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Foreword

				

				The wonderful thing about the Alterra Histories is that I have the chance to develop and explore Alterran characters and events—whenever and whatever I desire. 

				It’s also a wondrous thing to have an editor. I’m not speaking of a proofreader, though they are also essential to the production of a quality book. No, I refer to a developmental editor—one who finds plot holes, inconsistencies, characters acting out of character...that sort of thing. An editor who tells you which of your babies you must kill. 

				I have such an editor--the inimitable Leslie Wainger—a thirty-year veteran of the romance biz. But her abilities extend far beyond genre; she is a woman with whom I have learned NOT to disagree, no matter how painful.

				When she returned the Elfhunter manuscript to me, I was dismayed to see that she had recommended removing one of my favorite chapters. Not chapter seventeen! There must be some mistake! Naturally, I called her right away.

				“But, Leslie...I love this chapter. The readers love it...well, most of them love it. Why must I kill it?”

				“You don’t have to kill it...just take it out of the book.”

				“That’s the same as killing it!”

				“It disrupts the flow of the story.”

				“But, the readers love it!”

				“I don’t care...it doesn’t belong there.”

				Well, Harrumph! I love chapter seventeen. Darn it, it’s my book, and I don’t have to get rid of one of my favorite chapters just because Leslie tells me to. 

				But then I remembered a couple of reviewers’ reactions to that chapter. They wondered why it was there. It disrupted the flow of the main storyline. I realized that Leslie was right, darn it. Chapter seventeen was an indulgence on my part. With a heavy sigh, I took it out. I think I might have actually spent a couple of days in mourning.

				I called Leslie. “Hey...I realized you were right, and I (snif!) took out chapter seventeen. (Snif!)

				“Well, good for you. And remember...you can put it in a later edition as bonus material.”

					Ohhhhh yeahhhhh!

				When the Alterra Histories came to be, I knew I had found the perfect solution to my chapterseventeenectomy. Not only could I resurrect it, I could expand it—tell the back-story, the whole story, complete and unabridged! I was ecstatic. I could hardly wait to put my fingers on the keyboard. 

				Here, dear readers, is your revised, enhanced, director’s cut of our grand old chapter: “Gaelen and the King.” The new title, Fallen Embers, is a bit catchier, and certainly rolls off the tongue better than “Take away MY Chapter Seventeen, Will You!” 

				Enjoy. 

				

				—CSM

				

				

				

				

			

	


FALLEN EMBERS

				

				PROLOGUE

				

				Shandor the Mighty seldom shed tears, even in the depths of his grief. Yet he shed them now, gazing into the crystal, searching the silvery multitude of planes and angles for the one that could make his pain subside. His ice-blue eyes flickered briefly, then darkened again, passing over vision after vision until at last they lit upon the one they sought—the day Liathwyn told him she would love him until the end of time. She said it many times thereafter, but this time was special—it was the first.

				His grip on the Stone tightened in anticipation as her lovely face swam into focus. Her voice soothed his wounded heart as nothing else could. Yet beneath it all, he knew it was only a memory, an illusion of passion long grown cold and dead. She was beyond his reach now—forever beyond his reach. 

				Dardis, who had made the Stone, had warned against doing what Shandor was doing now. “The Stone is meant to heal the pain of grief, not to deny it. You must not gaze into it too long or too often, for it cannot restore life to those we have lost. It is only a reflection—a shadow—but it may gladden the hearts of those left behind, reminding them that one day they will see their loved ones again.” 

				Except for me. I won’t see her again. Where she has gone, I cannot follow.

				Dardis had given good advice, but Dardis was dead and gone, and no one whispered warnings in Shandor’s ear. Liathwyn had left him months ago, and his pain had not diminished. He spent nearly all his time with the Stone now, reliving the moments he most cherished; the moments they had both cherished. He wondered whether her heart yearned for him. He supposed it did, but she was in paradise now, re-united with those who had gone before—mother, father, brother, friend. Shandor had no friends. Not anymore. 

				His only happiness now lay within the depths of an enormous, magical rock. He had not eaten in weeks, and he never slept, anyway, as he had no such need. But Shandor was literally wasting away in the darkness of the Chamber of the Stone—he needed the feel of the air and the light of the sun and stars on his face. Yet they brought him no joy, and he would not leave the darkened Chamber. The Stone shed all the light he needed, or so he thought.

				He raised his eyes to the darkened vault above him, crying out to the One who had made him. “How could You have done this? It is by Your decree that we are forever parted...how could You have let me give my heart to her?” And the answer came from deep within him: I knew better. I have always known better, and still I loved her. 

				He concentrated on the Stone again, his vision wavering and blurring as his eyes filled with hopeless tears. I will not be made helpless, he thought, his cold gaze riveted on the Stone. I will remain here forever if need be. If I focus my will long enough and hard enough, she will return to me...our memories will be made real again, and we will be together for all time. 

				He watched her day and night, thrilling to the sound of her voice, comforted by the depths of love reflected in her dark blue eyes. But he could not touch her, could not hold her. He longed for the feel of her flesh against his—the softness of her hair, the warmth of her skin. He longed to walk beside her on the grass. Just one last time...just one time, and I will be content.

				Liathwyn remained distant, beyond his reach, and he clutched at the crystal, grinding his teeth and moaning in frustration, until at last he resolved that, somehow, he would go to her. He did not know whether he would succeed, or whether he could ever return, but he didn’t care. He focused all his will, threw his head back, and roared with effort. His heart pounded so hard and fast that he felt it might burst from his chest. Every nerve was on fire, every scrap of strength focused on the task.

				The Chamber fell silent as Shandor’s body crumpled to the ground like an unstrung puppet. He did not feel it—instead he was falling, tumbling end over end, rushing past light and sound and scent and feeling, until at last he landed painfully in a tangle of arms and legs, disoriented and in pain. For a moment, his vision went dark.

				“My love?”

				He looked up, his head still spinning, but everything came into focus when he saw her, dressed in silver-grey silk, her hair woven with blue and white flowers, a bundle of green willow under her arm. I gave her that gown. I remember this day! I...I am here, now, within the Stone. It is as I willed it to be. 

				Shandor’s body lay cold and lifeless on the stone floor of the Chamber, barely visible in the now-ominous light of the Stone of Léir, which had been forever changed. Only the bravest of souls would dare gaze into it now, for it housed the spirit of the mightiest being ever to roam the world of Alterra.  Shandor dwelled within, together with all that remained of his only love.

				He knew she was only a memory, but neither war, nor famine, nor any plea from those outside would ever make him leave her. 

				

				

				

				

			

	


I

				

				Tarfion of the Greatwood settled back against a moss-covered boulder and waited for his only daughter, Gaelen, to arrive. He had sent forth his favorite falcon, Giron, to fetch her, though he knew she would not be easy to find.  He drew a deep sigh, lulled by the sound of the nearby river, and settled in for a long wait—this matter was too important to delay. 

				His thoughts strayed to the upcoming journey to Mountain-home, for he was to accompany the King as part of his personal guard. This great honor was usually bestowed on the realm’s most decorated warriors, not common hunter-scouts, but as the most fabled archer in the Greatwood realm Tarfion was anything but common. He had become the King’s favorite, a fact which both delighted and frustrated his two brothers.

				I didn’t ask to be the King’s favorite, he thought, reflecting on the incident that had assured his status for the rest of his life—the day he had saved the King’s only son from death. It had only been twenty years since, but he remembered it as though it had happened yesterday.

				He had been scouting with his twin brother Tarmagil near the eastern borders of the realm, and had selected a tall pine as a watch-tower. Unlike his brother, who had settled into an accommodating maple some distance away, Tarfion never really thought about comfort. He could see better in this ancient pine, and that made up for the sticky sap on his worn leather breeches. 

				He drew a deep sigh, shook an errant lock of reddish-brown hair from his eyes, and thought about his brother, whom he could hear rustling and crackling around even from this distance. We came into the world at the same time, yet we are nothing alike, he thought. Tarmagil stood both taller and broader, and he was an inept archer, though he was almost phenomenal with a broadsword. He tended toward impatience, and he made more noise than most, especially when climbing trees. In fact, he was not in the least bit stealthy.

				He might have been an inept hunter, but when enemies threatened the borders of the forest Tarmagil would put his considerable talents to good use. He fought without equal as long as he could use a blade, hence Tarfion wondered about the wisdom of placing one of the Greatwood’s best swordsmen up in a tall tree. An archer was well positioned to end the misbegotten lives of any Ulcas who wandered by, but what was Tarmagil supposed to do, hurl his sword at them?

				Well, no one forced him to be a hunter-scout. And I know how disappointed he is to be missing the greatest chase of the year—terrible hunter or not. Tarfion understood that disappointment, for he felt it himself. Nearly every Elf in the Greatwood loved the chase, to fly across the open lands on a good horse in pursuit of something swift, wild, and dangerous. 

				There would not likely be a chase more dangerous than the one presently underway, for the King’s hunters pursued the great tusker known as “Turoc,” the Black Boar. Turoc was known to have killed perhaps sixty Elves in his life, but the number was probably far greater. Almost six feet tall at the shoulder, he weighed nearly a ton. Though well over a hundred years old, he was still strong enough to bring down a mounted rider by first ambushing and crashing into the horse, then attacking the fallen Elf or man as he lay dazed on the ground. Once dead, the rider would be eaten. Turoc had displayed an unsettling fondness for the brains and livers of his victims, who would be found with skulls crushed and bellies ripped open. A crafty beast, he studied the habits of his future prey so that he knew their daily comings and goings. He also learned to lurk along hunting trails, ambushing the last rider in the line. With the chase in full cry, the others were unlikely to notice the fallen one until it was too late. 

				Tarfion recalled the sad tale of the last great boar-hunt. Nearly two months ago, one of the realm’s best hunters, a tall, strong fellow named Quanto, had vowed not to return without Turoc’s head. Quanto had killed hundreds of wild boar for the King’s tables, and he was as wise in their ways as anyone, but he was far too sure of himself in Tarfion’s opinion. 

				Turoc seemed to know when his welcome had worn out, for he disappeared without a trace as soon as anyone came looking for him. Apparently he had many hunting-grounds, but he seemed to prefer the lands near the eastern borders of the forest, and eventually he would resurface. He would prowl there day and night, a silent shadow, alone and hungry.

				Quanto had returned empty-handed, having lost the other four members of his hunting party, all but one of the horses, and his right arm at the elbow. Tarfion remembered the haunted look in his eyes, and shuddered. He doubted Quanto would ever hunt again. 

				Now the great boar’s hour would come, for the King had called out every rider who could wield a bow or a spear. Quanto had wounded Turoc—the shaft of a great spear still protruded from behind the top of the shoulder on the left side. According to one of the few folk ever to see Turoc and live to tell about it, it was finally taking its toll. The boar had lost condition and his gait indicated discomfort. Now was the time to take him down.

				Tarfion imagined the thrill of chasing down a creature that weighed as much as two smallish horses, foot-long tusks cracked and stained from many battles, tiny eyes filled with malice. He wondered if Tarmagil was imagining the same thing. He probably sees himself mounted on his favorite war-horse, drawing abreast of the charging boar and leaping onto it, or something equally absurd. 

				Distant hunting-horns to the east interrupted Tarfion’s reverie. By the sound, he could tell that quarry had been sighted and the hunters were giving chase. This would be a sight to see, even if he couldn’t be part of it, but he was at his post and could not leave it. Alone and on foot there would be little he could do anyway, other than let them ride past him.

				Then he heard a series of whistles and hoots coming from Tarmagil’s direction. Apparently his brother had decided that abandoning his post was acceptable behavior, as he appeared to be heading toward the sound of the hunting-horns. 

				Stop! Don’t you dare! Tarfion hooted back, fully expecting to be ignored—this was exactly the sort of circumstance in which Tarmagil would mysteriously lose his hearing. When no response came, he knew that his headstrong brother had given in to temptation. “Oh, fine. And I suppose he’ll have made up some excellent excuse, some urgent threat that demanded his attention elsewhere.” 

				Grumbling under his breath, Tarfion prepared to climb down from the tall tree, just in case. 

				

				

				Prince Aruin, only son and heir of the King, lay dazed where he had fallen. He had begged his father to allow him to be in charge of one of the hunting parties, and Osgar had relented, but only on the condition that three of the realm’s best archers accompany him. In addition, he was to stay with the main group of mounted horsemen until the horns signaled that the beast had been found. Aruin, desperate to prove himself, had elected to disobey his father’s orders and had split off from the main group. 

				To his delight, he had been the first to spot Turoc’s great, limping form, head down, pulling at the tender herbs growing near a thicket of thorn-bushes. He sounded his royal hunting-horn and charged toward the boar with his three companions, all of whom had arrows already nocked. 

				Turoc raised his huge head in alarm, gave a great, startled squeal that sounded more like a bellow, and ran into the thicket, disappearing from view. Undaunted, Aruin urged his horse forward, using the trampled vegetation to guide him. His powerful bow was ready, and his companions were close behind. 

				He knew how dangerous Turoc was, and he slowed to a more cautious pace, looking all around for his quarry. His heart was racing now, and not just with the thrill of the hunt. Come on, you ugly nightmare! Show yourself, he thought, just before a flurry of alarmed cries and frantic, irregular hoof-beats told him that Turoc had charged in from behind. Aruin cursed his carelessness—this tactic was well known.

				 He wheeled his horse about in time to witness the disarray behind him as three panicked horses reared and plunged, screaming, while the massive bulk of Turoc rooted and lurched among them, swinging his massive head back and forth. Two of the archers were unhorsed already, though one had managed to place an arrow in the great snout before the crushing weight of one of Turoc’s massive hooves silenced him forever. Turoc gored one of the horses, who fell, thrashing, on top of the other unfortunate archer. The third was nowhere to be seen; apparently she had been borne away by her terrified mount.

				Aruin drew his powerful bow, knowing that his best chance at killing the beast was a shot to the eye, but his horse was so distressed that it jostled him, spoiling his aim. The shaft went wide, grazing the boar’s cheek to lodge in the left forearm. With an outraged squeal, Turoc slammed into Aruin’s mount, throwing both horse and rider hard onto the ground. 

				Turoc turned, seeming to know that he could take his time, as Aruin’s horse struggled to its feet. Picked for beauty rather than steadfastness, it turned and trotted off after its two surviving fellows. The Prince lay dazed with his broken bow beside him, helpless, the tiny red eyes of the great boar fixed upon him. Later, Aruin would swear that the ugly, panting jaws twisted into a wicked grin just before it charged.

				

				

				“It’s not bad enough that you leave your post, but you force me to leave mine. Just wait until I find you,” Tarfion muttered, cursing his irresponsible brother yet again. “If I didn’t know better, I’d swear you were the son of a…of something other than our mother!” 

				He had followed Tarmagil straight toward the hunting party, but pulled up short as he arrived just in time to witness the fall of Prince Aruin in the distance. To his horror, a hulking mass of enraged muscle, pawing and snorting, faced the fallen Prince—Turoc, the demon-boar, was obviously preparing to charge! He could also see Tarmagil running toward the scene, his broadsword flashing, but knew he would never make it in time.

				I’ve got one chance…thought Tarfion, frantically pulling an arrow from his quiver and nocking it. The shot was long—impossibly long—and across the wind. He had no time to wish his younger brother, Turanen, widely acclaimed as the better archer, could take the shot for him. He had no time to think at all—he simply drew back, took aim, held his breath, and released. He was already preparing his second shot when the first one struck Turoc in the left eye. The beast kept charging straight for the Prince, who had regained enough of his faculties to realize his predicament but not enough to move out of the way. The second shot buried itself immediately behind the boar’s left elbow, piercing the black heart. Turoc appeared to have had his legs cut from under him, falling like a stone, and Aruin had to scramble as best he could to avoid being crushed. As it was, his left leg twisted severely, leaving him in great pain.

				Tarmagil and Tarfion managed to bear the Prince out into the open, where they soon met with the rest of the boar-hunters, who had been drawn to the call of Aruin’s horn. 

