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FOR THE SECOND TIME that week, Feverfew, a young female elf, gazed into the crystal-clear pool. Her slanted eyes searched the shallow, water. Would the Lady appear again? 

The pool lay near the center of the forest, hidden within a grove of the ancient trees. The forest was a vast area, mostly unexplored by the elves of Collegian. Only the most foolish or most brave would dwell long within the forbidden place. 

The elf girl had discovered the pool when out riding one day. When she thought back to how she had found the pool, she realized it had been her unicorn, Eager, who had stopped suddenly, almost throwing her off its back, right at the narrow entrance to the grove.

Grazing now on the thick, red sulic grass that grew around the pool, the white unicorn mare's spiraling horn shone in the early morning light.

If Feverfew could have seen the magical glow that pulsated from the horn, she would have been shocked. Magic was forbidden in Collegian.

Though it was pleasantly warm, Feverfew shivered suddenly. In an unbroken blue sky, Collegian’s twin suns had risen over the high Scallahag Mountains two hours ago.

Feverfew gave a start and her heart began to pound when she saw the surface of the water shimmer. She waited, holding her breath, for her reflection to change and there she was, the same beautiful Lady she had seen earlier that week, smiling up at her from the center of the pool. This time, Feverfew did not cry out with fear, but her heart began to pound like a blacksmith’s hammer hitting his anvil. The Lady’s long hair was the same color as Feverfew’s own, blue, almost black. She had slanted green eyes, and the small, white, pointed teeth that every elf was born with. As Feverfew gazed at the Lady, wondering for the tenth time who she was, Eager gave a sudden whinny. His long mane fell about his broad back, like a thin leaf-covered branch caught in the wind. A circle of white magic, ran up and down his horn as if in agitation, but it was a warning. Eager whinnied again. Raising his great head up and down, he stamped his feet. But its warning was unheard by the girl, who was too engrossed with the Lady in the pool.

“Who... who are you?” Feverfew asked, in her light, almost whispered voice, frowning as the reflection suddenly changed. In its place now she saw the Flarg beast. It was only then she heard Eager’s warning. The warning was followed almost instantly by the ear-piercing roar of the Flarg. But in the short seconds it took for the beast to burst through from the outer trees, Feverfew had leapt on Eager’s back. Gripping the panicking creature’s mane, she instantly guided it out of the grove and onto the path.

“Away Eager!” she screamed. “Faster!”

Like a greyhound, bursting from a trap at a racecourse, the beautiful creature leapt ahead. As it raced through the trees, Feverfew squealed with excitement. She knew that not even a Flarg could catch Eager when he was in full flight. She chanced a quick glance back in time to see the beast roaring its frustration at her, its many-toothed mouth wide with anger as its tearing claws clutched at the air.

Feverfew rode like the wind through the forest for a short while before a whisper in Eager’s left ear made the unicorn ease back. When the beautiful creature slowed, Feverfew could feel his heart pounding beneath her long legs.
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AN HOUR LATER, THEY were riding into Collegian City.

As she rode slowly through the city, several children stopped their play to point at her. Other older children ignored her and turned away.

The city of Collegian covered an area of just over ten square miles. It was surrounded within the edge of the forest by broad, twenty-meter tall stone walls. Collegian was divided into four separate provinces, each province made up of narrow, cobbled streets with tiny cottages and houses, that all had well-maintained gardens to the front and rear.
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A SHORT TIME LATER, as she walked Eager through Prahl, the part of the city where she lived, Feverfew wondered why she couldn't see many of her race about. Usually, the streets would be jam-packed with vendors, carpetbaggers, traders and other nationalities, even the huge mountain trolls. Everyone was welcome in Prahl, as long as they obeyed Prahl laws, laws that were set down by the Elders.

Still curious, Feverfew led Eager to the great hall that lay just on the edge of Prahl. The building was built deep into a hill. Passages and rooms in it stretched for miles and spread deep underground. Over a thousand years ago, when other tribes had threatened the elves, safety passages had been dug out. No elf, not even the eldest, knew how many passages there were, but all the elves knew, that in the deepest passages, there lived giant-size rodents called, Dawgs. These ferocious creatures rarely ventured to the upper reaches. Few elves would even venture down to where the rodents lived.

