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CHAPTER 1

 

 

 

DAVEN Talvi awoke to blackness.

His head hurt. His cheek lay against the cool soil floor. The air was still and silent. Too silent.

As he pushed himself upright, his left foot kicked a chair. The screech of wood on wood echoed in the darkness.

“Daggaha,” he whispered.

Lights powered by elven enchantment flared into existence. He was inside the queen’s tree house, the place he had built for her with his own magic.

The last moments before unconsciousness filtered into his mind. His son Astan had been there. Elf Queen Jelani stood by the table, tearful, angry, and accusatory. Astan and Jelani’s child was missing. Jelani blamed Daven. Astan attacked Daven with a chair. Daven struggled to remember more.

It wasn’t my fault.

Leaning on Jelani’s handcrafted bentwood rocking chair, Daven got to his feet. The change in altitude from the floor made his head throb. He took a drink of spring water from the hollowed gourd on the side bench. Laying a hand at the base of his skull, he marshaled his healing powers to control the pain enough to allow him to think.

Astan, it wasn’t my fault.

At the time the child was taken, Daven had been with the Circle, the ruling body of their elf clan hidden away in a forest glade of the Bitterroot Mountains in the land the humans called Montana. Daven had assured the matriarchs of the Circle that, though Jelani’s behavior might seem somewhat erratic and overly possessive of her son Elliun, such actions were reasonable in a new mother, particularly one who was half-human. The infusion of human blood into the clan rattled many traditions and expectations, bringing effects both good and bad. The old neris, wise females of the clan, agreed not to remove Elliun from the queen’s care.

I did everything I could to help you.

Astan had followed Daven to the meeting of the Elders, leaving Jelani at the tree house with her human friends. The queen and her child had been easy targets.

Grigor seemed the most likely culprit. Since the queen had come to live in the forest with the clan, Astan had often voiced concern that the banished Grigor would return to avenge his dead master, Bartolomey. Daven counseled his son to wait and to watch. Although Astan had disagreed, he had obeyed his father as duty required.

And look what that has brought me.

Had Daven underestimated the evil Grigor held within him? A sense of blackness still pervaded the atmosphere inside the queen’s home. As a full-blood elf well trained in the ways of divination, Daven perceived several mental voices lingering, several personas who left behind the barest impression of menace and ill will.

Something about that felt familiar to Daven. Something he had not felt for many years. Something so vague he could not put a name to it. Yet. But he would.

At one time Jelani and Astan had asked him to set a protective spell on the door, something to keep out uninvited guests. But he had refused. The Circle worried that Jelani would use the spell to keep them from the elf child. Instead, Daven’s omission may have enabled someone to take the infant who was so dear to them all.

I failed you, Jelani. I failed you.

He had lost so many who were close to him in his service to the elf clan. Friends and family. Astan’s mother, Veraena. Each loss carved a small chink from his determination to persevere for the greater good. The chinks added up. Knowing this tragedy could be laid at his door broke Daven’s strong heart.

The hearth fire was cold in more ways than one. It was too late to join the search for the elf child now. Daven’s fate lay on a different path.

He took a small sack of runes from his pocket. “Lady of the Forest, show me the way. I need your guidance.”

For several reverent moments, he held the woven brown bag in his hands. Then he plucked five runes from it. Shoving aside balls of yellow yarn and the remains of cake, he laid the small colored stones on the table and assessed the import of each singly and in combination with the others.

The first stone, kala, foretold betrayal.

The next, pag, division, separation.

The third, daka, the Outcast.

The fourth, les, the Great Battle.

And the last, gran, a champion, but a champion with a shadow on him, one who did not know fate had chosen him.

Daven stared at the sinister forecast for several long seconds before he picked up the runes and returned them to the bag. Dark times awaited the clan. He must retreat to clear his mind and set his path straight once again.

Somehow he had lost his way, failed to choose the true lines of responsibility. He saw this now. A deep breath cleared his system and drove him toward the door. His duty was to correct the mistakes he made.

“My pride, my mistakes, my fault, Astan. I will make it up to you. I will bring your son home. I swear it.”

Daven opened the door. As he stepped outside, snow blew in his face and wind whipped through the trees around him.

He hesitated, wanting to tell the others he was leaving. Jelani’s human friend Iris, the pretty blonde social worker, awaited him back in his tree dwelling. But he could not stop to bid her goodbye. That would only create complications. She would find out about his actions soon enough. Perhaps she would not forgive him for the hurt he brought to Jelani. She would find her way back to the city. She did not need him for that. Perhaps none of them needed him. Better to begin.

Daven broke into a run, passing lightly over the snow and headed north, away from the clan grounds and everything he knew, praying he would find a path to redemption.

 

* * * * *


CHAPTER 2

 

 

 

OUT of breath, her ribs aching, Jelani dug in her coat pocket to make sure she still had the deed her father had left her. The paper transferring ownership of the old cabin to her was still there.

The wind rustled the pine branches overhead, the moonlight creating ghostly shadows around them. Astan stood behind her in shin-deep snow, half turned away with his gaze on the forest.

“Hurry,” Astan scolded. “I want to make sure we’re safe before—”

“Before what?” Jelani growled, five-foot and three-inches of furious elf queen. “Before you just leave me here to get yourself killed? We just ran, what, twelve miles, to get here from the famous secret home of the wretched Bitterroot elves? After they’ve taken our son?” She paused to catch her breath. “And the best plan you can come up with is ‘I have to save Elliun because I’m the man’. Really?”