				When everyone realized the incredible feat Tarfion had performed, his name and future status were assured. King Osgar presented him with many gifts, including a great brooch wrought of silver in the shape of a charging boar with tiny ruby-red eyes. Thereafter, Tarfion was nearly always chosen to accompany the King whenever he set forth, and was proclaimed as the best archer in all the realm.

				

				

				Now, twenty years later, Aruin was still alive and healthy, and Tarfion sat waiting for his daughter, about to take her on her first really grand adventure. This had not been the easiest thing in the world to arrange. He recalled when, only two days ago, he had begged an audience with King Osgar to ask that Gaelen be allowed to travel with him so that she might become familiar with the route to Mountain-home. 

				“Gaelen? The little one with the short hair?” Osgar shook his head. “She’s quite feral, you know. As her father, you should be teaching her better manners.” He frowned, his dark eyebrows drawing together beneath his crown of woven silver. 

				“Begging your pardon, Lord, but I believe she has shown great potential as a hunter-scout. If she would one day follow in the footsteps of her kin, she will need the experience. She is nine-and-forty, and yet has rarely ever ventured beyond the boundaries of our lands.”

				“Yes, I know,” said Osgar. “And the one time she did was in disobedience of her father’s orders, as I recall.”

				Tarfion bit his lower lip briefly, but continued to defend his daughter. “She’s high-spirited and independent. I was once rather the same.”

				“Tarfion, I have known you since you and your brother came into the world. You always knew your place. It’s my opinion that your daughter takes after Tarmagil, and if that is so, then heaven help you.”

				“But Tarmagil is going to the council, and both he and I will swear to keep Gaelen in her place.”

				“Tarmagil has proven himself in countless skirmishes,” said Osgar. “He is now part of my personal guard, even as you are. He has matured beyond foolhardiness—I’m not convinced about Gaelen.”  

				“She has a good strong heart and a ready mind. She knows how to use it,” said Tarfion.

				“She had better,” growled Osgar. “I still haven’t forgotten the pit-trap incident.”

				In spite of himself, Tarfion smiled, though he covered it quickly. Gaelen, with the help of two of her friends, had dug a rather impressive trap in the hope of ensnaring large game. Regrettably, they had mistakenly ensnared Osgar in it, along with a rather irate weasel who had thought nothing of discharging scent all over the outraged King. Osgar had locked the young offenders up for nearly a week to teach them the folly of carelessness, almost as long as it took to get the stench out of his hair.

				“Will you agree, my lord? I promise she will do exactly as she is told, will not get in the way, and will throw herself into whatever task she is given. I would be most grateful.”

				Osgar drew a deep sigh. “I suppose she really can’t get into too much trouble, not with your supervision. And I owe you a debt that can never be repaid. If it means so much to you, then I will grant your request.”

				Tarfion understood Osgar’s concerns. The High King, Ri-Elathan, had called an important council to decide how best to deal with Lord Wrothgar, known as the Black Flame, who had been gathering his followers in anticipation of war. Ri-Elathan, it seemed, would now lay plans to march northward to engage the enemy before Lord Wrothgar could fully prepare. It was also known that Kotos, the dark Asarla and right hand of Wrothgar, was readying an assault on the northern realm of Tuathas. Therefore, the council would include many of the mightiest and most respected leaders of Elves and Men. 

				Osgar, of course, had been included in that number. He wanted to meet with the High King to pledge the aid of the Elves of the Greatwood, and he would tolerate no mistakes. He faced Tarfion with an expression indicating he had not forgotten the humiliation of presiding over the Greatwood while reeking of weasel. Tarfion placed his right hand over his heart, bowed respectfully, and took his leave. He intended to have a very long talk with Gaelen, assuming he could find her. 

				

				

				Few Elves were more difficult to find than Gaelen of the Greatwood, and it took time for Tarfion’s message to reach her. Giron, her father’s falcon, had been specially trained to seek out certain individuals, including any and all family members. An excellent scout himself, Giron had also learned to recognize enemies. He could relay their nature, numbers, and approximate location through elaborate head bobs and wing movements, provided Tarfion had enough dried meat to reward him with. When Gaelen saw the triangular, white form circling above her, she knew she had been summoned.

				She called to the bird—a series of short, piercing whistles followed by a long, rasping “Keeyahhhh!”—so that he would know the message had been received and he could fly back to Tarfion for his reward. Then she sprinted effortlessly after him, tracking his relatively slow, easy glide back to where her father would be waiting. 

				Gaelen entered a pretty, green glade near the river to find Tarfion standing with Giron, who was perched contentedly on his gloved left wrist, still tearing at a strip of dried squirrel-meat. “He’s getting so lazy, he might forget how to hunt for himself!” she said. “I hardly even needed to run to keep up.”

				“Ah, but he’s so much more useful as a messenger than as a hunter,” said Tarfion, stroking the top of Giron’s head with one finger, an act which seemed to annoy him. “How long would it have taken me to find you without him, I wonder? You know, if you are going to prove your worth in the service of the King, you had best make yourself easier to find.”

				Gaelen briefly cast her gaze heavenward, hiding her expression by shoving the unruly mop of ginger-brown hair back from her bright, olive green eyes. “Once the King decides to employ my services, he’ll make his expectations clear, I’m sure,” she said. “Until that day comes, you know how to find me already.”

				“Sit down, Gaelen. You and I must talk,” said Tarfion, tossing another scrap of squirrel-meat onto the ground a few yards away. Giron pounced on it at once, leaving Tarfion free to sit beside Gaelen on a large, flat table of stone. 

				He regarded his daughter for a moment. She certainly didn’t fit the mold of any Wood-elf destined for greatness. She was small—he doubted she would grow any taller than the height of his shoulder—and she seemed to pride herself on being ill-groomed. The short-cropped hair, always wild and unkempt, disturbed him; Elves did not cut their hair until it grew long enough to inconvenience them, and still they were reluctant. The long, silken tresses were almost regarded as a hallmark of their race, much like the ubiquitous beards of dwarves. To crop one’s hair in such a fashion had not been seen before in the Greatwood.

				He knew better than to mention it, as she would hear no argument and he knew it. Besides, he had to admire her willingness to choose conviction over convention. He wondered where she had gotten her impulsive, independent nature. Certainly not from Gloranel, his life-mate.  His twin brother, Tarmagil, often teased him about it: I must give you due credit, my brother. You’ve managed to find the one Elf in the Greatwood who is more responsible and humorless then you are! 

				But even Gloranel, who often disapproved of Gaelen, could not deny her daughter’s many talents. Even now, Tarfion perceived Gaelen’s alertness. Her eyes and ears constantly attuned to the sights and sounds around her, she was a lithe, limber little warrior. She could survive on her own indefinitely, she was an excellent rider, and, though not much of an archer, she showed great promise with blades. She sang beautifully, she could talk to ravens, and could track anything while remaining virtually untrackable. She would make an excellent hunter-scout one day.

				“The King has been summoned to the great council at Mountain-home, and, as usual, he has requested my presence as part of his personal guard. This will be a mighty gathering, held in secret. I’ve asked that you be allowed to come along to aid me, so that you might learn the hidden way. It is difficult to find unless you know it.”

				“I suppose that’s why they call it the hidden way,” said Gaelen, her eyes brighter than usual at the prospect of going to Mountain-home. Tarfion lowered his eyebrows at her and she grew serious, having realized that he didn’t approve of any sarcasm when he was being so generous.

				“Before I offer you this chance, we must come to an understanding,” he continued. “The King was not happy with my request, and he granted it only reluctantly. He hasn’t forgotten certain past incidents, and he is well aware of your tendency to go against orders and do as you please. I convinced him to trust my judgment—that you are ready to take your place as one of his loyal, faithful hunter-scouts. That means no disobedience and no mischief! I know how capable you can be, and I know you will make me proud one day. May I count on you to safeguard my reputation by behaving yourself?”

				Gaelen sat silent for a few moments, obviously considering, and Tarfion wondered again who she took after. Faced with the same question, he would have sworn to throw himself on his sword without pausing to consider other options. At last she replied, “Within reason.”

				“Within reason? What does that mean?” 

				“Well, if the King asks me to do something foolish, such as throw myself off a cliff for no good cause, will you expect me to do it?”

				Tarfion just sat speechless for a moment. “Are you jesting again? Because if you’re not, then you’re being absurd!”

				“You said no disobedience, and I can’t promise that unconditionally. As much as I long to go to Mountain-home, I don’t want to make a promise I can’t keep. I will behave myself while remaining true to my own common sense, and I shall be ever-mindful of your reputation. Will Uncle Tarmagil and Uncle Turanen be going with us?”

				Tarfion scowled at her, as it was her common tactic to change the subject. “I haven’t truly decided whether I’m happy with our understanding yet,” he said. “But to answer your question, Tarmagil is coming. Turanen has requested leave to stay behind to aid Prince Aruin in the King’s absence.” 

				“What about Nelwyn?” asked Gaelen, who had already brightened visibly at the mention of Tarmagil, whom she adored. Nelwyn, daughter of Turanen, was therefore Gaelen’s cousin; they had become fast friends and were rarely apart. They spent much of their time riding over the wide lands, hunting and foraging, and generally following in the footsteps of their fathers.

				Tarfion shook his head. “Nelwyn is too young. Besides, her mother would never allow it. She is thoroughly convinced that you’re a bad influence. In fact, Turanen has spoken with me about it. Elwyn has come very close to forbidding Nelwyn to associate with you, kin or not.”

				For a moment, a shadow clouded Gaelen’s bright eyes, but it passed quickly. “Nelwyn knows her own mind, and she will go her own way. Her mother would see her forever in the weaving-shed, but Nelwyn takes after her father. She wants to be the finest archer in the Greatwood. I’m not concerned.”

				“No, indeed not,” said Tarfion, knowing that he had come to all the “understanding” he was likely to get. He was her father, and she both loved and respected him, but he did not rule her. He never would.

				“All right, then, we leave in three days,” he said, standing up and whistling for Giron. “Make sure your weapons and your pony are ready and well-tended.” 

				“She’s not a pony,” Gaelen muttered. “She’s a small horse. I’m small…does that mean I’m not an Elf?” She leapt down from the stone, turned, and disappeared into the forest before he could reply. 

				

				

				

				

				

			

	


II

				

				Gaelen rode with Tarfion and Tarmagil as advance guard, and Gaelen soon understood why Tarfion had called this the “hidden way.”  He dutifully pointed out every landmark, though Gaelen knew that she would find the way again, even without such clues.  Her memory for place and path would always stand her in good stead and, combined with her tracking abilities, would ensure that she was rarely lost. Still, even Tarfion became confused once or twice, for the higher they climbed into the mountains, the more difficult things became. Every path looked like every other path, and often there was no path at all. The horses picked their way carefully.

				Gaelen’s little mare, named Angael, had less trouble than most. Due to her size, she was as agile as a goat. She was also highly intelligent. Many had admired the rich, walnut-brown coat, set off by a light flaxen mane and tail, two white stockings in back, and two white socks in front. A bright blaze, often hidden by a long, thick forelock, adorned Angael’s fine, feminine face. Her toughness and ability to thrive on very little fodder betrayed her northern heritage. 

				At last, Tarfion released Giron, instructing him to go forth and find the Elves of Mountain-home. “Sechen an Elàni, àlin Giron!” 

				Gaelen hoped the bird would return quickly, for that would mean they were nearing the end of their six-hundred-mile journey. She was anxious to finally set eyes on this storied realm, especially the Sanctuary, an immense edifice of white granite housing the greatest known center for learning and study remaining in Alterra. 

				Mountain-home had been founded long ago by Shandor, the powerful Asarla, one of the original seven remaining in the West. The Asari, sent by the Lord of Light, had been charged with the task of bringing enlightenment to all people. Shandor, known as the White Eagle, had built the Sanctuary in hope of all free folk coming there to study and learn. No one who sought enlightenment would be turned away…at least, that had been so in the beginning. 

				When the great Elven-realm of Tal-elathas was destroyed in a terrible war, Shandor had sunk so deep into despair and disillusionment that he had closed the gates of Mountain-home, making it nearly impossible to find in all ways but one. Admission to the Sanctuary now had to be earned, along with the trust of the High-elven King, Ri-Elathan, who had made it his seat of power.

				Gaelen knew the stories, having been taught of the First and Second Uprisings of Wrothgar. As with most of her people, she had never seen an Asarla. Now she would come face-to-face with the High King, and maybe even Shandor’s daughter, Lady Ordath, who ruled Mountain-home at present. Of Shandor himself, she knew only that his stewardship of the Sanctuary had ended in tragedy. 

				Mountain-home lay, surrounded by tall peaks on every side, between two cold, turbulent streams that flowed forth from beneath the mountains. These would turn very wild indeed when the snow melted, crashing down along the southern and northern borders of the realm until they flowed together to form the River Artan. It was nearly impossible to gain entrance without crossing one of those two watercourses, either by bridges, which were always under watch, or on foot, which could only be attempted once the spring rains and snow-melt had subsided.  

				Now, in late summer, Gaelen actually looked forward to the crossing. “It seems we’re awfully high in the mountains, and yet I have neither seen nor heard the Amar Tuath,” she said, referring to the northern stream. “When will we get there?”

				“We’re not going to cross either of the Amari streams, Gaelen,” said Tarmagil. “The way we are taking is not only hidden, it’s the long way around. We’ll be approaching from the east. 

				“Why?” asked Gaelen, obviously disappointed. 

				“Because no one must know of our errand,” said Tarfion, who had overheard. 

				“But…why else would a group of Wood-elves, including the King and his retinue, be wandering around in the mountains east of Mountain-home?” asked Gaelen. “Won’t it still be obvious to our enemies that we’re going there?”

				“Do you want to thump her nose, or shall I?” said Tarmagil with a broad grin, having taken note of the annoyance on Tarfion’s face. 

				“Enemies do not watch this road, Gaelen, as they do not know it,” said Tarfion. “Do you honestly believe you would have been the first to think of the possibility?”

				Gaelen, chastened, said nothing more until Giron finally appeared, winging out of the western sky, calling in triumph. “Would you like me to ride back and inform the King?” she asked. 

				“No,” said Tarmagil. “I’ll do that. I want you to be one of the first to see this great sight. I’ve seen it before.”  He smiled at her. “I almost envy you the discovery.”

				

				

				Gaelen was the first to sight the scouts of Mountain-home, followed by the heralds of Lady Ordath. “Farath-talam,” they said. “Welcome to Mountain-home. We have been sent to greet you and lead you over the rim of the mountains. With your permission, we would prefer to wait until your entire party is assembled, and then we should make our way to the King’s Halls, for both he and the Lady Ordath are expecting you.” 

				Once Osgar arrived, he was escorted to the forefront of the group, and Tarmagil’s wish that Gaelen be among the first to view the splendor of Mountain-home would be in vain. She didn’t mind, for, though she was eager to see the legendary Elven-realm, a shadow had come into her mind. Something would happen here…something important. Whether it would be a good thing or bad, she didn’t know, but she hesitated. Well, you’re going into a realm where a great, secret war-council is taking place. The High King is there! Of course something important is about to happen. She shook off the feeling of impending…something…and hesitated no longer.

				

				

				The first sight of the hidden realm of Mountain-home took Gaelen’s breath away. Its beauty and tranquility inspired her with a sense of awe and respect for those who had secured and sanctified it. She had heard of the divine influence of the Asari—that they could shape rock and tree, order the seasons to suit their liking, and even direct the sun and moon. Though she didn’t believe such grandiose statements, she now wondered whether some of them might be just a little true. This realm was perfect. The mountains, shrouded in mist, would suffer gales and blinding blizzards, but one look at the lush, green expanse of Mountain-home told Gaelen that such things would never trouble anyone within its boundaries. There was a power here—she could feel it. She only wished that Nelwyn could share the sight with her.

				As with most Elven-realms, this one had been designed to blend harmoniously with its natural surroundings. At first it didn’t seem to have many dwelling-places or other structures, but as Gaelen looked more closely she could see the thriving, healthy community emerge from the background of trees, vines, stones, and water. It’s the same in the Greatwood…this is just a little more grand, she thought, trying not to be intimidated. 