As she approached the building, Feverfew was surprised to see several soldier elves guarding the entrance to it. Normally, the soldiers would stay at their barracks near the surrounding city walls. Something has to be wrong to have brought them here, she thought. Before dismounting, she stroked Eager's head and whispered for him to wait. She was aware of the guards' eyes watching her as she walked up the three wide steps to the entrance. When she reached it, two of the heavily-armed guards lowered their short spears, barring her way in. One of the guards snapped, “Halt!”

Frowning, Feverfew stared into his scowling face.

“Your name?”

“Feverfew,” she replied. “I... ”

“The others are inside,” snapped one of the other guards. “You are late.”

Feverfew checked the wooden nameplate on his chest. ‘Arol.’

“I... I didn’t know...” she began. “Sorry.”

Arol glanced at the others then snapped, “You can go on in.”

As Feverfew walked past them, and disappeared into the hall, one of the soldiers whispered, “The Special are a pain in the neck. They think they can do as they will.”

“Aye,” agreed Arol, studying Eager now. A fine creature, he thought. As fine as I’ve seen. I wonder, would she sell him? “No,” he snarled to himself. The Special didn't have a need for money. Everything they wanted was supplied to them. “Spoiled brats,” he muttered.
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INSIDE THE GREAT HALL that was packed with elves, Feverfew looked around. On a ten-step dais in the center stood a group of eight Elders and General Baldo. Surrounding the dais, facing outwards to the crowd, were about a hundred soldier elves, Baldo's personal guards. Their General was easily the biggest elf in the land, with shoulders almost as broad as he was tall. His bare muscled arms were knotted with veins. He wore the leathers of an elf General. Several weapons, including three throwing knives, sheathed in separate belts circled his body. He was a pale man with a scarred face, a wide red mustache and long red hair. His prowess as a warrior was legendary.

Feverfew now studied the serious looks on the Elders' wizened faces.

Orleo the oldest, who had a kind open face, looked very agitated. There were over five thousand elves crowded into the hall that was adorned with tapestries depicting past battles and other major events in elf history. A huge bell hung from a stout rope attached to an iron bar. The bell was held in place by an iron bar fixed between two stone piers and sat positioned right on the edge of the dais.

Feverfew saw one of the Elders, rush to ring it. On the first peal, the hubbub in the hall ceased. Every elf waited to find out why they had been summoned. On the third peal Orleo walked to the center of the dais and began to speak. His voice was tremulous. It was obvious something was wrong, seriously wrong.

“It is with terrible news that I greet you brethren,” shouted the white-haired Elder. He gulped quickly and licked his dry lips. “Our ancestral Keep, in the great forest beyond Collegian City, has been overrun by the evil Lord Batach and his army!”

“Batach... Batach... Batach...”

The name echoed around the hall. Several hundred elves grew pale. Some of the younger ones began to cry.

“The monster, Batach leads a vast army of unspeakable monsters and the evil undead. They undead have risen from their graves, directly through the underworld, and now follow him.” continued Orleo.

At this dreadful news Feverfew tightened her hands into white-knuckled fists, hardly daring to breathe.

“And they are on their way here!” shouted Orleo, his words almost drowned out as the whole hall erupted with cries of fear. “Batach and his army will reach our city in a few days...”

Now the cries grew louder.

“What are we going to do?”

“How do you know this?”

Orleo turned to the Elder who had rung the bell. He reached to ring it again. Immediately everyone grew silent.

Orleo looked at Baldo. “General,” he said quietly.

Everyone studied Baldo as he quickly strode to the edge of the dais.

“Unfortunately, what Orleo has told you is the truth!” shouted the General. “Batach and his cursed army destroyed Callagorm Keep two days ago. He leads an army of the foulest beasts, monsters that defy description. More monsters are gathering near the River Ek. His army of the undead is growing daily by the thousands.”

At this the hall erupted with cries of fear again.

“General, what are we going to do?” shouted an old elf, near the dais.

“Do... do you think our army can stand against them?” shouted another.

Baldo paused, as more and more questions were shouted at him, then he turned to Orleo.

The old elf nodded to the bell ringer to ring it again. When everyone was silent, Baldo shouted, “We have to stand against them! If they break through Collegian's walls, they will overrun our city. You all know what that means!” He gulped before adding, “Batch will destroy the Sacred Garden.”

“No!” screamed several young elves together.

At more screams of fear, Baldo held up his hands and shouted, “We have to make a stand against them here! It is the only way we can save our garden! Our ancient tree must not be destroyed. You all know what that will mean? Collegian, all elves will perish, if our sacred tree is destroyed. Its magic sustains our land. The tree must be saved at all cost. We must make a stand here and face Batach. He must be defeated.”

