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Foreword
 
    
 
    
 
   Outcaste is the first in a new series—Undiscovered Realms—sequel to the Elfhunter trilogy. To those who are new to the world of Alterra, welcome! I have included a number of features for your convenience, including a glossary, complete with pronunciation, as well as several fine maps to assist you in getting your bearings. To those who have taken that journey with me already, welcome back! Many of you expressed regret at the conclusion of Ravenshade, as you were not yet ready to say goodbye to the characters you had come to know so well. I wasn’t ready to say goodbye to them, either.
 
   I’m excited about this new story line, though it is very different from Elfhunter. As before, it’s about choices and challenges, but this time we’re challenged with the very nature of what makes us human—perception, prejudice, empathy—wrapped up in a tale of conflict, treachery, heroism, sacrifice, judgment, and forgiveness. We will be taken to places we’ve never been, to walk among people we’ve never met. The world of Alterra is about to expand—a lot. I’m pleased that you will take this part of the journey with me.
 
   As with my previous works, this one is suitable for all ages. Though I cherish every reader, the younger ones hold a special place, and I have tried to avoid inappropriate content.
 
   I hope this first installment of the Undiscovered Realms will entertain, engage, and delight you. I’ll try not to keep you waiting too long for the next one.
 
    
 
   –C.S. Marks
 
   (I have returned. Resistance is futile.)
 
   


  
 

Prologue
 
    
 
    
 
   It was always chilly in the forest at night. The encircling trees stood tall and skeletal around the tiny clearing, their trunks just visible in the light of the campfire. After sunset, trees were the enemy. The rustling of their wind-blown leaves masked the sounds of approaching feet, and they provided cover for the Hunters. There was no moon tonight, which made things worse.
 
   It wasn't that he couldn't see in the near-total darkness; his eyes were keen in that regard. But Twyla was cold, so he had finally risked a small fire. He could not refuse her. She had stayed with him when the rest of the clan had moved on. It was because of his weakness—his frailty—that they were still in harm's way. His wounds were nearly healed now, but they still pained him.
 
   He felt a hand on his arm, and he started a little, but it was only Twyla, his little sister, now grown. She had a life-mate and children of her own. They had gone with the rest of the clan—children must be protected. Only she had stayed behind to care for him. He looked into her eyes, reading the message in them.
 
   That's what good sisters do. Don’t worry…we’ll catch up with the others soon.
 
   Though the trees were unfriendly, it was not so with all creatures of the night. As long as one could hear them hooting, chirping, buzzing, and click-clacking, one was probably safe from the Hunters, or so he had been told by the lore-master. There were plenty of night-creatures giving voice tonight, though their tempo had slowed due to the chill in the air. That meant the Hunters were occupied elsewhere tonight…didn't it?
 
   What if the lore-master was wrong?
 
   He pulled his ragged cloak tighter, hating to leave the fire. He hated even more that he must ask Twyla to leave it, for she loved staring into the ever-changing, red-golden coals, and she had only recently stopped shivering.
 
   “We must move on…I'm afraid to linger here.”
 
   The fear leapt into her eyes at once, though she tried to conceal it. She knew what the Hunters could do, though she had never actually seen one. Very few of their people had, and their descriptions were incomplete—shadowed beings that would come on you by night or by day, striking without sound or sight, killing anyone who set foot in the forest only because it was within their power to do so. The only way to safely lay eyes on a Hunter was to come upon the remains of a dead one, and that did not happen often. How I hate the forest! But it’s just so vast…I know going around it is not possible if we hope to escape our enemies, but still…
 
   The fire was too bright and the smoke too obvious…why had he ever built it? They had to extinguish it and move on. He suffocated the glowing, welcome warmth with damp soil as Twyla sighed at the loss of comfort, lifting her eyes to the tiny patch of sky visible through the canopy. It was going to start raining at any minute.
 
   He heard the rumble of approaching thunder before they had managed another half mile. He was still limping, though things were improving and he would soon be able to walk with fair speed. Perhaps they would catch up with the others tomorrow. For now, the storm would be their friend. The Hunters would not stay in the trees, for the wind and the lightning made them unsafe. Hunters were much less dangerous on the ground.
 
   The storm swept in and enveloped the forest, bringing wind and lightning. Twyla hated the bright stabs of light and terrifying noise–they both did—but there was some satisfaction in the helplessness of the trees. They would fall to the lightning if they were so fated, and there was nothing they could do about it. Even the mightiest tree would fall, an enemy even in death, crushing the life from the unlucky.
 
   They drew near the boundaries of the forest as the storm waned…only a little farther and they would be safe from the Hunters. They had survived the violence of the weather, though they were soaking wet and cold to the bone by now. Twyla began to whimper, and at first he thought it was from the cold. He could not blame her.
 
   Then his eye was drawn to an unfamiliar shape, just visible in the last flickers of the retreating storm. It obviously did not belong among the trees, hanging upside down with arms splayed at odd angles, several feathered shafts jutting from the flesh. Twyla's whimpering grew with the next flash of light, for she could see the blank, staring eyes of her life-mate, and she knew the Hunters had taken him. She drew several random, gasping breaths and lurched forward. She made no other sound—she was only another rain-soaked, grey shape for them to aim at.
 
   Twyla! Stop! They'll see you!
 
   She hesitated, looking back over her shoulder at him. It was the last time he would see her eyes with life in them—full of grief and terror. She whispered his name.
 
   The Hunters fell on her from the shadows, cutting her throat as if she had never mattered to anyone. He crouched in the dark, trying to remain hidden, trying not to scream as his sister's blood sprayed from around her severed airway. Her last cries would never be heard.
 
   They cast her body aside—his little sister who had never harmed anyone in her life–and he moaned as the terrible loss cut into his heart like a blade. One of them heard him. Its head snapped around, long locks of wet hair whipping in the last of the wind. They were like wolves; when one became wary, they all did. They turned bright, fiery eyes toward his hiding place, narrowing their gaze, their lips drawn back to expose unnaturally white teeth. He saw them in every detail—tall and slender like the trees—strange, unnaturally long ears surrounded by impossibly long hair that hung in slack, soaking-wet strands down their backs. Their skin was pale and their enormous eyes blazed with a cold, heartless light. Their blades, flawlessly forged, glittered in the last lights of the storm as they moved toward him. One of them snarled like a beast, but the others were absolutely silent. They had seen him, they were coming for him, and there was nothing he could do about it.
 
   His courage had died along with his sister, and it could not prevent his terrified screams. It was those screams which woke him from the dream…the same dream he had every day. He woke with the same question—the same contradiction—burning in his mind.
 
   Do they not know it is wrong to kill without cause?
 
   


  
 

Chapter 1: Reflections of a Lore-master
 
    
 
    
 
   Imagine the warmth and comfort of a cozy den, a fire glowing and crackling, old, red velvet furniture that has reached just the right shape and degree of squashiness, soft pillows and bolsters tossed about, and a very large, lovingly oiled oaken table. Add to that row upon row of parchments, manuscripts, and bound books, their spines boasting gilded letters in various languages. Include a plate heaped with food, and a touch of fine brandy, and you have pretty much described a dwarvish lore-master's notion of heaven.
 
   Fima, Lore-master of Mountain-home (lately of Dûn Bennas), loved his private study. It was mostly belowground, but sunlight and moonlight shone though several windows placed near the tall ceiling. Fima could still hear the late winter rain. He drew his wooly cloak around his chest, shivering slightly. Perhaps it was time to toss another log on the fire.
 
   He moved toward the river-stone fireplace, catching his reflection in a glass-fronted cabinet. A very distinguished, long-bearded dwarf with wise blue eyes set in a weathered face looked back at him. He smiled at first, but then the image changed with irregularities in the glass so that the face seemed frail, almost feeble.
 
   Can I really be that old?
 
   When he bent over to lift a heavy piece of firewood, his question was answered. Pain coursed through his back and legs, causing him to drop the log and brace both arms against the wall for a moment. He grimaced as he straightened again, breath whistling through his moustache. Cursing and muttering, he selected a much smaller log, and then another, lifting each one v-e-r-y carefully. At last, with the fire now blazing to his satisfaction, Fima returned to his place at his study table. I fear I have seen my last battle…
 
   The western lands of Alterra had been relatively peaceful for the past twenty years, due to the defeat of Lord Wrothgar's army and the death of Gorgon Elfhunter. Fima was proud to state that he had played a major role in that defeat, but he had been old even then. He had once traveled thousands of miles—all the way from the northern wastes to the deep southern deserts—but he was now convinced that another long journey would be the death of him. The past few winters in Dûn Bennas seemed harder than he remembered.
 
   He was reflecting on all that had passed, still listening to the late winter rain, when he was interrupted by a timid knock at the door. He knew at once who knocked—his apprentice, Carmyn, had followed him to Dûn Bennas. Carmyn, who hailed from the far southlands, was a fine map-maker with an uncanny sense of direction and a most wonderful desire to learn. Now the door creaked open and her intelligent, friendly face appeared. She shook unkempt dark hair from her eyes and smiled at Fima, who immediately bade her come and sit with him by the fire.
 
   “I heard a rumor that you plan to travel to the Elven-realm of Tal-sithian this year, Lore-master,” she said. “If so, then I would beg leave to accompany you. My work there is still incomplete.”
 
   Fima knew that she referred to her exhaustive mapping of the great lake that surrounded the island of Tal-sithian. Known as the Linnefionn, It had never been properly depicted due to the influence of the Elves, who would bewilder all attempts. Therefore, the lake appeared much larger than it was in reality on all maps of the region—including Fima's. Carmyn, who had befriended the Elves, would be the first to map it with accuracy.
 
   Fima sighed, offering Carmyn some cream-filled cakes on a tray. “It never ceases to amaze me how every musing and thought I have ever had seems to become immediate public knowledge,” he said.
 
   Carmyn chuckled at him. “That's because many of those musings and thoughts are held under the influence of ale. You haven't exactly made a secret of this particular plan, or so I'm told.”
 
   Fima grumbled a little, and Carmyn's bright expression faded as she heard the weakness in his voice. He suffered from a chronic cough, especially in the winter, and his grumbling was now little more than a disgruntled wheeze. She missed the deep, sonorous voice of years past. She wondered whether he was up to a journey of any kind, though she would never, ever question his decision.
 
   “Gaelen thought me mad for wanting to travel there, until I explained that the environment of Tal-sithian would probably be quite restorative,” said Fima. “She couldn't argue with that.”
 
   Gaelen, a Wood-elf of the Greatwood realm, had stood beside Fima through untold hardships, and was now one of his most devoted friends. They adored one another as mentor and disciple, as teacher and protector. Gaelen had overcome the typical animosity of her people toward Dwarves, and anyone causing harm or insult to her friend Fima would answer for it. An unusual Elf in many respects, Gaelen had even pledged her heart to a mortal man, Rogond by name.
 
   Carmyn sniffed. “What does Gaelen know of Dwarves, anyway? I think it's rude for her to even suggest that you aren't capable of making whatever journey you choose.”
 
   “Ah, Carmyn…I have seen the doubt in your eyes as well,” Fima replied. “You must remember that Gaelen has had little understanding of mortal races, and is inclined to believe that we’re made of glass. You should have seen her when she noticed the first grey hairs on Rogond's head! She flew down here in a panic, begging me for enlightenment, as if she expected he was on his last legs. Poor little Wood-elf.”
 
   “As if she hasn't seen grey hairs before,” said Carmyn, who, though she liked and admired Gaelen, found her to be something of a mystery.
 
   “She has, but she is also painfully aware that grey hairs do not come until the later chapters of a man's life,” said Fima. “Remember…to Gaelen, even a hundred years is a brief time.”
 
   “So, when are we going to Tal-sithian?” asked Carmyn, returning to the topic at hand.
 
   “Whenever Rogond decides,” said Fima. “He’s the one who insists on going every other spring, though I don’t blame him. Now that he has found his brother, he wants to visit with him every two years. Tal-sithian is a nice enough place to do it; it’s about the only really suitable place between here and Mountain-home. At any rate, when last we spoke, he was planning to leave in about two months’ time.”
 
   “Doesn’t he usually leave earlier? Why so late?”
 
   Fima sighed. “That was my fault. I requested the late departure time to avoid the worst of the rain. It seems to aggravate my breathing. Rogond has agreed to wait until the rains abate before we set out. I intend to spend the interim getting in shape for the journey, so have some more of these cream-cakes before I eat them all myself.”
 
   “In my opinion, you should have no more of them at all,” said Carmyn, taking her leave and the tray of cakes at the same time. “I’ll find a good home for these. What say I take the responsibility of providing your meals from now on?” She left before he could formulate his reply, which would have consisted of at least ten reasons why such a strategy was not only unnecessary, but a bad idea.
 
   Carmyn was gone, and Fima was left to list them only to himself. Fine. Knowing her, I'll starve to death down here. He knew her well enough to know that his meals would consist of lots of things which had once grown out of someone's garden. Aside from potatoes, these were not especially high on Fima's list of favorites.
 
    
 
    
 
   In the weeks that followed, Fima spent as much time as he could manage going through some of the more important documents in the library. Some of these were very, very old—even a few dating back to the First Reckoning. These had no doubt been handed down over countless generations of Men, and Fima examined them with reverence. He had also noticed Gaelen spending more time in the library than was customary. She hovered intently over a small table in a tiny chamber far from the main path, apparently studying a manuscript.
 
   He wondered why she had chosen this isolated location, and he crept up on her as silently as he could. When he drew near enough, he could hear the sound of a quill upon parchment, and he knew then that she was not studying a manuscript, but working on one of her own.
 
   He watched her from the shadows. She was so intent on her work that she did not notice him, which was unusual. Her eyes glowed in the candle light, her clever fingers whipping the quill across the parchment, her lower lip drawn in between her teeth in an expression of pure concentration. Every now and then she would whisper or mutter soft words, her eyes never straying from her task, reaching now for a piece of charcoal and then for powder to dry the ink. She finished one page, placed it carefully with more than a dozen others, and started on a new one, pausing only to shake her unkempt, tousled hair from her eyes. At last Fima withdrew, leaving her to her solitude.
 
   He would observe her on two more occasions before she finally became aware of him. The second had been nothing like the first. There was no eager productivity–Gaelen seemed frustrated, as though she could not find the right words to say. Fima stayed for only a moment, as her attention was wandering and he knew she would soon discover him. When he watched her for the third time, she was in a bad way. She had obviously been weeping, and as she set quill to parchment her eyes filled with tears again. This thing she was doing had become difficult, even painful, and he wanted to soothe her wounded heart. He moved toward her almost without realizing it, extending one hand as if to aid her, and she perceived.
 
   She looked up to see her dear friend standing in the doorway. She knew that she didn't need to hide her emotions from him, but she attempted to hide them nonetheless. “Hello, Fima. Did you want something?” she asked, her voice as steady as she could make it.
 
   Fima acted as though he had not noticed her tears. “It looks like you’re recording something important,” he said, taking a step toward her. “May I see?”
 
   Gaelen nodded, handing him the stack of parchment at her elbow. He knew in an instant why the task had unsettled her. On the topmost page was a disturbingly accurate portrait of Gorgon Elfhunter. As Fima leafed carefully through the meticulously lettered pages, his thoughts returned to events twenty years gone, for he had played a most vital part.
 
   This story would have been difficult for anyone to tell, but for Gaelen it brought back nearly unbearable memories. Gorgon, a malicious, black-hearted creature, had hated Elves above all else. Despite this, he had been bound to Gaelen in a way that had allowed them to share thoughts—even consciousness—and it had nearly driven her mad. She had been shackled to this creature, forced to discipline and control her thoughts lest he profit from them. The experience had been almost intolerable at times, particularly for a free-spirited soul like Gaelen. Only the love and support of her cousin Nelwyn, her beloved Rogond, and her dear friend Fima had allowed her to keep her sanity.
 
   She had chronicled the story of Gorgon from the beginning, and had included in it many things known to her alone. Fima stifled a gasp as he read some of the dark thoughts that had come into her mind unbidden when she had been bound to the creature, and tears welled in his own eyes as he neared the end of the story. The writings grew more careless and chaotic, the letters transforming from beautiful and flowing to malformed and barely legible. She had nearly been consumed by the same hatred that had claimed Gorgon…and she knew it. His death had liberated her, but the realization that she might have fallen to the same darkness had terrified her.
 
   Fima had not been present at Gorgon's ending, and Gaelen had been loath to tell of it. Now, as he read the words she had set down, he understood her tears.
 
   “It's been a long while since I thought of him,” she said in a small voice. “He wanted to be remembered…more than anything. I believe I owe him the fulfillment of his last request.”
 
   Fima, now deeply moved, set the manuscript back on the table with the greatest care. “Is it finished?”
 
   “I believe so. It's too difficult now to work on it any further. I have accomplished what I set out to do…I only hope I did justice to the tale.”
 
   Fima did a most unusual thing then, surrounding her with his short, sturdy arms, hugging her with gentle insistence. “It's a pity you’re sworn to be a hunter-scout, Gaelen. You would have done yourself credit as a lore-master. Astor and I will see that this is properly bound and preserved…in fact, I shall set about copying it at once.” He referred to the Chief Lore-master of Dûn Bennas, a tall, rather dour man who, in Gaelen’s opinion, resembled a vulture. She nodded, handed the work back to Fima, and took her leave.
 
    
 
    
 
   Gaelen went out into the dark, silent streets, climbed atop the battlements, and sat cross-legged, looking out toward the northeast. Dawn would come in a few hours, and she closed her eyes, filling her lungs with clean, cold air that was heavy with the earthy tang of the river. She sat in complete stillness for a moment, searching for signs of Gorgon, and found none. I’m finally free of him.
 
   She resolved that the next time she went to Mountain-home she would take the manuscript with her. Gorgon was, whether intended or not, both the bitter enemy and the deliverer of her people, and they should have custody of his memory.
 
    
 
    
 
   As the time of departure for Tal-sithian drew near, Rogond made his way down to the stable to find his old friend Eros nibbling on some stalks of last summer's hay. “Here you are, old fellow. I brought some fresh grass from the paddock outside. See if that doesn't go down easier.”
 
