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      “Hey, Callum, catch.” I pulled back my arm and threw the apple through the air. Callum turned just in time for the apple to hit him square in the forehead before bouncing to the ground.

      “You’ll pay for that princeling,” Callum waved his hands through the air.

      I spun about, not knowing where the threat would come from. Something hard landed on my head. I looked down. A red apple, larger than any I'd seen in real life, sat at my feet before fading away into nothingness.

      I pushed my mussed blond hair back behind my pointed ears. “I’ll get you for that.”

      My best friend since toddlerhood took off running through the trees, the castle just visible through the leafy branches. I watched for a moment. He was fast, but he wouldn't be able to outrun me. I possessed the Elven gift of swiftness. I kept Callum in my sights as I sped through the trees. He launched himself up and over a log, I timed my leap perfectly, grabbing him around the waist before we both crashed heavily to the ground.

      I rolled off Callum and we lay in the morning sun both panting from our exertion. Puffy white clouds drifted lazily overhead. What I wouldn’t have given to spend the rest of the day out there. Sparring with Callum or going for a ride on Thunder. As thoughts of my black stallion filled my mind, the mind link between us solidified and Thunder conveyed his approval of my plan to shirk my responsibilities. I apologised, sending him mental pictures of my dreary day in the Castle, hearing petitions from other Elves to my parents the King and Queen of Alora. Thunder replied with images of galloping through green fields and majestic waterfalls. I groaned and closed my eyes.

      “Come on Wyndelleu, we had better get inside before Argus comes looking for us. Or even worse, they send Finnan.”

      Callum pulled me up off the grass and we dragged our feet as we walked back toward the stone castle that towered over everything. My home, my duty, my life. I really didn’t see why I had to learn about becoming King now. That’s not how it worked in Alora, succession wasn’t through blood, it was through a series of challenges designed to find the Elf best suited to leadership. I wasn’t sure if I’d even have challenged for the throne if I was old enough. Those thoughts wouldn’t even matter if my father wasn’t ill with some mysterious ailment. Our people lived a long time. He should be on the throne for another fifty years at least.

      I pulled my hair back and tied it with a leather cord, before following Callum into the throne room. Queen Vashti, (my mother when we were in our private quarters) sat alone on the dais, my father’s chair empty beside her. The King must not have been well enough to attend that day. My heart grew heavy at the thought. All our hopes now rested with my Uncle Rothlyn who had gone across the ocean in search of a cure. Whatever ailed my father was sucking the life right out of him. Even Finnan hadn’t been able to heal him.

      Queen Vashti looked up and smiled at me, but the smile didn’t reach her eyes. I stepped up onto the platform and took my place standing beside her. Her advisor, Finnan, stood on her other side. Callum remained on the floor to help run messages or perform other necessary tasks.

      The next Elf to come forward began a long winded story about how some bug was eating through all the fruit in his orchard. My mind drifted as the hum of voices droned on. Rothlyn should be returning soon. Will he have found something to help my father? What if he wasn’t successful? Who would become the new King or Queen? As good as my mother was at ruling, I couldn’t believe she’d want to rule without my father. Tears pricked at the corners of my eyes and I blinked. Everyone had always told me I’d make a great King, but at only sixteen summers, that was the last thing I wanted.

      A commotion outside the hall pulled me back to the present. All eyes were focused on the throne room doors as they were pushed wide and several dusty, travel weary Elves strode into the room. Rothlyn led them as they came before the throne. He presented himself with a barely acceptable nod of the head, but it wasn’t the time to stand on ceremony. Did he have the cure?

      “My Lady Queen,” Rothlyn looked up, and I stifled a gasp.

      What had happened to him? He was barely recognisable as the humble Elf who had left Alora months before. His eyes glinted darkly in the light. A sense of dread filled my heart.
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      Vashti stared hard at my uncle, the king’s brother. “What news Rothlyn? Did you find it?”

      Rothlyn brought forth a small dark vial from his coat pocket. “I did. It was, as we suspected, difficult to locate. But here it is, the cure for the King.” He glanced at the empty throne. “If I’m not arrived too late?” The corners of his mouth twitched briefly.

      Surely, he was not hoping my father was dead? I must have been imagining things. My Uncle may have been ambitious, but he was a loyal and true member of the court, and of our family. He would never have done us harm.

      The queen stood. “This is wonderful news! We must administer the cure at once. I’m sure you have come just in time.”

      My heart lurched in my chest, surely this would be the end of all our troubles.

      Vashti led the way through a back door behind the dais that led to our family’s private quarters. I followed them through the door, everyone else forgotten for the moment. Although, I was sure all matters were forgotten with this wonderful news. My father was beloved in Alora. I trailed along behind as we passed through our living area and into the sleeping quarters of my parents.

      Healer Darlinde got hastily to her feet as we entered. “You were successful, Rothlyn?”

      Rothlyn held out the vial. “Indeed.”

      Darlinde gasped. “You have saved us all.” Her hands trembled. “You’d best administer it Rothlyn, I am afraid I might spill its precious contents.”

      My eyes turned to the still form lying in the bed. His pale hair lay flat and lifeless against the plump pillows. His skin had taken on a translucent, glassy look, and his breathing barely lifted the blankets that covered him.

      Mother sat on the bed at his other side and kissed his forehead. “Wake up, my love. It’s time to make you well again.” A single tear dropped down onto the king’s cheek and my mother hurriedly brushed it aside. Not one to show outward emotion, it showed how much my father’s illness had affected her.

      My father’s eyes opened and some colour came into his cheeks. I breathed out. He was going to get better, this ordeal would finally be over. Mother helped him into a sitting position.

      “Rothlyn, my dear brother,” my father’s voice was weak, “how can I thank you for risking your life to save me?”

      Rothlyn sat on a chair beside the bed, his expression inscrutable. “No thanks are necessary Ormond, I would do it all again without a thought.” He took the stopper off the vial and lifted the glass to my father’s lips. My father drank eagerly from the bottle. A drop of dark red liquid, the only visible sign of the cure, beaded on his lips before he licked it clean.