				One look at the Sanctuary, however, convinced her otherwise. She had never seen anything like the stark white granite edifice that emerged from the northern mountain-face. It seemed to sparkle, even in the waning sunlight, and she had heard that it glowed all night long with some magical light, like a beacon proclaiming the power of knowledge. She could hardly wait to find out. The columns and archways were perfect, though plain, for she had been told that the Sanctuary had not been built to impress visitors with its outer appearance. The real treasures lay inside—the most extensive library of learning and lore known to remain in Alterra. The only obvious ornament, a great eagle cast in pure silver, perched above the main doorway with wings spread as though about to take flight. Gaelen smiled to herself. Shandor obviously couldn’t resist one small display of vanity.

				The King and his personal retinue were taken immediately to lavish quarters reserved for visiting royalty, but Gaelen wouldn’t complain about the comfort of her own relatively austere accommodations. She would not remain in them, anyway. Tall trees were more to her liking, and she soon found one, perching high in the branches, observing the goings-on below. She would find many activities of interest here, and would want for nothing. The kitchens, staffed by dedicated and talented folk of various races, were open day and night.

				

				

				There followed many days of debate, discussion, and kingly counsel, to which Gaelen was not privy—humble hunter-scouts were forbidden to listen in on matters of such importance. That suited her at first, as she was free to wander and amuse herself, but as the days wore on and the delights of Mountain-home became more familiar, she began to look for diversions. Gaelen had never liked being forbidden to do things, and since she had always enjoyed the challenge of disobedience, she decided to hone her skills in stealthy approaches to the secret council areas, catching glimpses of the great folk assembled there.

				She beheld Magra the Mighty, a powerful, golden-haired Èolarin Elf, second-in-command of Ri-Elathan’s army. Beside him sat Alduinar, King of the Northmen, and Lord Airan of Tal-sithian, accompanied by their trusted advisors and battle tacticians. King Osgar of the Greatwood was there as well, but he had been seated as far away from the High King as would have been possible without deliberate insult. I’m sure it’s not intentional, thought Gaelen. I’m sure they realize how important the Greatwood is to their efforts. Still, it made her scowl on behalf of Wood-elves everywhere. 

				At the head of the council-table stood a beautiful, dark-haired lady of regal bearing. Ah! That must be Lady Ordath, thought Gaelen, as the Lady took her seat beside an immense, powerful Elf—undoubtedly the High King. Stern and keen-eyed, he attracted Gaelen’s attention from first sight. Untold years of strife and heavy responsibility were graven into his strong, grim face. He spoke rarely, preferring to listen to the debate around him with little change of expression. When he did speak, there were no arguments. 

				Only once did his expression change to any great extent, and that occurred the second time Gaelen observed him. A heated tactical discussion had occupied his attention as he sat, brooding and taking in all he heard. The first indication of any distraction came as his eyes flickered up and to the left, toward Gaelen, but only for a moment. His dark eyebrows lowered, and he closed his eyes as though concentrating. Then he lifted his chin from his right hand and drew himself to his full height, eyes searching in her direction. She held her breath, praying that he would not detect her concealment. How could it be so? She had been so careful to place herself where it would be extremely difficult to observe her, yet his eyes searched for her even now. They did not find her, but a slight smile softened them as he paused before returning his attention to the council. After that, Gaelen made no more such intrusions. 

				

				

				She did learn a few things from the Elves of Mountain-home. Apparently, this great meeting had been going on for quite some time already, as the participants forged weapons, discussed tactics, and made ready for war. They did not know when the armies would depart—apparently, that had not yet been decided—but, though Osgar and the Elves of the Greatwood were made welcome, they were considered minor players in the unfolding drama. Ri-Elathan accepted their pledge with solemn gratitude, and Osgar agreed to return to the Greatwood, where he would wait with his people until the High King summoned them.  

				This both saddened and annoyed Gaelen. It annoyed her that the high-and-mighty always seemed to discount her people, for she believed that an army of stalwart Wood-elves might well turn the tide of any battle. It saddened her because she realized that her stay in Mountain-home would be far briefer than she had hoped.

				She especially enjoyed listening to and observing the Northmen, the tall Tuathar with their interesting ways and different speech. Then there was the Sanctuary, which she longed to explore. She would have preferred to remain in Mountain-home through the winter, but had been told that the Greatwood Elves would be departing much sooner. 

				Having abandoned the idea of observing the war-council, Gaelen had decided to explore other areas of the Sanctuary. This proved to be both intriguing and challenging. Her footfalls echoed through the stark, white halls; there were no natural sounds to mask them, and she abandoned the idea of trying to be stealthy. After all, she was a guest, and therefore welcome. 

				She noticed several gatherings of scholars as she passed by the entrances to their study-chambers, peeking in to listen briefly to their debate and discourse. Elves and Men argued and gesticulated over tables laden with bound manuscripts, scrolls, and half-filled ink bottles. Many wore the black robes characteristic of scholars, with hoods trimmed in velvet of a color indicating their status and major field of study. Gaelen had never seen anything like it.

				In one such chamber, perhaps twenty learners sat before a raised dais, from which an aged dwarf expounded on the mysteries of the day. He did not notice Gaelen’s shaggy head poking around the doorway, or if he did, he did not acknowledge it. Several of the students, however, glared at her intrusion into their private enlightenment. Obviously, she did not belong.  Gaelen retreated, but she would have liked to have heard what the dwarf had to say; it was the first time she had seen one in such a role.

				She crept into one darkened space, drawn by the odor of what appeared to be a partially-dismantled corpse on a slab. Gaelen could read, and read well, but the words on the nearby parchment flummoxed her, as they were in a foreign tongue. The sketches, though, were clear—this was an examination of the inner workings of a human body. Gaelen paused long enough to draw a linen drape over what remained of the man’s face before backing away, wondering if he had a family. How would they view this violation of his most intimate space?

				By far the most fascinating, and yet disturbing, sight came later. She caught a glimpse of a tall, statuesque figure gliding down the polished hallway in front of her, and recognized Lady Ordath. Her curiosity would not be denied, and she decided to engage in the ultimate game of stealth, following the faint sound of soft, slippered feet deep into the heart of the mountain. 

				At last she came to a granite chamber flickering with soft candle-light.  A beautiful crystal vault lay silent and cold on a raised platform of stone, together with a single, carved oaken chair upholstered in thick black velvet. Ordath moved to each candle, replacing it with a new, tall one, renewing the faint golden light. Then she moved to the rectangular vault, placed a graceful hand on the surface, and walked completely around it before sitting in the black velvet chair. 

				Gaelen did not understand until she perceived the tall figure lying in the vault. It was an Elf, or seemed to be one, with long, silver-white hair. His body was flawless, without decay, as though he had simply gone to sleep. The eyes, however, were wide open. This wasn’t unusual, as Elves often “slept” with their eyes open, but even from a distance, Gaelen could tell that this one wasn’t breathing. Dead, then? Dead but not decayed? There is some magic at work here.

				Ordath placed her hand on the vault again, and Gaelen read the sorrow in her eyes. This was a very private meditation, one that must not suffer intrusion. Gaelen crept back into the shadows from whence she had come. Only much later would she realize that she had been one of the very few to set eyes on the empty, soulless body of the mighty Shandor, founder of Mountain-home, most forlorn of the ancient bringers of Light.

				

				

				The following evening, all were invited to a feast in the house of Ordath, and it was to be a memorable event for Gaelen. She was seated with the other Wood-elves at a long table near the entrance to the Great Hall. Though far from the King’s table, she could still witness one of the mightiest assemblages of Elven and Mankind that had been seen since the First Reckoning. Lady Ordath presided over the gathering, together with Ri-Elathan and Alduinar. All were resplendent, but Gaelen’s gaze was particularly drawn to Ri-Elathan. Clad in sable and silver, he wore a simple crown of gold upon his dark hair. His keen grey eyes were as stern as ever, though he seemed relaxed, even smiling on occasion, usually when responding to Alduinar, a tall, bearded man of regal bearing who sat beside him.

				The King’s eyes roamed the crowd, as though searching, and then they lit upon Gaelen and roamed no more. She quickly looked away, flushing. He surely knew that she had been the very one skulking near the secret war-council; his expression had been exactly the same, though he had not met her eyes then. At first she dared not look at him again, but in spite of herself she raised her chin and turned her gaze to his. For a moment each looked at the other without flinching. Then one of the courtiers passed in front of her, and the moment was broken. When the way had cleared, Ri-Elathan was otherwise engaged and paid her no more heed.  

				

				 

				A few days later, Tarfion’s presence was requested as part of a royal hunting party. Ri-Elathan had arranged to ride out over the hills to the southwest, for he was weary of debates and tactics and wanted to feel the freedom of the open air. He specifically requested a small group to accompany him, including Osgar as representative of the Woodland. Osgar wanted Tarfion to go along as his personal guard. 

				The hunting party rode forth in the early morning, making its way down through the mountain-paths before turning southward, trampling the dew-spangled grass along steep, treacherous bluffs flanking the river Nachtan.  

				Clad in hunting attire of dull green and grey, Ri-Elathan rode at the fore with his standard-bearer. The banner that flew beside him was small, but beautiful—a silken blue-and-sable with silver stars and golden sun, spun of thread so fine that it rippled in the wind like water. It was an heirloom of Ri-Elathan’s house, having been made for his father, Ri-Aldamar.  It had seen many such outings and was still in fine condition, for it was too small to be a battle-standard.

				It would never be known what caused the banner to break free of its attachment and fly loose on the wind, to the chagrin of the standard-bearer and the dismay of Ri-Elathan. Higher and higher it drifted, straight for the bluffs and the wild water. Those who witnessed the events of the day might have assigned its escape to fate, for the banner had never before broken free. 

				Now it flew toward an irrecoverable doom, for if it went over the edge of the bluffs the wind would surely drop it into the river, never to be found. None of the company would be able to retrieve it, as it was being carried too swiftly and too high. Ri-Elathan’s eyes were grim, for the loss of this token grieved him beyond measure.

				Unbeknownst to anyone, Gaelen had followed the hunting party at a distance, and she saw the banner twisting in the wind, sailing to its ruin over the bluff. That’s the King’s banner—this cannot be a good thing, she thought. Whatever happens, someone must retrieve it! She hesitated for only a moment, not really understanding why the banner was so important, yet certain that it was so. Then she spurred her mount forward with reckless determination, flying toward the edge. Her sudden appearance surprised everyone—her father cried out in fear, and the hunting party held its collective breath. 

				Her little mare raced along the cliff as Gaelen calculated the flight of her target, reaching back and pulling an arrow from her quiver. The banner sailed over the edge straight into the clutches of a down-draft, dropping suddenly toward the river. Gaelen grasped the mare’s mane with one hand and hooked her heel over the saddle bow, leaning out as far as she dared. One slip, and they would likely fall to their deaths. The little horse kept steady as Gaelen lunged out, snagged the banner with the tip of the arrow, and then pulled both it and herself back into the saddle. She wheeled around, cantering easily back toward the company, patting Angael’s neck with a trembling hand, knowing the chance she had taken. Her father rode out to meet her, intending to rebuke her in the strongest possible way, but the set of her jaw indicated that any rebuke would be useless, and he let her pass. 

				She rode past the astonished courtiers and huntsmen, and past the standard-bearer who had meant to intercept her. To the dismay and displeasure of her own King Osgar, she rode right up to the Ri-Elathan and stood before him, meeting his gaze as she gently and carefully folded the beautiful silk into a small, neat square. To the amazement of all assembled, Ri-Elathan dismounted and approached her as she held out his prized heirloom, still looking levelly at him. She did not drop her eyes when he took the banner, but as their hands touched, she trembled. For a moment, his hand lingered as he withdrew the silken square, his eyes never leaving hers. He bowed his head slightly in acknowledgment, and then spoke to her in a deep, powerful voice.

				“That was an impressively reckless bit of riding, and I thank you for the return of my property. You are Gaelen of the Greatwood, are you not?”  

				How does he know my name? She nodded once, still keeping her eyes fixed on his. His dark brows lowered at her and his gaze hardened. “Do you comprehend the risk you have just taken? Why did you risk your life for a square of silk? And by whose leave do you spy on secret councils and follow my hunting party unbidden?”

				Her answer was interrupted by Tarfion, who rode up beside his wayward daughter while making apology to the King for her disrespect. Ri-Elathan waved him off, still never dropping his gaze from Gaelen’s. Tarfion lowered his eyes and backed away, muttering, “For the love of heaven, think before you speak…just this once!” 

				Ri-Elathan pretended not to hear, lifting his eyebrows at Gaelen in expectation of her reply. 

				“Yes, my name is Gaelen, and I am of the Greatwood. I knew full well the risk taken and deemed it acceptable…the fact that I’m still here lends credence to that opinion. And I would not risk my life for a square of silk, unless it was of great importance to the High King. I sensed your regret should it be lost.”

				This response apparently impressed Ri-Elathan, and his expression grew less stern. “You are not wrong, for this banner is dear to me. It has long been in my family, and its like will not be seen again. I have always carried it when I have gone forth, except into battle, when I bear it next to my heart.” As if to demonstrate this point, he tucked the small silken bundle beneath his tunic. When he spoke again, his voice was softer. “You still have not answered the last question.”  

				For the first time, Gaelen dropped her gaze, her voice small and quiet. “I merely sought to practice approaching undetected; it is a skill that serves me well as a hunter-scout. I have no interest in battle-tactics and understand nothing of them…I do not know why I followed the hunting party.”  Here she lifted her eyes again, and her pride shone forth just a little bit through her humble tone. “I’m afraid I’m rather used to going wherever I will, unless forbidden.” 

				Her eyes met those of Ri-Elathan, and for a long moment they both stood silent and unmoving. Gaelen searched deep within to behold the true nature of the Elf who became the High King. In that moment, a change came over her that she did not even begin to understand. She felt a thrill—a sort of swelling energy—filling her from her bones to the pores in her skin. Her heartbeat quickened, her eyes glowed with a soft inner light, and she stopped breathing for a moment. Things awakened within her that had lain dormant since her birth. She had never felt such a sensation before, nor would she ever again. In her innocence, she did not yet realize the importance of this happening, but as she looked deep into the King’s iron-grey eyes, she knew that she loved him. 

				Ri-Elathan, to his astonishment, experienced an awakening of his own. Though he had thought never to be blessed with a life-mate, this small, insignificant Wood-elf—lion-hearted, unbridled, and free—stood before him with his heart in her hands. Surely…surely I have not Perceived her… I had thought never to bind myself to anyone—never to leave an heir. This must not happen—it cannot happen now…can it? 

				He gazed into the depths of her bright eyes, trying to deny the undeniable. He was the lock. She was the key. His heart knew it, even as his mind denied it. Her spirit was so free, so young, and so like his own that he found himself aching to bind himself to her fate, forsaking grim responsibility and sharing endless days with her. He had not allowed such feelings in untold years. Not since I was very, very young…like she is now. 

				At that moment, Magra, who did not yet comprehend what had befallen, approached and stood beside Ri-Elathan, holding forth the bridle-reins of the King’s great horse, Malathon. 

				“My lord?”

				The moment was broken. Ri-Elathan took the reins from Magra’s hand, but before he turned to mount again, he spoke once more to Gaelen. “I am certain that you go whither you will even when forbidden. I would have your company. Will you ride with me?” 

				Gaelen’s young heart was given from that hour. “I will follow you, Lord, bidden or unbidden,” she whispered in a voice heard by Ri-Elathan alone. He truly smiled then, and his entire demeanor changed, being filled with warmth and good humor. He announced to his retinue that Gaelen of the Greatwood was to ride at his right hand. 

				As the trumpets sounded and the King rode forth once again, Tarfion breathed a sigh of relief. Whatever words his daughter had chosen, she had apparently chosen them well.

				      

				

				The hunting party stopped at mid-day to refresh themselves, and all dismounted to rest the horses and partake of food and drink. Ri-Elathan spoke to Gaelen, and then approached his friend Magra. “Gaelen and I wish to ride alone. Please continue, and do not follow us. We will find our way back to Mountain-home on our own.” 

				Magra’s normally stoic expression became anxious. “My lord, will you not reconsider? These lands are perilous! I would urge you to take some of your trusted guardians along, at least! Ill fate could overtake you and jeopardize all our plans…we cannot succeed without you.”  