   Eros, a sturdy, shaggy dun with a very long, black forelock, was now in his thirties. He had carried Rogond across thousands of miles over their long years together, and was the finest battle-mount Rogond had ever thrown a leg over. He was still reasonably hale, but a few of his old injuries had caught up with him. Rogond no longer rode him, except for very short, easy trips along smooth, well-worn paths. Eros now limped if taxed by rugged going, though he tried not to show it.
 
   “Are you ready for one more trip to Tal-sithian?”
 
   Eros nodded his long head, waving his incredibly luxuriant forelock at Rogond. In truth, he was asking for more grass, but Rogond still chuckled at him. “Ready as ever, aren't you? Well, that's fine. You'll come along, even though you won't bear me as a burden. You can still keep the watch.”
 
   Eros snorted indignantly. Of course I can keep watch! I could bear you and your brother together if not for this accursed knee…and this rather tricky fetlock…and let's not forget my exceptionally uncooperative hocks. Incidentally, you’re not getting any younger yourself—you ride more heavily than you used to.
 
   This was true, but Rogond still had many prime years remaining to him. He was now in his mid-seventies, about halfway through a typical life-span of Men. Still, he had seen hardship, and had been severely wounded several times in his life—illness and deprivation had taken their toll on him. There were more than a few grey hairs now silvering his temples and his beard, though they were not noticeable to those who had not long known him. Gaelen knew the location of each and every one.
 
   Rogond looked to the soundness of his riding gear, as well as the harness and packs that would be borne by Faladinn, a little brown pack-horse that had served well for many years. Though he was younger than Eros, one could now see his age in the depth of the hollows over his eyes, in the salty flecks of grey hair about his face, and in the length and angle of his front teeth. Otherwise, Faladinn looked the same as ever. Rogond smiled and patted the plain, rather homely face, offering Faladinn the last bits of grass.
 
   His equipment in order, Rogond took his leave. “Rest up, both of you. We leave in three days.” Eros sighed, rubbed his head on a post, and licked his lips. That grass had been delectable! He circled once, dropped down onto his fragrant bed of straw, and proceeded to take Rogond's excellent advice
 
    
 
    
 
   As Rogond, Gaelen, Carmyn, and Fima stood together with five horses and a mule in the damp, misty half-light of early morning, they were joined by one more important, and welcome, traveler. Duinar, the Asarla, had come with Fima to Dûn Bennas, where he had been more than happy to remain for the time being. Duinar, the only one of the ancient Magic-users who had chosen to live among Men rather than Elves, visited Fima each day at least once, for they were close friends. Fima and Duinar were among the most engaging and affable souls to ever grace a library, and their meetings often turned into lively debates. Both had long beards and lively blue eyes, though Duinar resembled an old man rather than a Dwarf. His honest, gentle-natured smile and wise words brought great comfort to any hard journey.
 
   King Hearndin himself had come to see them off, and Fima, despite his usual aversion to early morning departures, was awake enough to notice that Hearndin was not wearing his crown. “I would see you safely on your way,” said the King, “but I came only as your friend this morning.”
 
   He smiled, and the sight of his strong, intelligent face filled Duinar with hope for the future of Mankind. Wise, kind, and courageous, Hearndin knew what was really important in the lives of his people, and he went to great lengths to provide it. He had rebuilt Dûn Bennas from the ashes of the Plague, and Duinar was immensely proud of him.
 
   “We won't be long this year, my lord,” said Rogond, bowing before the King. “My brother has asked me to bring my nephew, Azori, back here to Dun Bennas. He has grown up in the Elven-realm of Mountain-home, and the Elves have done a fine job of educating him, but we think it best that he acquire further experience and training among his own people. I'm anxious for you to meet him that he might learn from your example.”
 
   Hearndin nodded, clapping Rogond on the shoulder. “In that case, we will try to tidy up before you return,” he said. “After living in the Elven-realm, I expect your nephew will require a period of adjustment to our more earthy human ways and practices.”
 
   “Young Azori is already quite ‘earthy,’ I’m sure,” said Gaelen, who had overheard. “At least, if his father has had any influence on him. Your people will serve as excellent examples.” She bowed and turned to Toran, her tall, silver-grey horse. He had learned to walk forward while leaving his hind feet planted in place, therefore lowering his back by several inches. Gaelen, who was small and slight even by Wood-elven standards, appreciated his efforts. She vaulted aboard and patted him.
 
   Rogond rode a fine, strong black horse named Sye, who, though he had lost an eye in battle, was a worthy mount. Eros liked him, and that was enough recommendation for Rogond. Carmyn stood by already astride her venerable roan gelding. Faladinn, the little brown pack-pony, had traveled with Gaelen for many a mile and no longer needed to be led, as he would follow her anywhere.
 
   Duinar would walk beside Fima, who was actually riding by himself on a sturdy brown mule named Figg. Fima had discovered that this most interesting creature, whose mother was a mare and whose sire was a long-eared donkey, was much more reliable and steady than a horse. Fima could almost feel affection for the mule, and he could certainly relate to Figg’s stubborn pragmatism. The first time the animal had opened its mouth, the most horrible sound had issued forth—something between a shrieking whinny, a gargle, and a trumpeting bray. The horses, at first frightened almost to the point of panic, had since grown used to it…sort of.
 
   Fima's thoughts were turned both backward and forward, as was his tendency at the start of a journey. He thought about the events that had led him here, and of events to come. He wondered where the path would end. Though he was not usually given to foresight, he had the sense that this year's journey to Tal-sithian would be a memorable one. I do hope so, he thought, wondering whether it would be his last. Soon his advanced age would force him to settle in the last place he would live. Somehow, he had the feeling that it would not be in Dûn Bennas.
 
   “Safe journey, all of you,” said Hearndin. “I will miss your song, Gaelen…will you not sing as you depart?”
 
   The sky had brightened a little, and the river Ambros winked softly in the early morning light. The sky was rosy-pink, but not red—it would be a fine day. As the Company passed through the outer gates Gaelen began to sing, but alas, the wind was in the west, and Hearndin could only hear her for a short while.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 2: A Reunion Denied
 
    
 
    
 
   The road to Tal-sithian proved uneventful despite the persistent spring rains. The only real obstacle, other than the weather, was Fima's mule, who occasionally held the opinion that the Company was traveling far too fast for his comfort. He would simply refuse to move, sometimes for many hours, despite any entreaty from Fima. He responded neither to threat nor bribe, placidly sitting upon his hindquarters, pulling at grass and chewing slowly with a relaxed-yet-thoughtful expression on his long, bony face. If Figg was not in any hurry, no one else had better be in a hurry, either.
 
   On one such occasion, Figg held quite a debate with Eros, who always responded to Rogond whether he was tired or not.
 
   Why do you ignore your master's wishes and delay the Company? It's not as if they have been pushing us all that hard. It's not even noon yet! You must number among the laziest beasts of my acquaintance.
 
   I rest when I please…whenever I please, replied Figg, showing his disdain for Eros by looking past him at some distant horizon. And one who doesn't bear any burden himself had best not be criticizing those of us who do. I'm the only one who must carry a rider and packs at the same time.
 
   I would be ashamed to disappoint those who have treated me so well, said Eros, throwing his head in the air and snorting. You want for nothing, and all they ask is that you bear a reasonable burden without argument. I know you hold affection for the Dwarf—I have seen the expression on your face when he strokes your ridiculous ears. Now let's just be reasonable and get up on our feet, shall we?
 
   Figg forced a yawn. No one owns me. You believe a mere ear-scratching will convince me otherwise? How easily beguiled you must be! I work hard when I please. I work because it is my will. When I have rested, I'll return to work…but not before. Go on back to your life of servitude and leave me in peace. I grow tired of hearing you. He shifted his hind feet, settling his posterior even deeper into the grass to illustrate his point.
 
   Eros was now annoyed enough to squeal at Figg–it was an honor to live a life of servitude! Eros held the strong conviction that he would die in the service of Rogond, and that he would be happy about it. Figg said not another word, ignoring any further input from Eros which, of course, only aggravated him further.
 
   Hmmph! We'll see, you long-eared impersonation of a worthy mount. We'll see right now!
 
   Eros circled around, reached out with strong teeth on the end of a long head and neck, and seized the tough skin of Figg's hindquarters. The mule started up in surprise, whipping his surprisingly agile head around to bite his adversary’s neck, but it was out of reach. All he gained was a mouthful of mane.
 
   Eros squealed with effort and jerked Figg's hindquarters upward–the mule had no choice but to rise to his hind feet or lose a substantial chunk of hide. His long ears were flattened, his expression indicating that Eros had best be quick. Eros released him, leaping back just as Figg's sharp hind feet came at him like the lash of a whip. Had they connected, they might have broken something.
 
   From that day forward, all Eros had to do was circle around behind Figg, who would immediately get to his feet in preparation for teaching Eros a hard lesson. He would lash his sinewy, sparse-haired brush of a tail and roll his eyes back toward Eros, hind feet at the ready, braying various lusty insults. Eros would then move out of range, his task accomplished. Figg was on his feet, and that was what mattered.
 
   Figg was not a disloyal mount. His body provided Fima with shelter from wind and rain, and he bore his rider with the careful, deliberate fortitude characteristic of his kind. He would tell himself that he only did so because of the feed and pleasant ear-rubbing sessions that resulted, but actually he was good-hearted and would never have harmed anyone.
 
   He had one nearly-fatal flaw, however, and that was that he was afraid of swift water. He had been born in the southern lands, and when he was a foal his dam had attempted to lead him across the River Dessa after a rain. She had selected a suitable place to cross, but Figg was of an independent nature even then. He had decided to choose his own way, which appeared to be smoother. He learned then that things are not always as they appear. He was nearly swept away–if not for the efforts of the men of his caravan, he would have drowned. Fortunately, the Company embarked for Tal-sithian after crossing the bridge to the southern bank of the Ambros. There were no rivers blocking the way.
 
   The rolling grasslands to the east were wide and welcoming, though the rains were inconvenient, as there was little shelter. Gaelen hunted fresh meat and kept watch by night. Fima and Carmyn gathered firewood, as well as tasty roots and fresh spring herbs to flavor the meat, which they roasted and prepared expertly. Rogond looked to the horses; he also saw to the repair and maintenance of harness and weapons. Duinar did what he was best at–treating them all to wonderful stories around the evening fire–and he often stayed awake to keep the watch with Gaelen. It was a pleasant journey, like so many others they had taken together.
 
   Eventually they came within sight of the misted lands surrounding the Great Lake known as the Linnefionn, and the pleasant, green isle of Tal-sithian. The Lady Arialde, Asarla of Light, was the ruler of that realm. She knew of the Company's approach and sent emissaries to meet them in the misty outlands surrounding the shores of the Lake. The Elves of Tal-sithian were by now quite used to Rogond's routine visits, but these did not often include Duinar. The Lady would no doubt be pleased that her brother Asarla had come to visit.
 
   The boats that would bear them all to the island could now be seen, and Fima was busily instructing the Elves in how to properly care for and motivate his good friend, Figg, the mule. They listened at first with all solemnity, but at last they could not help but smile. Fima was truly worried that Figg would annoy the Elves and that some dire consequence would result. What if they did not understand that Figg's stubbornness was part of his nature, and that he meant nothing by it? What if they abandoned him in disgust?
 
   “We had not known a Dwarf to be so concerned for an animal before,” said the Elves, bowing before Fima. “We shall make every effort to ensure that your friend has a safe haven where he can graze in contentment. Have no fear.” Fima muttered something under his breath and then got into one of the boats with Carmyn. Once all were settled, they launched out into the vast, grey waters of the Lake.
 
   As the shoreline grew distant, Gaelen tensed, feeling a deep vibration in the air around her. She leaned over the side of the small, elegant boat and placed her left hand into the water. She felt the familiar sensation almost at once–a deep “thrumming” so subtle that it would have gone unnoticed had she not felt it before. She turned to Rogond. “The Guardians are calling,” she said. “Our arrival has been announced.” Gaelen had nearly always heard the booming vibration of the Guardians whenever she had visited Tal-sithian, and it comforted her. Evil creatures feared these enormous water-dragons, who patrolled the lake shores constantly. They were great favorites of the Lady, who had nurtured them since the first ones had been discovered at the founding of Tal-sithian. Arialde had, in fact, introduced Gaelen to one, though they were very secretive and were therefore rarely seen.
 
   Gaelen still shivered at the memory of the beast's huge head, which was almost twice as wide as she was tall, poised on a long, serpentine neck, the skin covered in tiny, glass-like scales. The Guardian had erected the frill on both sides of its great jaws, revealing itself to be a male, and Gaelen had leaped back in surprise, slipping on the wet stones and falling painfully onto her back. Far from reacting aggressively, the enormous creature had responded by gently prodding Gaelen, thrumming in concern. “He asks if you have hurt yourself, Gaelen,” said Arialde. “He wants to aid you in regaining your feet. Don't be afraid.”
 
   Gaelen had then found herself between the Guardian's great jaws, but his touch was so gentle that she knew he would not hurt her. He had set her carefully down on her feet, waiting until she had her balance before releasing her. Gaelen had bowed, acknowledging her gratitude, though she had been a bit disgusted to find that she had smelled slightly of old, stale fish.
 
   Now she sighed, wishing for the company of a different sort of emissary. The Currgas, small, friendly, otter-like people who had inhabited the shores of the lake, were among Alterra's most disarming inhabitants. Since the defeat of Wrothgar, they had gone back to their original home along the forest river. Gaelen never grew tired of them, and they made a point of escorting her whenever she traveled up the river to the Greatwood. They were quite possibly the most contented and light-hearted creatures in the world, but they were happiest along the river, and so Gaelen did not begrudge their absence from the lake.
 
   She looked into the crystal-clear depths to see an enormous, dark shadow gliding effortlessly beneath, raising no disturbance in the water. The lake was cold and nearly fathomless; the Guardians cruised far below so that their passing could not be detected on the surface. They could hold their breath for a very long time. When they did emerge, particularly during daylight, they did so with stealth, letting their pent-up breath out slowly so it could not be seen nor heard, drawing in great draughts of air into their barrel-like chests, and slipping back under unnoticed. At night, however, they came up to play.
 
   Sometimes one could hear their midnight frolics, slapping and splashing like great, agile whales, thundering and chuckling in their sonorous voices. It would not do to sail close by, for one's boat might be swamped by the wake they produced.
 
   At last the Company disembarked on the familiar, pleasant shores of the island. Because Rogond's brother Hallagond had the shorter journey, he was usually there to meet them. This time, to everyone's surprise, only a small contingent of Elves stood in welcome, and they had been instructed to conduct the Company to stand before the Lady without delay. This was most uncharacteristic–usually such honored guests were conducted to chambers where they could refresh themselves and take rest before being summoned.
 
   Rogond, Gaelen, and Fima exchanged concerned looks. Such departure from normal courtesies could mean bad news. Rogond seemed particularly disappointed. “I haven’t seen Azori since he was a boy. I was hoping to see how much he has grown,” he said, shaking his head. “I hope they’re all right…”
 
    
 
    
 
   When the Company entered Lady Arialde's marble pavilion, they were relieved to discover that a feast had been set out for them. “Really bad news would not be delivered in conjunction with such festivities,” said Gaelen, taking her seat at the long table. “Once our hostess arrives, we’ll learn the truth of things.”
 
   Arialde first appeared as a soft, golden glow emanating from her antechamber. She entered the Hall with nary a sound, and the Company rose to its feet. Gaelen took notice of the long train of Arialde's robe, puzzled as to how such a garment could be dragged across the floor in complete silence. It made her wonder whether Arialde was physically there at all.
 
   The Lady took her place at the head of the table, Lord Airan at her right hand, a king of silver beside his golden queen.
 
   “We have asked you to join us directly because Hallagond is not here, and we knew it would dismay you,” said Airan. “Let me assure you that Hallagond and young Azori are still in Mountain-home, and they are safe.” He paused, lifted his chin, and surveyed the faces of his guests.
 
   There was an audible release of breath from both Rogond and Fima, who had been quite concerned. It was not like Hallagond to miss their reunion, but at least they knew he was not lost.
 
   “Well…why have they not come, then?” asked Fima, who disliked Airan's long pauses.
 
   “They haven't come because they have been detained,” said Arialde. “It would seem that certain matters have kept them in Mountain-home. We received a message from Lady Ordath—she requests that you travel there.”
 
   “What, to Mountain-home? This seems all too mysterious,” said Fima. “Obviously there's some urgent matter compelling such a request.”
 
   “She has summoned me as well, said Airan. “There’s to be a Council, and it will debate a matter of importance, but not dire urgency—Ordath has given us leave to travel at a normal pace, and you will have time to rest and recover before we set out. She wants you to know that Hallagond and his family are well. I can tell you nothing more as yet.”
 
   “And why not?” said Fima. “If this isn’t any urgent matter, why can you not tell us?”
 
   “Because we don’t know. Ordath has not told us. She tells me only that it is…complicated,” said Arialde.
 
   “Well, since we are all being kept in the dark for now, let's avail ourselves of food, drink, and conversation,” said Rogond, wishing to reassure his hosts. “It's a rare thing to be graced by two Asari at once.”
 
   “Indeed,” said Arialde, favoring Duinar with an expression so filled with warmth that it would have melted even the coldest heart. She was always overjoyed to see him. He had been seated in a position of honor at the opposite end of the table.
 
   Duinar bowed his head in acknowledgment. “We appreciate your consideration in laying our fears to rest at once. It would seem the only bad news to be delivered this day is that my visit with you will be shorter than anticipated.” He smiled back at Arialde, and one could almost see the gentle flow of benevolent energy passing between them. Duinar appeared to be a wise and kindly old man, and Arialde a radiant and beautiful Elf, but they were both of the same kindred.
 
   With Duinar's words, the feast began. There were questions in nearly every heart, and it would be awhile before they were answered, but it was difficult to hold apprehension or melancholy in the presence of Duinar and Arialde. Fima alone was still mulling over possibilities. He knew that the Company would linger for a while in Tal-sithian, resting and preparing, but then the journey would begin. That fact did not dismay him—he had traveled from Tal-sithian to Mountain-home many times—but he could not help wondering if this was only the beginning of a greater journey, as if he stood on the edge of a precipice with his friends, poised to take an unwitting step into an unknown fate. What dismayed him was the knowledge that his friends might have to take that step without him this time.
 