“Open the damned door,” Astan snapped. He stamped his feet to knock snow off his boots. “I’m not going to discuss this out here. I’d unlock it, but you’ve got the enchanted paper.”

“Fine!” Jelani reached for the lock that held the door closed. It shook loose easily in her grasp.

She stepped inside, allowing Astan to follow, and then closed the door behind them. They shrugged off coats, boots, and other wet gear, dropping them on the floor. The cabin’s single fifteen-foot square room was lit by a shaft of moonlight raining in through one dusty window.

Shivering, Jelani dug a flashlight out of a chest of drawers and flicked its button. As she moved the beam around the room, their breaths appeared as frosty vapor.

“Crispy was the last one up here,” Jelani said. “He must have used the space heater. I wonder where he put it?”

“How should I know?” Astan took the sting out of his words with a raised hand of apology and started looking behind furniture for the gas-powered heater.

Jelani bit back the hateful retort. It wasn’t Astan she was angry with. She went to the small counter that served as a kitchen and dug a propane camp stove from under the sink. The whiff of gas as she struck the match nauseated her. The day seemed overly long. Usually she was asleep at this hour. But she wasn’t sleepy. Would she ever sleep again?

“Here it is,” Astan said. He pulled the dome-like heater into the middle of the room and knelt to click the self-starter. After three attempts, it finally caught.

Reaching into the same cabinet where she found the stove, she pulled out a gallon of bottled water. Cracking open the seal, she poured enough in a small saucepan for two cups of tea. Then silence set in. So much to say, but she didn’t dare start.

Astan paced. He said nothing.

They had escaped the doomed tree house carrying only what they needed and leaving Astan’s father crumpled on the floor like last week’s garbage. The one thing they both wanted most in the world was no longer there, their three-week-old son Elliun.

In their search for the kidnappers, the only tracks they had found were those of Lane and Crispy heading back to Lane’s old truck. Since elves in motion left almost no trail, Astan had followed a disturbance in the top layer of the snow for several minutes. The only result had been tripping a couple of booby traps that dropped several bushels of heavy white snow on Jelani, knocking her to the ground.

“I can’t keep you safe and hunt at the same time,” Astan had muttered with a defeated look.

Changing direction, they had arrived at her cabin.

The journey had been long through the dark of night, filled with tears, self-recrimination, and angry words. Sometimes the words were directed toward each other, sometimes at the evil ones, and sometimes at the cruelty of fate. The last plan Astan had suggested was for Jelani to remain safely hidden. Since no one could enter the cabin without her express invitation, that would leave Astan to track Grigor and his fellow criminals.

But Jelani Marsh had no intention of being left behind.

Jelani had only known Astan a matter of months, a tempestuous span during which each discovered a hidden past and mysteries concealed by well-meaning families. Jelani, revealed as the love child of the previous elf queen Linnea and Vincent Marsh, accepted her place as the new clan leader, but not without experiencing a few large bumps in the road.

Astan had learned he was no orphan, as his father Daven Talvi returned from an enchanted sleep to help save the old elf queen and then to serve the new one. Astan understood Jelani’s tenacity and her love for their son, despite the odd circumstances of his conception and birth. She would fight for Elliun to the death.

But how would they find him?

Jelani puzzled over that question. Holding cold hands near the edge of the cook stove’s blue flame, she stared at the water. Bubbles churned the surface in the small pan, and steam rose above it. Behind her, the hiss of the heater preceded a gradual feeling of warmth. Her arms ached to hold Elliun. Eyes filling with tears, she turned off the burner and poured water into the cups. She sensed Astan behind her just before his arms encircled her waist, pulling her close to him.

“We’ll find him, denami,” Astan said.

The emotions that swirled in Jelani’s gut lay far from his comforting reassurances. Her instincts cried out for violence. “And we’ll find Grigor. Just long enough to destroy him for real this time.”

“Grigor will die for this.” Astan’s voice in her ear held an edge of cold ice. He held her close for a moment and then released her. Opening a drawer, he pulled out prepackaged tea bags and dropped one into each cup. “I should have taken action, when I realized Fontine was still his mate and was still helping him. I shouldn’t have listened to my father.”

Jelani’s breath caught. “Neither of us should have. Who knows what other damage he has caused on behalf of the damned Circle?” She handed one cup to him, and took the other for herself, wrapping her fingers around it for warmth. “Fontine, though. Do you know where to find her?”

“Now that Grigor and his companions have acted, they are likely hiding somewhere they believe cannot be detected. I doubt she would have the courage to face any in the clan again once they realized her complicity in this.”

Jelani searched her memory. “Who among the clan has the gift of finding other elves? There must be someone!”

He stared into his steaming cup. “Perhaps Daven. Or the midwife who birthed Elliun might still have some connection.”

“Daven’s out.” She frowned. A shadow outside the cabin’s single dusty window caught her attention, and she hurried over to see what moved. It was only a deer nibbling on the sparse greenery of a nearby pine. “But the midwife? Would Rashia be able to sense where he might be?”

Alerted by her attention, Astan moved aside where he could keep watch out the window. “Elliun’s different, denami. From the moment he came into existence, nothing about him has been normal. I can’t say.”

She was already shaking her head. “I’m not going back to the Circle for help, not unless we have no other choice. Those witches got me pregnant—”

“We did that, Jelani. They may have interfered with the conception, but Elliun is all ours. We have responsibility for him. Not Daven. Not the Circle. No one else except us.” His dark eyes shone with emotion. “And we will find him.”

Astan’s voice was full of conviction and Jelani believed him with all her heart. Their bond was such that each could often read the other’s thoughts, as was often true with elven pairings. She trusted him like no one else she knew. Of course, she trusted Lane, Crispy, and Iris. But when it came to elves, there was only one she trusted. Astan.