      My father rested his head back against the pillows, a smile made him look almost normal. Mother held tight to his hand, she looked at peace. The stress of the last few years forgotten.

      Rothlyn stood. “I’ll leave you to your recovery. I need to rest and recover after my long journey.”

      “Of course,” Vashti smiled at him. “Our home is your home. Anything you want is yours.”

      Rothlyn smiled the first genuine smile I’d seen since he returned. He bowed from the waist. “Thank you. You are too generous.” He backed out of the room.

      I turned back to the bed. My heart light, and full of love. “Father, I’m so glad you’re going to be alright now. These last months have been…difficult. They reminded me I still want to have time to grow and learn. Your position is one of great difficulty and I respect and honour you for your dedication to Alora.”

      My father smiled. “Wyndelleu…my son. I love you. You have been a blessing to both of us, and I want you to know, whatever happens, I am proud of the young Elf you are becoming.” He extended his hands toward me, and I reached forward for his embrace.

      Releasing him, his eyes closed again. “Go, enjoy the sunshine. Take that horse of yours for a run before he storms the castle. You should enjoy the blessings of youth.”

      I looked toward mother. She smiled and nodded her head. I smiled as I left the room. The nightmare was over, I could relax and gallop with my dearest friend in the world, my horse Thunder. The mind bond we shared had made us closer than anything I’d ever known.
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      I woke up to chaos. Feet pounded back and forth outside my bedroom door. Shouts rang out through the cool morning air. Stopping only to pull on my pants, boots and shirt, I strapped on my knife belt and grabbed my fighting stave as I rushed out my bedroom door.

      One of the security Elves was just passing. I reached out and grabbed his arm. “Deverio, what is happening?”

      His eyes opened wide. “Wyndelleu, you must find Argus or Finnan. Go.” He turned and fled back along the hall.

      Ignoring his advice, I headed the other way toward my parents’ chamber. Whatever was going on, I needed to hear it from them. Had someone attacked the castle? The Onvyr Elves from across the ocean were our greatest threat.

      I reached the main corridor. Argus grabbed my arm and pulled me into a small study, seldom used. “Wyndelleu, where have you been?”

      Fear filled my heart and chilled the blood in my veins. “I’ve been asleep.”

      “Sleeping? You’ve always slept so lightly. How could you sleep through this?”

      I shook my head. “I feel…like I’m still half asleep. My thinking is fogged and unclear. What has happened?”

      Argus, the toughest Elf I knew, blinked rapidly and took a hold of my hands. “I am sorry to have to be the one to tell you this. The King, your father, is dead.”

      I gasped and fell to my knees on the cold floor. There was sharp pain in my chest. “No, that can’t be right. I just saw him last night. He was getting better, I know he was.” I looked up imploringly. “You must be mistaken.”

      “Worse than that, Rothlyn and a group of dark Elves have taken over the castle. The Queen has tasked me with seeing to your safety. You must leave Emmellion City. Rothlyn will see you as a threat and will imprison you or worse.”

      “What about Mother? She must be devastated. Has she already escaped?” I found it hard to believe she would have left without me, but I needed to know she was safe. My chest felt like it was being crushed, and I wasn’t sure how I’d have the strength to get through this. I reached out to Thunder through the bond. His reassuring presence helped calm my troubled thoughts. I got back to my feet.

      “Vashti cannot leave right now, Rothlyn has her confined to her rooms. It will be a miracle if we can get you out of the castle undetected.”

      I ran my hands back through my hair trying to process everything at once. “I can’t just leave her here.” I spat out the words through tightly clenched teeth.

      “If you want to follow her orders as Queen of Alora, you will leave now.” Argus’s voice was fierce, leaving no room for further opposition.

      It felt like I was being torn in two. How could I leave my mother here with Rothlyn? But, all my training told me that in this sort of situation, following orders was paramount. My Queen had ordered me to leave and as much as it hurt me, I would do as ordered…for now, anyway.

      Taking in my surroundings, I headed to the tapestry along the back wall and opened the secret passageway that I knew was there. Pushing open the hidden door, I turned back to Argus. “What about Callum and Finnan? Surely they are in danger from Rothlyn as well?”

      A muscle twitched in Argus’s clenched jaw. “They are looking for you. We must hope they have time to escape when they realise you’ve gone.”

      I contacted Thunder again to let him know he must make Finnan and Callum leave if he saw them. I then told him to escape the castle grounds and meet me by the river. From there, we could swim out under the bridge and leave Emmelion without having to fight our way out.

      I stepped into the dark passageway with Argus close behind me. Summoning up a flame on my palm, I used it to light my way through the dark twisting and turning passageways. Elemental magic didn’t last long and as my flame extinguished, Argus conjured one of his own. As a light source it wasn’t ideal, but we didn’t have time to collect any provisions. At least I had my staff and my knife.

      My mind could not comprehend that my father was dead. I pushed the thought aside. I couldn’t process any of that at the moment. My grief would have to wait. At least now I could understand why Rothlyn looked so different. He must have accepted the dark magic and become a dark Elf. Something not seen in Alora for hundreds of years. It was the only thing that made sense. And so, as much as I didn’t want to believe it, what other choice was there? We were totally unprepared for an attack from within. Especially with my father so ill for so long… Our defences have never been so weak. My uncle obviously thought he could take advantage of our weakness. But he wouldn’t get away with it, I wouldn’t let him.
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      I stopped at the door. We needed to leave the passageways here. Placing my ear against the wooden panelling, I listened for any sounds. Hearing nothing, I pushed open the door. I was right, this exit was in an unused part of the castle. It had been a few years since I played in the secret passageways with Callum, but that time was serving me well now.

      I jumped lightly over a stack of crates that blocked my way, luckily for us, they weren’t stacked against the secret door.

      Argus stepped past me toward the exit. “I’ll go first.”

      Instead of arguing like I wanted to, I held my staff in a defensive position and followed him through the door. The corridor was empty. Good. As we trod softly along the corridor, I heard the sound of staves colliding up ahead. I pushed past Argus and ran toward the sound.

      “Wait!” Argus yelled as his footsteps pounded behind me.