    
 
    
 
   If Fima had known of the difficulties he would encounter in the journey to Mountain-home, he would never have discounted it. There were no real enemies to contend with, but the rains had been unusually heavy of late, and all waterways flowing from the mountains were swollen with swift water. There was no way to reach Mountain-home without crossing at least one of them. It was not the first time the Company had faced a swift-water crossing, but it was the first time they had faced one with Figg, the mule.
 
   No one had known of Figg's terrible fear of water, but they were soon very much aware of it. Figg had shown only mild reluctance to approach the banks of the Amar Dess, which was the waterway bordering the south of Mountain-home. After all, he was thirsty, and did not imagine for even a moment that Fima would suggest that he actually cross such a turbulent and dangerous torrent. He took a long drink from a quiet eddy, never taking his eyes from the main channel as though he feared it would rise from its banks, leap upon him like a cat, and drag him under.
 
   Fima did not care for crossing swift water either, and, though he tried to maintain an air of indifference, his anxiety was both well-known and apparent. This was clearly communicated to Figg, and it did nothing for his confidence. Gaelen, who understood the nature of horses very well, believed that Figg's apprehension came only from Fima, and she tried to reassure them both.
 
   “It actually looks worse than it is,” she said. “There's a place to cross just upstream from here that isn't too bad. See? Toran and I have been across and back already.”
 
   “Yes,” said Fima, “and I notice you’re both soaking wet already! Toran is taller and stronger than Figg, and you are at least a little taller than I am. Forgive me if the fact that you have crossed doesn't fill me with optimism.”
 
   Gaelen smiled. “Toran may be taller, but your mount is probably the most surefooted of all here–even Faladinn! Figg is very strong, Fima, and he has a great deal of common sense. You'll see.”
 
   Meanwhile, Figg stood with his front feet still in the relatively quiet waters of the eddy, but he was now completely frozen. Had he heard correctly? They were actually discussing crossing the water? Crossing it?
 
   Toran had noticed Figg's unusual posture, and he was concerned. He walked over to his companion and nudged him. Figg did not move…even his long ears were stiff. Toran snorted and shook his head.
 
   Are you all right?
 
   Figg’s only response was to roll his eyes a little.
 
   “You see?” said Gaelen. “Your fears have alarmed him, Fima, and now he's afraid of the water. You must calm yourself, or we'll have a great deal of difficulty. Perhaps you should cross with Rogond. Sye is large and strong enough to bear you both, and Sye is saddled, so it may be easier for Rogond than it would be for Toran and me.”
 
   Gaelen used very little saddlery other than a light pad to keep the sweat of the horse from her breeches. Fima would benefit much more from Rogond's sturdy saddle and harness. In truth, Gaelen was worried that Fima might pull her off if Toran lost his footing.
 
   “I hate to make Figg think that I would choose a horse over him,” said Fima, “but perhaps you’re right…this is my fault. If I can calm his fears by relieving him of the burden of bearing a frightened Dwarf, then perhaps it is for the best. Come on, Figg…let's get away from the bank now so that I may dismount.”
 
   Figg actually leaped away from the water, nearly unseating Fima, who squawked in alarm. “It seems I’ve truly frightened you, my friend,” he said, trying to sound confident while stroking the mule’s conveniently-laid-back ears. “Gaelen thinks it best that you make the crossing without me, and I agree.” He slid down, grateful for the feel of the solid ground beneath his boots.
 
   By this time, Rogond had come to investigate. “Is there some difficulty here?” he asked.
 
   “It would seem that Fima's mount is reluctant to cross the swift water,” said Gaelen. “Perhaps he should ride with you, and I can then lead Figg across. I expect he will settle down once he realizes that I am unafraid.”
 
   “Fine idea,” said Rogond. “Come on, Fima. Sye will carry us both.”
 
   The crossing went well for the most part. Rogond and Sye had no trouble, even with Fima clutching at Rogond's midsection. Duinar and Carmyn were soon safely on dry ground, along with Lord Airan and his retinue. Only Gaelen, Toran, and Figg remained.
 
   “You see, Figg?” said Gaelen. “Even Faladinn made it safely over. If a small, aged pony can do it, surely a fine, strapping fellow with such beautiful ears will make easy work of it. Let's go on across now.”
 
   Figg took a tentative step, and another, and then another. He did trust Gaelen…he followed her voice and was up to his elbows in the churning water almost before he realized it. But the water was wild, and it was difficult to hear her. He seemed to realize where he was, and he froze in place.
 
   Gaelen called to him, but Figg was now in a complete panic, though he did not move. Toran shifted about; it was difficult for him to remain in one place with the water pulling at his legs.
 
   Eros, who was already on the bank with Rogond, shook his long forelock in disgust and plunged back across the torrent. He rounded on Figg’s hindquarters, inflicting a savage bite that Figg could not ignore. The mule squealed in pain and terror, leaping sideways and then forward, neatly pulling Gaelen right off of Toran’s back. In his confusion, Figg floundered upstream as Gaelen clung to his tether. Eros snorted and leaped after him, managing to block him, as Rogond urged Sye back to where Gaelen was trying to work her way up the lead-rope against the fierce current. Rogond pulled her up behind him, whistling to Eros, who then literally herded the frightened mule to the opposite bank, teeth flashing, ears flattened, head held out before him on a snake-like neck. Soon all were safely on dry ground.
 
   “Are you all right?” cried Fima.
 
   “I’m fine, if a bit waterlogged, thanks,” said Gaelen with a wry smile.
 
   Fima, despite his concern, could not resist joking with her. “I was talking to the mule.” He walked over to his mount. “There, now, don’t be embarrassed. It was a frightening crossing, but now you know better than to be frightened again, don’t you? There’s my strong beauty.” He looked over at Gaelen and shrugged.
 
   Gaelen shook her head. “There’s a deep fear inside him—I’m afraid he’ll always be better suited to dry land. But it’s a small price for such a worthy mount.” She shivered, her teeth chattering a little. “If you don’t mind, I’d like to start a fire and dry myself out…that water was very cold.”
 
   “A grand idea,” said Duinar. “After all…I’ve spent quite enough time being cold. A fire, a meal, and warm, dry clothing will soon make everything all right.” Before he sat down to eat, Fima made certain to lead Figg to the best grass, just to make sure the mule understood that all was right between them
 
   


  
 

Chapter 3: The Man Who Wasn't There
 
    
 
    
 
   It took only a few more days for the Company to reach Mountain-home. Lord Airan was actually cheerful as he urged his mare toward the gates. “Now we shall have a fine welcome,” he said, as Rogond smiled back at him. Airan was likeable, albeit somewhat lofty, and it was good to see him so light-hearted. Rogond’s smile faded, however, when he passed through the gates to find that, although there was indeed a fine welcoming party, neither Hallagond nor young Azori stood with them.
 
   “Where do you suppose your brother is?” asked Gaelen, who had begun to worry. Rogond, despite his concern, was accustomed to Hallagond’s relative lack of consideration. “The Elves will know where to find him,” he said. “He might simply have drunk too much last night, for all I know.”
 
   To everyone’s relief, the Elves did know where Hallagond was. “We will conduct you,” they said, with slight smiles on their faces. “In fact, it is Hallagond’s wish that we take you to him at once.”
 
   “I would like to know the meaning of those ‘knowing’ glances you are giving one another right now,” said Gaelen. “Hallagond isn’t up to some mischief, is he?”
 
   “Not lately, he isn’t,” said the Elves. Gaelen and Rogond followed them, accompanied by Fima, who was also somewhat anxious. It had been a long while since he had seen Hallagond.
 
   They made their way to an upper level of the west pavilion. It was a labyrinth of light, airy chambers and corridors with open, vaulted roofs and indoor gardens. Spring came earlier in Mountain-home than in any of the surrounding lands. By now the gardens were in full bloom, the scent of flowers overlaid with that of spruces and firs. The air was so refreshing that it made one feel clean just to breathe of it.
 
   Finally, they stopped outside an arched doorway. “This is Hallagond’s dwelling,” said the Elves. “Wait here and we will announce you.” They went inside and closed the door behind them.
 
   “Oh, so now we need to be announced, do we?” said Fima, shaking his head. “That doesn’t sound like your brother to me. Even the Elves aren’t usually so formal with family. I wonder what’s going on?”
 
   The door opened, and a pleasant female voice beckoned them from within. “Come in, Rogond. These theatrics are of your brother’s design, not mine.” The voice belonged to Hallagond’s life-mate, Estle, who was a great friend.
 
   Theatrics? Why do I wish that I had a weapon in my hands right now? thought Gaelen as the three of them entered the chamber.
 
   “Why is it so dark in here?” muttered Fima, who was at least as suspicious as Gaelen.
 
   “Oh, for heaven’s sake, Hallagond!” said Estle.
 
   A shadowy figure moved toward the large copper fire-pit in the center of the room, as Hallagond’s voice startled them all with a loud announcement:
 
   “We are proud to introduce the newest members of our ever-growing family!”
 
   The figure tossed something into the fire-pit, whereupon it fairly exploded with noise and light. It flared bright gold-and-orange, lighting up the room in spectacular fashion. Someone drew back the heavy drapes that had blocked the daylight, revealing the identity of the shadowy figure. Young Azori, clad all in black, bowed and extended both arms in a gesture of welcome, a white-toothed grin on his strong, young face.
 
   Hallagond emerged, startling Rogond by grabbing him in a brotherly embrace. Gaelen and Fima looked at one another and shrugged. Hallagond stepped back, beaming at them. They had rarely seen him look so happy…or proud.
 
   “Behold! The line of Diomar grows ever longer!” He gestured toward a rose-colored couch where his life-mate, Estle, sat with her arms around two very young children. “Twin daughters! Are they not beautiful? Their names are Florian and Rosalin. That’s four, count them, four children. And they are all equally wonderful. Raenien wanted to be here, too, but she is at lessons. She will be joining us in a while.”
 
   “How marvelous!” said Rogond. “When did they arrive?”
 
   “Not that long after our last reunion, two years ago,” said Hallagond. “When I left Mountain-home for Tal-sithian, we were not yet aware of them, and so I could not tell you.”
 
   “By the time Hallagond returned four months later, I was very much aware of them,” said Estle. They came early, about three months after that. You’re late in arriving this year, Rogond…they are nearly two years old now.” She patted the little girls, who were staring at Rogond with nearly identical wide, blue-grey eyes. “Go and say hello to your uncle Rogond,” said Estle. “He has come a very long way to see you!”
 
   Florian and Rosalin had their mother’s curly hair, a light brown that would probably darken with age. They took a few tentative steps toward Rogond, who knelt on the floor so that he would not tower over them, but they would come no closer.
 
   “Hello, Florian. Hello, Rosalin,” said Rogond in the gentlest voice he could manage. “Let’s have a look at you, now…don’t be afraid.”
 
   Hallagond came up from behind the twins and gathered them up. They were far more outgoing in the safety of their father’s arms. “Here you are, my pretty ones. See? He looks just like me!” Florian and Rosalin giggled as Hallagond growled playfully at them.
 
   Rogond had never seen his brother so full of joy and pride, and he held a fleeting regret…something he rarely allowed. As long as he was with Gaelen he would not sire any children of his own.
 
   “I did not come to meet you in Tal-sithian because Ordath had summoned you to Council here in Mountain-home, though I don’t know what matter lies behind it,” said Hallagond. “My apologies for being so mysterious, but given my situation I thought it more prudent to wait for you here.”
 
   “He is referring to the fact that I get annoyed with him if he leaves me to care for the twins and Raenien by myself,” said Estle.
 
   “Well, I, for one, was disappointed,” said Azori. “I wanted to go to Dûn Bennas…father has told me so much about it. I’ve been reading every bit of history I can manage, whenever they will allow it.”
 
   “That’s encouraging!” said Fima, obviously enthused. “You can never get too much history and lore, my lad. The more you know, the less you…err…the less you…”
 
   “The less you don’t know,” said Gaelen. “It’s good to see you all looking so well. I’m honored to meet the newest members of your family.”
 
   “We are your family, too, Gaelen,” said Estle. Gaelen smiled. Of course they were.
 
    
 
    
 
   Later that evening, Hallagond and Azori joined Fima, Rogond, Carmyn, and Gaelen over a meal of fresh bread, roasted wild fowl in herb gravy, and rose-fruit jelly, accompanied by the choice of either clear water or hot, mulled wine.
 
   “So, you don’t know why Lady Ordath has summoned us here?” asked Rogond.
 
   “She is being very secretive at present,” said Hallagond. “You are not the only interesting guests who have appeared here in the past month or so. It is said that there will be many others arriving before long.”
 
   “What interesting guests?” asked Gaelen.
 
   “There are dwarves from Cós-domhain,” said Hallagond. “Rumor is that Kino and Beori have been summoned from the Northern Mountains. An emissary from the Greatwood Realm is also expected.”
 
   “Lord Airan said there would be a Council,” said Gaelen. “I wonder who the emissary from the Greatwood is.”
 
   “I wish they’d just tell us what it’s about. Now I won’t be able to sleep until I learn more,” said Fima.
 
   “Have some more of this mulled wine,” said Carmyn. “You’ll sleep, Master…I guarantee it.”
 
   Gaelen rose from the table, stretched her limbs, and shook her deceptively slight, elastic frame. “I am going out to take the air. If you want me, look to the trees.”
 
   After she had gone, Azori, who had always found Gaelen fascinating, rose as well. “Please excuse me,” he said, bowing to his father and uncle. “I also feel the call of the night air. Until tomorrow, then?”
 
   “Wait a moment,” said Hallagond. “If you’re thinking of following Gaelen, I would think again. She did not ask for your company.”
 
   “Who said anything about following Gaelen?” said Azori, with a slightly sinister grin that was eerily familiar. “Good night, all.” Then he was gone.
 
   “He has gone after her, you know,” said Hallagond. “He apparently finds her intriguing in a peculiar, Wood-elven sort of way.”
 
   Rogond chuckled. “If he would join her, he had better be a more accomplished tree-climber than his father is.” Then he grew somber. “Your son is so much like you, my brother. Yet, once in a great while, I almost imagine that I see our old friend Azori in him, too. I know that does not make much sense.”
 
   “And why not?” said Hallagond, trying to mask the momentary pang of grief that had come over him. “After all, Azori was Estle’s half-brother…perhaps his spirit has been reborn.”
 
   “If that is so, then we’re all in trouble,” said Fima. He had also come to admire the elder Azori, who had given his life on the battlefield. “He will be forever remembered for saving your life, Hallagond—it was such a spectacular act of self-sacrifice, quite possibly the first he had ever done. How regrettable that it was also his last.”
 
   They all raised their cups in tribute to the old rogue’s memory, grateful that a part of him would continue, even if only in name.
 
    
 
    
 
   It had come as no surprise to Gaelen when young Azori appeared near the base of the tall tree she was sheltering in, as she had caught his scent on the wind moments earlier. She had heard his approach even before that, despite the rustling of the aspen-leaves. Though he did not see her, she could tell that he was looking for her in her tall sanctuary. Gaelen loved to hide in the aspen trees. Their leaves rustled in the smallest breeze, and their movement confused and distracted the eye. She would not be detected, even if Azori stood in that same spot and searched for hours.
 
    
 
    
 
   After a few moments, he moved on, having apparently spotted something that drew him westward. The surety of his steps indicated that he believed he had found her at last. Not tonight, my friend, she thought, vaulting down from the aspen. There’s rain on the air… She did not relish the thought of the cold spring rains in Mountain-home.
 
   She moved to the nearest roofed structure just in time, as the rain came down both harder and colder than even she had expected. She prowled about the shadowed dwellings of Mountain-home, encountering some of the resident Elves who were often abroad at night, until she came to the rather imposing edifice of the Sanctuary—Lord Shandor’s great Hall of Learning. Gaelen smiled. It was a good thing to be here. She had learned to appreciate libraries and learning-halls ever since first meeting Astor in Dûn Bennas.
 
   This night, the Halls were deserted…almost. As Gaelen passed by one of the many study-chambers, she caught sight of a figure bent over one of the heavy carved tables, apparently poring over lessons. This was not particularly unusual, but as the figure turned a page of manuscript Gaelen noticed that the light in the chamber was dim—much too dim for any but Elven folk to read by—and this was not an Elf. Gaelen caught a whiff of a strange, unwholesome scent at the doorway. The closest thing to it is…Ulca? But that makes no sense.
 
   Fortunately the corridor was dark, otherwise it would have been even more difficult to see into the shadowy chamber. The figure appeared to be reading aloud, but Gaelen could not understand. The words were muffled, as if spoken through cloth.
 
   Although Gaelen had neither moved nor made any sound, the figure suddenly froze as though it had become aware that she was watching. She did not breathe for a moment, shrinking back into the shadows until she would have been imperceptible to the sharpest eye, but it did not matter. She caught a brief glimpse of a face turned toward her…a face with deep eyes glowing faintly in the candle-light. The eyes were the only visible feature; the rest of the face was covered by cloths. In fact, the figure was entirely covered, right down to the gloved hands. Gaelen drew in a short, startled gasp in spite of herself. The figure reached out, extinguishing the candle. Then it was gone in a flurry of swirling, flapping robes.
 
   Gaelen stood unmoving for a moment. This was most certainly not an Elf; its scent had told her that. Nor was it a man, at least she did not think so. It was too tall to be a dwarf. It had smelled…odd, almost diseased—again, like an Ulca. Gaelen knew the smell of sickness in a man. She had experienced it several times in her life and knew it could be most unpleasant. She also knew that each sickness was unique, with its own uniquely unpleasant odor. This unwholesomeness was subtle, but it was definitely there, though it would take a nose as highly trained as Gaelen’s to know it. But why does it remind me of Ulca? No Ulca would ever be welcome here. This fellow has taken great pains to be hidden and unobserved, but…
 
   She thought about asking Ordath, or even Hallagond, but decided to spend a little more time investigating. After all, this person had gone to some lengths to not be noticed, fleeing the moment he thought someone might be watching. There must be a reason, and I’m not ready to ask Ordath about it. She held another suspicion: this “man who wasn’t there,” as she had begun to call him, was at the heart of the request for the Council, though she could not yet imagine why.
 
