit on him. She climbed on his back, and he leaped to the sky an instant later.
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        * * *

      

      The flight had been strangely liberating. Soaring through the air had allowed Ayva time to relax and think. Uzuri didn’t speak much, which had suited Ayva fine. She could only hope she had not wasted days on going to the home of the water elves.

      At last, the cliffs of Nayanairi rose below. The waves lapped around every edge of the island. Large obsidian stone spikes covered the area like black trees of stone. However, in between the peaks was a healthy landscape of green and yellow growth. The blackness of the outer edges of the island concealed the vibrant beauty within.

      They landed in a village on the east side of the island as Rhastoc had said. A large crowd of curious elves gathered around them only a breath later. They were different from the elves Ayva was used to. These elves had skin the color of milk, and their bodies were much more slender than those of the wild elves. These were not hunters like their kin.

      A tall elf stepped out of the crowd. She wore a lavender-colored linen dress with matching flowers tucked into her flowy lilac hair.

      “Who are you?” the elf asked, eyeing the griffin.

      “This is Uzuri.” Ayva patted the griffin lightly. “And I’m Ayva, High Queen of Aradria.”

      “My Queen.” The elf knelt, and all the other elves fell to their knees after her. A group of children giggled, running in between the kneeling crowd. “To what do we owe this grand visit?”

      “Please, do stand.” Ayva gestured for the elves to rise. “What is your name?”

      “Chianza, My Queen.”

      “Just the elf I was looking for.” Ayva lowered her voice. “I was told you know where I can find some dragons.”

      Chianza’s soft, teal-colored eyes twinkled with delight. “I do know. I will take you there right now if you wish.”

      “That would be most kind.”

      “The quickest way would be by air.” The elf glanced at Uzuri again.

      The griffin stomped his paws in the grass. “Get me a bowl of water and perhaps a fish or two first, then I’ll fly you both.”

      “It will be our pleasure,” Chianza said. Her smile was inviting, and she gestured for them to follow. They walked among a vast number of large obsidian stones that looked to have erupted from the earth at random spots throughout the hillside. Windows and doors had been carved out in fractured shapes on the stone dwellings.

      The wind caught Ayva’s hair as she ascended a carved-out stairwell in one of the most massive spikes, following Chianza to the top of the hill. The ocean crashed against the island far below, the home of the water elves graciously protected by the obsidian walls of stone. Somewhere due north was Ûnda. Ayva though she could almost glimpse the light shimmer of Njordhall, though it had to be too far away for her eyes to see.

      “Thank you,” Ayva said.

      “Did I do something?”

      “You led me here and welcomed us to your home.” Ayva smiled, glancing back at the village.

      Uzuri was laying at the bottom of the stairwell. He slurped on a serving of fish while three young elves climbed on top of him, pretending to fly. Ayva giggled and returned her attention to the elf beside her.

      “Have the dragons caused you any concern?”

      Chianza sat cross-legged outside the only dwelling on the hilltop. A slight smile adorned her face.

      “They stay away from the village. We have visited the dragons only to provide them with offerings, and we rarely see them. I did see the Pearl dragon hunt a whale earlier today, though. Such a sight it was.”

      “I couldn’t possibly imagine.” Ayva twined her hair with her fingers. “Have they said anything? Anything at all about the Elementals.”

      “They do not tell, and we do not ask.”

      “This is your home?” Ayva gestured at the dwelling.

      “For the past five hundred years, give or take a decade. Now, come inside and allow me to get some food in you, Your Majesty. It’s a rare occasion to be visited by royalty and wild elven kin.”

      Ayva fidgeted with her shirt. Her heritage wasn’t something she had been particularly vocal about, and frankly not something she had thought was common knowledge.

      “How?”

      “You smell a little bit of everything, but there’s undoubtedly wild elven blood in your veins.”

      “Your way of life seem very different.”

      “It is. We rarely make contact with the wild ones anymore, though I have hopes that there will be a winter solstice celebration yet again now that the Queen of Earth is finally back where she belongs. It’s been so long since we last gathered.” Chianza stood and stepped closer to her dwelling, then gazed out over the ocean. “And perhaps, soon, the true Queen of Ûnda will free the Sirens and restore our land to what it once was.”

      “I believe it will come to pass.”

      Chianza waved at Ayva to follow her inside. She lingered for a moment longer before she could no longer ignore the growing hunger in her belly.
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        * * *

      

      Once Uzuri and Ayva had eaten, Uzuri flew them both to where Chianza said the dragons nested.

      They alighted on a broad plateau on an onyx mountain to the west of the island.

      “I think it’s safe to leave her here,” Chianza said to Uzuri as Ayva slid off his back.

      “But wait. How do I get back down?” Ayva asked, swaying as she eyed the drop from the plateau. It was a long way to the ground.

      “If the dragons don’t fly you, there’s a stairwell on the other side. Just walk straight through the cave to the other side, and you will find it.”

      Uzuri stepped forward. “I will stay if you wish, though I have no desire to be around these beasts more than I have to.”

      “All right.” Ayva straightened. “I will be just fine. Thank you, Chianza. You have my gratitude. I will be sure to mention you to my friend, the rightful Queen of Ûnda.”

      Chianza smiled broadly. “Thank you. Do tell her to come to visit when she can. The elves support her, now and always.” She waved as Uzuri dropped off the cliff to soar back to the village.

      Ayva looked ahead at the dark mouth of a cave. She took a deep breath and entered the shadows.

      “Hello?” she called. “Anyone here?” As her eyes adjusted to the darkness, the shapes of the immense dragons curled up at the far end of the cave appeared before her.

      A couple of lanterns were lit on opposite sides of the dragons, courtesy of the water elves, no doubt.

      There were four of them, all resting in a semicircle. The dragon with pearl-colored scales was licking a large bone, the remnants of a whale scattered on the ground before her. An emerald-colored dragon lay next to her. On the opposite end was the Azurite dragon, and in the middle was the largest of them all, a dragon with sapphire scales. The sapphire dragon angled her enormous head at Ayva as she stepped closer.