				Though Ri-Elathan reassured Magra, he made it clear that he would hear no argument. “I will return when the moon rises. You are charged with keeping our guests occupied until then.” He took up a small pack of food and a vessel of wine, called to Malathon, and made ready to ride. 

				Malathon and Angael put their tails in the air, spurning the rocky ground. They ran swiftly over the hill and out of sight, to the dismay of Magra and the surprise of everyone else in the hunting party, especially Tarfion. 

				Tarmagil let out a low, soft whistle. “That banner must truly be something,” he said. 

				Magra shook his head, hoping that Osgar and his contingent would leave soon, taking Gaelen with them. Ri-Elathan and his allies had taken on a grim and formidable task, and the hope of the Light hung in the balance. They had a war to wage—they could ill afford such dangerous diversions. Still, Magra reflected he had not seen the King in such a relaxed good humor in quite some time. Who was he to deny Ri-Elathan a few hours of pleasant company? Surely that was all it would be…a few hours of pleasant company. Magra sighed. He had seen the glow in Gaelen’s eyes; she had not been aware enough to try to hide it. 

				My friend, I hope she’s worth it.

				

				

				Gaelen and the King had been riding for nearly an hour, covering about ten miles, when Ri-Elathan slowed his mount and trotted into the forest with Gaelen following close behind. Here a pleasant stream flowed through a glade of tall pines. A thick carpet of fragrant needles rustled and crunched under the horses’ feet as Ri-Elathan dismounted, leading Malathon to a welcome drink. Gaelen did the same, then they unsaddled the horses and turned them loose to find grazing; they were both quite reliable and would come when summoned. The high, warm afternoon made the cool tranquility of the dim, green glade attractive and inviting. 

				Ri-Elathan sat back against a moss-covered boulder, his long legs stretched out before him on the soft carpet of pine. Gaelen brought wine and food, and then sat beside him. They talked quietly as they ate and drank, mostly about their origins and history, as neither knew much about the other. 

				“I know that Kings are not born with such kingly names,” said Gaelen. “No one would have given you the name ‘Ri-Elathan,’ though it seems an apt one now.” 

				He sighed. “For all our sakes, I hope it is apt. I did not ask to be named ‘King of Wisdom.’ Actually, my given name is Farahin…I’m surprised you don’t know that. Know you so little of our history?”

				“At least I know what it means. Was it raining when you were born?”

				He smiled at her. “I suppose it was the color of my eyes. My mother always said they reminded her of rain clouds.”  He reached up to stroke Gaelen’s hair, fingering the short, silken strands. “Why do you crop your hair? It is certainly a beautiful color…nothing to be ashamed of.”

				“I’m not ashamed of it,” said Gaelen. She paused for a moment, but then continued as though telling him the story was the most natural thing in the world. “I lost a very dear friend long ago…a skirmish in the forest. He had very long hair—he was quite vain of it—and an enemy grabbed him from behind. I’ll never forget the way he struggled as it wrenched his head back and nearly cut it off. It was horrible. The look in his eyes…and I knew I could do nothing to help him. He knew it, too. I wept long for him, covered in blood. I have made certain that no one will ever need weep for me because my hair made an all-too-convenient handle for a back-stabbing enemy. I think it’s…it’s a way to honor his memory.”  

				She turned to Ri-Elathan, surprised at herself. “I have never told anyone else that story, though many have asked. Yet I tell you now in full knowledge that I may trust you with any of my secrets, though we have only just met. How is it possible?”

				Ri-Elathan smiled at her. “How could one so young have many secrets to reveal? Perhaps life in the Greatwood is more complex than I would have guessed—filled with intrigue and subterfuge.”  He reached for her, intending to embrace her, and she drew back a little, making him hesitate. 

				Gaelen was not prone to let others touch her, but this was different. She longed for it, in fact.  As soon as he saw it in her eyes, he smiled, gathered her in his powerful arms and held her to his breast. “Don’t fear, little Taldin Silent-foot.  I will not pry into your secrets. And you may know whatever you will of mine.”

				Gaelen returned his gentle embrace, closing her eyes and settling comfortably against his broad chest. He was very large, very strong, and very old compared with her, but his spirit, it seemed, had been fettered when it came to matters of the heart, as though he were yet young and yearned for the freedom to explore his own feelings. Thus they remained throughout the long afternoon, speaking in soft voices, sharing warmth and gentle touch, and their hearts were gladdened. At last Gaelen turned to him and asked the question that had been troubling her mind. 

				“What of this war that you are making ready? What does it all mean?”

				Ri-Elathan sighed. “I do not wish to mar the joy of this day with talk of war,” he said. “Upon another time, I will reveal my thoughts to you. Will you be content?” She nodded, but fear stirred in her heart. She knew that her time with him would be short ‘ere he went off to this war, and she feared for him. For now, she would respect his wishes. She rose and whistled for Angael, who soon trotted into the glade with Malathon behind her. 

				“We have many hours and a difficult ride to Monadh-talam. Perhaps we should begin making our way back, though I would not wish it.”  

				Ri-Elathan seemed reluctant, but he rose to his feet, stretched his powerful frame, and made ready to leave. 

				They rode back toward Mountain-home, each lost in private thoughts. After a few more hours the twilight grew deep, and the stars became visible. Soon the moon would rise, but they were still a long way from their destination. 

				

				

				Magra, the second-in-command of Ri-Elathan’s army and the closest thing he had to a friend, paced the upper courtyard as the moon began to rise above the mountains. There was only one easy way into Mountain-home, and it was constantly under watch. The sentinels’ horns would sound if anyone came near, their tones declaring the nature of those who approached. It was Magra’s fondest wish to hear the horns announcing the return of Ri-Elathan, but the night sky remained silent, save for the wind and the ever-present sound of the water. 

				Magra’s pacing was interrupted by Alduinar, Lord of Tuathas, who had come looking for him. “They tell me you know the whereabouts of Ri-Elathan. Will you enlighten me?  I would speak with him before we go down to feast tonight,” he said. 

				“I cannot enlighten you, as I do not know his whereabouts at present. He promised to return by the rising of the moon, yet it has risen and there has been no sign of him. I pray no ill has befallen.” 

				Alduinar could understand Magra’s concern. “I don’t suppose you’d care to tell me how our mighty friend came to be out in the hills with only a Wood-elf for protection? I’ve been hearing odd rumors whispered around Mountain-home.”

				Magra shook his head. “You won’t believe it. Not if what I think has happened has happened.” 

				“Do tell,” said Alduinar. “I have plenty of time.”

				Magra told the tale of the banner and subsequent events, adding his own speculations.

				“You are aware that Elves perceive the one they are destined for—the one with whom they will beget children? And you know that this event can come at any time, and cannot be denied? The King had not yet found his life-mate, and he had thought never to find her, but—Lord of Light help me—I would swear he perceived her today.”

				Alduinar sat quietly for a moment. “I can’t pretend that I really understand you or your folk,” he said. “And the way in which you perceive your life-mates had always baffled me. Perhaps you are wrong…it seems an unlikely match, after all. Even if you’re not, I doubt we have anything to fear.” He placed a reassuring hand on Magra’s shoulder. “I have known the King for many years and have fought beside him, even as you have. It would take a great mishap indeed to fell him. I also know him well enough that your time may be better spent elsewhere; he will return when he wills it. Ri-Elathan is a good king—one of the best commanders I have ever known. He will alter his course as conditions change. If he has lingered beyond his promise, it is because something has changed to make it so.” 

				Magra, unconvinced, shook his head. “I only hope a great mishap has not befallen him—a mishap that may place our plans in jeopardy. His heart was bound to that Wood-elf, if I am any judge. Now he lingers because he is blind to all caution…you did not see the way he looked at her. I have seen such looks before, but never upon the face of the King. And that She-elf was positively glowing. I tell you, this is a disaster!”

				A vague smile crossed Alduinar’s face. “Yes, I have heard your folk whispering of it. The feast tonight should be…interesting. You are much older and wiser than I will ever be, but I know Ri-Elathan. Don’t worry about our plan; he has spent too long preparing for it and knows too well its importance. No Wood-elf, however dear she may be to him, will sway him from his course. My sense is that the contingent from the Greatwood will be leaving very soon indeed, perception or no perception. And don’t forget—Lady Ordath is watching over this realm. Ri-Elathan is quite safe, I expect. Come, my friend. Your folk will alert you when he returns, so let us go down to feast. Otherwise we will miss some very interesting commentary and, as ever, a superb meal. I am weary from the day’s events.” 

				With that, Alduinar turned and strode from the courtyard, pausing to wait for Magra, who considered briefly before joining him. Alduinar smiled and shook his head. He hoped Magra was wrong; the last thing they all needed was for the King to be smitten to the heart. 

				

				The moon had risen high over the tall peaks when Gaelen and Ri-Elathan first beheld the approach to the hidden gates. They had dismounted and were leading their horses along the cascading waters, as Malathon had bruised one of his feet on a stone. This suited Ri-Elathan, for he wanted to spend more time conversing with Gaelen, and though he very much regretted the worry he was no doubt causing his friend Magra, he now had an excellent excuse. Gaelen sang as she walked beside him. As her rich, clear voice rose into the starlit sky, the years fell from the King’s shoulders, and he was young again. 

				He stopped and turned toward the river, his face raised to the heavens, the moonlight glinting in his grey eyes. Gaelen left Angael and approached him—it seemed she had never seen anyone so beautiful. He turned his eyes down to meet hers, and they shared a moment of silent communion. Then he took her in his arms, falling to his knees upon the ground, and held her tightly. She responded in kind, for they both knew they would have precious little time together; the gates of Mountain-home were near. 

				She remained locked in his embrace for several minutes, reveling in his warmth, memorizing his scent, feeling safer than she ever had in her life.

				“Gaelen, Taldin Mulafiann, my banner is now dearer to me than ever. It has brought happiness that I have missed all my life, if only for a while,” he said.

				In response she strengthened her hold on him, pulling him to her fiercely, both hands clutching the back of his head, long fingers weaving amid the tangled silk of his hair. “Farahin, O Welcome Rain! How great is my joy to bring you such happiness, for you return it thrice over. If only this night would never end and we could remain here forever, just as we are, I would be content.” 

				At these words, the longing within Ri-Elathan became nearly unbearable, but he fought it back. “I would also be content, but such is not my fate. We must return to the Sanctuary, for the weight of my duty rests there. I cannot escape it, but I have forgotten it for a time, and I will forever thank you for that.”

				Gaelen hushed him. “Do not speak of duty and responsibility tonight, Son of Kings. For now, you are young and free, and in my embrace. You have kindled the fire within me, and it will not let you go…not yet.” 

				By the time she did let him go, the joining of heart, body, and spirit was complete. 

				Farahin and Gaelen, whose hearts were now given, made their way back at last. The sentinels’ clear horn-calls echoed into the Halls of Mountain-home, but not until the first light of dawn crept over the tall peaks, bringing the years back down upon the Elven-king with each step taken toward the house of Ordath. 

				Alduinar’s prediction of the departure of Osgar would prove true in less than a fortnight, when he took his leave, promising assistance in the upcoming conflict. With him went Gaelen Taldin Mulafiann, bearing two tokens of the King, both of which were known to her alone. One was his promise to come for her when the conflict ended. The other was the silken banner she wore tucked away in a dark blue pouch of leather, close to her heart.

				

				

				Once Gaelen had gone, Ri-Elathan could once again turn his attention back to the war-council. He missed her company already. She had taken to calling him “Rain,” which he found endearing, meeting secretly with her many times since pledging his heart on the banks of the Nachtan. Each time, he tried to escape the weight of duty that now threatened to crush him. He had lived most of his life with that weight, but it had grown almost unbearable now that he had something else to live for.

				He had never thought to sire children, or to have the pleasure of their upbringing, nor had he ever imagined he would have another soul bound to his so completely. He would never be alone again...she was always with him and always would be. Had this wonderful gift only been given at a better time, his happiness would have been complete.

				He had seen many battles, and he knew the difficulty of the task he now faced, but this war would be different. He could feel it. The Black Flame had not been strong enough to challenge the powers of Light since Shandor himself had cast Wrothgar’s dark soul back into the depths. An uneasy peace had reigned since then, but it would not withstand another uprising—not if Wrothgar could gather full strength. 

				Why should any talk of the war fill him with such foreboding? He had already embraced the idea of his own death...he had done so long before, after his impressive sire, Ri-Aldamar, had fallen in the Second Uprising. That terrible conflict had resulted in the loss of almost all of the great Warrior-scholars known as the Èolar—Ri-Elathan’s people. Now Wrothgar threatened to rise again, but this time the Elves had anticipated and prepared for it. 

				Ri-Elathan knew he could die in any conflict, as he would represent a great prize to his enemies, but he was also well protected. Shandor was no longer able to defend the realm, but Magra and the other remaining Èolar would never allow their King to fall. Why, then, was he so fearful?

				Did he have the courage to find out?

				He had not thought of the Stone of Léir in many years. It was locked securely away, safe from thieves and vandals. This was no mere seeing-stone. 

				It had been made long ago by Dardis, greatest of all Èolarin craftsmen, as a way to re-live happy memories with lost loved ones. Dardis would never have imagined the fate that would befall the Stone, or he probably would have destroyed it himself. Now, however, that was unlikely. It was the original intent of the Stone—the ability to assuage grief—that had altered it forever.

				Ri-Elathan was one of the very few who would be admitted to the Chamber of Léir. Only a handful of the residents of Mountain-home even knew of its whereabouts, a precaution meant to protect the intruders as well as the Stone itself. Some had gone mad upon viewing it. Rain had not been so vulnerable; he had sought enlightenment from the Stone before, to the benefit of his armies, but this time would be different. He wanted to know of his own fate, a question few would have the courage to ask. He wanted to know if he could dare to hold hope in his heart.

				He made his way deep into the mountain, through a maze of hallways and stairs, to stand before the door at last. Reaching beneath the front of his silk shirt and leather doublet, he drew forth a small leather pouch embossed with his royal sigil, extracting a plain iron key. At first, the lock was stubborn, for it had not been opened in some time, but at last he heard the soft “click” as the bolt released. 

				He stepped through into a chamber which should have been musty, but wasn’t. There was a sort of charged energy about the place—it raised the hair on his arms and the back of his neck—and he wondered if it was merely the result of his own fear, or whether the Stone warned him to keep away.

				It stood on a broad stone pedestal, covered with a dark green cloth to keep its surface free of dust, casting a benign glow that was the only source of light in the room. How innocent it looks, he thought, approaching with careful steps. 

				He called to the spirit of Shandor, who dwelled within: “It is I, the son of Aldamar, brother of your beloved. I have come seeking enlightenment.”

				At first, the Stone merely continued to glow from beneath the green drape. Rain knew that Shandor did not like to be disturbed, but he also knew Shandor would not deny him, though he was no respecter of titles. Rain wasn’t just the High King, he was kin. He called to the Stone again.

				“Farahin, nephew of Liathwyn, has come seeking enlightenment!” 

				At this, the glow increased dramatically. Shandor could not ignore the mention of his beloved’s name. Why have you summoned me? And why invoke the name of Liathwyn?

				“I seek enlightenment that only you can give,” said Rain. “I do not disturb you without great cause. I don’t know if you can show me the fate that awaits me, or the outcome of the battle I must now fight, but I must know if there is any possibility of happiness.”

				But why now? What has happened? You have changed somehow.

				“I…I cannot tell you now, as I haven’t the time. My resolve wavers with every passing moment, and I fear the vision you will reveal, yet I must seek it. Will you show me the future? I must know of it, lest my courage falter.”

				Shandor was silent for a moment. I dare not reveal it…you are kin to Liathwyn, and she would have me guard your spirit from harm. What I have seen will not please you. You must reconsider.

				Rain’s heart sank, but he pressed on. “I cannot reconsider. I must know the truth.”

				WHY must you? You will learn nothing more until you have revealed what drives you to this need. The Stone dimmed, as if emphasizing the point. 

				In answer, Rain took hold of the green silk and flung it aside, exposing the beautiful, impossibly complex crystal beneath. He did not look deep within…not yet. “I must know because…because after all these centuries, despite any expectation to the contrary, I am betrothed. I have perceived my life-mate, and I have sent her home to the Greatwood. I want to know whether I dare hope for happiness, for children, for any life at all! Now, does that satisfy you?”