      But I couldn't wait, this was my home, these were my people, it was time to act. As I turned the corner I was confronted with a scene I never thought to see in my own home. Elves fighting each other. And not just that, some of them I recognised from both sides. An Elf with reddish-brown hair caught my attention. Callum was fighting two of the dark Elves in the melee. I sprang into action. I wove my way through the fighters until I was in a position to sweep my staff in a low arc, taking out one of his opponents at the knees. It was a dirty trick, but one I was not opposed to using under the circumstances.

      “Well met,” Callum greeted me while still fighting. I could tell he was avoiding using my name, no need to alert everyone to my presence. Sensing something behind me, I spun and held up my staff just in time to block a hard blow that left my arms aching. I spun to the side using my own speed and agility to get inside my opponent’s defences. He managed to block, barely, before I twisted away to come at him from the other side.

      This was the first time I had ever fought a real opponent, not just a mock battle. But I was taught by the best and despite my smaller build, I managed to hold my own against the Dark Elf.

      I thrusted and blocked, matching my opponent, looking for a weakness. He was a skilled fighter, his arms crisscrossed with scars. His eyes held a darkness within them that I was beginning to recognise as a sign of the dark Elves.

      He thrust the end of his staff straight at my head, an illegal move in sparring. I dropped to the floor and rolled, coming to my feet behind him where I thrust my own staff into his back. I heard a sickening crunch of bone as he fell to the floor. It seemed wrong to leave him there, but this was war and I could show no mercy.

      To my right, Callum's opponent dropped to the ground. The sounds of fighting grew more distant as the other fighters moved further down the corridor.

      I spun around checking the fallen Elves. They were still all down. “Where’s Argus?”

      “He’ll catch up, let’s go.”

      It felt wrong to keep abandoning my friends like this. “We can’t just leave him here.”

      “We have our orders and they are to get you out, Wyndelleu. We stop for no one.”

      I grimaced. Shame filled me as I ran down the hall behind Callum. If I wasn’t so sure of Argus’s abilities as a strong fighter, I don’t think I could have done this. But I’d been drilled on the importance of following orders my whole life, and even though it pained me I’d do it.

      We made it to the door that exited the castle near the kitchens. It was the way I had hoped to come by, it was closest to my secret way out of the castle grounds. Callum, of course, knew exactly which way to go. We used to go that way when we were younger and wanted to escape from lessons. Seeing no one, we passed through the formal gardens and into the denser trees. The castle exterior seemed deserted, those within were either fighting or fleeing. My feet slowed. I should have been fighting. Maybe it wasn’t too late and running wasn't necessary…

      Thunder linked with me again. He was by the river waiting, and he had Finnan with him. I took of running toward the castle walls. Finnan was the Queen’s advisor and my mentor, if anyone could answer my questions it was him.

      We reached the tall stone walls that surrounded the castle grounds. Callum darted a look around before pushing the vines aside that covered the pipe that led under the walls. I crouched down and entered the darkness. It was a lot more cramped than I remembered, and it was all I could do to make my way along without crawling. But the water beneath my feet was dank and oozing and I wanted to avoid that if I could. I held my staff awkwardly in one hand and ran my free hand along the rough clay walls of the drainage pipe. In wet weather this pipe became a death trap as it led to a pool at the other end that could fill quickly. Reaching the end I jumped down into the shallow pool. The mud sucked at my long boots, trying to remove them from my feet. Callum reached down from his position out of the pool and helped me out.

      “You’d better wear my cloak.” Callum slipped off his woollen cloak and handed it to me. I slipped it on and pulled the hood up so it covered my features. There was no telling who was friend or foe right then.

      Everything seemed relatively quiet as we walked along the cobbled streets of Emmelion City. At that time of the morning they should have been bustling with activity. News traveled fast. Most Elves, especially those with young ones, would want to stay clear of the conflict. Children were a blessing among our people, and no one would risk them without great cause.

      We remained vigilant, not speaking, as we headed through the streets. I breathed a sigh of relief as we entered the park that ran down to the river. We were almost out of danger.

      Up ahead I heard a whinny. I darted forward. My cloak blew back leaving my head exposed, but I didn't care anymore. Amongst this chaos, I needed to feel the comforting presence of my horse. Thunder stood on the bank of the river his head up, nostrils flared. I threw my arms around him and buried my face in his thick black mane.

      All will be well. His calm presence washed over me in waves. I shared my grief with him about the loss of my father and my home. He soothed me with comforting thoughts of the afterlife where loved ones could rest in peace, free from pain and sorrow.
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      Thunder swam through the cool water of the river. I swam beside him, one hand fisted in his mane so we didn't become separated in the fast flowing current. Callum and Finnan swam on his other side. The big black horse made the journey far safer than it would have been alone. As my legs started to grow numb from the cold water, Thunder swam over to the bank and heaved himself up and out of the water. I crawled out beside him, looking far less dignified.

      I stood up and unstrapped the cloak filled with our boots and few belongings from Thunders neck, where they had stayed mostly dry.

      “I think we can risk a fire,” Finnan said. “No one will be looking for us here.”

      I collected an armload of dry wood from the forest floor and sat it down in a pile. With the help of the others, we soon had enough to dry ourselves out. As much as I didn't enjoy hunting, there was nothing I wouldn’t give for my bow right then. We had no real provisions and I didn't want to put any of our friends in danger by relying on their aid.

      Finnan moved his hands together to create a small ball of fire which he sent into the dry wood. We soon had a merry blaze burning brightly. I removed my shirt and hung it over a nearby branch to dry. As I sat down and stretched my hands out toward the flames the enormity of what had happened overwhelmed me. I rested my head down on my knees and allowed my grief and loss to flow out. Here amongst my closest friends I could allow my weakness to show.

      Finnan and Callum allowed me time to mourn. They mourned, too. They were both close to my father. After a time, I raised my head. I needed answers.

      “Finnan, can you tell me more of what happened today?”

      Finnan rubbed his hands across tired eyes, before turning his head to me. He looked weary. “Vashti came to me in the early hours of the morning frantic with worry. Ormond had at first appeared to be improving and so we all retired for the night. But later, Vashti awoke to the sounds of your father choking and gasping for breath. By the time I arrived to try my healing magic, it was already too late. He died without regaining consciousness.”