      “Rhonja! It has been too long. I was wondering when you would come.”

      “I’m not her,” Ayva said gently.

      “Sure you are. In a different lifetime, is all. I assume you do not remember who I am, however. But I remember all. I’m Sesha, Your Highness.”

      “I had to see you, once I knew where you were.”

      “You abandoned us. All of you. What the Elementals did to Fyrax affected our entire kin.” Sesha blew out her nostrils.

      “But that wasn’t us,” Ayva stuttered.

      “You would have done the same. I know what you want from us, but we will not help you in this matter.”

      The pearl dragon slinked her way around Sesha, lifting her gaze at the proud sapphire dragon. “Sesha, perhaps if we talked to Fyrax?” she said before turning her bright eyes on Ayva. “I’m Jormundra, Your Highness.”

      Sesha eased further back. “Talking didn’t work out so well the last time you tried. What makes you think he will listen this time?”

      “What can we do? I mean, as Elementals,” Ayva asked.

      “If Fyrax decides to reforge his bond with the new King of Fire, we might be inclined to listen. Until then, we will not interfere. It will be up to Fyrax to decide.”

      Sesha was angry. Ayva understood, though she somehow had to try to make her listen. “It seems Fyrax has forged a bond with a Silverling.”

      “Still mad, then,” the emerald dragon snorted.

      Jormundra slinked closer to Ayva. Her hot breath stuck to Ayva’s face, the scent of ocean spray and wet sand rolling off her. “Where is my queen?” Jormundra angled her neck, making her look even more extensive than before.

      Ayva steadied her breathing. These creatures could gobble her up in an instant. In truth, she didn’t know the extent of what they could do, but she needed to stay calm. “She’s in Elfen Lyconis… with Kenith.”

      “The fire born?” Jormundra looked like she was smiling.

      “Yes.”

      “Now, that is interesting. I’ll be off then.”

      Sesha bounced to her feet, swinging her tail in front of Jormundra as the pearl dragon was about to leap out of the cave. “Where do you think you are going?”

      “Feel free to do what you want, Sesha, but my queen needs me, and I’m going to go to her. So, you can step aside, or you can challenge me. Either way, I have made my choice.” Jormundra lifted her upper lip over her fangs and pushed past Sesha out of the cave, disappearing into the clouds.

      The sapphire dragon dropped her wings to her sides and swung her tail back behind her.

      “Anyone else feel the need to go, too?” She turned to the remaining two dragons. “Have you forgotten their betrayal already?”

      The emerald dragon folded her wings in front of her body. “I will not interfere with Fyrax and what is going on in Lycobris. It will be as you have said, Sesha. Unless the fire born can convince Fyrax to reforge their bond, there is nothing for us to do. However, I too long to see my queen, and I will go to her.”

      “Very well. I can accept your decision, Lyndora.” Sesha set her narrowed gaze on the azurite dragon who had yet to speak. “I guess you’ll want to see your king as well, Ormhug?”

      “I do. We have hidden in this cave long enough. The spirit born’s arrival is enough for me to decide. It is time to leave.” Ormhug’s tail whisked across the back wall and circled in a crescent to fall to the floor behind Ayva. “But I will not interfere with matters in Lycobris either. You’ve made your own nest, Elemental. Now you have to care for it.”

      “I understand,” Ayva said. “I think you should know that Miro, your king, is in Sonûdor right now, to be there for Thyri’s coronation. The earth born.”

      “Thank you, but we can find our Elementals wherever they are. I already knew where my king was.” Ormhug winked.

      “Thyri,” Lyndora sighed. “She has the heart of an earth born, as well as the spirit.”

      Ayva smiled. “She does.”

      The azurite dragon nudged Lyndora on the shoulder and, together, the two dragons leaped past Ayva and Sesha before they jumped out of the cave and took to the sky.

      Ayva studied Sesha. Their bond was undeniable, yet the link felt fragile, as if there were too many scars to carry between the two of them. “What was done to you is awful. Will you please consider returning to Êvina with me?”

      Sesha’s head fell. “I will fly you back, but I will not stay. I will return to the water elves for a while.”

      “You are always welcome if you change your mind.” Ayva found she wanted Sesha around. There was a surge of energy that tied the two of them together, and Ayva could feel Sesha’s power seep beneath her skin. Despite all her powers, the dragon provided Ayva with a strength she had never felt before, while at the same time imprinting upon her all the fear and sorrow that pestered the proud dragon’s heart. Ayva understood why the Elementals had done what they did, and even though it had been necessary, it had been a cruel thing to do.

      “Perhaps,” Sesha said, finally. She bent her body to the ground, inviting Ayva to climb onto her back.

      The wound between them was deep, but Ayva decided right then that she would do all she could to mend it. She would tell Sesha everything about her life, and what had happened over the past year, then Sesha could do with the information as she liked. Ayva trusted her, and perhaps, even if Sesha didn’t stay, she would be able to offer her advice.

      Ayva closed her eyes as the wind surged over her and they left Nayanairi behind. Ayva would have liked to get to know the water elves more, but there was no time for that now. It was just another thing she would have to add to her growing list of things to do. Between the challenge of Zarcos in Lycobris with the Nhêoryn, and Berg’s strange powers, not to mention ruling her land, and now Sesha, she had enough to concern herself with.