    
 
    
 
   Over the next few days, she made it her business to learn what she could of the strange, shrouded person in the library. She crept in every night to observe his comings and goings, noticing that he did not often appear until after midnight but was always gone before dawn. He was not difficult to locate…he used the same chambers, though now he usually kept the door closed. She could still see him, though, as the study-chamber doors had small panes of glass in them.
 
   Gaelen was far more cautious in her observations than she had been during the first encounter, and so the “man” did not detect her. It was to her advantage that he always had his nose in a book or manuscript, turning the pages with gloved fingers, often whispering to himself or shaking his head in distress. On one occasion he had obviously become quite distraught, slamming a heavy, bound volume closed, shouting an unintelligible curse in a muffled voice that made Gaelen’s hackles rise. He hurled the heavy book to the floor in frustration, and then rushed out the back door of the chamber, still cursing under his breath.
 
   She decided to have a look at whatever the man had been reading—a risky affair, as he might regain control of his frustrations and return for it at any moment. She spirited herself inside the chamber, imagining that she could always claim to have been drawn to investigate by the creature’s cry. Yes, that’s it. Oh, I’m sorry to have invaded your private chamber, but I heard a cry and thought some enemy might have come into Mountain-home…or perhaps someone was hurt and needed aid. Now that I see you are not hurt, I will take my leave. Good-bye! Gaelen shook her head. That excuse wouldn’t have convinced anyone, and she hoped she wouldn’t have to use it.
 
   She bent over to collect the heavy volume of lore that the creature had cast into the corner. It would have taken considerable physical strength to toss it aside so easily, she thought, setting it back on the table. This is a history of the great conflicts of Alterra back to what was known of the Time of Mystery…and it’s an original manuscript! Her rather Fima-like enthusiasm amused her for a moment, and she smiled.
 
   She riffled through it. Here was an accounting of the conflict between Tuathas and Fómor, and a chapter devoted to the Anori-folk and their various unpleasant dealings with their neighbors. But by far the greatest portion of the thousand-or-so musty, yellowed pages concerned the three Uprisings of Wrothgar: the First, Second, and Third Great Battles between the forces of Light and Darkness.
 
   Gaelen began to read, but the manuscript was written in both High-elven and Aridani, and even she had some difficulty with it. Small wonder the creature was vexed, she thought, her eyes roaming over the difficult text. Whoever set these words to the parchment faltered over the passages I’m reading now…an Elf had done this work, that’s plain. But here—the tale of the betrayal of Tal-elathas—the hand is less precise. Some of the passages have been blurred as if by the tears of those who either wrote them or read them later…
 
   She turned page after page as the horrific tale spread itself before her eyes, her own tears threatening at any moment, until she came at last to the end. There, beneath the last bit of text, was the signature of the recorder.
 
   She drew in a sharp breath. This accounting had been set down by two of the only survivors of the Second Battle, and she had been wrong—neither was an Elf. There, at the bottom of the final page, was a rendering of a seven-pointed star, representing the fallen Èolar, being borne aloft in the talons of an eagle. The White Eagle was the talisman and symbol of Lord Shandor, the Asarla, and it was his mark. Beneath it was a small, neat inscription:
 
   “This accounting of the darkest days of the Èolar was recorded by Lord Shandor, who was present at the last of the Battle, together with the aid and assistance of Fima, the Lore-master of Cós-domhain, who gathered information from the few who returned alive.”
 
   Then, below that inscription, another note: “Regrettably, Lore-master Fima joined his forefathers within days of finishing his portion of the account.” Again, there was the mark of the White Eagle.
 
   Gaelen closed the book with reverence. This was most certainly not the Lore-master Fima of her acquaintance, but it was most assuredly one of his esteemed relations. It was a common practice among Dwarves to repeat favorite names within a family line. This devoted, learned Dwarf had died almost literally with a quill in his hand.
 
   She felt then the rage, grief, and frustration of every Elf in Alterra concerning the downfall of Tal-elathas. So much had been lost there, taken by Lord Wrothgar and his hordes of foul Ulcas, trolls, and terrible Bödvari. The worst transgression of all had been the betrayal by Kotos, brother Asarla to Shandor—his most trusted friend.
 
   Shandor, arguably the most powerful of all the Ancient Ones, was also the founder of Mountain-home and sire of Lady Ordath. He had lost nearly everything in the fall of the Èolar, and he still carried considerable guilt with respect to Kotos, whom he had trusted.
 
   Gaelen had rejoiced to hear that Shandor had returned to Mountain-home, but she had not yet beheld him. It was rumored that he lived alone in his mountain sanctuary, and that his daughter Ordath went to visit him whenever she chose, but he rarely came down into the settlement.
 
   Gaelen caressed the mark of the White Eagle, wondering about the hand that had set it there. As she did so, she was taken with an irresistible urge to leave the library and go…where? She closed the great book, wrinkling her nose a little, for the creature had left his scent upon it. Then she caressed the faded, worn binding with a loving hand, turned, and went out into the clear, cold night.
 
   She made her way to the northeast, mounting the stairs leading to the eastern battlements and beyond. She scaled the rocky perimeter, first descending and then ascending until at last she stood at the base of a tall, straight mountain-face. She did not know what had drawn her there until she looked upward in the moonlight to behold Lord Shandor, the White Eagle, standing upon a rocky ledge. His snowy-silver hair was blown back, his glowing form appearing in stark contrast to the black shadow behind it. He looked almost blue in the moonlight, a fact that did nothing to subdue the chills Gaelen now felt upon seeing him. This was not unexpected…Shandor had never been known for making one feel warm or comfortable.
 
   He set his gaze upon hers and locked it there. It is ill-advised to pry too deeply into the affairs of others, little Fire-heart. Repress thy curiosity, if only for the moment, and all shall be made plain.
 
   Gaelen was mesmerized for a moment, and by the time she realized that Shandor had actually “spoken” to her, he was gone.
 
    
 
    
 
   If Shandor had thought long about things, he would have realized suggesting that Gaelen repress her curiosity was a bit like asking the tides to stop coming in. She thought that perhaps it wouldn’t hurt to make a few harmless inquiries. She knew better than to go back to the library, but she had seen enough of the creature to have learned what she needed to know for the moment, anyway. I’m still not ready to ask Ordath…but perhaps someone a little closer to home might know something?
 
   The opportunity for the first of her “harmless inquiries” came as she brought a meal up to Hallagond, who was keeping the watch on the south march. He was very appreciative of both the meal and of her company, as he manned his guard-station alone this night. “Where is young Azori?” asked Gaelen. “I thought he usually was stationed with you.”
 
   “He is,” Hallagond replied, eyeing the basket Gaelen carried. The most wonderful aromas of fresh roasted rock-squirrel and dark bread floated toward him on the breeze, making his mouth water and his nose twitch. “Azori was not feeling well this evening. It would seem that his lessons were taught with a hard hand today, and now his ribs are bruised. I have excused him from the watch. Besides, I will not need his company now that you’re here.”
 
   “True enough,” said Gaelen, handing him the basket. “I have observed Azori at his lessons…he is becoming quite an adept swordsman, but apparently he still needs a bit of polish.” She could not help but suppress a smile. Azori had actually been foolish enough to challenge Rogond to a combat exercise, which had ended with Rogond’s defeating the young man almost to the point of humiliation. This Rogond would not have done, but Azori had lost his temper, something that must never happen in combat against a skilled, clever opponent. Rogond had driven this point home.
 
   Hallagond looked over at Gaelen. “I wonder, sometimes, if I was ever that young”’
 
   She smiled at him. “Yesterday, as a matter of fact.”
 
   For a few moments, the only sounds to be heard were those of Hallagond tearing into his meat and bread. When he had taken the edge from his hunger and thirst, Gaelen came to the point of her visit.
 
   “I have seen a…a person, swathed all in robes and cloths, frequenting the library at night. Do you know anything of it?”
 
   Hallagond did not answer at first, but kept eating. “Why do you want to know?” he said at last.
 
   “First tell me what you know about it,” Gaelen countered, helping herself to the last of the dark bread.
 
   “Fine,” said Hallagond. “I have seen this person you speak of, but only once or twice. He is very secretive. According to what the Elves have allowed us to know, he is a man who was terribly disfigured. Some say that his whole body was burned, and that he is ashamed of the scars…I know he is supposedly hideous to look upon. The Lady has been working with him, presumably educating him, but to what end I do not know. I only know we are not supposed to speak of it. Apparently, he prefers to be treated as if he isn’t here at all.’
 
   “How long has he been here?”
 
   “I’m not certain, but I know I saw him once at least…ahhh…it will have been six or seven months ago.”
 
   Gaelen considered for a moment. So, this is a man who had been burned? Injury would explain his lack of balance and the awkwardness of his posture, but the scent is wrong. Gaelen had smelled burned flesh many times in her life, usually in the aftermath of a battle. She had smelled burned men as well as Elves, and this was…different. She told Hallagond of it, as he listened with fascination. He had always found Gaelen’s memory for scent both intriguing and a little disturbing.
 
   “This was not the smell of burned flesh, Hallagond. It was more diseased. It wasn’t exactly that of rotting flesh, but like the flesh of a man with frost-bitten toes…the ones that swell up and turn black. You know…the flesh is dying but not yet rotten? It’s a sweetish-sickly smell—makes you imagine the yellow stuff inside a ripe boil.”
 
   “Stop, please, Gaelen…I beg you, not so soon after a meal,” said Hallagond, shaking his head. “Whoever said Elves were well-mannered dinner guests had never sat down to a meal with you, that’s for certain.” He shuddered, swallowed hard, and took another comforting swig of wine. “Could we abandon this topic for the moment, please?”
 
   “Of course,” said Gaelen, though there were far worse comparisons she could have drawn than to frost-bitten toes and ripe boils. Men in the grip of sickness were sometimes unspeakably foul. This shrouded man, if man he was, definitely held the smell of sickness about him. She sat in silence for several minutes, staring at Hallagond until he finally gave in.
 
   “Oh, all right. You don’t think he smells right, eh? Well, your experience with men in the aftermath of a battle is limited. You have smelled fresh burns, Gaelen, but not those which have not healed well. They may smell quite different days later.”
 
   “But I have, Hallagond…I’ve smelled them on you, remember?’ She referred to his right arm, which had been badly burned by dragon-fire in a battle over twenty years earlier. It had taken quite a long time to heal properly.
 
   “Those wounds were well tended,” Hallagond countered. “Again…I’m telling you that you don’t know what you’re talking about”’
 
   “I know this much,” said Gaelen, unruffled by Hallagond’s assertion. “If a man were burned over that much of his body, and his wounds still festered, he would be a dead man. Am I wrong?”
 
   To this, Hallagond could only shake his head. “Well, that’s just wonderful. Now you’ve gone and gotten me wondering…thank you ever so much.” He added one admonition. “Don’t go prying, Gaelen. Lady Ordath has gone to great pains to protect this man, and she won’t like it. That’s all I’m saying.”
 
   “Well, I wonder if he’s the reason for the Council we’ve been called to,” said Gaelen. “The fact that Ordath is protecting him, and he’s obviously hiding something…” She decided to keep Shandor’s admonition to herself for the moment.
 
   “You know, Gaelen, I wondered about that myself. But after living here as long as I have, I’ve learned that things are revealed in their own time. We’ll know soon enough.”
 
   They sat for the rest of Hallagond’s watch in silence. Gaelen could have gone to see to her own affairs, but she knew it was always better to have more than one sentinel at any post. Besides, Hallagond was glad of her company, and it was only a few hours until dawn.
 
    
 
    
 
   In a dark, shadowed chamber, the “man who wasn’t there” was taking his supper alone, as usual. It was not that he preferred solitude, but he had been forced by circumstances to keep himself cloistered, away from suspicious eyes. They must not yet know his identity. If not for Lady Ordath, who favored him with her company whenever she could manage it, he would have gone mad with fear and loneliness.
 
   A soft knocking at the oaken door announced his only visitor, and he smiled. The Lady always seemed to know when he needed her. He rose from his meal and threw on his worn, dark grey robes as a courtesy, but he did not bother to cover his face. Ordath knew what he looked like.
 
   He moved to the heavy door and unlatched it, stepping back to welcome her. When Ordath entered the room it brightened visibly, as always. The single candle flared as though it would not be outdone, but quickly faded again. The light emanating from Ordath was warm and welcoming as she made her way to a wooden dais near the windowless wall and sat down upon it. In her hands she carried a volume bound in worn, dark blue leather. It was nearly time for lessons.
 
   “Please finish your meal,” she said. “I am early this evening. I thought that perhaps we might have some time for talk before our schooling.” The robed man, who had by now returned to his small table, began to eat in silence. He did not respond at first.
 
   “Is there anything you would tell me? said Ordath gently. “Has anything happened recently to unsettle you?” By now she knew all about her student’s encounter with Gaelen, having been informed of it by Lord Shandor.
 
   The man at the table began to bolt what remained of his food, discarding the fork and knife to use only his fingers. Ordath knew then that he was distressed. “It’s all right. Slowly. Eat slowly…no one is going to steal your supper from you. Don’t be afraid.”
 
   At last he spoke to her in a shaky, uncertain voice. “I have been seen by…by an Elf. And this one perceives things…things that no others have. I have felt her watching me for many nights…she knows, my lady. I know she does! Knows, or at least suspects.” He turned his head away, speaking to the empty air. “What is to become of me, and of my quest?”
 
   “The Council is nearly ready,” said Ordath. “Soon all will know of you and your history. They will also learn of your quest. You must be ready to face them if you would enlist their aid.” She shook her head. “It probably is not helpful for you to immerse yourself in history books speaking only of war,” she said, referring to the volume that had so upset him earlier. “Why do you torment yourself? You must write a new history—your quest is the beginning of it.”
 
   “I don’t know if I can,” he replied. “I may never have the courage…what if I falter before the Council?”
 
   Ordath’s face was solemn. “Do you believe in your people?” she asked.
 
   “I do…I must!” he said.
 
   “Then do not fear, for you are foremost among them,” said Ordath. “Now let us continue your language lessons. You will be judged by the words you speak, and we must make certain your eloquence is impeccable.” She opened the blue volume and handed it to her companion, whereupon he began to read. His voice was not remotely like that of the Elves, nor was it like to most men of her acquaintance, but it was pleasing enough. He had come a long, long way in recent months. After the language lessons, Ordath would bring forth questions of philosophy, morality, and character, knowing that the ensuing discussions would prove most valuable in the times to come.
 
   She did not doubt her misshapen, reclusive pupil. She only hoped that his courage would be met with compassion and open-mindedness in the impending Council. Ordath knew full well how much she asked—of all of them.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 4: The Gathering of the Wise
 
    
 
    
 
   It soon became apparent that Lady Ordath’s Council concerned a matter of great importance. Such an impressive assembly had not been held in many an age. There would be no fewer than three Asari present, and they would be seated among the most esteemed representatives of the enlightened races to be found in the West. They came from all directions, converging on Mountain-home, to the amazement of her inhabitants. Hallagond, Fima, and young Azori amused themselves by speculating, and then wagering, as to who would arrive next.
 
   The representatives of each race would number five. From the realms of men came King Hearndin of Dûn Bennas, accompanied by his most learned lore-master, Astor, who was by this time quite old indeed. Still, he showed little sign of it as he glided formidably beside the King. They would be joined at the council-table by Rogond and Hallagond, and also by Estle, who would represent the interests of the southern peoples.
 
   From the Elven-realms came King Ri-Aruin of the Greatwood, together with his High-elven advisor, Galador of Eádros, and his two trusted hunter-scouts, Gaelen and Nelwyn. Lord Airan of Tal-sithian would be seated among them.
 
   Last came a mighty contingent of dwarves. Fima, son of Khima, was joined by Lord Beori of the Northern Mountain Realm and his Chief Lore-master, named Gowen. Representatives of the Great Cavern Realm of Cós-domain included Farin the Smith, a lore-master named Tuga, and a most unusual participant—his sister Ula, the fine-bearded, who was said to be the only known dwarvish lore-mistress. It had not yet been decided whether she or her brother would be selected for the Council.
 
   Rounding out this distinguished and learned gathering would be Lady Ordath, who would preside over it, Lord Shandor, and finally Duinar. Eighteen strong wills and sharp minds, eighteen personalities and opinions—all would vie to be heard. In the center of it would stand Lady Ordath’s mysterious protégé. He could not be “the man who wasn’t there” any longer, for all eyes and ears would be upon him.
 
   Mountain-home was filled with as much excitement as anyone could remember, and joyful reunions abounded. There were also some first meetings and introductions. Nelwyn and Galador had brought their daughter, Gwynnyth, along on the journey, though she would not be seated at the council-table. Neither would young Azori, which distressed him until he thought about it. After all, the youngest person on the Council was probably his uncle Rogond. In addition, Azori was well-known for impulsiveness and impatience. A long, drawn-out council-meeting would have vexed him immensely.
 
   Gaelen was practically bursting with excitement. She had been overjoyed to be reunited with her cousin and closest friend Nelwyn, though it had only been a year since their last meeting. Gaelen was also pleased to see Galador and Gwynnyth, who was the same age as Azori.
 
   At least one reunion was not so pleasant, as Duinar the Asarla had been surprised to see. He had been conversing with Fima in one of the study-chambers when the dwarves of the Cavern-realm were brought before him. When Lore-mistress Ula was introduced, Duinar had looked over at Fima to see the old dwarf’s face darken with what appeared to be anger, which he had rarely seen in his friend Fima. Ula would not look Fima in the eye, and she appeared to be most distressed, her face reddening even as Fima’s had done. Fima’s breathing had increased and he lifted his chin, his white beard bristling. Apparently, neither had anticipated encountering the other.
 