				The Stone flared, and then went dim again as Shandor considered. You have found a life-mate. How regrettable, he said. I tell you again, Farahin, do not seek to learn these truths. Love is far too painful an emotion—it will destroy your spirit. 

				“That may be true for some,” said Rain, knowing the statement would not go unnoticed. Shandor had been all but destroyed by his love of Liathwyn; his overwhelming grief had driven him into the Stone, from which he could no longer escape. Shandor gave the stone its power now—the power to reveal destiny, or to drive one mad. Shandor had loved Liathwyn so deeply that he had no other happiness, and she had chosen to leave him forever. Where she had gone, he could not follow. The bitterness and finality of that loss had darkened the mighty Light of Shandor’s soul.

				You have reminded me of my pain, Shandor said at last. You have been life-mated, and you hope now for happiness that I will be forever denied? At least you may have such hope. He paused again for a moment, the Light of the Stone thrumming as if in rhythm with a beating heart. Well, then, since you hope for that which I will never have, I shall oblige you. Prepare yourself, for you will not like what you see.

				Farahin Ri-Elathan looked into the surface of the crystal, which had begun to glow golden, as though a fire had kindled there. An infinite number of flat, silvery planes shifted and roiled within, until at last one seemed to coalesce, swimming into clarity. Rain heard the sound of distant battle, but had seen no images as yet. He braced himself for what would come next.

				Behold your destiny.

				Rain fell into the Stone, his body flailing and twisting, light and sound and image swirling and buffeting and battering him until, at last, he came to rest. The sounds of battle, once faint, were now terribly clear. He stood upon an immense battle-plain; the surrounding mountains told him he was in the North, near the ruin of Tal-elathas, his birthplace and his father’s former kingdom. Then he saw the Shadowmancer, Lord Wrothgar of the Black Flame, standing before him. So, this was it, then—the last battle. Only one of them would leave it.

				They were surrounded by Bödvari, the black demons, supposedly the children of Wrothgar himself. They held back any who would aid him—he could see Magra, as well as several of his other battle-captains, but they had been held at bay and could not reach him. The Bödvari cast fire from their gnarled, dark fingers, and that fire was not easily extinguished. The worst of their weapons, however, was the suffocating cloud of fear that enveloped them. The only one who had ever overcome it was Aincor, the legendary Fire-heart, first High King of the Èolar. Rain would receive no help from his battle-captains.

				Wrothgar had put forth his most fearsome form, an immense, dark-armored warrior, nearly a head taller than Rain’s already impressive height. The two warriors regarded one another for a brief moment, and Rain heard Wrothgar’s horrid, oily voice inside his mind. 

				Thou art vanquished, Elf-king! Lay down thy weapons, and receive mercy. Otherwise I shall feast upon thee.

				Rain would not dignify Wrothgar with a reply, but stood in silence, his great sword at the ready. He did not have long to wait.

				Wrothgar flew at him as if on stinking black wings, their bodies slamming together, and Rain knew his sword was useless. He needed both hands to wrestle this great, armored creature from him. It would have to be Light against Darkness alone. 

				Rain had summoned his Light before, but never in such dire need. He flared up like a star, so that even the Bödvari were burned by it. Wrothgar shrieked in his grasp, his terrible, soulless eyes going milky white before he could turn them aside. But he would not be blinded for long. The horrid stinking darkness and despair pervading him began to overcome Rain’s Light, and the Elf-king knew he would need to summon every scrap of strength he possessed. 

				They strove for almost a full minute—an eternity—until at last Rain faltered. Wrothgar’s great jaws opened and he sank his three-inch-long teeth into Rain’s shoulder, causing him to throw his head back in a silent scream. The terrible, black flames for which Wrothgar was named blossomed forth from the wound, spreading first down Rain’s sword arm and then across his chest and back, enveloping him in searing, blinding pain. His armor glowed red, and then melted, the leather smoldering before flaring up briefly and turning to ash. His flesh did likewise. He screamed over and over, still struggling, still clinging with grim tenacity to his enemy. His throat filled with fire, and that silenced him.

				

				

				Magra was not far away.  He had felt an undeniable sense of foreboding concerning his friend and King, and, with the instincts of a long-time comrade-in-arms, had followed him. He heard Ri-Elathan’s screams in his mind before his ears perceived them, whereupon he ran into the chamber of the Stone to behold the King, both hands clutching the pedestal, writhing in horrific agony. Without hesitating, he grasped his friend’s shoulders and drew him back, though it was difficult. 

				Still, the King struggled, his face a mask of horror, his blank eyes clouded with pain. 

				“Come back! Come back to me,” cried Magra, praying that Ri-Elathan was not in the grip of madness—he had seen that happen before to those of lesser fortitude. “This is a vision only. Whatever you are seeing is not happening now. Come back!” He gritted his teeth and turned on Shandor. “Let him go, you self-important, impotent shadow!” 

				Shandor found this amusing, somehow, and the vision was broken.

				Rain lay in Magra’s arms, his teeth clenched, his vision clearing. When he looked up at his friend, his eyes filled with tears. This revelation was not as bad as he had expected—it was far worse, and he had not yet seen the end of it. “Why did you interrupt me?” he asked his astonished friend. “I had not yet learned all!” 

				“I…I thought you were dying,” said Magra.

				“I may have been, but you should not have stopped it,” said Rain, getting to his feet with Magra’s help. He staggered forward, for his strength had left him. His heart pounded, sweat had soaked his clothing and his hair, and his entire body trembled. “Leave me!”

				 “But…my lord…”

				“Leave me, now!”

				Magra turned and left the chamber, his heart filled with sorrow and dread, as Rain called upon the last of his strength to stand once again before the Stone.

				“This is…this is what will be?” he asked, as the tears threatened to come again. 

				And I have not said all. There is more that you must learn.

				“Is there no other way?”

				I warned you, but you would not listen. Now you must face the consequences. You sought to learn, and learn you will. Hold no hope in your heart, Farahin, nephew of Liathwyn. Your fate is sealed, unless you would abandon it.

				“If I abandon it? Do I have that choice?”

				We always have choices. But if you turn from this end, the Battle is lost. It is your death that will inspire them. Without it, they will falter, and Wrothgar will prevail. The choice is yours.

				Rain ground his teeth. “Show me,” he said. “Show me what will happen if I choose otherwise. 

				Shandor did not answer. Rain gripped the Stone with both hands. “Why are you silent? I asked you to show me what will happen if I choose otherwise. Are you incapable, or have you nothing to say?”

				And what other choice would you make, Farahin? Would you refuse to go to war? Would you run from Wrothgar when he confronts you at last? Let’s be clear on precisely which choice you are referring to. Would you abandon your position as High King to run into the Greatwood?

				Rain started back just a little. “How do you know about that?”

				You are gripping the Stone. I see it in your heart. Could you really live with such a choice?

				“Show me.”

				And if I choose otherwise?

				“If someone had shown you what happened to Liathwyn, that you would be separated from her beyond the hope of ever seeing her again, that you would live your life in eternal loneliness and longing…would you have chosen otherwise?”

				Shandor did not reply, but the light of the Stone diminished.

				“Now, show me,” said Rain. “Show me…please.”

				 Shandor did.

				

				

				Ri-elathan, who knew now that he would be the last of his line, turned from the Stone and left the chamber. He had just enough strength to make his way to the place where Shandor’s cold, dead form lay in its crystal coffin, ice-blue eyes staring lifelessly up into the empty air. Rain slumped onto the floor beside the pedestal, his head lolling back on one shoulder, looking into the face of his tormentor. Though he knew he had no right to ask the question, he asked it anyway.

				“Shandor…you were once my friend. We were friends. How could you have taken the last of my hope?” 

				He slumped forward, completely exhausted, too weary even to weep. But then he thought of Gaelen, and the tears came just the same. 

				   

				

				

				

				

				

			

	


III

				

				After she had returned home, Gaelen went about her business in the Greatwood, telling no one of her betrothal, trying to sort out her own feelings and to appear as though nothing had changed.  This was a challenge, as the events that had transpired in the lands to the south of Mountain-home had forever altered the course of her life. Nothing that had occurred in her relatively short span of years could compare with it, and little that her future held would rival it.

				Her father, Tarfion, suspected that an event of some significance had occurred, but she would not speak of it. He knew that Gloranel had also sensed the change in their only daughter.

				“She has not been the same since returning from Mountain-home. You were there—did you not watch over her? Do you not know what happened? It is as though she is keeping back a great secret. She has aged…actually, she has matured. Can you not enlighten me?”

				“If I knew anything, I would tell you,” said Tarfion. “She managed to avoid me almost the entire time we were in Mountain-home, which certainly made me wonder. But you’re right—she has matured. Our Gaelen would never been inclined to keep any ‘great secret,’ especially from you.”

				“Did you not watch over her? How is it that you left her alone and let her avoid you? A lot goes on in Mountain-home…who knows what sort of influences she was exposed to?”

				“I was watching over King Osgar, remember?” said Tarfion. “I had a job to do.”

				Gloranel’s smooth brow furrowed beneath the soft wisps of auburn hair that strayed before it. “She sings for no reason. Her mind is a thousand miles away. She pretends nothing is going on, but I believe everything is going on.”

				“Well, have you asked her yourself?”

				“You know I have. Naturally, she denies everything.”

				“You know her well enough that we’ll get nothing out of her, then.”

				“I heard you and Tarmagil discussing Gaelen and the High King. You told of the banner, and that she went off riding with him…alone.”

				“Yes, and I heard the rumors flying all over Mountain-home. But surely the King would not have let her go…”

				Gloranel’s eyes narrowed. “What rumors?”

				Tarfion’s face paled a little. There was nothing to do but tell her. “There were rumors of…of a Perception.”

				“A Perception? You cannot mean between Gaelen and the High King, surely!” Gloranel shook her head. “Although that would certainly explain the change in her.”  She shook her head again. “Surely not…most unlikely. He is thousands of years old, and she has barely flowered. Gaelen and Ri-Elathan? Surely not. I don’t want to think of this anymore today.” 

				But, of course, Gloranel did think of it—in fact, she thought of little else. A union between a common Wood-elf and the High-elven King? A common Wood-elf barely into her maidenhood…whose entire life lay before her? Gloranel loved her daughter, and she had dreamed of the day that Gaelen would perceive a life-mate and gift her with grandchildren, but to have her entangled with such a warrior-king as Ri-Elathan? Though neither she nor Tarfion believed in even the remotest possibility of Perception between Gaelen and the King, Gloranel was apprehensive and filled with doubt as she considered the potential loss of her only daughter to one destined for such hardship and peril.

				Everyone in the Greatwood knew why the King had gone to Mountain-home, and Gloranel had resigned herself to the fact that Tarfion and his brothers would soon be going to war, but now she had another reason to worry. The line of the High Kings had not fared well in conflicts against Lord Wrothgar—not well at all. If the rumors of Gaelen and Ri-Elathan were true, it was not the only line that would end. 

				

				

				Gaelen had learned many things in Monadh-talam that disquieted her. Alduinar of Tuathas was preparing for the onslaught of Kotos’ northern army. Ri-Elathan and his Elven host were to gather together near the Northern Mountains and then march to the ruined lands of Tal-elathas, for that was then the location of Wrothgar’s Dark Tower. 

				As the time of war drew near, Nelwyn approached her cousin as she sat near the riverbank, her thoughts far away. Gaelen sensed her presence, though she did not immediately acknowledge it. “He is leaving Mountain-home—he moves east, toward the Greatwood, and then north to the Dark Fortress,” she said in a distant, misty voice.  

				“Who is leaving Mountain-home? What are you speaking of?”  Nelwyn was unaccustomed to such vague communication from her usually straightforward cousin.

				Gaelen turned to face Nelwyn, grasping one of her hands so tightly that the younger Elf drew back in apprehension. “What I am about to tell you must not be revealed to anyone.  Do you understand?”

				Nelwyn nodded, and Gaelen relaxed her grip, but did not let go of Nelwyn’s hand.  Gaelen trusted her cousin, and as the tale unfolded she knew how unbelievable it sounded, yet Nelwyn did not waver or appear to doubt her.  For this, and for her silence, Gaelen would be forever grateful, especially given the importance of what she now revealed. “The host of the Greatwood prepares to march to war. I intend to follow them,” she said at last, her face deadly serious.

				Nelwyn gasped. “You cannot mean it! I have heard my father speak of this conflict to come—they go to challenge the host of the Dark Power, with foes unimaginable.  I have heard him speak of dragons, and Bödvari, and Ulcas without number!”  Nelwyn looked at her cousin, dismayed but not surprised to see that this swayed her not at all.  Even when she was thinking clearly, it was not unlike Gaelen to focus with grim tenacity on an objective despite nearly impossible odds, and it would be many years before she learned to respond with greater prudence.  Nelwyn gripped Gaelen’s other hand. “You are not trained or skilled in the art of open warfare—you would not survive!”

				Gaelen shook her head, a note of impatience in her voice. “Few of our people are so trained and skilled, yet they are going to war; they make the preparations even now. The one to whom I am bound rides forth to lead them to whatever destiny awaits.  I will be at his side…or fall in the attempt.  I mean to wait until our host has departed and then follow them.  Everyone will assume I have gone out into the forest, as is my habit.  You must remain here and reassure them if they should become suspicious. Will you aid me?”

				Nelwyn stared at her in disbelief.  “Are you telling me that you want me to be complicit in sending you to your death?  You want me to remain behind while you follow this incredibly foolhardy course and hide the truth from those who care for you? Do not expect such from me, Gaelen, for I cannot comply.  I swore not to reveal your secret with respect to your betrothal, but I cannot aid you in this. Please, if you care anything for Ri-Elathan, or for me, do not pursue this course. Stay here where you will be safe.”

				Gaelen’s eyes flashed. “There are no safe places anymore!  This war is upon us all, wherever we may dwell. And I will not see my love standing in such a place of horror and death without me at his side. This time of separation from him has been painful enough. The conflict may go on for years. I could not bear it…you cannot understand.” Tears of desperation started in her eyes, and she turned from Nelwyn, enfolding her arms upon her knees and burying her face in them, weeping. 

				Nelwyn, who had rarely known Gaelen to weep, waited for a moment, unsure of what to do.  This talk was sheer folly—it was madness—but Gaelen was in such obvious pain that Nelwyn had to relent.  She placed a gentle hand on Gaelen’s shoulder. “Hush. It’s all right. I…I will do as you ask, though my heart would counsel otherwise.” 

				Gaelen turned her tear-streaked face toward Nelwyn, then reached out with both arms and hugged her fiercely. “I cannot tell how difficult it has been to bear this alone. I was dreading telling you, but now I see that I need not have feared.  You are a true friend.”

				At this, Nelwyn also began to cry, for she knew the impact of her decision. “I only agreed because I have faith that Ri-Elathan will not tolerate your presence on the battlefield.  He will send you right back to us if he cares for you.  I understand your motivation, but surely you know in your heart that he will never sanction this. 

				At this, Gaelen drew back and looked Nelwyn in the eye. “I know, and you’re right, but I have to try.  If I accomplish nothing else, I must return this.  He has never gone into battle without it, and I do not wish for him to be without it now, in this most terrible of battles.”  She drew forth the banner of Ri-Elathan from beneath her tunic and handed it to Nelwyn, who marveled at the beauty and intricacy of the fine silk with its pattern of bright silver stars and golden sun.  She gave it back to Gaelen, who folded it and replaced it with reverence. 

				Gaelen looked off into the distance, toward Mountain-home.   “Sometimes, when all is peaceful and quiet, I can sense him…it is almost as though I can hear his voice. I try to call to him as well, but I do not know whether he can hear me.  He has so little peace in his life now. I would give nearly anything to see him again, to be with him, and to know that he was safe. Do you understand that feeling?”

				She was so wistful that it tugged at Nelwyn’s heart.  Though still very young, Nelwyn shared a natural empathy with Gaelen that allowed her to appreciate what her older cousin was going through.  “Do what you must, but keep safe.  I will keep your secret, no matter what happens.  And my thoughts and hopes will be with you until you return.” She rose and took her leave, as Gaelen returned to staring at the river.  