“We should find dry clothes,” Jelani murmured. She drained her already-cooling cup of tea, before she began rummaging through the drawers of the tall oak chest that once belonged to her father. None of the pants would fit either of them. Her father had been a larger man. But she found two plaid flannel shirts and some dry socks. That would have to do.

It took a few minutes to change in the now-lukewarm air of the cabin. Then they put on their coats and boots again and headed out into the woods.

* * *

 

HOURS later, the sun now up over the horizon, they were cold and soaked through again.

Astan had picked up something with what Jelani called his flash-sense. His elven gift constituted the ability to take bits of any situation, even those seemingly unrelated, and construct the true nature of it. The revelations came to him in flashes, pictures, insights, combined with gut instinct that let him understand the whole image. They had just crossed a small creek when Astan held up his hand to stop.

“Wait,” he said. He stared down at a pattern in the wet rocks under a layer of ice. Several pairs of feet crossed there. As light as elf steps were, they could still disturb the ground beneath them. He closed his eyes a moment, thinking of Grigor and Fontine and Yadin and the others. Flick. Running, carrying a small bundle, something. Flick. Running. But to where?

Toward the deep part of the woods. The same direction Fontine had taken the day Daven confessed that she was going to meet Grigor and that he knew of her actions all along.

“This way,” he said, grabbing Jelani’s hand. “They went this way!”

He felt her fatigue through the woolen gloves she wore, read it on her face. As of yet, she was not recovered from the contrived pregnancy. Her human side not completely adapted to the elven ways. But her determination shone bright in her eyes. She would not give up.

They ran, Astan stopping periodically to regain his bearings on Grigor’s trail. The path led from the elf clan’s forest home to the northeast, away from the city of Missoula into the Mission Mountains. They traveled another mile or more before a sudden change in the wind brought them to a halt.

“Something happened here,” Astan said.

He pointed out several sets of footprints. Someone had paused there long enough to make a permanent mark in passing. He hunkered down, studying the scene.

“This way,” Jelani said, pointing out a light trail that led to the west into the trees.

Astan shook his head. “This way, too.” He showed her another trail that went north.

She chewed her chapped lip, rocking a little from foot to foot. “Do you think one’s a fake? Intended to throw us off?”

“No. Something else is going on.” Astan walked a little way down each of the two paths, sensing elf presence on both. Surely, Grigor had taken one of these trails, but which one?

If only I possessed Daven’s skills, Astan thought. Damn him for betraying us.

“What then? We can’t just stand here! Elliun is getting farther and farther away.” She stamped her foot.

He cleared his mind and tried to sense an answer, but nothing came. Two trails, no truths. He chose the one that seemed to lead away from the original destination. Something happened here to change the path. Whatever it was, it would give them an answer.

“Come on, denami. It won’t be long now,” he promised, praying to the wind he wasn’t just speaking empty words.

She stayed close behind him, dodging trees and piles of snow.

Astan scanned for any sign their child or his captor had passed this way. Nothing for the first few minutes. Then he saw a drop of red on the white snow, followed by another and another.

Jelani gasped. “Is that blood?” She stumbled into a tree, banging her shoulder on the trunk.

He helped her upright, his throat closing at their shared thought. Blood. Was it their child’s?

Astan and Jelani followed a short trail through the snow. It ended at a bloodied body. But it wasn’t their son. Grigor Biren lay tangled in a bear trap, pale, and dead.

Stunned, Astan and Jelani stared for several minutes. This had been their one hope. That they would find their child with Grigor. But though they searched all around, they found no trace of Elliun, no indication he had ever been there.

“This is wrong.” Jelani stared down at the elf who betrayed them more than once. “This doesn’t feel like an accident.”

Astan nodded in agreement. “Grigor was smarter than this. Even weakened from living apart from the clan, he would have stepped much more lightly than this. His steps would not have set off the trap. This was murder.”

“Was he alone?” Jelani whispered.

“I can’t see. No other trails lead from here.” Astan looked back the way they had come. Their passage along the trail was already snow-covered. It was too late.

“A dead end,” she said. Her voice broke. Choked with tears, she threw herself into his arms. “A dead end.”

“If we return to the cabin, Daven may lead the Circle there.” Astan’s heart filled with emotion, but he could not seem to release it. Instead it grew cold and hard.

They had found all the answers they could here. He glanced down at Grigor’s body, knowing it would be proper to return it to the soil. But would the soil reject it?

Jelani nodded against his shoulder. “I want to go home.”

“Back to the clan? Why?”

“Not to the clan,” she said, her tone dripping hatred. “Home. To Missoula. Lane will know what to do.”

“Lane?” Astan sighed. He did not want to depend on Jelani’s human friends, but Lane Donatelli had proven himself to be an honest man who could be trusted. With some luck, and the good graces of the soil, Jelani would be safe there. Putting all their heads together, they should be able to figure out what to do next.

Stay safe, little Elliun. We will come for you.

Hoping his small thought reached his infant son, hoping it would bring him comfort, Astan took his mate by the hand and began the long journey back to Missoula.

 

* * * * *


CHAPTER 3

 

 

 

IN the five years he and his roommate Ron “Crispy” Mendell lived in their second-floor apartment, Lane Donatelli had never found the place too small.

In fact, he built the Cave, his getaway, four computers ensconced in a space enclosed by walls constructed from an assortment of cardboard boxes, crates and storage bins, to have an even smaller and more secure space to feel ‘at home’ in. But suddenly the whole apartment seemed practically microscopic. Or at least not soundproof enough. He couldn’t get a thing done, and his head hurt.