      Her hands slid over Sesha’s scales. The spikes on her back served well to keep her from tumbling off the dragon’s back, though they were immense and sharp at the edge. Her entire body was like armor. How could anyone fight a creature like this? It was more than a little terrifying to think that Fyrax shared these same strengths and that the rest of his kin would not help fight him if it came to that. Ayva bit down on her lip, leaning forward on Sesha’s back. They had a while to fly yet, and Ayva decided to enjoy the flight. She could worry again once they were back on the ground.
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      Niila sauntered down the path, taking her time. Elfen Lyconis didn’t have the vibrancy she recalled from Sonûdor forest. Also, with Kenith gone it felt even less vibrant. He had to go, but a part of her resented him for leaving her alone with a bunch of elves who didn’t care for her. A veil of fog moved through the trees, gently hovering above beds of moss and wilting flowers. The smell of resin and wet soil followed her, and she yearned for the salty air from the ocean. She veered into the line of trees and eventually found herself in a small meadow. A wild elf, perhaps only a child, sat huddled against a single willow in the middle of the meadow. The willow was massive compared to other trees Niila had seen in this forest. Large branches reached out to fold over the elf underneath, casting a deep, circular shadow. The elf wasn’t moving.

      Niila hurried over to the elf. The girl was bigger than Niila, though she was clearly very young by elven standards, perhaps only a few decades young. Her dark skin looked dry and had a grayish hue, her cheeks sinking into her face. What could have happened to her? Niila put her hand on the elf’s shoulder. The girl reacted by huddling together even more in the slowest way possible. She needed help. Above all, Niila thought, she needed water. Niila hesitated. The elves had been very clear about not interfering with their lives. However, she could not leave the poor elf to die. Sucking the heavy air into her lungs, Niila reached for her belt and realized she hadn’t brought her flask. No matter. The willow the elf was leaning on held enough water to sate the thirst of the entire elven village if needed.

      “Don’t worry,” Niila whispered. “I’ll help you.”

      The elf tilted her head upward only a smidgen, and her lips parted, but no words came out.

      There was no time to waste. Niila placed one hand on the trunk and held her other hand over the elf’s mouth, then closed her eyes to summon her element. It started as a trickle, like droplets falling from the branches, then came the waterfall, rushing down the trunk, spilling into Niila’s hands. The water splashed, and she could feel the waves building before rushing out of her fingers on the other side. The elf gulped down the oncoming stream. Niila finally let go, thanked her element and sat in front of the elf. The girl was drenched, but her eyes were open.

      “You should not have done that,” the elf croaked.

      “A thank you would have been just fine.” Niila crossed her arms over her chest.

      “Thank you, but you really shouldn’t have.”

      Niila didn’t understand. Not one bit. She was sure that what she had done had saved the elf’s life. Why was she not happy about that?

      “Did you wish to die?” Niila asked.

      “Not at all.”

      The ground shook. A team of six elves rode into the meadow, mounted on spectacular unicorns. The elf which Yarix had left in charge in his absence, Lathurien, was at the front. He pointed at Niila.

      “Seize her!”

      Two elves leaped from their unicorns and landed on top of Niila, pinning her to the ground. Before she could react, her hands were already tied behind her back, and the world was blocked out by the hood they pulled over her head. Her heart raced, screaming silently for Kenith. There was no point in yelling, however. Kenith was off on some stupid quest, and here she was. Alone, and for some reason, captured as if she had committed a crime.

      Someone threw her over the back of a unicorn. The soft fur did little to stop the unpleasantness of the ride. The team of unicorns galloped through the forest, no doubt headed back to the village. Kenith would not be happy when he heard how she had been treated.

      They finally came to a stop, and someone lifted her hood and placed her back on the ground.

      She glowered at the elf in front of her.

      Lathurien walked past and entered a large dwelling behind them.

      “Will you let me go?” Niila said sourly.

      The elf in front of her said nothing.

      Niila could feel the energy building in her bones. She wanted to free herself and run away from the Elfen Lyconis, never to return. She had always dreamed of meeting the elves, though this had not been part of that dream. The elves were nothing like she had imagined.

      Lathurien eventually stepped back outside with Haiz.

      “Haiz,” Niila called. “Will you tell them to release me?”

      Haiz waved a hand, and the silent elf escorted Niila into what had to be Haiz’s dwelling.

      The inside was gloomy, lit only by a small fire in a pit hole in the center. A large cauldron hung above it from thick chains on a tripod, the content bubbling fiercely. The walls were mounted with a variety of animal remains, wooden shelves held bowls and vials of Aradria knew what. Niila narrowed her eyes. A unicorn’s horn glowed gently on one of the shelves, and a Mermian trident was mounted to a stick on the wall next to it. A bright ball of light caught her eye. A firebird flapped his wings wildly from within a cage, sending flickers of light shimmering on the walls. Who would do such a thing? There were objects from all over Aradria collected in this one space.

      “What is this?” Niila was distraught. She wanted to leave.

      Haiz released all the braids in her hair, allowing her thick tresses to dance freely around her. Fresh markings adorned her shoulders and feet. Niila thought they looked like different creatures from all over Aradria and was sure she could spot both a unicorn, a griffin, a Mermian, and even a Jotter. On the center of her chest was a depiction of a dragon, but that had been there before.

      “Why am I here?” Niila asked.

      “Lathurien tells me you have broken one of our laws. Also, as you’re staying with us, and as has been explained, you are bound by those laws as much as an elf is. Punishment must be dealt.”

      “What law? I only tried to help. An elf was dying.”

      “She might have been, but it was her choice. The tree would have saved her if she was worthy. However, you took that chance away from her by forcing our sacred tree to spill water regardless. Now, Cixela can never be a true elven huntress. It’s an ancient wild elf tradition, and anyone who interferes will have to join the hunt. Such is our law. Not even Cixela’s parents would have meddled to try to save her. It would be as it was meant to be. Now, instead, it is as you made it.”

      Niila had no idea what to say. It sounded like madness to her ears. “What do you mean by joining the hunt?”

      “You’ll see. But first, you have an unfair advantage that we need to take care of.”

      Haiz snapped her fingers, and two elves stepped inside with a stool. They grabbed Niila’s shoulders, forcing her to sit. They proceeded to tie her feet and hands tighter, covering them in beds of moss. Niila tried summoning her element, but gagged as one of them stuck a handful of moss in front of her mouth, then tied it to her face with thick vines.