   “And what, precisely, do you think you’re doing here?” Fima asked in a formal, measured tone that belied the growling displeasure beneath it. He had spoken in his own tongue, assuming incorrectly that Duinar would not understand.
 
   Ula drew a deep breath, trying not to appear intimidated. She answered in common-tongue: “I am here to participate in the Council, because…because they need persons with open minds, who do not listen to their pride, as you have just done. I’m certain that Lord Duinar understands Dwarven-speech.” She immediately cast her eyes downward, and Duinar knew that her bravado was only a very thin layer covering her insecurity. Fima was a very well-respected dwarf, almost revered, and he was obviously most displeased by her presence.
 
   “I cannot imagine that the Lady would invite you,” said Fima. “She knows our history—the ancient ways of our people—as well as anyone.”
 
   “Forgive me, Master Fima,” said Farin, stepping forward. “I don’t wish to interrupt your reunion…”
 
   “Then why are you doing so?” said Fima, whose dark gaze had not left Ula.
 
   Duinar was quite shocked to hear such discourtesy from his venerable friend. “Come now, Fima, and let’s hear what Farin has to say. You and Ula can sort this out later, after you have calmed.”
 
   Fima growled into his beard, but said nothing further. His gaze never left Ula, who would probably have preferred simple, old-fashioned torture to being in the room with him for one moment longer than she had to.
 
    
 
    
 
   As it turned out, although Ula had been invited by Lady Ordath, she had not obtained her family’s permission. She had simply stolen away from the Cavern-realm without telling anyone. Farin cared for her, and so he did not insist that she return even after several attempts at convincing her. Ula’s elder brother Tuga, whose name meant “one who hits things really hard,” had also been invited, for he was one of the more adventurous lore-masters of Cós-domhain. It was fitting, for he was the son of Drigha, daughter of Khima, sister of Fima Lore-master. Hence, he was Fima’s nephew, and Ula was Fima’s niece. It was not yet known whether Tuga or Ula would sit at the Council.
 
   No one who knew much of the ways of dwarves would have wondered at Fima’s reaction to Ula’s presence. There were some traditions that were not violated, and one of the most treasured among dwarves was that of the binding of all females to their original clan. It was central to their way of life.
 
   Dwarven females were rarely seen, and almost never outside their home territories. It was the responsibility of all female dwarves to carry on the family line; in fact, it was a sacred trust. Only about one in twenty dwarves born would be a daughter, and it was most unusual for any female to produce more than one daughter herself—this ensured that the dwarves would not number too many; that there would always be plenty of food and enough space for all. The birth of a daughter was, therefore, cause for major celebration. For Ula to leave her family’s clan behind was nothing short of heresy.
 
   Fima admired the independence he had seen in his good friend Gaelen, and he had no trouble applauding the outgoing fortitude of women such as Estle. But to see such traits in a she-dwarf—a member of his own family—was more than he could tolerate. This tradition had been in place among dwarves since Fior first breathed life into them. Fima would have untold generations of righteous dwarves standing behind him.
 
   Fima knew that there were fundamentally two types of lore-masters in the world—those who were content to remain safely in Halls of Learning, and those who wanted not only to study, but to discover for themselves. Khima, in fact, had been legendary for this latter trait, and Fima had followed in his footsteps to a degree. Ula, regrettably, wanted to surpass them both, but had been born into the wrong body. She wanted to see what no dwarf had yet seen, and learn what no dwarf had yet learned. Staying safely at home, being betrothed, and producing many fine heirs would have been the perfect life for most. To Ula, the prospect was as appealing as a slow form of suffocation.
 
   This was a problem that would not be easily or quickly remedied, and both Duinar and Farin knew it.
 
    
 
    
 
   It soon became obvious to everyone that all was not well with Fima. He took to spending time alone, which would not have been all that unusual except that so many of his friends were present. He had not seen Galador, Nelwyn, or Gwynnyth in quite a number of years, yet they waited for him in vain at every gathering. Gwynnyth was especially disappointed, as she had not seen Fima since she was barely able to walk. She remembered him well; even newly-born Elves are very much aware of their surroundings.
 
   By this time, word had spread concerning Fima’s displeasure with Ula, and this displeased him all the more. “Well, that’s wonderful,” he said to Rogond, who had just delivered his breakfast. “It’s not enough that she comes up here without permission, betrays our Clan to its very heart, and commits one of the highest possible offenses against Fior. Now she exposes our private ways to any and all who will listen. Our fathers would weep to hear of it!”
 
   “What of your mothers?” said Rogond.
 
   Fima ignored him. “I always knew there was something…unnatural about that girl. Never behaved properly—always getting into things and being where she wasn’t allowed. I should have known this would happen!”
 
   “Sounds like someone else I know,’ said Rogond.
 
   “It’s one thing for an Elf like Gaelen to be so feral,” said Fima. “It’s another thing entirely when a dwarf behaves that way.”
 
   “I was not referring to Gaelen,” said Rogond. “It’s in the line, Fima Lore-master.” Rogond’s smile faded when he beheld Fima’s smoldering gaze. This would not be a good time to continue the discussion; at such times things were likely to be said that would not be easily forgotten, and Rogond wisely took his leave.
 
   He made his way back up to the bright, airy courtyard, a deep melancholy hanging over him like an oppressive shadow. It vanished like smoke in the wind when he encountered his beloved feral Elf, Gaelen, who had come looking for him. “Ordath has called for five feast-days to be held on the advent of the Council, starting tomorrow,” she said. “Once all that begins I will have little opportunity to escape from these walls, hence I wanted to let you know that I am going out into the mountains tonight.”
 
   “Do you wish for my company?” he asked, knowing his hopes were probably vain in that regard. Gaelen usually went out into the wild alone.
 
   “You should sleep, my brave future councilor, and prepare for the festivities ahead! I’m thinking this will be the last sober night of the next six, at least for Hallagond.” She embraced him and then turned to make her way to Lady Ordath’s well-stocked pantry. Though she would miss taking supper with her friends, there would be no need to go hungry.
 
   Rogond looked after her, sighing in frustrated regret. There were many things best done while sober, but he would not be doing them with Gaelen this night.
 
    
 
    
 
   It was not that Gaelen disliked the civility of Mountain-home. Quite the contrary; she took comfort in the security that comes with being in a proper settlement. Many eyes kept the watch here, and she could truly relax in a way that was difficult in the wild. But Gaelen was, first and foremost, a Sylvan hunter-scout. She had been such for over a millennium, and she longed for solitary communion with the natural world. One could only hear the voices of nature with absolute clarity when in solitude.
 
   She made her way past the outer battlements and headed out on a well-known path, jogging steadily until she reached her destination on the banks of the Amar Dess. The mountains rose all around her like silent sentinels as she settled on the stony turf, listening to the musical roar of the water, lost in her memories. One of the happiest events of her life had taken place here, the day she had met her life-mate so long ago. She could almost see him sitting on the bank beside her, moonlight in the dark waves of his long hair, his grey eyes glowing…
 
   She lay back, twisting her body to avoid a large stone, and gazed up at the sky. It would be a bright moon tonight, even as it had been so long ago. Gaelen drew in a deep breath and closed her eyes. Dreams came to her then, and, despite her vulnerability, she might even have slept for a while—the secure, peaceful sleep that comes with being loved.
 
   She awoke after only an hour or so and made her way into the stark, grey and black landscape of the rocks. She hunkered down, pulling her cloak about her against the stiff breeze blowing out of the north. Just as she decided the night would be uneventful, she caught an unmistakable scent on the air. She knew it at once…had the mysterious man come forth from Mountain-home? Intrigued, she followed her nose.
 
   She found him standing amid a ring of large stones, his cloaked body silhouetted in the moonlight. Calling upon every scrap of stealth that she possessed, Gaelen crept toward him until she was close enough to hear his breathing. He spoke quiet words in a tongue she did not know…though they seemed familiar. The figure raised its arms to the moon, and the incantation grew louder. Of course! She remembered where she had heard the words before…or at least something very much like them. But it made no sense for a friend of Mountain-home to be uttering such an incantation, did it?
 
   The figure bowed to the moon, then turned to the East, to the South, to the West, and finally to the North, bowing each time. He had thrown back his hood, releasing a fresh quantity of scent, confirming Gaelen’s suspicions. She remained for a few more moments, trying to wrap her mind around what her senses had revealed.
 
   The figure stopped chanting and sank down upon the stony ground, his head bent with what Gaelen perceived to be either exhaustion or grief. A moment later she heard him…weeping? Is he weeping? I’m more confused than ever. She took advantage of his lack of awareness and made her retreat. Then she went to the place where she had seen Lord Shandor on her previous foray. Obviously, he knew the answers to her questions. Though he might try to evade her, she was one of few beings in Alterra who could actually track an Asarla, and she intended to do so. She had questions, and Shandor held the answers. That was all Gaelen cared about.
 
   She scaled the cliff-face with some difficulty, but at last she stood in the same spot where the silver-haired Shandor had towered over her before. Despite her efforts, she could not pick up any sign. She searched without success until the moon had set. It would be dawn soon, and she would have to abandon her efforts lest her absence raise too many questions and concerns.
 
   Just as Gaelen had resigned herself to questioning Lady Ordath, she was startled to find Shandor standing behind her with a chilly smile on his face, his arms crossed before him, leaning against the tall rocks.
 
   “It looked as though you were about to give up,” he said. “Not quite as clever as you thought, are you?” With those words, he turned and walked away from her. He paused and looked back. “Well, come on, then.”
 
   Gaelen followed him, shaking her head. Shandor had an uncommon talent for making one feel insignificant, but at least he had deigned to reveal himself. It looked as though her questions would be answered after all.
 
    
 
    
 
   Gaelen did not reappear until late afternoon, by which time Rogond was worried enough to be annoyed with her. She found him having a late luncheon with Nelwyn, Galador, and Hallagond. She was quite hungry after her encounter with Shandor, who was not known for hospitality and had offered her neither food nor drink. She had spent several hours with him, to her delight, for not only had he answered her questions, he had told her some amazing tales. Unfortunately, he had asked her not to reveal them, which would be quite a challenge for her.
 
   Her arrival had interrupted a conversation concerning Gwynnyth’s encounter with young Azori the day before. Gwynnyth, a true-hearted and gentle soul like her mother, also knew when she was right about something, like her “aunt” Gaelen. Gwynnyth had been born with a strong urge to know and learn, and she was becoming quite well versed in herb-lore. She also had a talent for “speaking and listening” when it came to creatures with fur and feathers.
 
   She would be taller than Nelwyn, and her hair, though still fairly golden, would darken with age. Her eyes, however, would remain a serene blue-grey that could brighten and flash when her spirit was aroused—a gift from her father.
 
   Gwynnyth and Azori were roughly the same age, and had been raised in environs dominated by Elven courtesies. They were equally well educated, despite having very different areas of interest. The Elven courtesies, however, had influenced them to far different extent. Gwynnyth, who knew of no reason she should not behave in true Elven fashion, displayed the usual restraint and gentle diplomacy characteristic of her race. Azori, however, knew of at least two reasons not to behave in true Elven fashion. He wanted to be more like his mother and father who, though they chose to remain among the Elves, never stopped reminding young Azori that he should take pride in his humanity.
 
   The first time Azori was introduced to Gwynnyth, he had been momentarily at a loss for words, standing with his mouth open and gazing into her glowing face. He would later kick himself for it, as this behavior had not gone unnoticed by Hallagond, nor by Galador and Nelwyn, nor by Gwynnyth herself. Galador, whose tolerance for the elder Azori had been thin enough, immediately took a dim view of the younger. Whereas all other onlookers were amused, Gwynnyth had merely been puzzled. No one had ever stood speechless before her.
 
   In truth, Gwynnyth was the first Elf that Azori had met who did not intimidate him, and he wasn’t sure how to react. Her face had mesmerized him, for it was the face of an immortal, enlightened child who had never looked into the face of despair. Gwynnyth had been born during a blessed time, and had known only love. She had not yet been touched by evil.
 
   From that moment onward, Azori had held a fascination with her. Unfortunately, he expressed that fascination by provoking her, trying to get under her skin. He did the same to anyone he liked; Gaelen and Rogond, for example, were accustomed to it. But Galador had been favored with only a passing acquaintance with Azori, who had been too young at the time to have displayed such behavior. Unfortunately, though Azori could sometimes be disarming, he was not nearly disarming enough to overcome Galador’s chilly attitude, and Gwynnyth had been instructed to avoid him.
 
   Gaelen entered just as Galador was declaring this to Hallagond. She paused for a moment, studying the faces of her friends. Rogond and Nelwyn were attempting to conceal their disapproval of Galador’s declaration. Hallagond was torn between the desire to defend his son and amusement at the futility of Galador’s pronouncement. “I wish your daughter the best of luck,” he said. “Azori is very persistent and he finds her fascinating. I doubt she will be able to avoid him for long.”
 
   “Just don’t let her sing to him, whatever you do, or he will fall hopelessly in love with her,” said Gaelen, who could not resist teasing Galador whenever the opportunity arose. Then, seeing the look of abject horror on his face, she relented. “Don’t worry…singing is not among her talents. Still, there’s no sense in trying to control her. You will be otherwise occupied as soon as the Council begins. Gwynnyth and Azori will be on their own, left to explore their mutual interests and attitudes. I sense that Gwynnyth will not remain aloof, despite your instructions. It is not in her nature.”
 
   “We’ll see about that,” muttered Galador.
 
   Hallagond grinned at him. “Care to place a small wager?”
 
   Galador sniffed, favoring him with an imperious expression that said: “Now you see why I want Gwynnyth to avoid one such as you!”
 
   Gaelen sat at the table beside Nelwyn, her eyes bright in her eager face. “So,” she began, “have you had an interesting day?” Nelwyn was intrigued. Whenever either cousin asked whether the other’s day had been interesting, a tale of great interest would always follow.
 
   “Not especially interesting, although I did go bow-fishing earlier, and I managed to take a fish so large that it took me an hour’s battle to get it on shore…”
 
   Gaelen scowled for a moment. She loved bow-fishing, and felt a moment’s regret that she had not shared in Nelwyn’s adventure. “Well, that’s interesting,” she said. “In fact, it might be even more interesting than what I have to reveal…I don’t know.” She sighed, and said nothing more until Nelwyn almost literally shook her.
 
   “Well, don’t just sit there,” sighed Hallagond. “Tell us, why don’t you?”
 
   “I met with Lord Shandor. I spoke with him for hours.”
 
   “You…you spoke with Shandor? By yourself?” said Nelwyn, who had to admit this was possibly the last thing she expected.
 
   “I did. He told me several tales, but alas, I swore not to share some of them.”
 
   Galador was most impressed; few in Alterra had been treated to a private audience with the White Eagle. “How…and why…did you manage to gain this rare privilege?” he asked.
 
   “I went looking for him in the mountains. I had questions, and he knew the answers.”
 
   “Many of us have questions,” said Galador. “That doesn’t mean we can get Lord Shandor to answer them!”
 
   “Do you want to hear the tales, or not?” said Gaelen with a smug expression. “Then quit doubting me and listen.” She told some of the tales Shandor had shared, but she did not reveal anything of the mysterious shrouded man, nor of the reason for the impending Council, to which she was now privy.
 
   Nelwyn was truly envious. “Since your day has been so much more interesting than mine, I guess that means you are now free to take on mundane tasks such as cleaning stables, currying horses, and re-filling water troughs?”
 
   Gaelen smiled. Of course she would attend to those tasks, mundane though they might be. Gaelen never considered them to be chores, because she loved caring for horses. She had been happy to see Galador’s horse, Réalta. Both he and Nelwyn’s mount, Gryffa, were still serviceable, for both were younger than Eros and had seen fewer battle-wounds. Still, Galador would need to choose another mount in the near future, for Réalta would no longer cope easily with a difficult journey, let alone a battle.
 
   “It would be worth doing all the stable work for a week to have heard such tales from Lord Shandor,” said Gaelen. “Alas that I cannot do so, as the Council begins the day after tomorrow. At least I know that you will not be going bow-fishing without me.”
 
    
 
    
 
   Fima sulked and brooded alone in his study as midnight fell. There had already been several attempts by uninvited visitors seeking to cheer him, but none had succeeded. Farin had come first, then Rogond, and finally Duinar. It was fortunate that no Elf had intruded upon Fima’s private struggle, for struggle it was. Fima, as with everyone else in his family, had been thoroughly indoctrinated with respect to the respective roles of dwarves and she-dwarves, who were known as “fallar”—the fertile ones—in the dwarf-tongue. Indoctrination is counter to the open-minded nature of a lore-master, and Fima was well and truly at war with himself. The fact that he had not eaten in more than eight hours was an indication of the seriousness of the conflict.
 
   There would be only one more visitor to Fima’s study on that night, her hesitant, bearded face peering around the edge of the heavy oaken door. “We must talk, Uncle,” she said. “I have come to ask forgiveness.”
 
   Fima looked up at her with suspicion in his eyes. “If you have come to tell me that you are abandoning this idea of forsaking your sacred responsibilities, then by all means come in. Somehow I do not think that is the case, or you would have come to your senses long ago.”
 
   “You’re right, Uncle, that is not the case,” said Ula. “But I will beg your forgiveness anyway. I should not have surprised you in front of such an impressive gathering.”
 
   “You should never have been present at such an impressive gathering at all,” growled Fima, looking away from her. She took advantage of the opportunity and made her way to sit in one of Fima’s comfortable, overstuffed chairs, perching on the edge of the seat like a nervous cat.
 
   Fima did not help matters. He ignored her, shuffling parchments and leafing through a large volume on his study-table as if there was no one else in the room. Finally, Ula spoke her piece.
 
   “I’m here because I am unhappy at home. I was born with the unquenchable thirst to learn and see new things…to know what is in the wide world. I have been this way since I was very small. When you would visit, I looked up to you…I loved your tales. I wanted to be you. I have always wanted it. My family indulged me for a while, but then I was reminded of my place within the Clan. I would be forever bound to that one place, to those people…and I just could not bear it! Because of my gender, which I neither asked for nor could change, I was to be denied the desire of my spirit—the freedom to be who I am.”
 