      I turned my gaze out over the water, disturbed by what I’d heard. “You think Rothlyn brought home poison rather than a cure.” My voice sounded flat, devoid of emotion.

      “Yes. It was shortly afterward that Rothlyn took control of the throne room and proclaimed himself the new King.”

      My eyes widened in horror. “Didn’t anyone try to stop him?”

      “Of course, a few guards. But there were quite a few notable absences. Most of those closest to your family were not to be found.”

      I shook my head. “Like me, they must have been drugged so they slept through the whole coup.”

      Callum nodded his head. “I too slept late. By the time I awoke, it had already happened, Rothlyn was in control of the castle. Him and his minions. I don’t know where he hid them all or how he got them into the castle. I think he must have been planning this for a long time.”

      Finnan nodded his agreement. “The question now is not how he overtook the castle, but how we are going to get him out and rescue the queen.”

      “You don’t think he plans to harm her, do you?” I implored Finnan.

      He shook his head slowly. “No, I think he will keep her alive. After all, what other leverage does he have against you?”

      I banged my fist on the ground. “What does he even care about me for? It’s still many moons before I will be old enough to challenge him for the throne.”

      “You are the one the people will rally behind now Wyndellu,” Callum replied. “Ormond was loved by the Elven community as are you. Once they see how things are under Rothlyn’s rule, they will be desperate for you to reclaim the throne.”

      I stared into the flickering flames. “You think it will be bad then? You think Rothlyn will treat the Elven people badly?”

      “Just look what he’s done already.” Finnan shrugged his shoulders. “Our only hope now is to keep you safe and hidden away in the forest until you come of age. Then we can defeat the evil usurper.”

      I tried to keep my exterior facade calm, even though I was seething inside at Rothlyn’s betrayal.

      “Why didn’t Rothlyn kill me last night when he had the chance?” I asked.

      Finnan shrugged. “I know not. Perhaps he thought the sleeping draft would last longer? Perhaps the one meant to do the deed was stopped by another? We must be thankful that you are alive and well, that there is still hope.”
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      A crow alighted on the branch beside me and ‘ca-cawed’ loudly. Dakath looked up from where he was conversing with his band of dark Elves. He saw me immediately. I got swiftly to my feet and gripped the trunk of the tree. Looking at the branch that ran closest to the next tree, I assessed the gap and decided I could make it.

      The first arrow came whizzing past me as I ran lightly along the gnarled bow and leapt. My supple leather boots allowed my feet to curve with the shape of the branch as I landed lightly and ran along the branch. I slipped around the trunk to the far side as an arrow lodged in the wood with a thunk, where my head had been only moments before. Curse Dakath and his skill with a bow.

      I was already assessing the next leap as I glanced down, Dakath ran swiftly on the ground before he stopped and slid another arrow from his quiver. Our eyes locked for one brief moment. I saw the fear and hate reflected in his dark orbs before I spun around the tree as an arrow flew past me.

      There was no way I could outrun him in the treetops but at least there was no sign of the others. They must have gone back to retrieve the horses. I reached out to Thunder with my mind. He sent me back images of the Dark Elves horses scattered throughout the forest. His smug delight with his mornings work came through our bond clearly. I sent him back my approval and an image of where I wanted to meet.

      Keeping part of my focus on Dakath and his pesky arrows, I continued my progress through the treetops. The ground, over fifteen feet below, was not something I wanted to risk through any lapse in concentration. I sped through the canopy as fast as I dared. The thrill of the chase filled me with both exhilaration and dread. Unfortunately, I hadn't learned anything particularly useful this time. That crow came at just the wrong moment. Usually, my gift with animals meant I could get them to help me. But crows were different, they were surly and either ignored me or they went out of their way to do the opposite of what I asked. At least they weren't common in the Heathermer Forest.

      A smile touched my lips as the sound of water became louder in my ears. Nearly there. I feinted to the right and switched back, causing Dakath to waste his final arrow. I caught a glimpse of his scowl before I ran lightly along the last bough to where it stretched out over the churning waters of Cairvale Falls. Without stopping to consider my folly, I pushed off the branch. My body arched out, my arms spread wide. As gravity took hold of my body, I pushed my hands together in front of me. I hit the water in the deepest part of the pool. The cold darkness closed over me. My chest constricted and my skin tried in vain to resist the cold sting. I forced my body to come out of the dive and curve away from the bottom of the pool. My hands scraped along the rocky gravel. I tucked my feet beneath me and pushed off from the bottom.

      My head broke the surface, and I turned to look back up to the top of the rocky cliff. Darkath stood poised on the edge. He watched only long enough to ensure I lived and was not about to drown, before he faded into the forest. Swimming was not a favourite pastime of my people, but I enjoyed the feel of the water. Although, not in the final stages of winter when the frost still hid in the shadows. My arms stroked through the water, taking me quickly to the opposite bank, away from danger. They wouldn't catch me now. Even if they could find their horses, Thunder was faster than their timid beasts.

      I reached the shore and pulled myself out onto the steep grassy bank. Thunder nickered softly as I scrambled up the bank to where he waited on the grassy meadow.

      “Well met, Thunder.” I stroked his silky black muzzle, and he responded by rubbing his head against my side. I removed my boots and emptied out the remaining water before slipping them back onto my feet. I needed to get back to camp before the last of the afternoon sun faded and I froze in my wet clothes. Swimming definitely was not on my list of things to do that day. Unfortunately, I was going to have to tell Finnan exactly what happened when I got back. There was no way I would be fully dry by the time I returned. I wrung the water from my hair as Thunder cantered over the patchy early spring grass. The bond we had ensured I never fell and I certainly didn't need to guide him with the reins. I often forwent a saddle and bridle altogether unless I needed to carry supplies with me.