      Niila steadied her breathing; she was hardly getting any air through her nose, just enough to breath. What were they doing to her? The two elves left the dwelling again, and Haiz moved to the cauldron.

      “This will be difficult, but trust me, it’s necessary.”

      Necessary? Niila remembered Gaija’s words when she had left. The elves could not be trusted. She should have known better than to interfere in elven matters, though how could she have known? Tradition or not, Cixela had been dying, and Niila had saved her life.

      Haiz raised her voice. It was dark and ominous in a way she had not sounded before. The words were ancient, and Niila only understood parts of what she was chanting. She proceeded to retrieve the unicorn horn, scraping parts of it into the cooking liquid. It shimmered in the air before the brew swallowed it. Then Haiz went for the trident and repeated the process. Next, she went for the firebird.

      Niila screamed inside. She tried to summon her element again, but she was bound so tight, all she could do was feel the restraint of her powers as the water built inside. She would only drown herself.

      Haiz carefully opened the cage and grabbed the bird before snapping its neck. In two quick motions, she ripped the poor bird’s wings away from its body and let them fall into the cauldron, then put the remains of the dead bird back in the cage.

      “What am I missing?” Haiz said to herself. “Ah, a griffin’s feather will do.”

      She picked up a blue feather from a basket full of them, cleaning the stem off and letting the strands fall into the brew with the rest of the items.

      “Only one more ingredient,” she whispered. She glanced at Niila “It’s the most important of them all. Dragon fire.”

      Dragon fire? Where would she get such a thing?

      “Since I don’t have an actual dragon’s flame, I borrowed Kenith’s necklace. He didn’t even register its absence as he left without it. I’ll only chip off a small piece of it. It should still work as intended when he needs it.”

      She unwrapped a cloth in her hands, never touching the pendant with her fingers, then used a large knife to cut away a chip of one of the wings of the dragon.

      “There.” She cackled as the chip hit the surface of the brew. A small explosion sent embers flying through the air, and a mirage of images floated through the room. The ghostlike image of a unicorn galloped in a circle under the light of a firebird, what looked like waves washed up the walls, and a Mermian appeared to swim inside. Last, the image of a dragon twisted out of the cauldron, releasing a burst of fire. Then the images reverted into the brew.

      Niila had counted four elements, air, water, earth, and fire. She figured there should be a fifth element added, though how did one add spirit to the mix.

      Haiz cocked her head at Niila as if she knew what she was thinking.

      “No need for spirit,” she said. “I will bind them to yours.”

      Niila trembled. She didn’t know what Haiz was about to do to her, but she knew it had to be something terrible. She wanted out. She wanted Kenith. But Kenith wasn’t there, and she was alone with the shaman. Alone and powerless.

      Haiz dipped a vial into the cauldron, filling it with whatever brew she had concocted. She approached Niila, pulled at her hair and forced her head back. The shaman dripped the contents into Niila’s nose. It was thick and salty. Niila coughed, struggling to breathe as the liquid moved slowly through her body. She could feel it sink into her skin, and then her bones, as if it grew to fill every last part of who she was.

      “There,” Haiz said and let go of her hair. ”Now.” Haiz unwound the moss from Niila’s face, followed by the constraints around her hands and feet. ”The hunt is about to begin. If you survive, you’ll be free to go, or stay and wait for your prince.”

      Niila staggered to her feet, massaging her wrists. What had the elf done to her? Her head was spinning and her mouth was dry, as though she had not had a drink for a week. It was the first time she had felt thirst in over a year. She stretched her fingertips, summoning her element; she wanted to drown the shaman’s home. The place was dreadful.

      Nothing happened.

      Closing her eyes, she tried to dig deeper. Again, she was at a loss. She could hardly sense her element.

      ”What did you do to me?” she cried.

      ”Bound your powers, of course.”

      ”You’re more mad than Fyrax!” Niila shook her head. She wanted to strangle the elf for her foolishness. ”I need my element.”

      ”You don’t. All that’s needed is for the prince to focus so that his element can rise to the surface, without you holding him back. This is the only way to ensure his reign. Waterborns don’t belong in our land.”

      Holding him back? She had been about the only thing that had held Kenith standing these last few months. Without her element, however, she was defenseless, not to mention extremely vulnerable. She knew in her heart that her vulnerability would be a disadvantage for the war yet to come.

      “I need my powers. I want to help Ken… the prince.”

      “You want to help, but you’re a liability. History can’t be allowed to repeat itself if the elves will ever bear full-blooded children again. This is what is best for the wild elves, and Lycobris. You have to let him go. If you do, then your powers will be restored. If not…” The shaman shoved Niila to the door and pushed her outside.

      History? Niila had read as many history books in the Êvinian library as she could get her hands on during their stay in the white castle. But she had no idea what the wild elf was referring to. She knew a couple of things, however. She wasn’t a liability, she wasn’t going to abandon Kenith when he needed her most, and she needed her powers back.

      The sound of a hunting horn issued through the forest. The hunt; this had to be what Haiz had been talking about. An arrow flew past her, embedding itself into a nearby tree. Were they shooting at her?

      Niila took to her heels and ran as another arrow whooshed past her shoulder. That had been too close. A rain of arrows followed, and Niila sprinted as fast as she could into the thicket.

      The tall grass and crude branches slapped against her skin as she kept running through the forest. She turned her head back and forth. There had to be a stream nearby. If only she could find it and replenish her strength before the hunters caught up with her.

      Someone whistled somewhere behind her. There wasn’t much time.

      She veered away from the path and slid down a slope, almost rolling into the stream. She splashed a few handfuls of water on her face, then chugged down what she could manage. The fresh taste of early autumn washed over her tongue.

      “Down there,” someone called. It was far too close.