   Fima raised his head a little at this, as he had heard nearly identical words come from his friend Gaelen.
 
   “Do not try to put the blame for your perceived misfortunes onto me,” he said. “You view the most sacred task given to any dwarf to be burdensome? It shows how little you care for your family, and for me.”
 
   “With all due respect, Uncle, what grand contribution have you made to your family over the past two hundred years? You are renowned as a learned dwarf who lives among Elves, but what real contribution have you made? You have not taken a wife. You have not stood by to defend your brothers who have done so. What have you done to increase our clan? Why do the same rules not apply to you?”
 
   “Because I am insignificant,” said Fima, and he meant it. “You, on the other hand, are a precious jewel to be guarded and polished and brought to your potential. That potential involves taking a mate and bringing forth new life. There is no more important role.”
 
   “Perhaps I am not as significant as you believe. If I am such a heretic…such an aberration, perhaps it is best if I leave the clan before I can infect others with my dangerous attitude! Have you ever considered that?”
 
   “Oh, believe me, I have,” said Fima, his eyes flashing from beneath his lowered brows. “Who in the world has encouraged you in this? Who has allowed you to be so educated? I shall have words with him, in any case!”
 
   Ula just stared at him in dismay. “You would…actually regret the fact that I am educated?” she said in a quiet, disbelieving voice. “You would deny me the thing you value most because you believe I should value something else? How dare you. How dare you! I was wrong about you…I don’t want to be like you after all. I thought you were respectful of the desires and needs of others. I thought you would understand!” She leaped to her feet, nearly tripping over a footstool in her haste to escape lest Fima see the tears of frustration and betrayal that had started in her eyes. Just before she passed through the door, she turned back toward him. “It would seem that the Elves have had little influence on you, Uncle. At least their minds are not closed. In Mountain-home there is learning for all who wish it.” Then she was gone.
 
   Fima sat for a moment in shocked silence. He had always prided himself on his ability to appreciate and accept the worth of all peoples and cultures, no matter how different they were from his own. Now one of his own had used words he had never thought to hear. Was his mind really closed? Had he really suggested that it had been a mistake to educate Ula? If so, then shame be upon his head. Education should be freely given to all who desired it—this was the one constant truth of Fima’s life. He would never deny it…would he?
 
   “But this is different,” he muttered. “She is violating the very tenets of our society. Without them, we are lost! It is wrong of her—very wrong.” He shook his head and began to pace about the room. “On the other hand, we cannot force her to go against her will. If she is miserable, no one will desire her anyway. What good is a wife, if she is unwilling? On the other hand, perhaps she just has not met the right suitor. What am I saying? Who would ever court her, with such an attitude?”
 
   Then he paused, and actually smiled. “I would,” he said softly. “Were she not my kin, I would.”
 
   


  
 

Chapter 5: The Council Begins
 
    
 
    
 
   The Council of the Wise officially convened on the following day. There were three arched stone tables in Ordath’s main council-room, placed together in a circle with gaps between so that one could walk between them to stand in the center upon a raised speaking platform. The three Asari sat together in the center of one table, Ordath flanked by Shandor and Duinar. There were two chairs on each side of them, seating the highest-ranking representatives of each race. Lords Airan and Ri-Aruin of the Elves, King Hearndin of men, and Lord Beori were accorded the honor.
 
   As one stood facing Lady Ordath in the center of the circle, there was a left-hand table and a right-hand table. On the left sat Gaelen, Rogond, Gowen, and Estle. Beside Estle sat Ula. Lady Ordath had decided that she, and not Tuga, should attend the Council, explaining to both of them that it was necessary to balance the heavy masculine bias of the Council as best she could. There was an empty place at Ula’s right, reserved for “Errno, son of Errnan.” Astor, Galador, Nelwyn, Fima, Hallagond, and Farin occupied the same positions at the remaining table.
 
   Naturally, an onlooker’s gaze would be drawn first to the table of Ordath, who would preside over the gathering. She was like a great, elegant raven—her wise eyes slightly hooded, her expression unreadable, her sleek, dark hair gleaming against her crimson robe. On her right, Shandor, the White Eagle, sat dressed all in pale grey, his light blue eyes as chilly as ever. Eagles are neither warm nor friendly. At her left, in utter contrast, sat Duinar; a kindly, rumpled, big-hearted bear who was only dangerous when roused.
 
   Lord Airan and Ri-Aruin were poised on the edge of their seats in true Elven cat-like manner; no hair out of place, everything perfectly arranged, their thoughts both wise and well-ordered. King Hearndin was also impeccably groomed, yet rougher, as with all men. He reminded one of a sleek, bristle-bearded hunting hound. Keen-eyed and stout-hearted, he would not easily be put off the trail. Beori, Lord of the Northern Mountain Dwarves, sat opposite him. Though Beori was not the wisest dwarf present, he was certainly the most regal. He was a magnificent Lord of Badgers, his dark eyes glowering and shifting beneath his auburn brows.
 
   At the right-hand table sat Astor, the now-ancient vulture, within whose eager brain resided much of the lore of men; Galador, aloof and feline as ever; and Nelwyn—a bright, golden-feathered bird—the voice of simple compassion and restraint. Her green eyes sparkled like bright gems. Beside her sat Fima, certainly the wisest and most learned of all dwarves present, a snowy-feathered, rumpled old owl who was far fiercer than he appeared.
 
   Hallagond and Farin, two of the most relaxed attendees in both appearance and manner, were chatting and joking with one another like two hard-bitten but friendly dogs who have just stopped a game and are thinking of starting another.
 
   Errno’s seat was still vacant.
 
   Ula, a sleek, russet-haired mink, was in way over her head, and it showed in her face and mannerisms. She had struck up a fair friendship with Estle, who was attired in sutherling garb befitting her status as representative. Estle was a brown-feathered hawk, keen-eyed and sharp-taloned. She tried to put Ula at ease, mostly without success.
 
   Gowen, Lore-master to Beori’s realm, reminded one of a disgruntled old wolverine who looked as if he had been deprived of his warm burrow for too long. Actually, he had been making merry with his fellows the night before, and the aftereffects of ale were still on him. He had slept rather late and had not eaten breakfast, which was enough to put him out of sorts. Beside him sat Rogond—patient, dark-coated guardian-hound both intelligent and loyal—and finally Gaelen, the vixen, quick-witted and wild-natured. Her expression was determined, for she already knew the difficulty of the task to be faced.
 
   Ordath rose to her feet, and the room fell silent. She raised both arms toward the group, palms upward, and bade them stand with her. A golden light emanated from her hands, spreading outward to bathe the room in warmth and compassion. Ordath was wise and she was gentle—everyone could feel the kindness of her intentions as the light touched them. They closed their eyes as her voice was heard in every heart:
 
    
 
   May the Light of Aontar shine upon this gathering.
 
   May we all find the wisdom to see the truth, and put aside our fears and our doubts.
 
   May our actions not only be ruled by the mind, but guided by the spirit.
 
   May we remember that love and mercy are the hallmarks of enlightenment, beloved of Aontar.
 
    
 
   No one moved for a moment, as Ordath’s light faded. Then she smiled and lowered her arms, bidding them to sit. When they had done so, she moved to the central podium. “Welcome, Wise Councilors,” she said. “You have been chosen for this gathering as representatives of your people because you possess knowledge, experience, and temperament suited to this difficult consideration. All of Alterra will be in your debt.”
 
   She closed her eyes for a moment. “You wonder about the empty place at our council-tables. The one who will occupy it is here, but I have asked him to remain outside for the moment. You are not as yet ready to receive him, and he is not yet ready to attend. All will become clear very shortly.”
 
   She turned gracefully, bowing to each table in turn. “All speakers will address the Council from the center of the circle. Remain at your places for questions and simple commentary, but please come to the podium should you wish to state your position. All will be required to do so before the Council’s end. There are hard questions to consider.” She looked over at Ula. “Have no fear. You were chosen because you are worthy and valued. This is an important matter, and all voices will be heard.”
 
   Ordath extended her hand toward Astor and bade him take the podium. He did so, moving very stiffly for a few steps after rising from his seat. He drew himself up tall, eyes flashing, his deep, rich voice still full of vigor despite his age.
 
   “The Lady has asked me to bring to you the sad tale of a race corrupted, for she has recently gained knowledge that will allow us to put to rest one of the great questions of our day. When we list the enemies of Light, we begin with Lord Wrothgar, whose name is synonymous with evil. But we also name his minions: Bödvari, trolls, terrible beasts, and Ulcas. The origin of the Ulcas is a mystery which has remained unanswered since the beginning of the First Reckoning. They are foul creatures devoid of free will or conscience, but we know that they must have been derived from existing races, for only Aontar is capable of true creation. Therefore, they are a perversion, but until now we have not known what they are a perversion of.”
 
   Every scholar in the room sat a little more upright upon hearing this. Each had his or her own opinions, and all had wondered. Now it seemed that the question was about to be answered. Fima’s beard was fairly crackling in anticipation.
 
   “There are two prevailing opinions,” said Astor. “One is that Ulcas are descended of Elvish origins, because they will not consume Elf-flesh and do not appear to sicken. They may also live to very great age—essentially forever, unless they are slain. We now know, however, that this opinion is incorrect.”
 
   Except for Gaelen, the Elves now regarded Astor with curious stares. The men, on the other hand, appeared dismayed. Astor paused for a dramatic moment before making his next pronouncement. “Ulcas are unquestionably, undoubtedly, and irrefutably descended of men. As a man, I can tell you that I found this revelation to be somewhat disquieting, but it is no less true.”
 
   Astor was silent as he waited for the Council to react. The Elves’ expressions were impassive and maybe just a wee bit self-satisfied, though they were much too polite to say “We told you so.”
 
   “What is the evidence of this?” asked Hearndin, whose expression indicated that he was not only unwilling to accept the contention, but that Astor had better have an extremely compelling reason for even suggesting it.
 
   “I’m coming to that,” said Astor. “Let us examine some facts which have recently come to light. We now know that, long ago, Wrothgar discovered that he could infect men with a pestilence. This “gift”, as he called it, killed many of the men afflicted with it. But those who did not die became possessed of some unique abilities. No other sickness would plague them, and they did not appear to age. Their senses became keen, especially their hearing and ability to see in the dark. Many of them were mighty—stronger than any man had been. Apparently, the “gift” brought with it some things that were desirable, but at a great cost.”
 
   “You’re saying that those deformed, hideous creatures, whom we have been slaying in droves and who have plagued us from the beginning of recorded lore, are actually men?” Hallagond interjected. He had slain more Ulcas than any man at the table.
 
   “Please do not interrupt,” said Astor, turning the full force of his blazing, imperious lore-master’s gaze upon Hallagond. “They are not men any longer, and have not been for many an age. They are Ulcas…yet men they once were. Because of the “gift”, they cannot tolerate the sunlight. Their bodies are gnarled and bent. They are undeniably ugly and foul. More than that, they have no sense of what is right, and they have almost no will of their own. Hence they have proved most useful to Lord Wrothgar, who corrupted them.”
 
   “That’s for certain,” muttered Hearndin, who had defended his realm from Ulcan forces in the past.
 
   “What I want to know is how you came by this knowledge,” growled Gowen. “It seems a little far-fetched to me. I’m not a man, but even I am having difficulty imagining any connection between Ulcas and men.”
 
   “Thank you,” said Estle, who was obviously having a great deal of difficulty herself.
 
   “It is not my place to answer that question,” said Astor, as he turned to Lady Ordath and bowed. His task completed, he returned to his place.
 
   “Patience, my Good Councilors,” said Ordath. “We will reveal what we know in good time. Now I would ask you to tell of your experiences and opinions concerning Ulcas. If you have things to say, make certain that you say them. When you have finished, I will ask you to lay them all aside. Then, and only then, will I reveal from whence the information came.”
 
   At Ordath’s direction, anyone who had any opinion to express did so. The common thread was that Ulcas were vile, evil creatures to be exterminated. They were not human—in fact, common beasts would have been given greater regard. Hearndin, Rogond, Estle, and Hallagond were particularly disparaging and merciless; this news had stung their pride and had been difficult for them to hear. The Elves were more generous, but probably would not have been so had the revelation not been in their favor. When all who wished to had expressed themselves, the chamber fell silent.
 
   “You have been heard,” said Ordath at last. “Now you must put all of those beliefs aside.” She moved from behind her table and left the chamber through a side door.
 
    
 
    
 
   Outside the council-chamber, the “man who wasn’t there,” whose name was Errno, sat miserably upon a stone bench against the wall. When he saw Ordath, he knew she had come for him, and he appeared to be desperately trying to disappear into the grey stones of the wall behind him. She approached and sat down beside him, laying both hands upon his shoulders until he calmed.
 
   “It’s time for you to reveal yourself. Do not be afraid.”
 
   “Not afraid?” said Errno. “You heard them—they believe that my people are driven by hatred, but I have never heard such hateful things as came from that gathering just now. Not afraid? If I were not afraid, I would have lost my senses.”
 
   “They have no weapons,” said Ordath.
 
   “They have their bare hands, don’t they?” said Errno, his eyes darting back and forth as though looking for an escape.
 
   “No representative that I have gathered here will lay a hand on you. That I can promise,” said Ordath. Then her voice grew stern. “You must summon your courage, and now. This matter cannot wait. They have vented their feelings, which, after your recent acquaintance with history, you can surely understand. Now I have requested, nay, commanded them to lay those feelings aside. They will hear you…it is your task to make them believe in you.”
 
   “I…I can’t,” said Errno, drawing himself into a protective posture with his arms wrapped about himself. “Please…do not ask it of me yet. I am not ready.”
 
   “And your people? Your family? They are the reason you are here, Errno. Fight for them, for they are doomed otherwise. These years have not been in vain. You can do this. Come in and make your case. Fight for your people!” She forced him to look into her gentle, fathomless eyes. “I believe in you, and in your cause.”
 
   Errno’s eyes glistened with unshed tears as Ordath’s words melted his heart and strengthened it at the same time. He nodded, drew a deep breath, and rose to his feet. Then he walked beside her into the council-chamber, pausing only once at the doorway, knowing there was no use in turning back. He walked in, trying to appear confident, and took his place at the table, the first descendent of Ulcas ever to have done so.
 
    
 
    
 
   There were few sounds to be heard, other than a sharp intake of breath and rustle of clothing from the members of the Council. No one would move, nor would they speak. Ula, who sat closest to Errno, drew back from him without thinking. One of Lady Ordath’s ministers, who had been charged with the task of recording the proceedings, dropped the quill from his hand.
 
   Errno did not react well to the astonished, unwelcoming stares that were now fixed upon him, and his courage wavered as he shifted uncomfortably in his seat, sweat springing forth from his twisted brow in such quantity that he was forced to wipe his eyes on his beautifully embroidered sleeve.
 
   Ordath had made certain that he bathed and scented himself, and she had provided beautiful attire for him to wear. When he stood up straight and tall he almost looked like a man, though bald and disfigured. He did not exactly look like an Ulca, even when he cringed in his chair.
 
   Ordath stood on the central podium and turned to address her guests. “This is Errno, son of Errnan, and he hails from a place that shall not be revealed. He has been among us here in Mountain-home for many months now, preparing for this day. I bid you make him welcome.” She paused and looked around the circle. A few expressions were merely puzzled, but many still bore both hostility and disgust. She could not blame the councilors, but she would not have Errno mistreated. That would not serve the purpose.
 
   “You must appreciate the courage Errno has displayed in coming here,” she said, her voice stern and undeniable. “He has come for a very important reason, and it is reason enough for you to hear him. The Lord of Light demands it, in fact!” She noted, with some satisfaction, that all eyes were now fixed on her, and were no longer staring at Errno, who had realized that Ordath was capable of protecting him. He had therefore calmed enough that he was no longer cringing, at least.
 
   “In teaching Errno, I have undergone some education of my own,” Ordath continued. “I do believe I now know more of the history of Errno’s unfortunate race than any outsider ever has, yet I will allow him to state his case to you, for he does a much more compelling job of it than I. Errno’s people are undergoing a transformation, and they are poised to write a new history for themselves. We must not close our minds based on what has come before—the Way of Light is never closed to those who would follow it.”
 
   Whenever Ordath spoke of the Light, she brightened visibly with a soft, golden glow. Shandor lowered his eyes for a moment in remembrance of Liathwyn, Ordath’s mother, who had done the same. No one would resist such persuasiveness for long—the troubles and doubts would come when Ordath was no longer present. Now she beckoned to Errno with a graceful hand. “Come up to stand beside me, Worthy Ambassador of Unknown Race. Stand and be heard, so that we may consider.”
 
   Errno looked around him like a frightened rabbit. He knew that he would have to address the Council, and yet he feared doing so. He decided to concentrate on the Lady, fixing his murky, fearful eyes on her brilliant ones, and felt his courage return. He rose to his feet and moved to stand beside her, dwarfed by her willowy frame and by his own cringing.
 
   “Stand up tall,” she whispered, “and do not fear. True-hearted folk do not cringe before a foe. These are not your enemies, though they do not as yet realize it. To win them over, you must treat them as worthy allies and friends.”
 
   “I see no friends here,” whispered Errno.
 
   “I am your friend. Remember it always,” said Ordath in a voice loud enough for others to hear. Then, to Errno’s horror, she left him alone on the podium.
 
   There followed a long and unpleasant silence as Errno turned this way and that, hoping for a friendly ear. At last, Beori spoke up in a predictable grumble: “Tell your story then, Ulca, before my beard gets any grayer than it already is.”
 
   “Yes, do tell,” said Hallagond, who was still trying to wrap his sensibilities around the notion of an Ulca dressed in embroidered silk.
 
   Rogond rose to his feet and swept one of his long arms around the circle. “Notice, Mr. Ambassador of Unknown Race, that each and every lore-master present now has a quill and parchment at the ready. It would seem that they are anxious to hear you.” It was true—Fima, Astor, Gowen, and Ula all had quills poised over parchment. The councilors chuckled, and the tension was broken. Rogond, who was not yet certain what to make of Errno, smiled at him anyway and sat back down.
 