				

				

				At last the host departed from the Greatwood, and a large host it was. Thousands of hardy Sylvan folk, some from as far away as the Monadh-ailan, gathered together before moving eastward toward their rendezvous with Ri-Elathan’s army.  As planned, Gaelen followed behind. She had little to fear following such a great host; nothing would challenge them as they made their way toward the rendezvous point, and she was quite safe.  

				She felt the presence of Ri-Elathan’s army long before she saw it, for Gaelen was very intuitive and the collective thoughts of so many great and noble warriors could not go unnoticed.  She sensed her beloved Farahin, but did not call to him, for she knew in her heart that Nelwyn was right.  She would just have to convince him when she arrived.  Surely Rain would not turn her away as she stood before him, ready to fight and die at his side. 

				If Gaelen had been thinking clearly, she would have known better, but clear thought is a luxury seldom afforded to so young a heart when it has been irretrievably given.  She continued trailing the folk of the Greatwood, hoping that her thoughts would not betray her before she could make her case to her beloved.

				

				

				Farahin Ri-Elathan stood atop the hill overlooking the great host of Elves that was now gathering.  Beside him, Magra stood as second-in-command. The host would remain in this place for a while, as the Greatwood had promised a large contingent. They would be added to those of Monadh-talam and Tal-sithian, making for a formidable army.  

				Ri-Elathan surveyed the scene with satisfaction.  The rows of tents displaying their colorful silken battle-flags, the sun glinting off countless helms and polished weapons, the horses, and the armor formed an impressive sight that stretched as far as could be easily seen. 

				Osgar’s host would approach from the southwest, but Ri-Elathan would probably not know of it until they had reached the outskirts of the huge encampment. Then he would welcome the folk of the Woodland, for they were fierce fighters and they were many.  Still, Ri-Elathan was concerned for them, as they wore no armor and were armed with light bows.  His own archers used longbows that had a tremendous range; against the Dark army power was more important than accuracy, as they would be shooting into a huge mass of Ulcas.  Bows, even powerful ones, were of little use against dragons or Bödvari.  

				Rain had thought to convince Osgar to accept gifts of armor and weapons, but knew it was unlikely that he would accept, for he was proud.  Ri-Elathan only hoped the King of the Greatwood would submit to his directives once battle was joined. 

				Magra had climbed the hill and now stood beside him. “The Woodland Elves have arrived, my lord.  They are making their way here as we speak. Do you wish to ride out and meet them?”

				Ri-Elathan nodded and turned to his captains.  “I will return soon.  In the meantime, we should make preparations to move on.  The host from the Greatwood will no doubt want to rest for a day or two, but then we should begin to make our way northward again.”  The captains saw the wisdom of this, as it took time and effort to get an army of this size collected and moving.  

				Ri-Elathan and Magra descended into the encampment where their mounts were ready and waiting.  Then they rode out that they might receive the King of the Greatwood and his folk graciously into their company.  

				

				

				Ri-Elathan rode up before the King of the Greatwood, bowing respectfully, and bade him welcome. They exchanged the usual pleasantries and pledges of fidelity, but Ri-Elathan’s attention was drawn to the Elf who stood beside Osgar—an Elf with familiar olive-green eyes.

				Tarfion bowed his head before Ri-Elathan, and as their eyes met they shared a brief unspoken communion. 

				Welcome, Tarfion. May you keep safe through the upcoming conflict so that we may honor you upon its end, as I will be asking for the hand of your daughter, who holds my heart.

				 Tarfion, astonished, kept his composure. Well met, O Elven-king, who holds the heart of my only daughter.  I pray you will also keep safe so that I may sanction this union, as it does honor to my family, and I rejoice for her.  He bowed, whereupon a brief, faint smile came over the stern face of Ri-Elathan. The King then turned his attention back to Osgar, inviting him to return to the headquarters upon the hilltop to discuss immediate plans, leaving Tarfion to contemplate what had just occurred.  

				So, Gaelen’s heart was given—there is certainly no denying it now. Is it possible that she has followed behind?  It was typical of her recent behavior, but Tarfion prayed it was not so, as she would find no welcome in the encampment.  How he would get her to return home was beyond his reckoning; that task would now fall to Ri-Elathan.  Oh, Gaelen, please reveal yourself before we get too far into the lands of the Enemy, for you will surely be lost. Your kin are not the only ones who would grieve for you now.  Tarfion turned and made his way back toward the rear of the column, just in case.

				

				

				Gaelen patted Angael while gently removing a tangle from the mare’s long, silvery-golden mane.  She had succeeded in following Osgar’s army to the rendezvous point, though there was a brief moment when she feared her father had sensed her presence. He had tried to contact her in thought, but she had closed her mind in spite of her love for him.  Nothing must interfere with her plan to join Ri-Elathan, and now she would have to figure out a way to get to him without being detected by any of her kin—or worse, by Osgar, who would have no tolerance of her disobedience.  

				She swung lightly up onto her mare’s broad back and cantered north to a point where the river might be crossed.  Ri-Elathan’s army occupied land on both sides of the Ambros, but the Wood-elves were camped on the eastern side.  She could approach from the west if she could figure out a way to conceal her identity. That would not be difficult for one so skilled; if she had once spied on secret war-councils, she could surely make off with someone’s unguarded armor. 

				So it was that Gaelen Taldin, she who walks unnoticed, found herself wearing a helm, cloak, and breastplate that neither fit her nor belonged to her. She rode toward the hilltop, drawing little attention to herself, for among so many no one even turned their eyes in her direction.  Only once did anyone address her, and that occurred as she rode by night through the camp of Magra of the Èolar. One of the sentinels called out to her:

				“What business, rider of Tal-sithian? Why have you come to our encampment?  Do you bear a message?” 

				Gaelen tried to disguise her voice, answering him in rather stilted High-elven: “Nay!  I am misguided, for I mean to find my Lord Airan. Ummm…dost thou know where he may be found?”  Gaelen suspected that if she found Airan, she would also find Ri-Elathan.  The Elf of Magra’s camp directed her, but he looked puzzled, as Angael was not exactly a war horse, and Gaelen did not remotely fill the armor she had appropriated.  Nor was it customary for the High-elves to carry a bow of the Sylvan realm. When Gaelen had gone, he went to find Magra to report his concern.

				

				

				The host would be moving on within two days’ time.  Gaelen approached the headquarters atop the hill, where the High King’s banner adorned his white silken tent.  Nearby was a tent bearing the banner of Tal-sithian. Both were well guarded. Gaelen placed her hand near her heart, over the small banner bearing the same stars-and-sun design as its larger cousin, and dismounted from Angael.  Her thoughts were focused on Ri-Elathan and his response to her presence in the encampment, and how she would convince him that she should remain beside him.  This preoccupation made her unwary, such that she did not hear the approach of Magra until he and his folk had laid hands on her, thrown her to the ground, and forcibly removed the helmet she wore. 

				Magra started back in astonishment when Gaelen’s identity was revealed. One of his guards had drawn a blade to her throat, and she did not move or speak.  

				“Put the blade away, but keep her here until I can speak with Ri-Elathan,” said Magra. He reached down and helped Gaelen to her feet. “I don’t think it will be necessary to restrain her.” He disappeared into the King’s tent, returning after a few moments. “Come with me,” he said. “I will escort you.”    

				Ri-Elathan sat brooding in the large main chamber of his tent, awaiting his beloved, who was now being brought before him.  He bade his guards take their leave, as he now stood regal and imposing in robes of blue and sable traced with silver and gold, his simple golden crown glinting upon his brow.  In truth, he had been anticipating Gaelen’s arrival, as he had sensed her presence several times in the past few days.  Though in his heart he rejoiced to see her again, he dreaded their meeting. He would have to trample her feelings to get her to leave him. 

				There was absolutely no chance that any entreaty she might make to remain with him would succeed.  Surely, she must know it!  But then, he looked into his own heart.  Would he know it, in her place?  Almost certainly not.  Gaelen had no sense of her own limits, and she could not conceive of the conflict to come.  He would simply have to convince her.  As Magra and his guards escorted her into the chamber, the King drew himself up and turned toward them, and as his eyes met Gaelen’s the challenge of what he now had to do was daunting indeed.

				She stood before him, making herself as tall and impressive as possible with her chin lifted and her eyes fixed on him.  Clearly, she meant to make a case for herself as a warrior, and it wrenched his heart. He read uncertainty and apprehension in her bright eyes as well.  She was too intelligent not to know the futility of this effort. 

				Magra came forward with the stolen armor, explaining to Ri-Elathan how Gaelen had managed to infiltrate the encampment to stand now before him.  Ri-Elathan stared hard at her, and she dropped her eyes for a moment.  He was probably the only soul in all of Alterra who could elicit this simple gesture of submission from her.  He smiled, taking the armor from Magra and noting how ill-fitting it would have been. 

				“See how little it takes to confuse our army?  A She-elf, swimming in someone else’s armor and mounted on a large pony, manages to find her way to the headquarters of the King.”

				“She’s not a pony,” said Gaelen, looking down at her feet.

				“Gaelen, you have small faith in our vigilance, and right now I would say you are not wrong,” said Ri-Elathan, chuckling softly and handing the armor back to Magra, who took the humor beneath the gentle reprimand. “Leave us, my friend.  She is not dangerous. In fact, she will be returning to her home tomorrow.”  He looked hard at Gaelen, whose despair was graven immediately upon her face. 

				Once they were alone, Rain did not demand an explanation, or chastise her, for he knew why she had come.  He approached her, took her chin in his hand, and lifted it so that she met his gaze, an undercurrent of defiance in her eyes that was not quite concealed by her submissive posture. Tears filled them abruptly, and she broke away, turning from him. He gripped her shoulders and spun her around, though his touch was gentle. 

				“Do not try to conceal your feelings from me, for you cannot.  They are my feelings as well.  I am not angry with you, and I do not hold you at fault for coming here, for I know what is in your heart.  You must also know what my response to your presence here must be. You cannot come with me—I have told you this before. Does not the size and extent of this army warn you of the magnitude of my task?  Even were you the mightiest Elf-maiden ever to draw breath, I would not have you stay.  The thought of losing you would be too great for me to bear! Do you not understand?”

				Gaelen shook her head. “You would send me away to face the prospect of losing you without even being at your side…yet you cannot face the prospect of loss yourself.  So I must wait in the Greatwood, dying a little each day knowing you face this peril, and wait for the news that you have fallen? Is this a fair account of your thinking?”

				Ri-Elathan considered.  He took her argument, but it didn’t change what had to be. “Yes, Gaelen, that is a fair account.  You don’t face the task of winning this war—I cannot afford any distractions, or to be worried for your safety.  No one regrets the pain this will cause you more than I do, as I would have you at my side if I could, but I cannot. You would not live beyond the first assault, of that I am certain.  My grief upon losing you would be too great. I cannot afford it, and I will not risk it! You must obey my will in this, even if you never do so again.”

				She knew he was right—she had known it all along. He meant to send her home, there to wait for the end of the conflict, either to rejoin him or mourn his passing. She also knew that if he failed, none of the free peoples would have peace ever again.  The Greatwood would fall as surely as any other lands, and the peace and prosperity of the Elves would be forever lost. She had never seen Lord Wrothgar—few of her people had—but she knew how terrible an enemy he could be.

				She nodded as the tears flowed freely from her large eyes. “I will obey you, my beloved Rain.  But I will not leave you until you command me. And I will give you this, for your need of it is greater than mine—but you must promise to live, and return it to me.”  She drew forth his banner, beautifully cared for, and handed it to him. He tucked it away, his own eyes over-bright with tears unshed.  They embraced fiercely in the torchlight, as though trying to become of one body, as they were already of one heart. 

				Ri-Elathan spoke softly, yet with urgency. “I will not command you to go until the dawn breaks.  Let us remain together until then, for I would love you with all my being. Even when we are parted, our spirits shall be intertwined, though you will be far from me in the Greatwood as I strive against the Black Flame.  Gaelen…I shall do everything in my power to survive and come for you, but should I fail, I will await you in the Vault of Eternity.”

				They remained locked together, now on their knees, arms enfolding one another with all the strength and tenderness they could summon. They held this embrace until the dawn came, their thoughts flowing together as two rivers of bright metal—different, yet in their union a stronger, brighter stream of single thought results. Thus their love grew deeper, and the pain of their parting the harder to bear. 

				In the morning Gaelen made her case one last time, though she knew what his response would be before it was given. “I entreat you for the last time…do not send me from you. Do not tear my heart from yours.  Let me fall at your side if it is my fate, for I would go to the Eternal Realm with you.” 

				Rain was not hopeful of a reunion, though he had kept Shandor’s horrific revelation from her. If she had known of it, she probably would not have left him without his physically restraining her to prevent her following. He could just imagine the difficulties that strategy would present. 

				He looked desperately at her, hugging her to him again. “No, Taldin.  You must not yet give up your life, for you have barely begun it. You must promise that you will not try to follow me in death.  I will wait for you, and one day we will be together again.  But in the meantime, you must live your life!  And you must not live it alone in grief for me.  Do you understand? This time with you has brought me great joy, and though the pain of our parting is grim and hard to bear, I will bear it.  The joy of our union has made it worthwhile. Go now, my love, and may Aontar protect you.”

				She drew back from him, though her hands lingered upon his own.  Then, slowly, they broke contact, fingertips separating, never to unite again.  She did not weep, but stood dry-eyed and forlorn, praying that this would not be her last sight of him.  She summoned her courage and her hope, speaking to him for the last time. 

				“You’ll come back. You have to come back. You promised to return the banner, and I know you will. Wrothgar will not prevail—you won’t let him. Keep safe and accomplish your purpose, but in the quiet moments, keep me in your thoughts and I will comfort you. I will sing to you on starry nights and think of you always.  One day, we will be together again. I will take comfort from your thoughts as well, should you choose to send them. I will always love you, Rain. Farewell.”

				He did not reply to her; his expression said all that was needed. He was pained beyond words at her parting, but hope surged in him also. Perhaps the fates would reconsider, and he would prevail, and they would be together again. He had managed to put Shandor’s vision out of his mind for many months now, and he shook it off once again, dreaming of a happier outcome. If it were not so, at least he would have the memory of her brave face and her hopeful words to sustain him. 

				She turned and left him standing alone in the early light of dawn. Swinging aboard Angael, she raised her right hand in farewell, then placed it over her heart.  He did the same, his jaw set, his eyes calm. 

				Only after she had left his sight, and he had returned to his chamber, did he allow his pain to show. There was no one to witness it. He closed his eyes, and felt the flames in his flesh, and knew the truth. 
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IV

				

				Rain looked out over the choked, poisonous ruin that had once been the greatest realm of Light ever to stand in Alterra, wondering whether the conflict he was now engaged in would ever end. Over five years had passed since the day he had bade farewell to his only love, and he wondered about the futility of the struggle his armies had engaged in. At first it seemed as though the conflict would be relatively brief, with Wrothgar’s forces falling back before the onslaught of the Elven armies. But Rain had known better. When they drew near the ruins of Tal-elathas, everything changed. 

				Bad things had happened here once—terrible things. They left their signature behind in the remnants of the greatest glory the Elves had ever wrought, now twisted and rotten and mired in Darkness. What had once been the center of enlightenment was now a breeding ground for ignorance and filth. No Elf could draw near it, let alone lay eyes on it, and not be disheartened.

				The juggernaut of Ri-Elathan’s army had slowed to a crawl.

				He stood now with Magra on a ridge overlooking the battle-plain surrounding Wrothgar’s fortress, which the Elves had been besieging for several years now. The old walls of Tal-Elathas had been rebuilt, and the old gates remained impenetrable. Yet the King knew that, if he could just rally his people, he could overcome Wrothgar’s defenses in one final push.

				“The enemy is weakening,” he said to Magra. “The walls are all but breached already. We have taxed them hard of late, and they will fall if only we can find the strength to take the battle all the way to the heart.”

				“I know,” said Magra. “But our forces are weary and dispirited. You cannot ask it of them now. Let them retreat for a while…Wrothgar’s strength cannot grow beyond these walls if we close the net around him.” His hair, like weathered gold, blew back from his battle-scarred face in the stinking breeze.