      My mind drifted as we sped through the trees. Today was the anniversary of my father’s death. And as much as I knew I needed to wait until I was at my strongest to defeat Rothlyn, I had been so sure we would have found a way to defeat him before now. Surely good should always find a way to triumph over evil? The Aloran Elves were suffering under Rothlyn's rule. Elves had been slain for trying to stand against him. He had managed to twist dark powers to his will and it seemed like our position only grew weaker as his became stronger. Something desperately needed to change, but I knew not what it was I could do to assure his defeat.

      My frustration had led me to take increasingly reckless risks and if I were not careful, Finnan would forbid me from scouting at all. But I couldn't seem to halt this growing feeling of recklessness within me. My mother was still a captive in the castle. We had heard practically nothing, only that she still lived. I urged Thunder faster until we were flying through the forest, the scent of pine and moss filled my senses with its pleasant aroma. Even this headlong sprint through the forest wasn't wise. One misstep could mean disaster for us both. It was the risk to my best friend that halted my reckless haste. As if sensing my change of mood, Thunder slowed. His large hooves no longer throwing clods of earth and moss behind us. I slipped from his back as we neared the camp and urged him to go and find food and ease his thirst at the bubbling brook that ran past our current campsite.

      Although my passage through the trees was silent, Finnan turned toward me as I entered the forest clearing.

      “What has happened?” His tone was demanding as he took in my damp and rumpled appearance.

      I sat down on a log beside the small campfire and removed my boots. The wet leather had caused several blisters to redden my pale skin.

      Finnan handed me a jar of Poltin. “Did you learn anything new?”

      “I was perfectly placed in the boughs of a Shardwin tree when a crow landed beside me. Of course he ignored my silent plea to be quiet and instead announced my presence to Dakath and his band.”

      Finnan shook his head slowly. “Were you in danger?”

      “Hardly. Thunder scattered all their horses through the forest so they were unable to give chase.”

      “And, so, I suppose you just decided to go for a swim on your return journey due to the lovely spring weather?”

      A cool gust of wind lifted my hair as if to reinforce the stance of my mentor and guardian.

      “How was I to know that Dakath would have his bow with him?” I grinned.

      Callum took a seat beside me. “What did I miss?”

      Finnan sighed. “Apparently, Wyndelleu saw fit to spy on a band of dark Elves by himself and was forced to flee through the trees to avoid Dakath’s arrows before diving headlong into the freezing river to avoid getting killed.” He folded his arms across his muscular chest. “How am I doing so far?”

      I returned his gaze. “Amazing, it’s like you were there.”

      Callum punched my arm. “How come you didn’t take me?”

      Because I would rather not risk any more Elves I hold dear to my heart, I thought. “I’ll take you next time.” My smile was forced. My father was dead, my mother imprisoned, I wouldn’t risk my dearest boyhood friend as well.

      “This isn’t like you, Wyndelleu.” Finnan gave me a calculating look. “Get into some dry clothes and get some rest. I’ll take first watch tonight.” With a final glance, Finnan headed silently into the forest.

      I wrapped a blanket around my shoulders to keep out the chill. My clothes were almost dry so I didn't bother to change them.

      “Well, that wasn’t so bad,” Callum said. “When you disappeared earlier, I thought Finnan was going to internally combust.”

      “Well, I was not intending to spy on the dark Elves, but when I came across their tracks, I couldn’t resist trying to get some more recent news. I just cannot handle not knowing what is happening in Emmelion City.”

      “I know you feel responsible, but you aren’t.” Callum rested one hand on my arm. His reddish brown hair hung over his forehead. “Just take me with you next time, alright? You’re our best hope. If we lose you to something foolish…how do you think I would live with myself then? You’re a part of my family.”

      I closed my eyes. Callum was right and it killed me. “I’m sorry. I’ll try and be patient. Being out here in the woods and in Sanctuary, it’s hard. The waiting…I just feel so useless.”

      “I know, me too. Hey,” a smile lit up his face, “look what I’ve been working on.” He held out his palm and a dagger appeared from nowhere. I reached for it, but it turned to mist as my fingers touched it.

      Callum's smile faded. “I still have to work on that part. Illusion without substance is no gift at all.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      Using the knife in my hands, I continued to whittle away at the piece of wood until the figure of a girl began to take shape.

      Callum poked the embers of the fire with a stick before he turned to see what I was doing. “Are you carving anyone in particular?” Callum asked, one delicate brow raised.

      “Not really. Any new company would be nice to break up the monotony.”

      “I know what you mean. As much as I know this is where I need to be, what I wouldn’t give to be back at the Castle. And, what I wouldn’t give for one of cook’s apple cakes.” Callum sighed and rubbed his stomach.

      I threw the bit of carved wood into the ashes, where it blackened but didn't burn. “I just feel like there’s something missing from my life.”

      “Elven girls?” Callum smirked even as his cheeks turned pink.

      I grinned. “Exactly.”

      Callum extended his palm and frowned. The figure of an Elven girl appeared above his outstretched fingers.

      “Windarna?” I guessed, looking at the lifelike figure.

      Callum’s cheeks turned pink again as the figure evaporated like mist and floated away. “Doesn’t matter where I am, I still wouldn’t have the courage to talk to her.”

      I scuffed the heel of my boot in the dirt. “At least you have the hope of someone, I don’t even have that.”

      Callum lifted his eyes to mine. “You must be joking, half the Elven girls in the castle believe themselves to be in love with you.”

      “They don’t even know me.” I sighed. “They’re either too afraid to even talk to me, or they giggle and ask me the most idiotic questions.”

      “Well, maybe you just haven’t met the right one yet.”

      I frowned. “It doesn’t matter anyway, who knows if I’ll even live long enough to defeat Rothlyn. I have to concentrate on being strong and true. I have no time for foolish fancies.”

      Callum crossed his legs and leaned forward. “Did Argus have anything to report?”

      “He heard that Queen Vashti still remains imprisoned in the Castle, but it wasn’t a very reliable source.”

      “If only we could do something…”

      “If Finnan would agree to become the next king, we could attack now.”

      Callum nodded. “I agree, Finnan would make an excellent choice for king. As would you my friend. It really isn’t that long to wait either way.”

      I stood. “I’m not sure I even want to rule. Sometimes, all I want is to live a quiet life and leave all the decisions to others.”