      Niila reached for her element out of habit, but the usual bubbling sensation was but a slight trickle in her veins. So, it was there, somewhere inside. If only she could find a way to unbind it. She jumped over the stream and back into the thicket while she pulled forth every last bit of strength inside to keep moving.

      “This way,” another voice shouted, followed by several shrill war cries. They knew where she was, and they knew the forest much better than she did. Where could she hide? Could she fight them? Outsmart them?

      The wild elves were hunters, it was in their blood. Niila was excellent with a bow, too, though that was less than helpful when she was the prey. The only option was to hide. But where? She turned back for a quick look. At least five elves moved some distance behind her. A couple of them leaped between the crowns of the trees. The rest of the hunters, however many there were, could be anywhere. Niila sprang forward. The wild snakeweeds slapped against her face. It was tall enough to hide her, though the elves had to see it move. How she wished for the lap of waves against her skin.

      She stumbled out of the weeds and into a clearing. It was too open, making it easy to take her out.

      The war cries sounded again.

      There was no turning back into the weeds. Niila had to cross the clearing and hope they didn’t catch up with her while she was in it. She filled her lungs with air and started forward as fast as she could.

      Niila tripped and almost fell as the earth shook beneath her feet. The trees stirred, as if an invisible force tried to shake them from the ground. Trees were cracking and falling throughout the forest. A swarm of birds bounded from the canopies, rushing toward her. She ducked as the birds swooped past overhead. Then a large shadow spread before her. A pair of massive pearl-white wings arched out over the fallen trees as a dragon appeared.

      Niila stumbled forward into the middle of the clearing as the dragon descended in front of her.

      “My Queen.” The dragon’s velvet voice reverberated in Niila’s mind.

      A throng of elves came sprinting from between the trees, arrows nocked. They all froze as they laid eyes on the dragon.

      “They want to kill me,” Niila whispered.

      The dragon had its wings around Niila in a heartbeat.

      “If anyone here breaks even a drop on my queen’s skin, I will decimate your entire village.” The thunder of her voice was strangely comforting.

      “At ease,” Lutherian called somewhere beyond the shelter of the dragon’s wings. “We don’t wish to anger a dragon. We will lay down arms and stop the hunt.”

      Niila threw her arms over the dragon’s scales, hugging it as best she could. This had to be Jormundra. She could feel the connection like a flood of waves binding them together, though it wasn’t as strong as she had imagined it would be. The binding of her own powers must have weakened their bond.

      “You found me,” she cried.

      “My Queen.” Jormundra slanted her head down between her wings. “I came as soon as I could. I felt your distress, though I fear I’m too late.”

      “You’re just in time,” Niila whispered.

      “Peace.” Haiz’s voice sent a tremor through Niila’s bones. “What is your name, dragon?”

      “Jormundra.”

      “We welcome you, Jormundra. Niila broke one of our sacred traditions and so, by law, we hunted her. It seems she won and survived. We will lay down our weapons, which will end the hunt, and we welcome you both to feast in our village. The wild elves rejoice in your return, Jormundra.”

      Jormundra folded one wing underneath Niila and lifted the girl to sit on her shoulder. It wasn’t as comfortable as a horse’s back; it was more like sitting on stone. Niila adjusted herself, holding onto one of the many spikes on the sides of Jormundra’s neck.

      A band of maybe fifty elves knelt on the ground below, Lutherian and Haiz included.

      Niila tapped Jormundra’s scales.

      “Yes?” the dragon asked.

      “Tell them to unbind my powers,” Niila thought to her. She had not known she could do it. But it felt right.

      The dragon adjusted her stance. “You need to give my queen her powers back.”

      Haiz stood, moving closer. “I’m afraid that isn’t an option. Even if I wanted to, I don’t have the skills to unbind them. I bound her element to her spirit. The only way I know how to unbind them is through her death.”

      Niila gripped the spike tighter. Her death? But Haiz had said she could get her powers back if she abandoned Kenith. She had said her powers would return. Surely, she had not meant by dying? There had to be some other way.

      “There has to be a way that does not require her life,” Jormundra growled.

      “I would think there is, but not one I know.”

      “What do you think?” Jormundra’s voice was a whisper in Niila’s mind.

      Niila shook. “I want to leave, but I have to wait for Kenith.”

      “Kenith? The young fire born?” Jormundra flared her nostrils. “So, history does repeat itself.”

      “Why does everyone keep saying that? What history?”

      “In short, the Old King of Fire and the Old Queen of Water were lovers, as were Fyrax and I.”

      Niila nearly toppled off the dragon’s shoulder. She hadn’t known, though it would explain a lot.

      The dragon angled her head back to look at Niila with gentle ice-blue eyes. “Are you sure you wish to stay? We could fly home, you know.”

      Home! It was tempting, but she had given Kenith a promise to help him. Her desires could wait, and with Jormundra by her side, perhaps they could stand a better chance at achieving their goals, not to mention finding a way to unbind her element. Niila nodded.

      “We accept,” Jormundra boomed at the assemblage. “Though I will hold you to your word, or you can be sure that I will keep mine!”

      Haiz bowed lower. “We are honored.”

      “Don’t trust that one,” Niila thought to Jormundra.

      “Wouldn’t think of it.”

      The dragon rose, arching her wings as she bounced to the sky. Niila crawled further up on Jormundra’s back to sit at the nape of her neck. The scales made the climb easier. The tree line stretched out below, and the wind tugged gently at her hair. She had sailed through the sky before, and though flying on a griffin was a calming experience, it didn’t compare to the might of a dragon’s wings cutting through the sky, nor the vibrations running through her body with every beat. The view was like nothing Niila had ever experienced. They soared further up than the griffins did. Griffin Peak rose tall north-east of them, and behind them, Vulkan Mountain stood surrounded by smog, a fire blasting from the heart of the mountain. Fyrax wasn’t that far away, though distances somehow felt shorter from the air.

      “Do you miss him?” Niila asked.