				“If we allow our people to retreat, we will have no net to close,” said Rain, looking out over the fetid, suffocating smoke and ash that hung over the horizon. “They will not survive here much longer, and Wrothgar knows it. Another winter would finish us. He knows we must retreat, or strike now with everything we have left. But if we retreat, we are doomed.”

				“Perhaps not,” said Magra, alarmed at the resignation in the King’s eyes. “Perhaps we can rally and try again. We have damaged Wrothgar enough that he won’t be able to get up to much, at least for a while. I fear what lies in that fortress. I’ve seen it before.”

				“I know,” said Rain. “You stood beside my father.”

				“Yes…and I watched him fall. It is my greatest shame that I could not aid him.” Magra held back the rest of his thoughts then. There were some things he would not share—even with his closest friend. “Just think on what I have said. It has been a long time indeed since our people have seen the stars.” With those words, he turned and left the King in solitary contemplation.

				Rain remembered his last sight of the stars. Nearly two years earlier he had stood in this very spot, reaching out with longing arms toward the heavens, praying for any hopeful sign. The sun never shone here, nor did the stars or moon. The oppressive clouds, filled with smoke and poison, never lifted from the bones of Tal-elathas. He had looked up, heartsick and weary, and closed his eyes. 

				He heard her song…it had somehow managed to reach him through his despair. Her visions filled his mind as well—an indigo field filled with silver lights so bright that he gasped in surprise and delight. Here, at last, were his beloved stars, millions of brilliant jewels that filled his spirit with joy. He imagined Gaelen standing beneath them, singing a beautiful song of hope and love, and of longing. The wonderful vision could not last, but when it faded he did not despair. He treasured the memory of it. Unfortunately, though Gaelen had no doubt tried to call to him many times afterward, he could no longer hear her.

				Standing there, remembering that vision of hope and love, Rain knew what he had to do. 

				He called together the captains of his armies to make plans for the final assault. “Wrothgar has been emboldened by our reluctance to act,” he said. “We must put everything we have into one last push forward. We will breach the walls and deal with whatever lies within. If Wrothgar himself comes forth, I will meet him. In fact, I’m counting on it.”

				

				

				At first, the assault had gone relatively well. The Elves had surmounted the walls of the ancient city, swarming in with their spirits high, as the remaining hordes fell back before them. But then, just as they thought the battle might be won, Wrothgar sent forth his loathsome Bödvari. A pall of terror fell over Ri-Elathan’s army, and this gave courage to the dark legions, who now surged forward again. 

				This cannot stand…they cannot withstand their own fear, thought Ri-Elathan. All around him were the reminders of defeat—Aldamar, his father, had fallen not far from this place. The rule had then fallen to his brother, Iomar, who had ordered what remained of the Èolarin people to retreat into the mountains, but he and his loyal guards remained to the last. 

				As I will remain…to the last.

				He called Lord Wothgar out to face him, hurling insults and derision, finally invoking the name of Aincor Fire-heart, a name Wrothgar despised above all others. Aincor had been famous for mocking Wrothgar, and had led the small, elite force that had nearly destroyed him in the First Uprising.

				“Come out and face me, you great, spineless coward! The soul of the Fire-heart laughs at your weakness! I doubt he even broke a sweat when he dealt with your pitiful uprising. Where are the rest of your Bödvari? Send them forth! I don’t want to have to deal with more of them later—I would get rid of them all at once. Come forth yourself, if you have the stomach for it. Your shadow does not frighten me! Come forth, if you would prevail!”

				Wrothgar’s laughter, disturbing and vile, filled the ears of everyone present. It echoed from the walls, it welled up from the bloody ground, it slid down from the mountainsides. You foolish, foolish creature, you simply have no idea. You are not Aincor Fire-heart, and neither is anyone else in your pitiful ranks. Apparently, I didn’t do a thorough enough job eliminating your line the last time. Now I shall enjoy dispatching you as you deserve, for your kind has troubled Me quite long enough!

				Twenty Bödvari materialized in a deadly circle around Ri-Elathan, driving his defenders back with disheartening ease. Then they parted, allowing Wrothgar himself to face the Elven-king. Wrothgar rarely took physical form, but when he did, there was little doubt that anyone who faced him in combat would need more than weapons and courage. They would need an army—an army now held at bay. Rain gritted his teeth, his dark eyebrows lowered over flashing grey eyes. He looks exactly as he did in the Stone. 

				There was only one choice—one fate—open to him now. Or was there? Why must things go as I have foreseen? Why can I not challenge the vision, change my fate, by defeating my enemy?

				Rain remembered what had he had seen before. He had decided to cast his sword aside and engage Wrothgar with hands alone. What if he changed the rules of the game? Why could he not prevail? Surely the death of Wrothgar would bring about the same end…

				He gripped his sword-hilt with both hands as Wrothgar flew at him, leaping aside and swinging with all his might. The sword found its target, but Wrothgar’s armor held. The impact knocked them both from their feet. They leaped up at once, and the Black Flame charged again, again meeting Ri-Elathan’s blade. This time, the shock that slammed up the Elven-king’s arm threatened to break it. 

				It’s no good…the sword will not pierce his armor. It is as I feared—I dare not try again. Yet I have taken some of his strength…

				Both combatants grappled now with bare hands. Ri-Elathan flared up like a star, blinding Wrothgar, who bellowed in agony. 

				He did not cry out like that in my vision, thought Rain, charged with renewed hope. His Light flared even brighter, as Wrothgar continued to bellow in pain. The Bödvari quailed back from it, and Rain could just barely make out the form of Magra swinging his blade at one of them. It struck the astonished Bödvar and took it down, nearly sliced in half. But the others turned their fire on Magra, and he fell back, screaming, his right arm enveloped in flames.

				If my strength holds, I’ll finish him, thought Rain, grinding his teeth even harder and crying out with effort. He called upon every scrap of will, and Wrothgar’s features began to waver and grow thin, shrouded in a caul of blue-white vapor. He’s afraid of me. NOW I’ll have him!

				But the Lord of Black Flame called upon his own weapons, and they were formidable. Despair, Guilt, Hopelessness…they ate away at Ri-Elathan’s Light, sapping his strength. It took far more energy to maintain courage, to hold hope, to stand forth righteous in the face of terrible trial. Rain’s Light waned with his strength. The moment the King realized that he could not prevail, Wrothgar’s victory over him would be assured.

				Wrothgar’s fury could not be overcome, and Rain knew that his choices had run out. The only fate—the only choice now—was to die screaming. There would be no love, no children, no life for him. 

				Gaelen…I’m sorry, my love. 

				Though he did not stop fighting, he turned his head to the left, exposing his right shoulder to Wrothgar’s blade-like teeth, which were already dripping with eerie, black flames. 

				Rain fought until the very end, even as he had done in the Stone, for he would show his people what they had to do. When death ripped his spirit from his body at last, he cried out to Gaelen in the Greatwood. Galen…Gaelen! My heart is torn from me…I cannot stay with you, my love! I am sorry…I cannot stay with you. Oh, my love…

				Wrothgar roared in triumph, raising Ri-Elathan’s ruined body high over his head. With a contemptuous, oily laugh, he flung it over the heads of the Bödvari, where it landed, still smoldering, at Magra’s feet. Magra was stunned for a moment, oblivious to the pain from the demon-fire, remembering the fate of Ri-Aldamar. Now he stood over the body of yet another High King, and such fury kindled in him that he brought forth his own Light without thinking, though he had not thought he had the strength to do it. He threw his head back and roared in grief and rage.

				“Come on! We can finish this now!” He cried. “Will you let your own fear leave this most valiant soul to lie here without avenging him? Follow me!” He charged forward, and every Elf remaining alive on the battle-plain charged with him. As Shandor had foreseen, Ri-Elathan’s death—his indomitable courage—had inspired them.

				Though they took down many in the forefront of the charge, the Bödvari could not withstand the unified onslaught of enraged warriors for long, and they either fled or were slain. Magra and his followers stormed forward to meet Wrothgar himself, their Light so bright that the Black Flame could not stand before it. Wrothgar’s strength, which had been so taxed by Ri-Elathan, would not allow him to prevail over such a host. As he always did when facing certain defeat, he vanished in a cloud of terrible, choking vapor, leaving his armor and his armies behind.

				

				

				In the Greatwood realm, Gaelen Taldin had fallen to her knees, unable to breathe. Nelwyn had reacted with alarm, calling her name over and over, but Gaelen did not hear—she heard only the anguished cries of her beloved Rain.

				Galen…Gaelen! My heart is torn from me…I cannot stay with you, my love! I am sorry…I cannot stay with you. Oh, my love…

				The union of their souls could not withstand what was happening to Rain, though they clung desperately to one another, trying to stay his flight from the World that Is. This was a battle they could not win—it tore the fabric of Gaelen’s spirit asunder, even as Rain’s departed, ripping a part of her away. 

				She turned frightened, bewildered, grief-stricken eyes to Nelwyn’s, drawing a deep, shuddering breath. Then she covered her face with both hands and wailed—the high, keening sound of a heart forever diminished by unfathomable loss. She called Rain’s name over and over, as though she could call him back to her, but to no avail.

				The line of the High Kings would end, as would the line of Tarfion and Gloranel of the Greatwood, for Gaelen would bear no children not of Farahin even if she lived until the End of Days. The small seeds of new life that dwelled within her seemed to sense it, and they faded back into a slumber from which they would never awaken, as cold as the fallen embers of a dying fire.

				

				

				

				With neither Wrothgar nor Bödvar to lead them, Wrothgar’s forces fell back quickly. Magra and the Elves hunted them down like rats in a hole, eliminating as many as they could before the onset of winter. There was no way to find them all. 

				Magra, heartbroken, had borne Ri-Elathan’s body from the field, though there wasn’t much left of it. The Elves decided to send it forth with honor rather than bear it back with them, and they built a great pyre on which all the fallen heroes of the battle would be returned to the ashes. Magra stood atop it, paying one last duty of respect to his fallen friend, the last High King. But as he knelt beside the body, he noticed a tiny snippet of red and gold, just visible along the border of the ruined breastplate. He reached beneath the melted metal and charred leather, grasping what remained of the silken banner that Rain had borne next to his heart. It had suffered quite a lot of damage, and Magra wondered whether he should send it to the Eternal Realm with its owner, but then he knew otherwise. Though Rain had sworn to return the banner to Gaelen, he could not do so himself. Magra drew forth the banner, tucking it beneath his own tunic. 

				“I will keep your last promise,” he said. 
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GLOSSARY OF NAMES (With Aid to Pronunciation)

				

				Aincor (INE-cor): Elf of the Èolar, a great scholar and warrior, known as the Fire-heart. He was among the most skilled and passionate of his people, but he was prideful, and his reckless acts bore terrible consequences. It is unflattering to be compared with him in terms of willfulness. He produced two sons, Asgar and Dardis.  Name means “fire-heart.” (ain-fire, cor-heart)

				

				Airan (EYE-rahn): Lord Airan, Elf of the Eádram that founded the realm of Tal-sithian.  From airith (noble).

				

				Alduinar (AL-dwee-nar): Ruler of Tuathas at the time of the Third Uprising. He successfully repelled Kotos’ forces, and was a good friend and ally of the High King. His name means “worthy guide.”

				

				Alterra (Al-TAIR-ra): The World That Is; the Realm in which these tales take place. From terra (earth) and alta (being). 

				

				Amari: The two streams that define the northern and southern borders of Mountain-home. These are wild, very cold, and difficult to cross. The northern stream is named Amar Tuath; the southern one Amar Dess. From amar (majestic).

				

				Amar Tuath: The northern of the Amari streams.

				

				Ambros (AHM-bros): Great River of Western Alterra, it is formed by the Eros and the Brocca in the north. From ambra (great) and ros (river).

				

				Angael (AHN-gehl): Small but doughty mare ridden by Gaelen in her youth. Name means “valor-mare.” From gael (valor, feminine).

				

				Aontar (Ay-ON-tar): The One Lord of All, the Creator. Also known as the Lord of Light.

				He formed the Lands of Alterra and endowed them with light in the form of stars, sun and moon. To aid and instruct His children, Aontar sent emissaries known as Asari. They played a great role in the growth and enlightenment of the Elves and the men of Tuathas. 

				

				Artan (AR-tan): River formed by the 2 streams that flow from Monadh-talam.

				

				Aruin: Only son and heir of King Osgar of the Greatwood. His name means “of the forest.”

				

				Asarla (Ah-SAR-la) pl. Asari (Ah-sah-REE): Ancient magic-users sent to enlighten the children of Aontar. Each was affiliated with one of the four elements—earth, water, air, or fire. Their influence is at the heart of most of the great Elf-realms, as well as the northern realm of men known as Tuathas.  

				The Asari were never many; it is thought that only twelve were sent by Aontar. Of those, only three are known to remain in the western lands at the time our tales begin. Two are of the light—Lady Arialde of Tal-sithian, and Lord Shandor of Mountain-home.  The other, Lord Kotos, sits at the right hand of Wrothgar and is responsible for much of the corruption of men. 

				The founders of the Elven-realms of Eádros and Tal-elathas, and of the northern realm of men known as Tuathas, are believed lost. They were called Léiras the far-sighted, Cuimir the beautiful, Baelta the bright, and Duinar the guide.   

				Three Asari made their way to the far eastern lands; their fate is unknown to Western scholars.

				The last two turned to Darkness during the Time of Mystery. Though it is believed that they no longer dwell in Alterra, they were said to have given rise to the Bödvari, the demonic captains of Wrothgar’s army. 

				 	The powers of the Asari vary according to the gifts given them by Aontar, but all are very learned, and they are capable of exerting their influence to protect their people. The Elven-realms have remained hidden from their enemies largely due to the Asari, who do not stray from them. The exception was Shandor, who actually went forth on several occasions, notably during the Second Uprising. 

				The climate within their lands is moderated by their benevolent power. Mountain-home, for example, is not locked in the grip of deadly winters despite its location, and the lands of Tuathas did not often suffer from flooding or drought.

				The Asari can beget children, though rarely have they done so. These included the Bödvari, who thankfully could not beget children themselves, and Lady Ordath of Mountain-home, daughter of Lord Shandor.

				Each Asarla is ruled by an element—air, water, fire, earth—and his/her powers likely reflect this. Shandor, for example, is an air spirit. Duinar was of earth, Arialde of water, Kotos of fire, and so on.

				 

				Asgar (ASZ-gar): Elf of the Èolar and elder son of Aincor. Asgar was like Aincor in temperament. After witnessing the disastrous consequences of his father’s stubbornness, he declined the throne in favor of his cousin, Ri-Aldamar.  His name means “the bold.”

				 

				Bödvari, sing Bödvar (BODE-var): Dark servants of Wrothgar, they are the offspring of Dark Asari. They are as black demons that kill their enemies with fire after first paralyzing them with fear. They are terrible enemies in battle. From bödvar (demon).

				

				Cúinar (COO-ee-nar): Sylvan Elves, Wood-elves. Considered to be of lesser stature than High-elves, they did not have the benefit of Asari influence. They inhabit and defend the Forest Realm of Greatwood. Examples are Gaelen and Nelwyn.  From cúin (silent).

				

				Dardis (DAR-dees): The second son of Aincor, Dardis was a highly talented and inventive artisan and lover of learning. Unlike his father, Dardis was of gentle temperament and was revered especially by the dwarves. He was apprenticed to an Asarla named Léiras (the far-sighted), who taught him of the making of things that could be endowed with magical properties. It was Dardis who made the mirror given to Gorgon Elfhunter; he also created the Stone of Léir.

				Much of what transpires in Alterra has little to do with magic. The people live and die according to the laws of nature, and are subjected to the hardships of living as in any other world. It was once true that magic played a greater role in the affairs of Alterra, and the scholars state that the waning of magical influences reflects the waning of the Asari. Yet there is still magic at work in the world at the time these tales begin, and Dardis is responsible for much of it.  

				Léiras instructed Dardis in the making of magical things—blades, rings, mirrors, amulets, armor, and shields. Mirrors made by Dardis could tell an enemy from a friend despite outward appearances; hence it was Dardis who first realized the treachery of Lord Kotos. He was killed on the eve of the Second Uprising.