      Callum laughed. “A quiet life? Weren’t you just complaining how it was too quiet and dull here?”

      I joined in laughing. “Of course, this whole situation is just so confusing. I think I need to go for a ride with Thunder and clear my head.”

      “You want some company? Well, some more company.”

      “Thank you brother, but not today. Today, I’m not very good company.”
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        * * *

      

      Thunder galloped headlong through the trees. I could hear the sound of his breaths as he pushed himself. Slow down, we’ve lost the Dark Elves by now, I’m sure of it.

      Thunder indicated that the Statton Forde was up ahead and we could take a break there. I sent him my assent and focused on keeping my balance perfect to make his job easier. A branch swished past my face and stung the tip of one ear. I pressed my body closer, laying along Thunder’s glossy black neck so he didn't have to go around so many branches.

      As the trees began to thin out, he slowed to a canter and then to a walk as we stepped out into the sunlight. Thunder made his way down the bank of the stream and crossed swiftly onto the far bank. He then indicated that he needed a drink, so I slipped easily from his back and onto the grass. Casting uneasy glances toward the forest we had just emerged from, I bent down and filled my hands with the cool clear water. I drank until I was sated. Patting my hands dry on my tunic, I suddenly felt the need to go. A feeling of unease stole over me, almost like I was being watched.

      “Come on, Thunder,” I spoke aloud. “We have to go. You know they aren’t far behind us.” The big stallion ignored me and kept on drinking. Fine, you’re the one that will have to gallop for your life when they burst through the trees while you’re still here playing in the pool.

      Thunder continued to ignore me, he could be as stubborn as a mule when he wanted to be. Exasperated, I turned my back on him and began walking toward the trees. At least if the dark Elves came, I’d make it easier for us to depart quickly.

      Thinking dark thoughts, I continued walking. Suddenly, I felt eyes on me from the edge of the forest. I looked up, alarmed. Who could be this far out? Was it another band of enemy Elves?

      Instead, I saw the most beautiful girl, wearing the oddest attire imaginable. She blinked her blue eyes as she took a stumbling step backward. I tried to keep my eyes on her face and off the long expanse of tanned leg that was exposed with her odd clothing.

      I held out a hand, as if I could keep her calm as I came closer. She looked like she was about to bolt at any minute, and I certainly didn’t want that. It wasn’t everyday I came across strange beautiful girls in the woods. Actually, this would be a definite first.

      “What…? Who…? Who sent you? And what on Alora are you wearing?” I blurted.

      She ran a hand down her messy hair as her cheeks turned a rosy shade of pink, highlighting her strange beauty. “It’s not my fault I’m wearing my pyjamas, and this is just a stupid dream anyway!”

      My eyes widened in shock, it couldn’t be…could it? “You’re a dream maiden?”

      “A what? Yes, this is a dream, and as to my maidenhood, that’s really none of your business.” Her cheeks turned even pinker.

      “Are you from the world of dreams?” I spoke slowly. She seemed at once uncomfortable yet strangely defiant.

      “I’m from the real world. This is a dream, and a rather bizarre one. Although you are nice to look at, you say the strangest things.”

      My lips curved into a slow smile. “Well, thank you, I think you are most beautiful too. Now is not the time though. We must go quickly before they are upon us.” Thunder came up behind me and began nudging me toward the forest with his nose. Cheeky horse. The moment he wanted to go, he expected me to comply instantly. Well, he was about to be disappointed. This strange girl was the most exciting thing that had happened in...forever, and I wasn’t going to let her go so easily. Especially when there were dark Elves on the loose.

      “Now you’re in a hurry,” I grabbed one rein and turned back to the girl. “Thunder, meet, umm, sorry, I completely forgot to introduce myself. My mother would be horrified.” Ugh, what a stupid thing to say. She was going to think I was a total idiot and leave.

      “I’m Ashlee.” She answered in her beautiful soft voice.

      “Delighted to make your acquaintance, Ashlee. I am Wyndelleu,” I bowed my head, showing her the same deference I would for visiting royalty. At least no one was around to witness my gaff.

      “Hadn’t we better hurry?”Ashlee said surprising me. “Isn’t someone after you?”

      “You are right. It’s not safe here.” I swung myself up into the saddle and held my hand down toward Ashlee, unsure if she would take it.

      She surprised me by putting her soft small hand in mine. I pulled her up and settled her behind me. “Link your arms around my waist. You don’t want to fall.”

      The feel of her warm body pressed up against me made me feel an unfamiliar sense of longing. I tried to make sense of my feelings as Thunder made his way swiftly through the forest. It felt different having someone on my horse with me. I really just wanted to get a safe distance from our pursuers so I could find out more about her.  Was she really from Earth? It had been many years since anyone from Earth had been to Alora. If she was in-fact a human girl, she would be the first one I had ever met.

      We entered another clearing. I swung my leg up and over Thunder’s neck and slid to the ground. I turned and helped the girl off the horse. Her legs were visibly trembling. I guessed that galloping through the forests was not a normal part of her day.

      “Are you well?”

      She looked into my eyes. “I’m fine—I’m just not used to hurtling through the forest.”

      I chuckled. “Thunder would never let you get hurt. As to whom I’m running from, that is a much longer story, and perhaps you would like something to eat and drink while I tell it.”

      Ashlee smiled her assent. I hurriedly unsaddled Thunder and left him free to roam. The horse lay down and rolled with enthusiasm. After rummaging around in my pack, I pulled out two apples and a large flask. I handed Ashlee one of the apples and sat on the grass beside her.

      “Do you like apples, Ashlee?”

      “I do, but please call me, Ash. Is it okay if I call you Wyn? Wyndelleu is a bit of a mouthful.”

      “I guess so.” I tried not to show my surprise. Calling someone by a different name was usually only done by those with a very close bond. “Is it common among your people to abbreviate names like that?”

      “Fairly common. You don’t do that here?” Ashlee looked vulnerable as she stared at me.

      “It is most unusual.” I replied, pushing a lock of hair back behind my ear.