   Ordath and Gaelen both nodded toward Rogond in respect; he had succeeded in putting everyone more at ease. Errno’s mottled, lopsided face broke into a very slight smile as he drew himself up taller, faced the Council of his enemies, and began to speak.
 
   “Long ago, before the advent of quill and parchment, the realms of Alterra were shrouded in mystery. Of that time some things are known, for they were passed down to the People of Light by the Asari, who had been sent to instruct them and enlighten them. The Races of Light numbered three: Elves, immortal and fair; Dwarves, who kept to themselves, delighting in the works of their own clever hands; and Men, whose brief lives were often filled with pain and doubt.
 
   “It was this pain and doubt that made men the chosen victims of Lord Wrothgar. He needed others to do his dark bidding, but because he could not ever create anything of his own, he needed to corrupt and subvert an existing race instead. He considered the Elves, who, if they could be turned, would have made mighty minions indeed. But the Elves remained true to the Light, and they were slow to increase in number. The dwarves were far too contented to remain as they were…Wrothgar had nothing to tempt them with.
 
   “Men, on the other hand, showed potential. They were, at that time, both naïve and primitive. Assailed by illness and age, their lives were often brief and violent. They frequently warred with one another, bickering over lands and resources. Worse, they doubted their own worth far too often. It would be a while before men truly came into enlightenment, and it is small wonder that they were vulnerable to the persuasion of Darkness and the promise of power.
 
   “Yet even men resisted beyond Wrothgar’s patience. It seemed the true-hearted outnumbered the vulnerable, and Wrothgar needed an ally to accomplish his purpose. He found it in the form of a terrible pestilence, which he called ‘the gift.’ He lured men to his domain and infected them, whereupon the infected ones returned to their settlements, taking the pestilence with them. Before long many had died, but those who did not die were altered forever. Driven out by other men, they were forbidden to walk among them ever again. In dread of the pestilence, many who were perceived to be infected were killed on sight. It was a very dark time.
 
   “The survivors were forced to live in hiding, lest men find them and slay them, but Lord Wrothgar made them welcome in the realm of Darkness. These new beings were the first Ulcas—virtually immortal, immune to all sickness, loathing the light and welcoming only darkness. They were dependent on Wrothgar for their very identity…their forebears no longer claimed them.
 
   “As Wrothgar continued to manipulate them, they sank even further into decadence. No longer creatures of free will or conscience, they lived only for survival and what few creature comforts they could still enjoy. They multiplied, as men will do, under the protection of Wrothgar. Any Ulca who showed any vestige of humanity was immediately killed and fed to the others. No one cared. By the time the First Reckoning began, Ulcas had emerged as Wrothgar made them, and have changed little since, except that the earlier forms were more powerful than the present ones. As they have drawn farther from their progenitors, they have weakened into the form that you are familiar with.
 
   “Wrothgar preferred that his minions be miserable, and so he kept them—miserable, and always fearful. No sense of family nor friendship…one would kill its own offspring if so ordered, and not care for one instant about it. There might be reward of meat and drink, or the possibility of warmth, or perhaps a new weapon or a dry place to sleep. Terrible punishments awaited any who either disobeyed or failed in any of Wrothgar’s tasks—we’re told he was especially fond of flaying them alive.
 
   “Ulcas had their own primitive hierarchy, even as men do, founded on the favors of Wrothgar. They killed one another frequently to advance their own interests, and Wrothgar would sometimes take notice of the last one remaining, choosing it for his own personal guard. It would not, however, be chosen as…as breeding stock…unless it had advanced through sheer brute strength, and not by initiative. Initiative was a thing to be discouraged.”
 
   “This has been a fascinating account of the origin of Ulcas,” said Hearndin, “but what does it have to do with you? Why are you here?”
 
   “I’m getting to that,” said Errno. “Anyone who is a student of nature and the creatures in it knows that they do not remain the same forever—living things adapt and change as their world shifts around them—most dramatically in those forms whose lives are brief and whose offspring are many.
 
   “The pestilence that Wrothgar used to create his Ulcas remains a part of them, passed down through Ulcan generations, ever a part of their flesh, keeping them in a state of mindless obedience, taking free will and conscience, preventing empathy toward their fellow creatures. But among my people, a change has occurred. Whether the pestilence we harbor is… altered, or we are overcoming it, is unknown. We still live long, and do not fall to illness, but we have…a sense of family. We have empathy for others, even to the point of self-sacrifice. Among my people, a mother may well defy a large, strong male who threatens her children, even to her own death. No Ulca would do this—they have no care for their own offspring.
 
   “We keep to ourselves, and will not mix with other Ulcas, allowing this change to spread more quickly. Wrothgar has summoned us, but we have refused, and he is most displeased with the direction our small group of underlings has taken. We tried to hide our nature from him, but the change has been too great—he knows of it, and we cannot conceal it. We no longer obey without question, and…I know you all think I look like an Ulca, but really, I don’t. Especially not to an Ulca.”
 
   “You do smell different,” said Gaelen, “at least a little…”
 
   Errno’s face contorted into a slight smile. “At any rate, Wrothgar fears that our nature will spread among the other Ulcas, and he would then lose the most easily-commanded and expendable denizens of his dark army. Therefore, he has named our entire race the ‘Outcaste,’ and has placed a bounty on our heads. He has vowed to kill us all. We cannot remain in hiding forever…Wrothgar’s agents will find us, and then we will be lost. That’s why I have come to you—our last hope—the People of Light.”
 
    
 
   Errno finished his tale in a faltering voice, and then he fell silent, exhausted. He looked around the circle, noting the change in expression on many of the faces there. They were not exactly welcoming, but at least they were not openly hostile. Most were amazed, puzzled, or contemplative. Errno’s face was paler than usual; he had spent his strength and his hands were shaking. Ordath went to him and helped him back to his place at the table.
 
   “We are now in need of a respite,” she said. “Food and drink have been prepared for you, so please do as you will until we reconvene at sundown. I would ask that you not discuss these matters with any outsiders, though you are free to discuss them amongst yourselves. I know that you are full of questions, but our visitor is in need of rest. You may ask them when we gather again this evening.” The Council rose and bowed to the Lady, and then left her to aid her protégé, who had surely just completed one of the most difficult tasks of his life.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 6: Imagining the Unimaginable
 
    
 
    
 
   “Did you hear what I heard in there?” said Hallagond. He had retired to an antechamber with Estle, who was helping herself to the lavish refreshments that had been set out in every room near the council-chamber. “That Ulca has been living here for months under our very noses? He’s learned to speak and dress himself, and he mumbles some words about needing help, and we’re supposed to do something about it? What, precisely, are we going to be asked to do? I can hardly wait to hear that one.” He shook his head, running his right hand through his neatly-trimmed beard.
 
   “Let’s just wait and hear the whole story before we react, shall we?” replied Estle, who was entirely too calm in Hallagond’s opinion.
 
   “It’s easy for you to say. You’ve had very little experience with Ulcas.”
 
   “I lost my half-brother in a battle with them, and nearly lost my beloved at the same time,” said Estle, still calm. “I believe I have enough experience.”
 
   “All right. Since you’re so calm, then, what are your thoughts?”
 
   “I believe I have never seen such a homely person so well-dressed. The other thoughts I will keep until we have had the chance for public debate. I have lived here long enough to know that Lady Ordath would not be easily misled, nor would she spend countless hours with Errno unless she believed there was good that could come of it. I know it, and so do you.”
 
   “All I know is that I had the urge to take ‘Errno’ outside and demonstrate the merits of a good sharpening-stone,” said Hallagond. “But, I’ll wait until the Council reconvenes, and hear what others have to say.”
 
   “I can hardly wait to hear Gaelen’s response,” said Estle. “I’ll bet she’s outside with her sharpening-stone right now!”
 
   “She knew about it already, if I am any judge,” grumbled Hallagond. “I should have suspected as much. She came to me asking about Errno, and not long afterward she was treated to a private audience with Lord Shandor. I’ll warrant she sneaked around until she discovered Errno’s nature, and Shandor was then forced to reveal it. I can’t imagine any other reason for him to have sought her company.”
 
   “Well, since Shandor doesn’t usually seek anyone’s company, I agree,” said Estle. “So, Gaelen actually kept this undeniably cataclysmic information to herself? I’m impressed!” She smiled at Hallagond. “Let’s not think too much more about this until tonight, beloved. I, for one, could use a nap. Will you come with me? I’d also like to look in on the little ones. Azori has been left in charge of them, and I’d imagine he would like some help for a few hours.”
 
   She rose and left the antechamber, taking a large share of the food with her for the children. Hallagond followed her, wrapping up the rest of it just in case.
 
    
 
    
 
   The dwarven contingent of the Council had taken their feasting down to Fima’s private study-chamber. Though Beori was a Lord of Dwarves, one would not have known it as he sat with Farin and the lore-masters, all partaking of pastry, roasted meat, and honeyed fruits with cream. The mood was somber, as though no one wanted to give voice to an opinion. A fire blazed in the stone fireplace, making the chamber comfortably warm despite the rain outside. The grey clouds promised a long siege of wet, stormy weather, for Ordath was far too preoccupied with matters at hand to exert her influence.
 
   Ula sat apart from the other dwarves, as she thought fitting. Farin was her friend, and he would have accepted her, but none of the others were so welcoming. Every time Beori looked upon her with disapproval the color rose in Fima’s face, for he still felt shame. Ula’s bad decision was, at least in his mind, due to his bad influence.
 
   “All right,” said Farin at last. “Someone has to ask this, and so I will. What do you think of our well-dressed councilor?” He shook his head, his ruddy, greying beard waving gently to and fro.
 
   “You can put any clothing you like on him. I say he’s still an Ulca,” grumbled Gowen, whose people had always been troubled by Ulcas. “It is, however, a fascinating notion.”
 
   “What is?” asked Farin.
 
   “The notion that they could…well, change into something else. Or rather that they could change back into men.”
 
   “Do you think that’s possible?” asked Fima, who was in the process of recopying his notes from the earlier meeting.
 
   “I don’t know…I’ve seen some pretty ugly men,” said Farin, eliciting a chuckle from his fellows. “And I’m not just talking about the outside. There are some very ugly hearts among men. Just because Errno claims that his people are turning back into men doesn’t make them worthy of saving, in my opinion.”
 
   “Ugly hearts aren’t specific to any race,” said Ula. “I have seen ugliness in all peoples. Errno didn’t say that he thought his people were turning into men…I don’t believe he knows or understands what is happening.”
 
   “Ah! Insights from the young one who has led a sheltered life!” said Gowen. “We can certainly put this matter to rest now, can’t we?” He glowered at Ula, intending to intimidate her, but it didn’t work.
 
   “I do not believe that Errno’s people are changing back into men,” said Fima. “Far too much time has passed, and they are too different now. I suspect that they are changing into…something else. Those changes appear to be for the better, at least in Errno’s case. Have you ever known of an educated Ulca?”
 
   “Yes, indeed!” said Gowen. “Wrothgar has many of them as advisors…did you not know it?”
 
   “Of course, that is the rumor,” said Fima. “In actuality, Wrothgar’s advisors are believed to be evil men, not Ulcas. Have you ever heard of an Ulca to seek education for its own sake, or who could speak Elvish and not choke to death on it?”
 
   “That’s nothing new. I choke on Elvish every time I try to speak it,” said Farin. “That doesn’t make me an Ulca.”
 
   “This is a difficult and complicated situation we are in,” said Beori. “I will need considerable proof of this…this ‘Errno’ and his intentions before I agree to anything! After all…what if he’s just one of Wrothgar’s spies sent here to gain sympathy and lure us into some trap?”
 
   “With all due respect,” said Ula, “this matter is really quite simple in my admittedly sheltered opinion. Ordath trusts Errno. That She-elf…Gaelen? She doesn’t think he’s an Ulca. Wrothgar wants to exterminate him and all others like him. That’s enough evidence for me.”
 
   There followed a few moments of silence as everyone considered. Fima smiled at Ula and nodded. That was, after all, exactly the sort of thing he would have said.
 
    
 
    
 
   Gaelen, as usual, sat alone in the rain. She had found a sheltered niche on one of the outer walls to the north, and was now staring out at the grey-veiled lands surrounding Mountain-home. The forest had come back to an extent, though it was still marred—remnants of blackened trees were visible here and there through the new growth—but there was plenty of green. The scent of young spruce trees nearly overwhelmed her at times. She shivered a little in the damp and drew against the stone wall of the niche, which was actually an archer’s portal. She did not notice Shandor approaching from behind until he was nearly upon her.
 
   “Again I have surprised the most famous of all hunter-scouts,” he said, favoring her with a rare, wry smile. “Preoccupied, are we?”
 
   “Naturally, I was thinking of Errno, and of my own reluctance to accept him,” she said. “I have lost a lot to Ulcas. I have dedicated my life to eliminating them and protecting my people from them. This is a difficult perspective for me to take.”
 
   “You are not alone,” said Shandor. “Yet I did not come here to share your contemplation, but rather to bring you a small token. It represents something of your past, something of my past, and a significant part of your future. Please do not examine it until I have left you.” He handed her a small parcel wrapped in very old deerskin.
 
   As he turned to leave, Gaelen reached out to touch the sleeve of his robe. “Thank you,” she said, surprised to see the sorrow in his eyes when he turned back toward her.
 
   “We have all lost much to the Ulcas and to all who serve Wrothgar,” said Shandor. “Just remember that not everyone behaves according to expectations. After all…no one would have expected Errno to live among Elves for six months, and few would have expected you to keep his secret to yourself for nearly six days!” He smiled at her…a warm and sincere smile this time, one that she would remember to the end of her life. “Rain chose well,” he said, and then was gone, his light grey robes swirling into the mist.
 
   Gaelen clutched the tiny parcel to her breast as if she could somehow feel Shandor’s light through it. She wanted to open it…but she wanted to save it, a little afraid of what she might find. She sat for a few more moments, as the rain came down around her and the wind began to rise.
 
   Shall I open you, I wonder?
 
   A distant rumble of thunder decided her, and she carefully unfolded the soft, faded old deerskin from the object inside. What she found made her gasp with delight. She gazed at the contents of the parcel, enthralled and fascinated, before wrapping it up again and tucking it away. She would share it with no one, not even Rogond, until the time was right. Her heart was pounding and her steps were light as she made her way back inside to go in search of food and drink.
 
    
 
    
 
   When he could not find Gaelen, Rogond had sought out the company of King Hearndin, Astor, and Duinar. It was a rather grim-faced gathering.
 
   “Ah, Rogond! Come to join the rest of us ordinary mortals, I see,” said Hearndin, in an attempt to appear light-hearted. “Please, join us in our repast.” He indicated the well-appointed table at his left.
 
   “What? No raw flesh?” asked Rogond, eliciting a chuckle from the others. “And I was so hoping the Lady would try to make us feel at home. Not even any maggoty carrion? I am disappointed.” He sat down next to Duinar. “Quite a revelation, wasn’t it, Master?”
 
   “Not to me,” said Duinar. “I knew it all the time. I knew it…and I loved you, anyway. Just because Wrothgar used men as his raw material doesn’t mean that you aren’t a noble race.”
 
   “You knew it…why did you not reveal it?” asked Hearndin. “Even the Elves did not know…did they?”
 
   Duinar smiled. “I don’t think so…and I did not reveal it because it might have given them one more reason to feel superior. You had enough difficulties with self-image.”
 
   “Forgive my impertinence, Master,” said Astor. “I have always wondered why you chose to favor the realms of men rather than those of the Elves. You are the only Asarla to have done so, and I have always wondered. Will you enlighten us?”
 
   Duinar took a huge bite of roasted venison, washing it down with a great swallow of wine before cleansing the oily juices from his hands with a towel. He tossed a rib-bone to the hound waiting patiently at his feet. “Of course I will,” he said to Astor. “Why should I not have chosen you? You are Aontar’s creation…you are Children of Light. The Elves had…was it six? Yes, six Asari living among them. It was their intention to enlighten the Elves, who would then enlighten you. I preferred a more direct approach.”
 
   He took another great swallow of wine, and the others followed his example.
 
   “Was that the only reason?” asked Astor, who sensed that he had not yet gotten the full story.
 
   “In truth, I always liked you better,” said Duinar, to which nothing more need be said.
 
    
 
    
 
   Things had not been comfortable in Lord Wrothgar’s world for quite some time, and now it appeared that they were worse than ever. The Lord of Tûr Dorcha had suffered great losses in the past twenty years. The destruction of the Stone of Léir had taken Wrothgar’s hope of gaining the advantage over his enemies. Worse, his most powerful enemy, Lord Shandor, had been restored to the Forces of Light, as had Duinar. Wrothgar had often disregarded Duinar in the past, but his power appeared to have grown.
 
   Wrothgar had therefore been lying low for two decades, trying to regroup and rebuild his forces. Yet now it seemed that the very foundation of his evil armies—his most lowly, yet most prolific and useful minions—was threatened. Ulcas were the backbone of Wrothgar’s army, but they were only useful as long as they could be kept under complete control. No Ulca had truly defied him since the time of their “creation,” and none had ever questioned his dominion over them. The “gift” had seen to that. Wrothgar had little else to offer them, other than some meager dominion in the dark places they favored. Still, they had served him well—and why not? They were indoctrinated daily that Wrothgar was their only security. Being part of a huge, mindless population meant freedom from individual responsibility. They never had to think for themselves; their lives were dedicated at birth. But Wrothgar had become aware that, at least for one small population of Ulcas, the “gift” appeared to be waning…or perhaps changing.
 
   Neither Wrothgar nor his dark scholars could explain it. Somehow, the forces of nature were shaping the Ulcas as they did everything else, allowing them to revert into beings of free will and conscience. That could not be allowed to happen. At least the numbers of altered Ulcas were small…only one isolated population was known.
 
   Wrothgar had sent forces out to exterminate them twice already, but each time they had gotten wind of it and moved on. The aberrant Ulcas had to be eliminated at all costs—the aberration must not be permitted to spread. Wrothgar had been advised that, in all likelihood, the change would only be spread via breeding…it was not a contagion in the strict sense. But any likelihood of spreading was intolerable. Obviously, something had favored this trait in the rogue population.
 