“There is another way you can defeat, Batach, Baldo!” a soft voice at the entrance to the hall shouted.

Everyone turned.

Feverfew gasped, and almost cried out when she recognized who had spoken. It was the Lady in the pool. On each side of her stood four soldiers.
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“YOU WOULD CERTAINLY be overwhelmed if you allowed the evil one and his minions to get into the city!” shouted the Lady.

“It is the Lady... the Lady.”

As the word was whispered in awe around the hall by the eldest elves, Feverfew wondered who this Lady was. She watched as the soldiers escorted the tall slim Lady, who wore a short white cloak and an ankle-length black garment, to the dais. As the Lady and her escort made their way through the elves, they parted like grass beneath a scythe.

The Lady’s face was pale. As she drew closer, Feverfew saw the glint of gray in her long hair. Looking somber, the Lady walked straight to the dais. Suddenly, with a leap, that had those elves nearest the dais gasping with astonishment, she landed, to tower over Baldo and Orleo.

“Lady, why have you honored our city?” asked Orleo, stepping forward.

The Lady smiled as she studied the old elf. “It is good to see you again, Orleo. It has been many years. You haven’t changed a bit.”

Orleo coughed quickly, to hide his embarrassment at the compliment, but he couldn’t hide his blazing red face. He coughed again, then said, “It's a pity we meet in such unfortunate times.” He studied the beautiful Lady. “You say there is another way we can defeat the evil Lord?”

The Lady turned to Baldo. “Yes, but I think we should discuss this in private, don't you?” Turning back to Orleo she said, “I would request a meeting with you, Baldo, the Elders and the council. Also, I would request that one of the Special join us.”

Orleo frowned. “One of the Special?”

“Yes. Her name is, Feverfew,” said the Lady, her eyes seeking out the slim girl.

For a second or two Feverfew was held in the Lady’s gaze. She couldn’t look away. The elf girl was aware that most of those in the hall were staring at her. Feverfew's eyes widened now when Orleo addressed the hall. “The Lady, General Baldo, we Elders and one of the Special, named, Feverfew, are going to the Chamber to discuss a strategy with the council. I would request that all council members be in attendance as soon as possible.”

Several of the nearest elves turned to look at Feverfew as Orleo added, “Go now. Be about your business. When we have settled on a plan, we will summon you here. Go. Be about your business,” he repeated.

As the elves slowly filed out of the hall, discussing loudly about the danger to Collegian and the Sacred Garden, Feverfew stood where she was.

“Feverfew.” She gave a start, when she felt a light touch on her shoulder. It was the Lady. “Come,” she said smiling at the startled girl. “There is much to be discussed.”

In silence, and with a hundred questions filling Feverfew’s head, the Lady led her to the dais. A heavy block in the center of it had already been slid back to reveal broad steps that led deep below. The Lady led the way down, with Feverfew, Baldo, Orleo and four Elders following. The three remaining Elders waited until the others were well below in the bright passageway, before heaving the block back into place. Then they hurried below.
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AS THEY WAITED IN AN ante room to the Chamber, Feverfew heard the commotion. She could hear the heavy breathing of Trolls and the high-pitched voices of the Goblins, as they hurried past the ante room to the Chamber.

All the while, as they waited, the Lady was silent.

Feverfew wanted to ask her so many questions, but she found she couldn't.
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WHEN THEY EVENTUALLY entered the high circular room that was the Chamber, Feverfew saw that Elders from the three other areas of Collegian were there. Goblins, Leprechauns, the tall white-skinned Trolls and over a hundred Elders were seated in slight inclines around the room, leaving an area in the center, where two cushioned seats had been placed.

The Lady led Feverfew to one of the seats. She silently indicated for the puzzled girl to sit down. Then she sat in the other seat, resting her slim arms on the wooden sides.

Now, as Feverfew looked around the Elders again, she could feel the tension in the Chamber.

From a seat above her, Orleo addressed everyone.

“By now, you will all know why you are here. The Sacred Garden is in danger. Batach wants to destroy our sacred tree's magic. It must be saved at all cost. Collegian might fall, every city in the land might fall, but our sacred tree must be saved.” He looked at the Lady.

She glanced at Feverfew for a second or two, then stood up.