      “Your ears are pointed,” Ashlee blurted. “S-s-orry. That was quite rude.”

      “Don’t worry. I am not so easily offended. My ears are pointed, as with all Elves. You seem surprisingly ignorant of our world. Sorry, now I am being rude—please forgive me.”

      “Are all Elves as polite as you are?”

      Wyn’s eyes darkened briefly. “Those who follow the old code are much like me… There is a new order however that does not believe as we do.”

      “Are those the people, I mean, Elves who are chasing you?”

      “Yes, I used to live in Emmelion—that is our main city, with my family before the change. We are a proud race. We are disciplined in our fighting skills, but we prefer to use them to keep fit and to compete in contests of skill and valour. We do not use them to kill and maim.”

      Ashlee sat perfectly still as I explained to her how my father had died and how I was now waiting until I could avenge his death.

      “Wait,” Ashlee said as I finished talking. “Was your father the King of the Elves? Are you a prince?”

      I grimaced. “At the moment I am nothing. It is not like your world. The throne does not pass from father to son or daughter. It is bestowed upon whoever is deemed most worthy. There are tests of strength, intelligence, and valour. My father was king before my uncle. Many believed I would be king after him, but it was certainly not guaranteed.”

      “Where’s your mother now?”

      “She is still in Emmelion. She is being held captive by Rothlyn. I’m not sure how she’s being treated, but we are hoping to find out soon. The last thing she told me before I left was to in no way risk myself by trying to contact her or rescue her.”

      “I suspect you’re going to totally ignore her advice.”

      I looked up, shocked. How could she know that? She didn’t know me. Did we have some strange otherworldly connection? “How could you know that?”

      “Because this is just my dream, and in my dream, the hero would always rescue those in need.”

      I felt my feelings of hope diminish. Connection - ha! She didn’t even believe I was real. “Surely you don’t still believe this is just a dream, do you, after all I’ve told you?”

      “Well, if it’s not a dream, I’m either going crazy or the world is a far more complex place than I ever realised. I’ve been through so much lately. I think my subconscious is just rewarding me with a vivid escapism dream.”

      I lifted my hand and put it against Ashlee’s cheek. I looked deep into the blue depths of her eyes. “I am not a dream, and I expect your presence here is no accident.” Dropping my hand from her face, I stood. “No one from your world has entered Alora in a long time. I strongly suspect you are important somehow.”

      She looked at me oddly. “That only goes to prove my point, if this is my dream, of course I’m going to play an important part in it.”

      “How is it that you know nothing of Alora? Did you not have an instructor? I have been taught about the human world from the time I was small. Even when I was too young to really understand, my bedtime stories included tales of Earth and humans.”

      “I grew up with my mother. I’m sure she knew nothing of magic worlds, and Elves belong in Lord of the Rings.”

      “Ahh, I love that story.” I said thinking fondly of the human books we had in the Castle library.

      “You’ve read Lord of the Rings?”

      “But of course. Where do you think some of those ideas originated if not from among our people? Humans have been travelling to Alora for many hundreds of years.”

      “How come I’ve never heard of Alora if people have been coming here for so long?”

      “Like you, many find the concept somewhat difficult to accept, and we strongly discourage those who have travelled here from telling others, with the exception of descendants of those who have been. Is the connection on your father’s side? Did you never know him?”

      “My mother passed away several months ago, and I only just met my father a few days ago.”

      “I am deeply sorry to hear of your mother’s passing. The loss of a parent is difficult to accept." I sighed deeply. "That does explain why your knowledge is so lacking though.”

      “Um, thanks a lot.”

      I couldn’t seem to string two words together in her presence without saying the wrong thing. “The fact that you’re here now with no instruction is interesting. Usually it takes a lot of study of our people and, of course, the artefacts to even attempt to travel here.”

      “Artefacts? What artefacts?”

      “Has your father given you anything unusual?”

      “He gave me this locket today as a gift.”

      To my immense shock, she pulled the Jaega locket out from underneath her clothing. I reverently lifted it from her hand. “You have the Jaega. That explains why you appeared in such a remote location, but close to me. This belongs to my family. It is still linked to us and makes travel to our world possible.” How did this earth girl come to have such a powerful magical possession?

      “If you need an artefact to travel to your world, how did the first person get here?” Ash asked, still sounding like she didn’t believe a word I was saying.

      “It is not the only way to get here, Ash.” I gently released the locket. “It is merely the easiest and the safest way to travel between our worlds.”

      “Aren’t you worried those people chasing you will track you here?”

      “I am not without skills in that area, but you are right to be cautious. We should head back to base camp to be sure.”

      I saddled Thunder, mounted, and pulled the beautiful earth girl up behind me.

      “Ouch,” Ash said as she landed.

      “Are you sure this would hurt in your dream?” I said, as I turned to grin at her.

      “Maybe.” She said, sounding less sure.

      We rode through the forest again, the comforting feeling of Ashlee’s arms around me made me wish the ride were longer. All too soon we were back at our camp and I was helping Ashlee to the ground again.

      “Ah, Wyndelleu,” Finnan said. “I was almost beginning to worry about you.”

      “And who is this you’ve brought us, and what on Alora is she wearing?” Argus said in his gruff way.

      “Argus,” I indicated the shorter stockier Elf to Ash, “and Finnan, this is Ashlee.”

      “Pleased to meet you,” Ash said.

      “How is it we send you off scouting and you come home with a beautiful maiden?” Argus asked. “When I go, I’m lucky if I come back without an injury.”

      I tried not to laugh as Finnan gave Argus a disapproving scowl.

      Finnan turned to me his gaze serious. “Has she come to aid us?”

      “I think so, although she doesn’t know it yet. She thinks this is all a dream.”

      “How is that possible?” Finnan looked grave. “What has gone wrong?”

      “We’ll discuss it later,” I replied. “Where are Callum and Halmer?”

      “Keeping watch, as they should be,” Finnan answered.

      “Let’s eat then. I’m starving,” I said as my stomach rumbled. I’d only meant to go for a short ride. When would I ever learn. Not that I was regretting my foray into the forest and meeting Ash. I would however feel better once I had eased my hunger.