“Oy. And this seemed like such a good idea.” The pudgy computer geek shoved himself out of his wheeled office chair, and left the Cave in search of the bottle of ibuprofen. Again. “What’s the matter this time, Crispy?”

“I’m handling it.” Crispy’s thin fingers tapped out a nervous rhythm on the kitchen countertop. His bangs hung in his face, hiding his dark eyes from view. Two old T-shirts, layered, both black and long sleeved, served to keep him warm, and his jeans had seen better days back before the turn of the century. Crispy slouched in front of the old electric stove, staring at the saucepan on the front left burner.

“Yeah, I can hear that.” Lane groaned and popped open the lid of the childproof bottle with his thumb. He dumped four pills into his hand and then into his mouth, grabbing a bottle of juice from the refrigerator to wash them down.

Crispy didn’t turn around. “You can’t put that bottle back now that you drank out of it.”

“Of course I can. After all the time we’ve lived together, we can’t possibly have a germ that the other one doesn’t have. I mean, seriously, Crisp? Seriously?” Lane polished his glasses with the hem of his worn Serenity T-shirt.

“We have to be extra careful about germs now.”

Lane groaned again. “Crisp, I swear to God—” His roommate and former foster brother was saved from any further threat by a knock at the door. “Coming!”

He ignored Crispy’s mild protest that the knock was not a proper signal and went down the short hall to answer it.

Outside he found Kevin Briscoll, owner of the computer store on the first floor of the building and fellow online gamer. The young, black Afghanistan veteran, a large box cradled in his left arm, paused with his hand still up, ready to knock again. Kevin wore his leg brace over denim jeans so stiff they looked new. He must be having a bad day, Lane thought, what with the erratic temperatures forecast for the early February thaw.

“Hey, Lane.”

“Kev! Come in! Man, you should have called. I woulda come down and saved you the steps.” He stepped aside so Kevin could skinny past him. Fortunately, Kevin kept himself in military trim. On the other hand, Lane’s longstanding love affair with Creamy Cupcakes kept him mostly round.

Kevin continued into the kitchen. “What’s that noise? I thought you took that hawk back to the forest?”

Lane swallowed hard. “Oh, the hawk. Yeah. Yeah, we did.” He wandered back into the small living room where Crispy sat curled into the corner of the brown Salvation-Army couch.

“That’s a—” Kevin blinked as he leaned on the counter.

“Yep. That’s a baby.” Lane smiled at little Elliun.

He was snuggled into Crispy’s arms, both hands grasping the bottle just warmed for him. Elliun’s blue fleece sleeper was zipped all the way to his chin, but Crispy still insisted on wrapping him in a knit blanket, too. Just in case.

Kevin put down the box he was holding and walked into the living room, staring. “Where did you get a baby?” Each word dropped like heavy stones of accusation. He glanced first at the door, then to the webcam at the edge of the Cave. “Are we going to have police on the doorstep?”

“Not likely.” Lane sighed. “We’re just babysitting.”

“Babysitting.” Kevin’s dry tone was laced with skepticism. “Really?”

“At least I hope so.”

Satisfied Crispy was meeting the child’s needs, Lane leaned against the doorframe into the kitchen. Satisfied Crispy was meeting the child’s needs, Lane leaned against the doorframe to the kitchen. Babysitting wasn’t really the right word. Kidnapping, now that was more accurate, in a legal sense. For the baby’s sake, he had to take him, before something bad happened.

Lane had not gone to Jelani’s tree house with the intention of kidnapping Elliun. Really, the thought never crossed his mind. Then Jelani had gone crazy with that gun. Watching her wave it around, even shooting the ceiling, made Lane flash back to the frightening days of his childhood. When his angry drunken mother yelled “Delano Marco Donatelli, get your ass in here,” he wondered if she had the belt with the buckle that left such ragged marks or a loaded gun. Either way, he knew to get as far away as he could as quickly as possible.

His mother never actually shot anyone, as far as he knew, but the walls and ceiling were peppered with holes from all the near misses. He never knew who reported her to the authorities. It wasn’t him. He was never courageous enough to stand against her. After the foster care worker removed him, the court ordered her to rehab, but she told them to screw themselves. So Lane never went home again.

He had gone into the nursery to retrieve his computer bag, but the sight of Elliun brought on the powerful flashback. He did not stop to think. Instead he acted. It was up to him to save the baby. He wrapped the sleeping child up warm and tucked him inside his computer bag. Then he said goodbye to Jelani, as if everything was fine, even though it wasn’t.

Crispy suspected, but said nothing until they got in the truck. Then he turned into the perfect little mother, tending to Elliun’s every need. But that did not keep the little one from crying. It had been less than a week, but the noise and need of the baby grated on Lane’s nerves.

More ibuprofen, please.

“Seriously, Lane. Isn’t that your friend’s baby? How long are you keeping it?”

Crispy looked up, a Madonna-like smile on his face. “Until he’s safe. Everyone needs to be safe. You know that. You were a soldier.”

A furrow developed between Kevin’s thin brows. “Well, I can’t argue with you, Crisp. Everyone sure does need to be safe. It’s just really peculiar.” He inched closer to the couch. “He’s a handsome little guy.”

“Takes after his Uncle Lane.” Lane grinned. “So, what’s in the box?”