“There is a chance,” she said, her clear voice carrying around the Chamber, “an excellent chance, that we can destroy Batach, and his army of monsters, before they reach the outskirts of Collegian.” She paused before adding, “That chance lies within the Silver City.”

At this statement, Baldo rose suddenly. He had been wondering why Feverfew had been allowed to such an important meeting and couldn't contain his curiosity anymore. “Lady, why did you request one of the Special to join us? You must know, this one broke the law, last year, by using forbidden magic?”

The Lady glanced at Feverfew and smiled. “Yes, Baldo, I know all about the incident.”

Feverfew could feel her face growing red with embarrassment as she remembered that terrible day. She would never forget it.
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THE SPECIAL, WERE FOURTEEN young elves, classed as Special, because each was known to possess magic. Their magic had shown itself when they were born. The Special, thirteen boys, and one girl, were taught from birth, always to keep their magic in check, because the use of magic was forbidden by law. Because they had magic, they were treated differently from other children. They were known by all elves as, the Special. Because of who they were, they had been given, and taught to ride, their own unicorns. Other children envied them, and made them know it. The Special were not welcome at ordinary children’s parties and games. So, the fourteen Special grew to depend on each other for their entertainment. The Special, always kept apart from other children, were taught by six of the most intelligent of the Elders.

The day Feverfew broke the law, was a dull day, unusual in that part of the land. Clouds, the color of gun metal had covered the Scallahags, and a sharp biting wind had been blowing from the North. It was on that day the Elders decided to take the Special into the forest. There they were to learn to meditate with the giant oaks. The Special had all been excited, none more so than Feverfew. She was glad to be out of the classrooms, happy to learn something new.

Feverfew was riding beside one of her favorite friends, a boy called Palm. He was a tall boy with a mischievous glint in his eyes. Even now, when she remembered her magic warning of the danger, she shuddered. She had tried to tell the Elders, but she was forbidden to speak of her magic.

They had stopped at a thick group of the tallest oaks and dismounted near the clearing. Feverfew, had been riding a unicorn mare called, Eon, then, a frisky creature, with a white body and a black tail.

Shortly, when the Elders had instructed the children how to approach the oaks, they had all gathered around one of the tallest and oldest of the trees on the edge of the clearing. The Special were instructed to place their hands on its gnarled trunk.

Feverfew, still aware of the danger, though she didn't know what it was, couldn’t concentrate on the lesson. She tried to warn the Elders again that something was coming, something that warned her of danger, but each time she had tried to speak, one of the Elders silenced her. She wondered later, did any of the other Special sense the danger. They had all been instructed to close their eyes- instructed to allow their minds become one with the great oak, when suddenly, squealing and neighing, and with blood trickling down its front legs, a unicorn came bursting through the trees and into the clearing. Shocked, the Elders had gathered the children together. They had all huddled in the bushes near the oak to watch. Horrified, they saw what had injured the unicorn, for snarling and spitting, two crouching beasts with wolves’ heads, Sleers, three meters tall, with human bodies covered in some sort of animal fur, came bursting through the bushes into the clearing. The unicorn, although very badly injured, neighed with defiance, as the beasts, so intent on their victim they were unaware of the children and the Elders, crouched lower and got ready to leap on it.

It was Feverfew who had broken the silence. “Help it!” she had screamed. But the terrified Elders were too frightened to do anything to help the unfortunate creature. It was just then one of the beasts had leapt on the unicorn’s back. With a roar of pleasure, it tore at the beautiful creature's long neck with its glistening, saliva-filled teeth. The other beast was just about to tear at the Unicorn’s chest, when suddenly something, like a flashing burst of lightning, hit the beast clinging to the unicorn’s back. With a shocked snarl of pain, the ferocious Sleer was thrown off onto the ground. It was then the beasts saw the children. The Elders and the others moved quickly away from Feverfew, who was gaping at the glow coming from her fingers, half shocked, because she realized, it was magic, her magic that had saved the unicorn. She had used magic, broken the law. But she had saved the beautiful unicorn. The Elders quickly herded the children in front of them into the trees, leaving Feverfew alone to face the beasts that had now forgotten about the unicorn and were getting ready to attack her. One of them, roaring like a demon, had leapt at her. With a cry, Feverfew had raised her hands to protect herself. As she did, she almost passed out, when she felt something, a power, erupt from her straight at the beast, throwing it back into the trees. She didn't have to look to know it was
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