      Midway through my second bowl of eel stew I began to feel better and more relaxed. I was surprised when Ash offered to wash the bowls after we’d all eaten. She was definitely an enigma. A very beautiful, strange and wonderful enigma. As she went down to the stream to wash up, I found my wooden stave and prepared myself for some duelling practice with Argus.

      Argus was the strongest of the exiled Elves. Finnan was the oldest and he had all the moves and the skill honed from decades of practice. Although, I had the speed and agility to beat all of them, it was one of my Elven gifts. The thought of Ash watching us fight, made it hard for me to achieve the necessary focus I needed to achieve to do my best. I tried to put all thoughts aside as Argus came toward me spinning his stave as he came. The move was more flashy than an effective fighting technique. I grinned and matched him. This was going to be fun.

      Argus swung his stave in a low arc and I matched it with my own. The staves connected with a sharp crack, that echoed through the forest. Ashlee screamed and I turned toward her picturing dark Elves attacking from the forest. Argus shoved his stave into my side and I grunted.

      “Keep your focus,” Finnan instructed. “You can’t let her be used against you so easily.”

      He was right. Annoyed at myself for getting distracted so easily, I pivoted to the side and managed to find an opening. Argus stumbled. I waited patiently for him to regain his footing, I didn’t want to end this before we’d even really begun.

      Darkness was falling over the clearing, making it more difficult to see Argus as he launched a swift attack. Elves have excellent eyesight and can still see pretty well in the dark compared to humans. I wondered how Ash was faring. Using my peripheral vision I saw she was no longer sitting near Finnan.  Why would Finnan let her go wandering off alone in the dark forest. What was he thinking, my annoyance bubbled to the surface as I scanned the darkness away from the fire.

      “Watch out!” Ash’s voice came from over toward the stream.

      I turned back to see Argus’s staff hurtling straight toward my head. I moved my body to the side, willing it to move faster. The world exploded in stars and lights as I fell to the ground.

      

      I groaned and opened my eyes. Argus was looking at me apologetically. Not that it was his fault. I should know better than to be so easily distracted. The worry in Ash’s eyes made me feel strange. I wanted her to keep looking at me the way she was right now. Like I was important to her.

      “I’m such an idiot.” I groaned. “How angry is he?” I asked, looking at Argus.

      “Well, he’s not here, if that tells you anything. I’ll go and talk to him.” He moved off to join Finnan by the fire.

      “Are you okay?” Ash asked, running her fingers softly over my hair.

      “Mmm, that feels good,” I murmured.

      “You must have a concussion. There’s no way that lump can feel good.”

      “No, I mean you running your hand through my hair feels good, silly.” I replied.

      “And there you go insulting me again,” Ash said. “You must be alright.”

      What was wrong with me? “Sorry, I’m not normally so rude. I don’t know what’s happening to me today.”

      “Don’t worry about it. Maybe you have brain damage.”

      I smiled at the way she felt like she could tease me. No one ever talked to me so informally and I liked it. Her smile fell away. “What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing.” Ash lied poorly. “Let’s get you over to the fire where it’s warmer.”

      I let Ash support me, not sure if I needed the help, or if I just enjoyed feeling close to her, as we made our way over to the fire.

      Callum stood as we approached. “Welcome, Ashlee. I’m Callum.”

      Trust Callum to remember how to address her correctly I thought. Unfamiliar feelings of jealously swirled within me toward my childhood friend.

      “Hi,” Ash replied shaking his proffered hand.

      “Welcome to Alora, Ashlee. It is an honour to meet you.” Callum smiled shyly.

      “Callum always topped the class in Human studies,” I stated, trying to keep the bitterness from my voice. “I didn’t even think to shake your hand when we met.”

      “I think you had more important things on your mind, such as being followed,” Ash said generously.

      “You never told us you were followed.” Finnan looked concerned. “Callum, Argus, do a perimeter check. You can practice your Human-Elf relations later.”

      Callum and Argus disappeared into the forest.

      “How close did they get?” Finnan asked.

      “I lost them before the Statton Ford.”

      Finnan was nodding his head. “Good, good.” He looked thoughtful. “You both need to get some sleep. We have a lot to do.” With that, he turned and headed into the dark forest.

      “Sounds good,” I muttered, my head was really beginning to throb. “I don’t feel well. Grab a couple of blankets, Ash,” I said as I indicated a pile on the ground. “We’ll talk about it in the morning.”

      My thoughts were spinning with all that had happened, but the throbbing in my head stopped me from thinking about any of it clearly. I tried to relax and even out my breathing, knowing tomorrow would be a better time to make sense out of all that had happened.
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      I sat up with a start. The blanket fell into my lap. Something was wrong. I could feel it within the frantic beating of my heart. The girl, Ashlee, was gone. Standing, my eyes scanned the campsite. Nothing. I sent out a mental call to Thunder. He sent back that he had not seen the girl for most of the night. She had disappeared into the darkness.

      I was alone in the forest clearing, that was unusual, but not unheard of. Had something happened? The girl could not have wandered off by herself without me noticing, she had little forest craft, she could not have slipped away silently. That led me to only one conclusion. She had returned to earth. I sat down on a nearby log and buried my head in my hands. Had she meant to return to earth? It didn’t seem likely, I had to think rationally. The girl had little knowledge of the Jaega locket and even less of Alora. She had probably left the same way she had arrived, while she slept.

      Would she return? She caused me to feel so many things. What did I feel? Did I want her to return? My mind swirled as I tried to untangle my confused feelings. One thing I was sure of, if she came back, everything was going to change.
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      This new prequel to the Alora Chronicles gives us a brief view into the mind of our hero Wyn. I really enjoy the character of Wyndelleu. On the surface, he seems so confident and ready to do the right thing, while on the inside, he struggles with doing his duty vs doing what he thinks will bring him happiness. Hopefully, this small peek will help you to understand his internal struggles as you read through the whole series — told through the point of view of our heroine, Ash.

      I hope you enjoyed reading it as much as I enjoyed writing it.

      If you enjoyed it, please consider leaving a review to let other readers know about this series.
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