“Couple of things I was going to throw out, but I thought you might like them.” Kevin grabbed the box and hauled it into the living room. “This laptop wouldn’t boot. Guess you could use it for parts. I tore up this router when the Wolf overloaded.” He tossed a few small parts to Lane. “A flash drive someone left at the shop. I’m not responsible for what’s on it. And I think there’s some memory chips in there too. Oh, and a PDA someone traded in last week.”

“Oh, great! I left mine when I bailed at Jelani’s.” Lane pawed through the contents with a smile on his face. “Just like Christmas!”

“It’s too late for Christmas. Maybe Valentine’s Day,” Crispy scolded. “Maybe Kevin loves you.”

Kevin whirled around. “I what?”

“Don’t mind him.” Lane closed the box lid. “I’ll take it all, thanks. You want something to drink? Tea? Juice?”

“No, thanks.” Kevin took a seat at the opposite end of the couch from Crispy, who was burping the baby. “You look like you know what you’re doing.”

“Ehow.com,” Lane said. “They also have a page on how to change a diaper and how to mix formula.”

Kevin laughed. “I guess I never looked it up. I had plenty of brothers, aunts, uncles, and cousins. We did it all by watching. You want to know how to put a baby to sleep?”

“We learned that on WikiHow,” Crispy said. “They even have a video.”

“Unbelievable.” Kevin shook his head. “Do you think I could hold him?”

Crispy looked suspiciously at Kevin. “Do you have baby credentials?”

“Probably more than you do, Crisp,” Lane said. “Go ahead. It’ll be fine.”

Elliun went to Kevin without a peep, studying his dark face curiously. He reached out to touch Kevin’s skin and then broke into a smile.

“He’s so focused, it’s weird,” Kevin said.

“He’s way ahead of all the milestones, according to the online charts,” Crispy said.

“Probably magic,” Lane interjected. “All that elf blood mixed with caffeine. Who the hell knows?”

A knock at the door sent them all into shocked silence. Crispy hid his head behind a green sofa pillow. “The government’s here! Your camera told them we’re criminals!”

“It can’t do that, Crisp,” Lane said. He glanced at the Cave, unsure for a moment. Had Astan whammied the webcam for real? Would Jelani report him? Could he go to jail? He broke out in a sweat.

Another more urgent knock echoed.

Kevin, holding the baby, eyed Lane. “Are you going to answer that?”

Lane looked over his shoulder at the door. “Do I have to?”

Suddenly, the door opened. Lane remembered belatedly he hadn’t used the chain lock. He turned to face the door, blocking those in the living room from the view of the intruder. But it wasn’t the police. It was Iris Pallaton.

Iris looked terrible. Her blonde hair was uncombed and wild, her face dirt-streaked. Her clothing, usually immaculate and color-coordinated, was disheveled. She took several steps inside the door and started to cry.

“Iris, honey, what’s the matter?” Lane lumbered over to put his arms around her.

“Oh, my God, the world’s come to an end. The elf clan is destroyed. Grigor took the baby. Daven’s gone. And Jelani’s missing, too.”

“Jelly Bean’s missing?” Lane stepped back, holding Iris by her shoulders. “What do you mean, Jelly’s missing? Where did she go?”

Iris sniffed and wiped her face with the back of her mismatched glove. “I don’t know. I waited a couple of days to see if they’d come back. They’re gone. All of them.”

The pain in her voice struck at Lane’s heart like a stiletto.

“Not all,” Lane said, his voice cracking.

Keeping his arm around Iris’ shoulder, he locked the door and then led her into the living room. When she saw the baby, she actually screamed.

Crispy covered his ears and hunched into the corner of the couch.

Kevin nearly dropped the baby.

Lane shushed Iris. Please, by all that’s holy, by Grapthar’s Hammer even, don’t let that child start crying again.

“Is t-that Elliun?” Iris’ knees buckled. “You h-have Elliun?”

Lane caught Iris before she hit the ground. Kevin jumped up and Lane helped her onto the couch.

“We have no smelling salts,” Crispy observed.

“Is he all right?” Iris whispered, her eyes filling with tears again. “He’s not dead? He’s safe? Sweet Goddess, thank you.”

“He’s fine,” Kevin said, holding the baby out to her. “See for yourself.”

Iris took the baby and squeezed him close to her, cuddling him. “Thank you, thank you, thank you.” She kissed Elliun’s round cheeks and smoothed his hair. “What a blessing.”

Lane pulled a chair over from their small dining table and sat next to her. “So wait, now. Who did you say had the baby?”

“Grigor Biren. He took—well, they thought he took the baby for revenge against Jelani.”

“One of old Black Bart’s guys? I thought they were all outcast.”

“He was. But apparently several of the Youngers conspired with him to take Elliun and bring down the new elf queen.” Iris could not take her eyes off the baby.

“And here I thought the witches would be the culprits.” Lane leaned back in his chair until it creaked in protest. “Astan was more worried about them, I think.”

“Where is Jelani?” Crispy whispered.

Iris must have realized that she had alarmed them, because she took a deep breath and pulled herself together. “No one knows. I woke up alone at Daven’s. When I went looking for him, I found Djana and the others of the Circle, all confused as hell. The tree house was trashed inside. Someone had heard Daven and Astan arguing. Astan blamed Grigor for attacking Jelani and taking the baby. But they were all gone.”

“Someone attacked Jelani?” Lane asked. “Is she all right?”

“No one knew. Or where this little guy was.” She cuddled the baby close again. “I was so sick worrying about him. You have no idea. Did Jelani ask you to take him?”

“Um, not exactly.” Lane fidgeted, the chair squealing again.

Her face registered surprise for a moment, before she nodded emphatically. “It’s a blessing. I think you did the right thing.”