				Dardis was rather plain and disheveled, often spending months in his “chamber of inspiration” as he created some new and wondrous object. Gentle, humble, and unassuming, he was perhaps the most universally beloved of all Elves in Alterra.

				

				Elàni (El-LAN-ee): Elves. Immortal and impressive, they do not willingly serve the Darkness, though they may unwittingly do so through pride or deception. They have established some of the greatest realms in Alterra. Because of their very long lives, Elves are highly skilled, and many are quite learned. They make many beautiful things, and are unrivalled as musicians, singers, poets, and artisans.  Elves are formidable in battle, and quick to defend their lands from any perceived threat.

					Elves are almost universally beautiful, High-elves in particular. They are tall and very well made, with fine, silken hair that is usually worn long and flowing or plaited to keep it out of the way. Their hair may be of any color: silver, flaxen, golden, chestnut, mahogany, or raven. Their elegantly-shaped ears aid in distinguishing them from men.  Their eyes are bright, and may also be of any color—the High-elves tend toward blue and grey, the Sylvan Elves green and brown. The males are beardless, which also separates them from men and rather pointedly from dwarves.

					Elves enjoy an endless life span, unless they are slain. Their flesh will not fester, and they do not suffer disease. Yet they may be poisoned, killed in battle or by mischance, or even die from grief. Because of their very long lives, they do not often beget children, and they will do so only with their perceived life-mates.

				They delight in sharing their knowledge and their language; hence most names of places and roots of common speech are in their tongue. Though some Elves can be arrogant and dismissive of other races, they have formed alliances and friendships with men and dwarves. Regrettably, they have also warred with them at times. The War of Betrayal between the Elves of Eádros and the dwarves of Rûmm accounts for much of the remaining enmity between Elves and dwarves.

				The magical abilities of the folk of Alterra are held mostly by the Elves and, naturally, by the Asari. The Elves’ abilities are varied according to their origins, age, and experience. For example, the High Kings were possessed of supernormal strength in battle. They could exert a sort of inner power, engulfing their enemies with blue-white light, as could certain others among the High-elves. They could prevail over all but the most powerful of enemies. By contrast, the Bödvari also engulfed their opponents, but with fire rather than light. 

				Many Elves have the gift of foresight and insight, and they sense things over great distances. A rare few can actually see into the hearts and minds of others; some can do this only with living thought, and some can perceive only the final thoughts of the dead. 

				Some Elves possess powers that assist them in the healing of wounds, though they have little knowledge of or power over the afflictions of men.

				The Wood-elves are thought to be less magical than the High-elves, but this is untrue. Their abilities are entirely practical; they are the stealthiest, lightest-footed and most agile beings in Alterra. They sometimes seem to defy the laws of nature, springing up into impossibly high tree-limbs and treading so lightly upon mud or snow that tracking them is difficult. They communicate on a very high level with other good-hearted creatures, especially horses and birds. It is said that an Elf of the Cúinar can tame the most fractious horse in a manner of moments. All Elves are known as Elàni. 

				

				Elwyn (EL-win): Sylvan Elf, mother of Nelwyn.  Name means “Elf-maiden.” From elàn (elf) and wyn (maid).

				

				Èolar (AY-oh-lahr): High-elves that achieved the highest level of learning and skill, but were deceived by Wrothgar and his dark Asari.  They were mostly lost during the second uprising. Examples are Aincor, Dardis, Magra, and Ri-Elathan.  From Èolas (knowing).

				

				Farahin (FA-ra-heen): Given name of Ri-Elathan. Name means “welcome rain,” from farath (welcome) and hin (rain).

				

				Farath-talam (Fah-RATH TAH-lahm): Elvish welcome, it means “you are welcome among us” or “welcome to our realm.”

				

				Gaelen (GEH-lehn): Sylvan Elf of the Greatwood, daughter of Tarfian and Gloranel, cousin of Nelwyn. Gaelen is rightly credited with bringing about the downfall of Gorgon Elfhunter. Name means “daughter of valor.” From gael- (valor, feminine).

				

				Giron (GEER-ron): Trained falcon, light grey above and white below, belonging to Tarfion of the Greatwood. Giron is an excellent scout and messenger.

				

				Gloranel (GLOR-ah-nel): Sylvan Elf, mother of Gaelen. Name means “Bright tree.” From glora (bright light) and nellas (tree).

				

				Kotos (KO-tos): Dark Asarla, formerly of Tal-elathas, whose desire for power and to learn all things turned him to the service of Wrothgar.  He can see into the hearts and minds of those he encounters.   Kotos wore a magical amulet that allowed him to appear benevolent and wise, and he served Wrothgar as his emissary, turning men to his service through deception and promise of reward. His name means “the powerful,” but he is called “deceiver” by the Elves, and they name him Trachair, the treacherous. Fire is his element.

				

				Léir (Stone of Leh-eer): Great crystal made by Dardis in which one may behold visions of the future or of the past, and gain enlightenment. It derived much of its power from the grieved and bitter spirit of Shandor, the Asarla, who was entrapped within. Shandor eventually was persuaded to come out of the Stone, which he then destroyed. From léir (far-sighted).

				

				Liathwyn (Lee-ATH-win): Elf of the Eolar, mother of Ordath, espoused to Shandor the Asarla, with whom she founded Mountain-home. She relinquished her spirit after the Second Uprising. She was kin to the High Kings Ri-Aldamar and Ri-Elathan. Her name means “Blue-eyed maiden.” From liath (blue).

				

				Malathon (MAL-a thon): Great war-horse of Ri-Elathan. Dark-coated and fleet-footed, his name means “swift runner.”

				

				Magra (MA-gra): Èolarin Elf-lord, second-in-command and friend to Ri-Elathan. Magra was very tall and strong, and had golden hair. His name means “mighty.”

				

				Monadh-ailan (Monath-EYE-lan): The Verdant Mountains. Gentle, coastal peaks that run along the sea, they are inhabited by folk of many races, notably the Wood-elves of Tal-ailean. Name means “green-mountains.”  From monad (mountain) and ailan (green).

				

				Monadh-hin (Monad-HEEN): The Great Mountains, largest of all mountain-ranges in Alterra, they are a daunting obstacle for travelers. Snow-covered in winter, they are shrouded by clouds year-around. Name means “peaks of rain.” From hin (rain).

				

				Monadh-talam, or Mountain-home (Monath-TAH-lahm): Elven-realm presided over by Lady Ordath. Hidden among tall peaks of the Monadh-hin, it is also known as Mountain-home. It is perhaps the greatest of remaining Elf-realms and holds great stores of written record. It is a place of healing, study, and enlightenment, and is home to folk of many races. Ri-Elathan, the High King, made it his seat of power. Name means “mountain-realm.” From monad (mountain) and tal- (realm).

				

				Mulafiann: Name given affectionately to Gaelen by Ri-Elathan, it means “little hunter.” From mula (small, loveable) and fiana (huntress).

				

				Nachtan (NOCH-tan): Narrow and turbulent cold river that flows to the south and west from Monadh-talam. From nachta- (wild) 

				

				Nelwyn (NEL-win): Sylvan Elf of the Greatwood, daughter of Turanen and Elwyn, younger cousin of Gaelen.  Name means “tree-maiden.” From nellas (tree). 

				

				Ordath (OR-dath): The Lady Ordath, very powerful overseer of Monadh-talam. She is the product of a union between a powerful Asarla (Shandor) and an Elf of the Eolar (Liathwyn). She is a great healer and protector of Monadh-talam. Name means “treasure-of-the-land.” From or- (golden, gentle) and –dath (of the land).

				

				Osgar (OSZ-gar): King of the Greatwood and sire of Aruin, he was known as “the fierce.” 

				

				Quanto: Impressive hunter of the Greatwood, Quanto was especially adept at hunting fierce wild boar. He more than met his match in Turoc, however.

				

				Rain: Name given to Ri-Elathan by Gaelen, his beloved.

				

				Ri-Aldamar (ree AL-da-mar): Second High King of the Eolar, brother of Liathwyn and sire of Farahin. He was killed by a dragon during the Second Uprising. His name means “most noble ruler.” From ri- (ruler), aldos (high, noble) and –amar (great, majestic).

				

				Ri-Elathan (ree-EL-a-than): Last High-elven King, Ri-Elathan left no one to succeed him.  He was arguably the wisest of all the High Kings, and was both feared and beloved, but he lived a very lonely and arduous life. Educated in Mountain-home under the hand of Lord Shandor, he chose to remain there after he became High King.  His given name was Farahin. His name means “King of Wisdom.” From ri-(ruler) and elathas (wisdom).

				

				Shadowmancer: Wrothgar, the Dark Power of Alterra. He is thought by many to be an extremely powerful, black sorcerer, hence the name. His true nature and origin is unknown. He can appear in nearly any malevolent form he chooses, but he prefers to appear from within a peculiar black fire which is seen nowhere else. He is also sometimes referred to as the “Black Flame.”

				

				Shandor (SHAN-dor): Arguably the most powerful of the Asari, he loved Liathwyn, an Elf of the Èolar, and together they founded Mountain-home. He actually challenged Wrothgar in battle and defeated him during the Second Uprising. He is the sire of Lady Ordath. When Liathwyn relinquished her spirit and went to Elysia, Shandor withdrew from the world, eventually seeking refuge in the great stone crystal of Léir.  Shandor was the only Asarla (other than Kotos) to leave his protected realm and go forth to war. Physically, Shandor is strikingly handsome, but cold, with silver hair and ice-blue eyes. Air is his element. His name essentially means “great spirit.”

				

				Stone of Léir (Stone of Leh-eer): One of the most powerful and renowned magical objects remaining in Alterra, this gigantic crystal is now kept in the realm of Tal-sithian by the Lady Arialde, and she alone governs its use. It was made in Tal-elathas, and was first relocated to Monadh-talam. Originally endowed only with power to behold pleasant visions of the past, it was of limited use until the coming of Shandor. 

				Lord Shandor founded the realm of Monadh-talam, together with his beloved Lady Liathwyn of the Èolar. When Liathwyn gave up her life Shandor was so grieved that he sought refuge in the Stone of Léir, hoping to relive his happy memories with her.

				He gazed so long into its depths, weeping and calling to his beloved, that his spirit was drawn into the crystal, and now resides there. Because of Shandor’s powerful spirit, the Stone is now a mighty object capable of great visions not only of the past, but of the future. 

				Many of the things seen in the Stone are disquieting, and if one looks into it without leave Shandor may afflict him with visions so terrible that they will haunt him until the end of his days. Yet the Stone can be of great value in predicting and averting disaster. From léir (far-sighted).

				

				Sylvan elves: Wood-elves, or Cúinar.

				

				Taldin (TAl-deen): Name given affectionately to Gaelen by Ri-Elathan, it means “walks unnoticed, stealthy”. From taldin (silent-footed).

				

				Tal-elathas (tal-EL-a-thas): Ancient realm of the Èolar, it was the greatest center of invention and discovery that has ever been. At one time three Asari resided there—Leiras, Baelta, and regrettably, Kotos. It was destroyed by Wrothgar’s army when Kotos betrayed the Elves, aided unwittingly by Baelta. From tal- (realm) and elathas (wisdom).

				

				Tal-sithian, (SITH-ee-ahn): Green forested island in the Linnefionn; the Elven-realm of the Lord Airan and Lady Arialde. From sithion (deer). It means “realm of deer roaming.”

				

				Tarfion (TAR-fee-ohn): Father of Gaelen, spouse of Gloranel, twin brother of Tarmagil and elder brother of Turanen. Tarfion was probably unexcelled as a hunter-scout, and he gained the King’s favor upon saving the life of his son, prince Aruin. Name means “hunter of the realm.” From fiona (hunter) and tar-(of the realm).

				

				Tarmagil (TAR-mah-geel): Fraternal twin brother of Tarfion and favorite uncle of Gaelen and Nelwen. Known for being free-spirited and of good humor, he was slain in the Third Uprising. Name means “strong ally.” From tar- (of the realm) and magra- (mighty).

				

				Tuathas (TOO-ah-thas): Greatest of all realms of Men, Tuathas alone possessed an Asarla. Because of this they were more enlightened than other men. The Tuathar were commonly known simply as northmen. From tuath (north).

				

				Tuathar (TOO-ah-thar) sing. Tuathan: Men of the Northern Realm of Tuathas.  Name means “north-man,” from tuath (north) and aridan (man). Because of the influence of their Asarla, they are tall and comely, hardy and strong.

				

				Turanen (TOOR-ah-nen): Younger brother of Tarfion and Tarmagil, father of Nelwyn and spouse of Elwyn. An unparalleled archer, he was slain in the third uprising. Name means “glen-bowman.” From tuag- (bow) and ranen (glen).

				

				Turoc: Fearsome black boar, slayer of many Elves, who was slain by Gaelen’s father, Tarfion. 

				

				Ulcas (UL-cas), sing. Ulca: Evil servants of Wrothgar. Some are quite formidable in battle, but most can prevail only through sheer numbers. All are ugly. They dislike sunlight and live in dark places, particularly beneath mountains. They lurk in nearly every dark, forsaken place in Alterra, and their numbers have waxed and waned according to the power of their Master. There is some debate among scholars concerning the origin of Ulcas, but it is assumed that they are perversions of existing races, for Wrothgar can create nothing of his own; he can only twist and subvert the creations of Aontar. 

				There is some speculation that the Elves had a part in the making of the Ulcas, a notion that is most emphatically denied by both the Elves and the Ulcas. The two races hate each other, and they claim no relationship that does not involve the point of a blade. The Elves are quick to point out that Ulcas will not consume their flesh (they will eat nearly anything else), that they are entirely hairless, lacking even eyelashes, and that they will not suffer the touch of objects that are Elven-made, hence they could not share the same forebears. 

				The prevailing view held by western scholars is that Ulcas were men in the beginning, and that Wrothgar, desiring to make them stronger, infected them with a pestilence. This disease killed the weaker members, and those that survived lived much longer, even to the point of appearing to be immortal. All Ulcas now carry the pestilence, which has changed over generations such that it can no longer infect men.  It is passed to the Ulcas before they are born, and it makes them hardy and long-lived, but it also twists and distorts their hairless bodies and makes them intolerant of sunlight.  Naturally, the Elves prefer this view, yet it has not been proven. 

				Ulcas are highly variable in appearance; most are greyish-black in color, but some are pale or mottled, and some are dark as pitch. They are all undeniably ugly, some so ugly as to be hideous. Ulcas typically speak a crude form of Aridani, varied according to the area of origin. Because they do not write or record events, we know little of their history, customs, or culture. Their name simply means “evil, wicked” in the Elven-speech. 

				They have played a large part in Wrothgar’s plans throughout history, swarming down upon their enemies in huge masses during battles. They are terribly weakened by sunlight, hence it is perilous to go abroad at night in any unprotected lands. During daylight they are most often found belowground. They feed primarily upon flesh, scavenging the dead as well as preying upon the living.

				Their eyes are well designed for seeing in darkness, with cat-like, vertical pupils. In color they are generally a pale yellow to muddy yellow-brown; blue or grey-eyed Ulcas are almost unknown.

				

				

				Wrothgar (ROTH-gar): Wrothgar (ROTH-gar): Evil Being of Alterra, also known as the Shadowmancer or the Black Flame. He was so named because of his ability to summon the dreadful being known as “The Shadow”, who can so confuse the soldiers of an enemy army that they turn upon one another. His hallmark is the peculiar dark fire that envelops him when he is engaged in battle—this flame will slowly consume everything it touches. High Elves can shield themselves from it only by summoning their inner Light.

					Wrothgar has arisen twice at the time this tale begins; first in f.r.3506-3525, and again in s.r.2026-2029.  Each time he has been defeated and driven back into shadow by the Light-bearers. Despite defeat he has eventually regained his strength, for evil cannot be truly vanquished from the world. So long as the children of Aontar are corruptible, and choose the path of Darkness, Wrothgar will continue to trouble them.  The name Wrothgar means “Dark Fury.” From wroth (fury, wrath) and gor (dark). 
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