      “Fyrax?” There was a certain sadness to her voice. “Perhaps a little, though the things he did… I do not think I can ever forgive him.”

      “There’s much for us to catch up on, Jormundra.”

      “There is, though right now, I’m happy to have found you, My Queen.”

      “I’m so happy you found me, too. You saved my life today. Thank you!”

      Niila felt a surge of bliss in her veins. Though her powers were bound, it was as though Jormundra somehow brought a part of it back, even if she didn’t own it herself. Perhaps Jormundra would know how to unbind her element, and once Kenith sat on his throne, they could go home. Even if that meant leaving Kenith behind. It was perhaps inevitable, and if history had ended badly before, who was to say it would not end the same way this time around?

      Niila hugged the dragon’s neck. As far away from home as she was, this was the closest she had come in a while.
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      Kenith skipped down the path ahead, eager to get back and tell Niila about what he had witnessed. The elven village appeared between the trees, and he picked up speed. He ran out of the tree line, zigzagging between the dwellings. A large mass of what looked like white marble stone rose in front of him, in the center of the village. One large wing stretched out, before the dragon lifted her head.

      A dragon! Kenith stopped in his tracks. The pearl dragon of Ûnda? It had to be.

      He smiled broadly and sauntered forward. The pearl dragon would be a great advantage in the war to come.

      Niila walked out from behind the dragon. They locked eyes, and he sprinted forward again. He threw his arms around her, spinning her in circles before planting a kiss on her lips. He put her down. The kiss wasn’t what he had expected. She was distant, cold somehow. Not that he felt cold, but he could not deny that was what this appeared to be.

      “What’s wrong?” he asked.

      Niila backed away to lean on the dragon’s scales.

      “Hello, Kenith,” the dragon said, angling her head his way.

      “Hi.” Kenith shook his head. “Pleased to meet you, though I’m not sure what’s wrong with this picture.” He forced his eyes away from the dragon to look at the one person in Aradria who mattered to him. “Will you tell me what’s wrong?”

      Niila began crying, a steady stream of tears running down her cheeks. “They bound my powers,” she sobbed.

      “They did what?” A spark of fire ignited inside, and a tendril of flame shot out to encircle his body.

      “I disturbed some sacred ritual, but I was only trying to help.”

      Kenith brought the flames back inside and took Niila in his arms again, stroking her hair. His trip had given him much better control of his powers, and he wanted to share, though this didn’t appear to be the right moment for sharing his enthusiasm.

      Jormundra lowered her head, her eyes almost level with Kenith’s. “They punished her for saving a life by binding her powers, and then they hunted her down with arrows. Had I not arrived when I did, she would be dead. And had you not left, they would not have hunted her at all.”

      “You’re blaming me?” Kenith held Niila more tightly. She was still sobbing into his chest.

      “You weren’t here.” Niila lifted her chin. “I tried to help, and in return, they took my powers away. They wouldn’t have done that if you had been here.”

      “I don’t know what to say. I had no idea the elves would do this to you.”

      Niila wrenched herself out of his arms. “But you left me alone with them, even after I insisted on coming with you.”

      “I… I had to go. You don’t understand. The things that I’ve seen. I know my path now.”

      “Well, great. At least one of us still has a path to follow.”

      Kenith reached for her, but Niila backed into the bend of Jormundra’s neck.

      “You’re brilliant, with or without your powers.” Kenith didn’t know what else he could say to comfort her. He had never been good at dealing with these things.

      “My element has abandoned me, and you think I can still feel whole?” Niila stomped off and disappeared underneath the dragon’s neck.

      Kenith began to follow her when Jormundra dumped her body flat to the ground. “She needs some time, fire born. However, it’s good that you have returned.”

      “What can I do?”

      “I told you. Time. You didn’t do this to her, though you are in part an elf—and they follow you. If you had not left her when you knew they did not approve of her, then this would not have happened. That is the truth, no matter how it stings. But she knows how you feel about her, and she has not stopped loving you. Trust me, I should know.” Jormundra chuckled. “I feel all that she does. It is both a burden and a gift.”

      Kenith dropped to his bottom, searching for a twig in the moss. His fingers finally caught hold of one, and he stuck it between his teeth.

      “I’ve learned so much about myself, and all I wanted was to share it with her.”

      The dragon slapped him on the back with the tip of a wing. “This isn’t about you. But you’d best find a way to leave this place as soon as you can. It’s toxic for a water born.”

      “I will. The elves have promised to fight with me. There is an army of the dead to deal with, and a mad dragon I need to get to.”

      “Fyrax.” Jormundra’s double lids folded over her eyes and she purred. “I have not seen him for so long. I’m not sure if I want to either. My queen and I must discuss it. As long as her powers are bound, she should not join your fight.”

      “What are you saying?”

      “I’m saying that perhaps it would be best if I took Niila home, or at the very least to Êvina. I understand Ûnda is not faring as well as it once was either.”

      Kenith spat out a piece of the twig and stood. Neither of them wanted to stay and fight with him?

      “Tell Niila I’ll be sleeping in the dwelling we were given when we arrived. I would be happy if she joined me.”

      “I will tell her, though it will be her choice to join you. Or not.”

      Kenith walked away from the pearl dragon. Her immense body filled the entire center of the village where the elves came to feast, her tail turning this way and that through the nearby dwellings.

      He couldn’t have known what would happen to Niila when he left, and she had been warned not to interfere in elven matters, though binding her powers and hunting her seemed like a severe punishment. He would have to address the issue with Haiz and Yarix in the morning, along with everything else they needed to talk about. He didn’t want Niila to leave, though perhaps Jormundra was right. It would be safer for her someplace else. However much he wanted her by his side, he wanted her to stay alive more. How did he even begin to fight those already dead?

      Kenith shook himself and found his way into the dwelling he had shared with Niila. He had thought she would be there with him that night. She never came.