Lane became aware of Kevin’s expression of horror, as he took in all the drama.

“Come on, son,” Lane scolded. “Put your tongue back in your mouth and take a chair. This is normal around here.”

Kevin shook himself a little. “Normal? Missing people? Stolen babies? Pregnancy potions? Wizards, spells, elves? You’ve got to be kidding.”

“Does sound a bit like the game, doesn’t it?” Lane forced a smile. “Crisp, why don’t you make some chai? We need some sustenance and energy. And maybe a cupcake.”

Crispy nodded and slipped out to the kitchen.

“And Daven?” Lane asked. “Just gone? He didn’t even say goodbye?”

Iris shook her head, her eyes filling with unshed tears. “I don’t know if he went after them. Everything was scattered in the tree house, as if there was some sort of fight. And there was blood on the floor.” She bit her lips, as if to stop any more words from coming out.

“Blood.” Crispy came to the pass-through, his eyes huge and hands shaking.

A cold emptiness formed inside Lane. He felt disoriented. Everything was going wrong. Even Iris, usually the quiet strength of their little band, was headed toward a slow disintegration.

But maybe Iris was right. Maybe Lane had saved Jelani’s son, even if he had not saved Jelani. Wait. What was he thinking? That Jelani was dead? Astan would never have let that happen. Never. Even slimy used-car salesman Daven would have protected the queen with his own life. So whose blood was it? And what were they going to do about it?

“You know, Lane, I would be glad to go out and take a look,” Kevin offered. “You could come with me, while Crispy and Iris stay here with the baby.”

Another knock at the door brought the room silent again. They turned as one to look down the hallway.

“I locked the door,” Lane said. “They can’t get in.”

“Are you expecting anyone?” Iris asked.

“No.”

They stared a few more seconds.

“It could be someone with news,” Kevin said. “We should open it.” When none of them moved, he took the first steps toward the door. “I’ll open it.” He inched down the hallway, visibly steeling himself before he turned the door handle.

Lane stood and placed himself between the door and Iris, who was still holding Elliun. Any bad guys would have to come through both Kevin and Lane to get the elf child. He caught sight of Crispy in the kitchen, who had hidden behind the edge of the refrigerator with a heavy skillet in his hand. Oh yeah, this was a mighty fighting force.

“Lane!” Astan Hawk called in a gritty voice. “Lane, are you there? We need your help.”

“Astan?” Lane moved toward the door.

It had been some time since he had moved that fast. Unfastening the locks, he pulled open the door. Astan stood on the stoop, holding an unconscious Jelani in his arms. Both were wet and dirt-streaked.

“Come in, come in,” Lane urged.

Lane and Kevin took Jelani from Astan, the two of them half-tripping over each other as they carried her into the living room. Iris vacated the couch seconds before Jelani was laid on it.

“Iris?” Astan asked in bewilderment.

“Oh, honey, here’s your baby. He’s safe. He’s safe.” Iris handed the baby to his father, who stumbled, mouth gaping in shock.

“But how?” Astan asked.

“Germs,” groaned Crispy, still hiding in the kitchen.  “They’re filthy.”

Elliun let out a wail.

Jelani stirred and then her eyes opened. “Is that Elliun? Lane? Oh, my God.” She burst into tears.

A roll of paper towels flew in from the kitchen. “Wet wipes,” Crispy muttered.

Lane surveyed the scene before him, as explanations began to fly among the participants. He noted that no one had killed him yet. This, too, was good. “Crisp, forget the chai. Bring whatever we’ve got that’s alcoholic. All of it. I think we’ll need it.”

 

* * * * *


CHAPTER 4

 

 

 

THE march through the forest might have seemed endless to those companions who did not know where they were going. To Vez, who had finally taken the first steps to his own ascension to power, the time passed in a flash.

He held no regrets about leaving Grigor Biren to die. His mother Veraena always taught him to look out for himself. “No one else will assure your success,” she had said. “They’ll watch for the clan, for the queen, for the horizon. They’ll leave you to drown in sorrow or in pain. Only you will pursue the course your heart lays before you. You must count on yourself.”

Thank you, Mother.

Now they were reunited, mother and son, their common purpose to restore the power of the forest mages, the Intalus. Both hurried along in the snow as the sun rose over the eastern mountaintops, tinting the world a pale golden-orange. A pair of hawks floated in the crisp air above them, resting on an updraft. The elves that accompanied heavy-set Vez and the delicate, silver-haired Veraena lost some of their earlier haste, the farther they traveled from the Bitterroot. Blonde Fontine was near the end of her strength. Vez could see that.

“Not much farther, Love,” he said softly.

Pride glowed hot inside him, as he considered the second reward. Not only did he strike a blow at the elf clan to honor the Intalus Bartolomey, he stole the neris who once was Grigor’s sworn lover.

A smirk played across Vez’s lips as he recollected Grigor’s veiled promise one day to pass on Fontine to him. Of course, that would have been after he won the mysterious Firefly as his own. Not once did the arrogant elf realize the Firefly was indeed Vez’s own dear mother, Veraena. And never would she find the weak Grigor fulfilling, not when she held the power and the love of the forest mage.

A short while later as the sun fully cleared the horizon, Veraena lifted her hand to halt their progress. Dark-haired Terzon and non-descript Hidal pulled up short, breathing hard. Fontine sat on a fallen tree trunk near them, brown cloak draping to the ground, hands on her knees. Exhausted, she bent forward to lay her head on her arms. Yadin, once the childhood friend of Astan Hawk, now his tall, muscular enemy, spoke with the other Youngers who had abandoned the clan with Vez and Fontine. Terzon’s gray eyes studied Vez. Did Terzon suspect Vez’s treachery in Grigor’s death? Would he care once he learned the truth?

Veraena stepped forward, lifting her arms toward them. The wind swirled around her, tousling her silver strands of hair, filling the air with the scent of warm spices and fresh-cut cedar.

“You have done well, children,” Veraena said, her eyes flashing almost violet. “We have traveled a great distance, and you are now safe. Welcome to the land protected by the Intalus of the forest.”

Vez inhaled deeply, the fresh woodland aromas filling his lungs, chasing away his fatigue. His admiration for his mother filled him as well. In recent days they had separated, while Veraena went about Bartolomey’s business, but their bond was deep.

“Mages? Truly there are mages in the wood?” Yadin asked, shrugging back his hood, revealing a sharp-cut visage, a sculptured nose and thin lips. “Grigor spoke of them often. He said that Master Bartolomey survived. This is true?”

Veraena exchanged a glance with Vez. “This is true, my dear friend. The power of Bartolomey is strong, stronger than any in the Circle, or in the clan itself. Though Lorenz and the humans tried to destroy him, they could not.” She smiled, and the warmth that radiated from her seemed to melt the snow around them. “You serve a noble cause, my children.”

Terzon growled, stepping forward, stiff in a pose of challenge. “You are not my mother. I have left her, my father, and brothers behind, everything I know. I trusted Grigor, but now he is dead, so where do I stand now?”

At first Vez bristled in defense of Veraena, but he knew better than to interfere. She could handle Terzon. Instead, he sat down next to Fontine on the log, rubbing her back gently. She shifted slightly, responding to the touch of his hand. He concentrated on the effort to relieve her pain, hoping in the process to help the memory of Grigor Biren fade from her mind.

“Where do you stand, my fine nian?” Veraena’s dark eyes fairly snapped with flirtatious intrigue. “Where would you like to stand? When we have achieved our goal, you will be able to stand where you wish. Those you left behind will serve you, not use you as their slave.”

Terzon scowled. “Talk, more talk. What I want to see is action. Something real behind your promises, not just more empty words.”

“You will see action soon enough.” Veraena’s tone changed. No longer the siren, she was now the soldier. Rather a sudden switch, to Vez’s mind, but surely she knew what she was doing. “Now you need to eat and take your rest.”

She stepped away from the group, bent down and took a handful of soft snow, and tossed it in the air. It blew in the direction the wind carried it, and formed into a doorway. As they watched, an elven bower came into existence before them, previously invisible to their eyes. “None shall find you here. Inside there is warmth and food and drink and beds for your slumber. Go now, take your ease, as long as you need. I shall return when you are ready to continue.”

Terzon looked for a moment as if he would argue, but as he stared at Veraena, his resistance faded. The others, too, went meekly into the bower, the exhaustion of the many miles’ travel sucking away any protest. For now.

Vez waited until last. He saw Fontine inside and paused on the threshold. “Is the Master pleased, Mother?” he asked.

Veraena stared into the woods. “He will be. We have much to discuss, Bartolomey and I.” She turned toward the bower and studied her son. “We must decide what place you will hold in his kingdom.”

“Then I shall have a place there?” Vez smiled, the promise warming him even in the cold mountain air.

“You shall. I will see to it.” Veraena crossed her arms and stared at the ground.

Vez noticed the look of sadness as it crossed her face and did not understand. What did she know about Bartolomey that caused such expression?

“Is Bartolomey my father?” Vez asked. For many years he had desired the answer to this question. After the Sleepers went into hibernation, his mother had wandered free of the clan. Vez knew Veraena was the mother to the accursed Astan Hawk whose sire was Daven Talvi of the beloved Circle. But once Daven slept, Veraena was left to fend for herself. She knew very well the lessons in self-reliance for she had taught them to Vez.

“You are weary, my son. Take your rest. We will speak of this later.”

Veraena pulled the front edges of her dark green cloak close about her and turned from him. Before he could push her for more information, she walked away, quickening her step until she faded from view.

“Vez?” Fontine called to him from inside. “Are you coming?”

His questions would have to wait. He headed for the bower and the lonely Fontine. For now there were other things to occupy his time. “I’m coming. Don’t worry. Everything’s going to be much better from this day on.”

 

* * * * *


CHAPTER 5

 

 

 

THE cave was not exactly where Daven remembered.

He had traveled many hours north to locate the dark opening. Overgrown with skeletons of strong root-vines and thick saplings, he almost did not see it. He pulled aside what he could, before squeezing himself inside and leaning against the rocky wall.

What did he expect? He had not been there in nearly twenty-five years.

Over the years the terrain changed.

But so had the world which he knew.

But even so, he realized his mistake. He was not changed.

He lightly tapped his head several times against the wall behind him, as if it would jar his churning thoughts into cohesion. His breaths slowed and became deeper. He focused on the information he could glean from the scents of the cave. The scent of animals. Bears had used this space for a winter home, but not for years. The most recent scent was that of a pair of foxes. But he could not detect any animals in residence now. This portion of the cave was too exposed to the cold for fresh water, but he could smell water running free farther inside.

He needed water.

Daven pushed himself upright, his head starting a drumming ache now that his desperate escape was over. He shut out the pain, all thought, all rumination. No time for recriminations when he was on the move. Just focus. One thing at a time. Travel. Survive.

He inched deeper into the cave, allowing his eyes to gradually adjust to the darkness. Water dripped ahead, the sound guiding him. When the light from the cave’s opening no longer showed his way, Daven reached into his pocket for some elven flash powder. Placing just a few granules on his palm, his feet firmly planted on the soil, he wished light into being.