      

      
        
        - Kenith -

      

      

      They had all convened where the dragon rested. Niila sat on Jormundra’s front paw, while Haiz, Lutherian, and Yarix were bent over a carving of Lycobris. Kenith had been walking in circles around them, explaining everything about how they had seen the dead rise from the ground.

      “Quidel Palignacia Canicus cailian,” Lutherian said.

      “The ciadèd cailân? Born of fire? The burnt children?” Niila asked.

      Kenith wrinkled his forehead.

      ”That’s what we would call them, water born.” Yarix shrugged. “Our scouts have already informed us of the army who marched for Vulkan Mountain. You can’t very well miss a throng of dead people.”

      Kenith sank back onto a stump. ”Who is their command? Do we know? Someone has to be.”

      ”They call her Xicayla.”

      ”The bringer of death.” Niila clasped a hand in front of her mouth. 

      Kenith picked up a twig and nibbled on it. ”Encouraging. Though, was she the one who, you know, rose them?” His mind raced as he came to discover the horrifying truth of his new enemies. He had created them. He didn’t know how, but somehow he had to have made it happen when he escaped from the burning orphanage where he grew up. The one they now named Xicayla had been the head of his orphanage, Miss Daeyna. She’d been bad enough when she had been mortal. This new thing Daeyna had become was something far worse. He had already killed her once. But how would they fight her off when she was already dead? He shuddered. He might have started it all, but he didn’t wake them up, did he?

      Haiz had one hand clasped around her chin, the other resting on the carved map. “It has to be a sorcerer’s doing, though we aren’t sure who.”

      “There have been rumors that the dragon doesn’t fly alone.” Lutherian bent forward, studying the carvings.

      Kenith dropped the twig from his mouth. “Who would fly him? I mean, who would he even allow to fly him?” No one should be flying on Fyrax besides him. It made no sense.

      “They say he has silver skin,” Lutherian murmured.

      Niila came to stand beside Kenith. She took his hand. He squeezed it gently and sighed—she had not given up on him yet.

      “A Silverling!” Niila stepped closer. “Why would a Silverling be riding a dragon? They have no history of friendships with dragons, one way or the other.”

      Yarix nodded. “Quite right, water born. They don’t, and we simply do not know. However, let’s deal with the things we do know. Kenith must take his throne. To do that, we must defeat an army of the dead, Vulkan eagles, the Vaexennas, then Lord Hadeth and of course, somehow get past a dragon.”

      “No need to defeat Lord Hadeth at least.” A familiar voice issued from behind the dragon. Gaija strolled past Jormundra’s shoulder, approaching the group. “Lord Hadeth has been defeated. There is a new regent in Lycobris.”

      “Who?” Kenith asked.

      “Zarcos.”

      “What?” Niila let go of Kenith’s hand and returned to sit on the dragon’s paw. “But why? And how?”

      “It seems Zarcos has somehow made the dragon believe he’s the new fire born, and they have forged a bond, though how exactly is unclear to me.” Gaija turned to Jormundra, smiling crookedly. “Nice to see you again, pearl.”

      “Shaman.” Jormundra snorted. “I cannot say the same.”

      “I never thought you’d sleep for as long as you did, though I do have a peace offering. When you fell asleep, so did your eggs.”

      Jormundra lifted her neck and sat, her eyes wide and her scales glowing.

      “My eggs!”

      “I kept the one I could find safe for you, and I have a hunch as to where the others are.”

      Niila jumped off the dragon and skipped over to Gaija. “Where is it?”

      Gaija patted the haversack in her hands.

      “Right here.” She opened the haversack and retrieved a large pink shell.

      “My baby!” Jormundra’s tongue stuck out to fold around the shell. She lifted it to her and placed it carefully on the ground at her feet. With one talon, she popped the shell open. A watery glow danced on her scales as a giant white pearl was revealed inside.

      Kenith gaped. It was no pearl at all; it was a dragon’s egg.

      Jormundra closed the shell again, pushing it underneath her. “I’m in your debt, shaman. I thought I had lost my eggs forever.”

      “Us elves have a kinship with the dragons. It’s always been in our nature to serve you, and once I discovered where your egg was, I made sure that I kept it safe until the day you returned.”

      Kenith kicked a foot in the dirt. “That egg is over a thousand years old. Wouldn’t it have hatched by now?”

      “Silly.” Niila laughed. “It’s like time stood still for all the dragons. It didn’t hatch because it hasn’t grown. But now, eventually, it will.”

      Jormundra purred. “It takes some time, but now that I have it here, I can take it someplace safe. Will you join me, My Queen?”

      Niila stopped smiling. Her gaze shifted between Kenith and the dragon. The expression on her face was enough for Kenith to know that there was only one answer to this.

      He sighed. “If you must go, you should.”

      “I don’t wish to leave you.”

      “I’ve got plenty of help, and you’ll return to me when you can. That egg is our responsibility as much as the rest of Aradria is. And you can’t leave your dragon. I understand.”

      The coolness of her skin collided with the heat of his body as Niila flung her arms around him. The sweet scent of honey emanated from her hair, and he drew the scent of her into his lungs. He didn’t wish for her to go, though he had to try at least to act the king he was trying to become.

      “We’ll wait until the morning,” Niila whispered in his ear. “And I’ll stay with you tonight.”

      He hugged her closer, ignoring the elves staring at them. They could stare or judge all they wanted. He would not deny or hide his love on their behalf. It had taken him too long to learn what love was and now that he knew, he wasn’t about to be ashamed of it anymore.

      The hug ended as Haiz cleared her throat. “My Prince. We still have a lot to discuss.”

      “We do.”

      Niila gave him a quick kiss. “I’ll fly for a while with Jormundra, and then I’ll come and find you later.”

      He nodded, and she sprang off to pick up the shell. The dragon brought Niila onto her back, then took to the sky. The wind surged through the village as the dragon flew off.