And it obeyed.

He stared at the small glow in the palm of his hand. It provided light and even a little warmth. A given, a gift he could conjure since he was a lad under the tutelage of Djana and the other Elders. Magic, it was part of the very fiber of his being. Since those early days, he believed magic was the key to life.

Under the rule of the elf queen Ele and her consort Lorenz, the clan lived many prosperous years. Not years as the humans reckoned them, in measured and fixed numbers divided and fractured into months, days, hours, minutes, and seconds. Elven time passed in seasons, in flowing moments that spanned perhaps a flicker, perhaps a whole event. The young elves grew strong and secure in the warmth of the elven enclave in the mountains.

They had been so young back then, Daven and the rest of his generation. Linnea, Ele’s daughter, had been the brightest and most beautiful of the neris, the one every male aspired to win. How Daven had loved her. Their future together was not foretold, but was at least expected. Under the rules and traditions of the clan, Daven had wanted to be Linnea’s consort. Her king.

Daven might have succeeded, if the human naturalist Vincent Marsh had not arrived in the forests of the Bitterroot. Linnea had fallen in love with the outsider. The break with tradition had fractured the royal family.

Nearly murdered by her brother Bartolomey’s treachery, Linnea’s essence was placed in an old tree to wait for healing when the civil war had passed. As Bartolomey rallied his rebels in the forests, Vincent left Montana with Jelani, the infant child he and Linnea shared. Daven’s mother Djana, and the others who clung to tradition, escaped to the human cities or into other forests. Then the chosen warriors—Daven among them—vanished into enchanted Sleep, so they could be awakened to protect Linnea when she was restored to the throne.

Veraena, the mate Daven had chosen in lieu of his lost Linnea, took their son Astan to the city with Djana. But Veraena soon disappeared into the larger world, leaving Djana to raise Astan by herself.

Pondering all the years he had lost, Daven continued into the cave. He remembered an area, a small round room, a dry place where he could wait, rest, and think. After all this time, the layout could have changed, of course. But for him, the memory was as fresh as yesterday, before he had spent the years of Jelani’s youth in the elven hibernation commanded by the Elders to give them a chance to save Linnea’s essence.

So many years lost.

When he had emerged from Sleep, he was still a young and strong warrior. One fixed on his task. Again, human influences changed the rules and Linnea could not be saved. When Jelani, the child of Linnea and Vincent, aged out of the elven protection bestowed on her by her birth, the clan took matters into their own control.

Magic again re-established the balance of things. Released from the prison of the Douglas fir where she had been trapped, Linnea was reunited in spirit form with the soul of her beloved Vincent. Per tradition, Linnea’s daughter ascended to the ruling seat of the clan. Jelani had become queen.

But this time magic was not enough.

Daven proceeded into the cave until he reached the spot where he expected to find a dry haven. An influx of broken rock the height of an average male elf blocked the entrance.

“I have not yet been humbled enough, is that it?” Daven sighed. Exhausted, he wanted only to rest and heal, but he would have to earn even those moments with hard penance. “Then let it be as you command, Lady. Let me be open to your lesson.”

He grabbed the top rock and tossed it aside, and reached for the next. When he had finished, he crawled into the dry space on hands and knees. Then he collapsed with his face in the dirt, exhausted.

He slept.

* * *

 

DAVEN awoke. The smell of damp earth and the cool darkness and the rustling of some small animal nearby filled his senses. He drank in the natural world.

This is where his life would begin again.

Breathe. In. Out.

Listen.

Hear the water trickling under the soil, the wind whistling through the main cave, the scratching of the tiny claws of some small animal taking shelter from the snow.

Feel the texture of the soil under fingertips.

Sense the dampness of the air, the ice that waited just outside. He could sense his body healing. Its muscles and organs were superior to humans, but not so different from theirs as Jelani’s friend Lane Donatelli hypothesized.

He was elf.

He was alone.

Daven lay there for an indeterminate time, bonding once again with the soil that nourished the elves. When his strength returned, he sat up and scooped a shallow bowl in the earth. Then he created a small fire in the depression. With his encouragement, flames soon burned a foot high, creating enough light and heat to illuminate the chamber he would use for his home until he could face the outside world again.

Leaving the fire to warm his space, Daven walked into the main cave, his shadow huge on the opposite wall, a distorted image of his weary body. He found the water he heard dripping earlier and drank until his third was slaked.

He listened to the sounds all around him. Elves perceived much more than humans. He had taught Jelani many things when she first came to the forest, giving her the gifts of elf heritage, lessons missed in her youth spent among humans.

No.

He stopped on the threshold of his tiny rock chamber. Pride in his own accomplishments threatened to devour him again. His desire to become indispensable and perhaps king. These things were what bent him to the will of the Elders, to the Circle, bringing disaster to the clan regardless of the motives behind them. He had neglected his ultimate duty to serve the queen.

When Jelani had asked him to secure her residence, he should have done so. Plain and simple. Instead, he put his judgment ahead of hers. Even if she was young, half-human, and unpredictable with her new-mother demands, she saw more clearly than he.

Had his mother, Djana, clouded his vision to serve her own needs and the needs of the Circle?

Daven returned to the fire, hunkering near it and feeling the need to be ready for action. He should not allow himself to be comfortable. Not yet. He would find those responsible for the abduction of Jelani and Astan’s child. He would make sure Jelani and Astan only found support and devotion in their future. He would purge himself of this failure and prepare himself once again to serve the queen as she deserved.

 

* * * * *
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