      “Right,” Kenith said, ignoring the sting in his chest. “Dead people…”

      Gaija snickered. “I might have an idea as to how to deal with those.”
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        World:

      

      

      Aradria

      

      
        
        Lands:

      

      

      Êvina, the Land of Spirit:

      Êvina City

      Beregend

      Blanchess Bay

      Avionnè

      

      
        
        Sonûdor, the Land of Earth:

      

      

      Sonûdor Forest

      Bermunnos Mountain

      Mother Tree; Tree of Aradria

      The Mother Lake

      Woodling Maimôna

      

      
        
        Caradrea, the Land of Air:

      

      

      Caradrea

      Plains of Caradrea

      Catyan Forest

      Bermunnos Mountain

      Griffin Peak

      Cazib

      Cergentos

      

      
        
        Lycobris, the Land of Fire:

      

      

      Vulkan Mountain

      Vulkan

      Arvaex

      Elfen Lyconis

      Griffin Peak

      Vulkan wastelands

      

      
        
        Ùnda, the Land of Water:

      

      

      Njordhall

      Siren Bay

      Merri Docks

      Mar-ôen Islands

      Njordis Glacier

      Hot Springs

      Mar-Ôen Islands

      Cliffs of Nayaneiri

      
        
        Oceans:

      

      

      Ûndahav Ocean

      Mer-Ùna Ocean

      Mourning Ocean

      Feardorach Ocean

      Khalàra

      

      
        
        Old Kings & Queens:

      

      

      Rhonja—High Queen of Aradria, Drothnûil Êvina

      Vaedex—King of Lycobris

      Vannja—Queen of Ùnda

      Georganna—Queen of Sonûdor

      Chaz—King of Caradrea

      

      
        
        Lords:

      

      

      Lord Hadeth—Lycobris

      Lord Xyces—Caradrea

      Lord Molton—Ùnda

      

      
        
        Armies / Guardians:

      

      

      Bermunnos—Ahddamssons

      Êvina—Spiritguards

      Caradrea—Zila`r-nath

      Lycobris—Vaexennas

      

      
        
        Objects:

      

      

      Jahrmithos—Creos’s sword

      Nhèoryn—Ayva’s unicorn necklace

      

      
        
        Creatures:

      

      

      griffins

      Hawks

      Unicorns

      Wild elves

      Water elves

      

      
        
        Ancient Arvish:

      

      

      Ahddamsson—sons of Ahddam

      Ancient Arvish—the ancient Aradrian language

      Aradria—angelic; of a higher power

      Archanath—fire

      Archenon—born of fire

      Arvaex—clever; cunning fox

      Arvish—old name for Aradrian

      Aurora—sunrise

      Ayva—life-bringer

      Bermunnos—bereaved of earth

      Birken—protector, helper, guide

      Braxon—brook

      Caradrea—Beloved, the Land of Air

      Catyan—refined, elegant

      Cazib—friendly

      Cergentos—the end of all else

      Chaz—bright warrior of air

      Creen—stubborn

      Creos—quick-minded, clever

      Dèj—you

      Devling—separated from, divided, challenger, misfortunate

      Dhin—your, yours

      Doder—dies, is dead, passes

      Draykaer—dragon

      Drothnûil—queen; title for the High Queen of Aradria

      Duth—you

      Èblazons—sons of the mother

      Elfen—good elf

      Emblanyiêa—Mother Nature

      Everine—patient, strong of mind; she who waits

      Êvina—light, Land of Spirit

      Feardorach—Frightening, scary, daunting

      Floin—red flower

      Fria—release, liberate, free, let go

      Frida—mistress, goddess

      Gaija—earthly

      Georganna—tiller of the soil

      Hadeth—evil; false god

      Ith—the, of, it

      Ithriel—creative; she of intuition

      Jahrmithos—vengeance

      Kenith— flame

      Khalàra—never ending

      Kiros—lord, highborn

      Lhàrk—hymn, tune, song

      Lycobris—twilight

      Mar-Ôen—ocean island

      Marûn—city by the shore

      Mèj—I, me, mine

      Mer-Ûna—joyful ocean

      Meretrix—pleasure companion; she who offers pleasure, prostitute

      Mermian—ocean folk

      Milos—merciless

      Miro—peaceful, light-hearted

      Molton—storm brewer

      Nath—knight; he who wears armor

      Nayaneiri—Floating on Water

      Nhèo—luminous, brilliant

      Nhèoryn—Keeper of light

      Nhytt—new, anew, again

      Nier—when; at which time

      Njord—strong, powerful; the king of the ocean

      Njordhall—hall of the ocean king

      Olav—father, caretaker

      Olavsson—son of Olav

      Ondox—magnificent peak

      Oth—will, toward, against, at

      Prox—average, not noteworthy

      Pyralis—he who burns

      Ragnar—councelor, advisor

      Rhastoc—false messenger; he who tells tales

      Rhonja— victorious; she who brings prosperity

      Rolf—fame, glory

      Sereana—serene, tranquil

      Sjèlen—spirit

      Sol—peacemaker, mediator

      Sonûdor—Like a dream, Land of Earth

      Stillna—be still, freeze, stop; be quiet

      Sveva—float, fly, move

      Thorleif—heir of thunder

      Tigor—tiger

      Ûnda—to move like a wave, the Land of Water

      Ûndahav—the ocean that plays with the waves

      Urii—curious, reckless

      Vaedex—ruler of shadows, shadow-fox

      Vaexennas—fierce or cunning foxes

      Vaktir—keeper, guardian, protector

      Vannja—water wielder, water bearer; she who is of water

      Vargens—wolves

      Vèhn—friend, companion

      Vinden—wind, air

      Visande—reveal, show, be shown, become clear

      Wy-alfen-Iliath—wild elves

      Wy-alfen-Nayaneth—water elves

      Xyces—he who governs

      Yiêa—nature

      Yirin—peace, peacemaker, caretaker

      Zadewi—zest for life

      Zila´r—silver

      Zila´r-nath—silver knights
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