   Wrothgar therefore ordered these “Outcastes” destroyed on sight. He had captured one many years earlier; at first fascinated by the presence of eyelashes and rudimentary eyebrows, as proper Ulcas are entirely hairless. When he discovered the undeniable changes in the personality of the Outcastes, Wrothgar knew he had to deal with the problem as soon as he could manage it.
 
   The Outcastes had only survived this long because Wrothgar’s forces were diminished both in strength and in numbers. But now, as that strength was rebuilt, the days remaining to the Outcaste Ulcas were numbering fewer and fewer. Deep in their isolated, dark refuges, they knew it.
 
   Errno’s people were set upon by the forces of Light as well as Darkness, with no allies to be found. There would be no point in reasoning or pleading with Lord Wrothgar—their only hope lay in the very difficult and unlikely prospect of convincing the enlightened races to aid them.
 
   Errno, known as something of a visionary among the Outcastes, had been a chieftain among them. His intelligence and powers of reasoning were greater than most, and his will was stronger than many. He was, without question, one of the most courageous. Hence he had been chosen to bring his people’s plight to the attention of their former enemies, knowing this would be a nearly impossible case to make. The more he learned of the terrible damage his ancestors had done, the more hopeless it seemed. If not for Ordath, he would have abandoned the effort.
 
   Errno could not help cringing, and he still liked raw flesh. He was undeniably ugly, and he snarled and bared his teeth when conflicted. He appeared to be an animal dressed in finery and taught to speak, but there was no denying his courage. Courage is a trait which no Ulca truly has, but which Errno would need in double measure as the Council of the Wise reconvened at sundown.
 
    
 
    
 
   The expressions on the faces of the councilors ranged from skeptical, to disgusted, to downright hostile. Errno’s unfortunate reaction consisted of shifting in his chair, his upper lip twisting uncontrollably into a snarl, exposing strong, if crooked, yellow teeth.
 
   The Asari were difficult to read, their faces nearly expressionless, though one could still detect Duinar’s affability and Ordath’s empathy. Shandor was, of course, completely inscrutable.
 
   Errno was beginning to emit a rather unpleasant aroma, not surprising considering the state of his nerves. Gaelen had already taken notice, despite being seated at the far end of the same table. She shook her head, wondering why it had taken her so long to unmask him.
 
   In hindsight, Errno smelled like an Ulca. She had denied the possibility of an Ulca in Mountain-home because it was so preposterous, yet apparently it was not as preposterous as she had thought. She sighed and shook her head again.
 
   The Elf who had been set to record the proceedings need not have troubled himself. One only need look at the poised quills in the hands of the lore-masters to know it. They had rested, and now had procured fresh parchments and full ink-bottles, awaiting whatever befell. Despite their negativity toward Errno, they all had to admit that this was one of the more interesting events they had witnessed. Gaelen, who liked to make sketches, had rendered an excellent likeness of Errno during the earlier meeting. She had made a present of it to Fima, who had been pleased to add it to his notes.
 
   Ordath rose again, extending her hands, filling the room with the same warm, soft light as before. Gaelen was surprised to notice that Errno almost looked genuinely human until the light faded, and the illusion was broken.
 
   “Now then,” Ordath began. “Errno has come to us asking for aid. What thoughts have you given this matter during your respite? Speak, that your voices may be heard.”
 
   “My question is this,” said Beori. “What sort of aid is he expecting? Does he want us to destroy Lord Wrothgar for him? Would he have us rise up against those among his kind who threaten him?”
 
   “Address your questions to the one who must answer them, and not to me,” said Ordath. “Errno has a voice, and yet you behave as if he is not here.”
 
   Beori flushed a sort of pinkish-crimson, contrasting rather unfavorably with his dark auburn beard. Of course, Ordath was right, but Errno was the last person Beori wanted to actually speak to. “All right, then. Well? What sort of aid are you expecting, Ulca?”
 
   “Do not address me as Ulca, please,” said Errno. “I am no longer welcome among Ulcas. I am Outcaste…so named by Lord Wrothgar and all who serve him. If you wish to avoid showing me the respect of using my name, you may call me Outcaste.” He rose and stood as tall as his courage would let him, moving to stand on the central podium.
 
    
 
    
 
   Errno was most uncomfortable under the gaze of so many eyes, many of which were either glowering or flashing at him. He decided to pick out the least hostile person at each table and keep his eyes fixed there. He selected Ordath, Fima, and Rogond. “I do not expect any of those things you mentioned—no wars, no uprisings. Wrothgar and his Ulcas have been hunting us for years now…always we have gotten wind of it and managed to move to a new hiding place before being overtaken. But now we are running out of hiding places. My people do not travel well, and we know almost nothing of these lands other than the deep-caverns and the tunnels beneath the mountains. What we need…what we are asking for is…is sanctuary.”
 
   There was a flurry of discordant voices, all talking at once. Sanctuary? Whatever does he mean by that! Does he actually expect that any respectable society would harbor such an unsavory race? It would be unthinkable. Ulcas overrunning dwarven-realms? Ulcas strolling about Tal-sithian? Absurd! Laughable! Not to be tolerated. Talk about vain hope…
 
   “Wait a moment!” shouted Estle, rising to her feet to be heard over the din. “You are all reacting when you don’t really even understand what he is asking for.” She turned to Errno. “How many of you are there? How great are your numbers? And, are there children?”
 
   “We number nearly a thousand now,” said Errno. “Our numbers have increased since we made a law against killing one another.”
 
   “A…what?” said Ri-Ariun in an astonished tone. “Did you say you had actually made a law?”
 
   Errno drew himself up tall. “We have laws. There is a law against killing, and a law against stealing, and a law against harming your neighbor or your family, unless, of course, they have done something to you first, in which case you may do whatever you like to get even.”
 
   “Well, Errno, I must say that is most uncharacteristic of Ulcan society,” said Fima. “You have made significant progress…except for that part about getting even”
 
   “And what’s wrong with getting even?” growled Hallagond.
 
   “One should not seek to harm others,” said Nelwyn. “That’s all Fima is saying.”
 
   “In that case, then it should not be permitted for the Elves of the Greatwood to slay my people on sight, as they do,” said Errno, trembling a little at his own audacity. “Ulcas and Outcastes alike are killed just for trespassing, even when they have done no harm.”
 
   “Based on my experience with Ulcas, harm is what they will do if given the opportunity,” said Gaelen, though her voice was gentle. “I have slain countless numbers of Ulcas, Errno, and I apologize for none of them. If, however, things are changing, I might have to rethink my position. I admit that I have slain Ulcas on sight, whether in the Greatwood or not, if there is the slightest chance they will bring harm.”
 
   “There is one small problem with giving sanctuary to the Outcastes,” said Astor. “Even if we could guarantee that, for example, the men of Hearndin’s realm would learn to accept such beings and live in harmony with them, Wrothgar wants them exterminated. Wherever they go, he will pursue them. They will bring great risk to anyone who shelters them.”
 
   “I know,” said Errno in a quiet voice, “it is much to ask.”
 
   “Too much to ask,” said Beori, folding his arms.
 
   “Just think on this for a moment,” said Rogond. “If Errno’s people are allowed to flourish, the changes they are experiencing might well affect the other Ulcas. Perhaps they will become numerous enough that their kind will supplant the loyal servants of Wrothgar. That would not please him at all, and would be a boon to the Light. You must each ask yourselves—are Errno’s people worth saving?”
 
   “Depends on the cost involved in saving them, in my opinion,” said Hearndin, who had just been treated to the mental image of Errno’s people overrunning Dûn Bennas.
 
   “I would charge you all with the task of further considering this question before our debate continues,” said Ordath. “Right now you are all overwhelmed by the notion that your homes are about to be colonized by Outcastes. I submit that we will accomplish very little else until the Council agrees on a single question: Will you aid the People of Errno, or will you condemn them to death at Wrothgar’s hands? Once you have agreed, then we will consider what is to happen next.”
 
   This was not a question that could be answered—not yet. Ordath knew it. She adjourned the Council until sundown of the following day, knowing that every member would discuss, mull over, consider, and debate until then. There would be time for private outrage, the expression of deep inner fears, and hopefully the development of some empathy. Ordath knew that such things were not likely to happen in the Council-chamber. As she watched the various members depart, she remained with Shandor and Errno, who appeared to be on the verge of exhaustion.
 
   She approached him, took his misshapen hands in her own, and smiled at him. “I believe that went very well, considering,” she said. Errno’s face, at first puzzled, broke into a slight smile.
 
   “You’re right,” he said. “It could have been worse.”
 
   


  
 

Chapter 7: The Decision
 
    
 
    
 
   Errno was not present at the Council on the following day. Ordath had persuaded him to remain in his own chamber, having given him a book of poetry and another of herb-lore. “Who is the Elf seated next to the tall man at the leftward table?” he asked, just as Ordath made ready to leave him.
 
   “That is Gaelen Taldin, of the Greatwood realm. She was introduced to you, as were they all. Why do you ask about her?”
 
   “Because she knew of my presence long before the Council. She stalked me in the library on several occasions,” said Errno. “I believe she guessed my nature, and yet she kept silent about it. And there is something else about her…I believe she holds a greater understanding of my people than anyone else in the room except yourself. Yet Wood-elves have always been our ruthless enemies. I don’t understand.”
 
   “First, Wood-elves are no more ruthless toward Ulcas than are any other Elves,” said Ordath. “Second, Gaelen has been given unique…insight…which is all I will say for now. I would advise you to stay away from her, even though she seems more sympathetic than most. Stay away from her for the time being.”
 
   “What insight? From who did she gain it?” asked Errno. “And why should I stay away from her? Not that I’m remotely tempted...”
 
   “From whom,” said Ordath. “Not at this time, my friend. I will reveal some things of her when, or if, you are to remain in her company, but not until then. I must go now…I would not arrive late. There is much to be decided tonight. Try not to worry.”
 
   Errno settled back with the volumes Ordath had given him. He opened the book of poetry first, to a verse entitled The Fall of Aincor Fire-heart. That was certain to be much too depressing, so he turned instead to the herb-lore. Errno had developed a fascination with things that grow, as he had had so little experience with them in his familiar, dark haunts. It was grand to see so many green things that were useful—they could be eaten, or used for medicine, or even used to poison an enemy. Until he came to Mountain-home, he had rarely thought of them as anything other than stuff to be trampled beneath his feet.
 
    
 
    
 
   “First, we should all vote on the matter of whether we favor aiding Errno’s people at all,” said Ordath. “You must understand what your vote will mean. If you vote ‘no,’ then you basically condemn the Outcastes to living in hiding until Wrothgar’s Ulcas finally overtake them. But if you vote ‘yes,’ then you are committing not just yourselves, but the people you represent, to the task of helping preserve Errno’s folk.” She looked around the circle. “Will all who are prepared to vote please stand?”
 
   All Council-members in attendance, excepting the Asari, rose to their feet.
 
   “Why will you not stand?” asked Hearndin, looking over at Duinar and Shandor.
 
   “We are abstaining from this vote,” replied Shandor. “This matter is for you to decide. We will support your decision, regardless.” He looked straight ahead then, his blue eyes hooded and expressionless.
 
   “Very well,” said Ordath. “Each table will vote from left to right. First let us hear from the Lords, beginning with Ri-Aruin.”
 
   “I feel some empathy for Errno,” said Ri-Aruin, “and his plight touches me. But I do not trust his people to be civilized enough to not pose a threat. As much as it pains me, I must say ‘no.’” He sat back down, exhaling a long breath.
 
   Hearndin spoke next. “I will not even entertain the notion of a thousand Ulcas, or Outcastes, roaming the streets of Dûn Bennas. I must vote ‘no’ as well.”
 
   Lords Airan and Beori added their voices, and the tally stood four votes to none.
 
   The rightward table was next, beginning with Astor. Though he did not wish to vote against King Hearndin, he had seen things in Errno that would not allow him to vote ‘no.’ Four votes to one. Galador made it five to one.
 
   Nelwyn voted in favor of Errno. “Anyone who has risen above lawlessness must be encouraged,” she said. “I doubt Errno expects to be roaming anyone’s streets.”
 
   Fima voted with her. The tally was now three in favor to five against.
 
   Hallagond remembered too well the last battle, in which Ulcas had taken the life of one of his dearest friends. He had struggled against them for far too long and in far too unpleasant a manner. “No.” Farin, apparently, had engaged in similar struggles. The vote was now three to seven.
 
   Ula voted ‘yes,’ as did Estle, who voted her own conscience despite having been reminded of Azori’s death. Five votes to seven.
 
   Gowen made it five to eight. “You can dress him up and teach him to be eloquent. That doesn’t make him a man.”
 
   Rogond voted in favor of Errno. He knew what it was like to be the target of assumptions made by one race about another.
 
   Gaelen voted last. “No one is beyond redemption,” she said simply. “I say yes.”
 
   Ordath sighed. The vote was seven in favor to eight against. “I am not willing to abandon an entire people based on the difference of one vote,” she said. “This is as nearly equal as it can be, given our number.” She turned to Shandor. “What, then, shall we do?”
 
   Shandor flared with harsh, silver light, his silken hair stirring in the breeze his own energy had created. “I believe there is a simple solution,” he said in a voice so cold that it made Gaelen’s hackles rise. He looked around the council-tables again. “Do not say a word, and do not react to what I am about to do. You must trust my judgment in this—all of you. I will brook no contradiction. Do you understand?” He turned to Lady Ordath. “Now fetch the Ulca here.”
 
   Ordath bowed submissively before her mighty sire, who did not acknowledge her. She then left the chamber to fetch Errno, who, of course, had no idea that he was to be summoned. Soon she returned with the justifiably frightened Errno in tow. Shandor was in no mood for pleasantries or delays.
 
   “Ulca!” Shandor intoned, his deep voice filling the chamber with foreboding. “Stand before me now. Know that the Council has voted, and they have not seen fit to favor your people with aid. Now you must die. It is the decree of the Council.”
 
   Everyone sat in shocked silence. They had not expected Shandor to deal out such a punishment. None of them had been involved in any such decree. It is a test, thought Gaelen. It must be. That’s why Shandor insisted that we not contradict him. She looked over at Rogond, whose expression told her that he had come to the same conclusion.
 
   Errno began to tremble, and his face grew visibly paler. His knees weakened, threatening to buckle from beneath him. Still he faced Shandor, frightened tears welling in his eyes.
 
   “Have you anything to say?” said Shandor.
 
   “All I wanted was to protect those I care for,” squeaked Errno, whose voice was leaving him along with his strength. “I did not realize that my life would be forfeit when I agreed to abide by the decision of the Council. I regret having spent so long away from my family…and when I do not return, they will lose all hope. That is my greatest regret….the loss of hope.”
 
   Several of the Council-members started to speak; it was unthinkable that Shandor would deal out death to Errno, who had come to ask for help, before their very eyes. It made them see Errno in a different light.
 
   “Be silent—do not interfere!” said Shandor. “I warned you not to contradict me; your votes have been tallied and your opinions heard. Now is the time for judgment.”
 
   A blade appeared on the table near Errno’s hand—Shandor’s blade, with a hilt of cold white dragon-bone carved in the shape of an eagle.
 
   “You have one final choice, Ulca,” said Shandor in a pitiless tone. “You may take your own life now, or I will release you to the wild. Die by your own hand, and we will leave your people to their fate. Perhaps they will find a way to survive; we will not interfere with them. Abandon your courage and we will hunt them down, for they are as unworthy to live as the rest of the Ulcas. The doorway is open and no one will detain you, but we will exterminate every single one of your people when we find them. I assure you that we will. Choose now!”
 
   Errno wept now with terror and shame. He had never expected that Ordath would allow this terrible fate to befall him—not after months of gentle guidance and education. Yet now she stood passive, allowing Shandor to make his terrible pronouncement without opposition. Errno looked with longing at the wide-open doorway at his left. If he escaped, he could at least be reunited with his family for a while before they were all hunted down. But then…what if Shandor uses me to get to them? If the Elves track me, they will find us all…
 
   Errno looked down at the floor and closed his eyes, gathering himself. All his efforts would come to nothing, yet he could not let his courage abandon him. When he raised his eyes again, there was fire in them.
 
   He reached for the blade, wincing a little as he grasped it, for it was a blade of power. He took a step toward Shandor, wishing for just a moment that he could bury the dagger in his cold, pitiless heart, but he knew there was no point in attempting it. Besides, he was no killer. “Such a shame to have wasted all that fine education, my lady,” he whispered. Trembling, he turned the cold steel toward his own heart, regarding the circle of now horrified spectators.
 
   “WE…ARE…NOT…ULCAS!” he cried, thrusting the dagger into his own breast.
 
   Cries of grief and outrage went up from several in the circle, but Errno did not fall. He stood instead with an expression of astonishment, for the blade had vanished. Shandor held it, and his smile, though still aloof, was now benevolent. “Congratulations,” he said in a gentle, approving voice filled with strength. “You have passed the test of humanity.”
 
   He turned to the Council. “Now I would ask if anyone here has ever known of an Ulca to perform such an act of courage and self-sacrifice. Would any of you care to change your vote, given what you have seen?”
 
    
 
    
 
   Despite his redemption in the eyes of the Council, Errno was in no condition to remain there. He was taken back to his chamber by Lady Ordath, who actually turned down his bed for him. “Your heart holds more courage than even I had imagined,” she said gently. “I was merely hoping for indecision, or protest…I never believed you would actually try to take your own life. Your honest choice places you on a level above many Elves and men of my acquaintance.”
 
   “So…you knew this was going to happen?” muttered Errno, who was now so exhausted that he could hardly keep his eyes open.
 
   “If I had not known you were to be tested, I would not have permitted such a judgment to be made, and neither would Lord Shandor. No guest of Mountain-home would ever be so ill-used. It may be awhile before I regain your trust, but this was a thing that had to be done. The Council had voted against you, and Lord Shandor thought quickly.”
 
   “Lord Shandor terrifies me,” said Errno with a shiver.
 
   “He terrifies most everyone when he intends to be terrifying,” said Ordath, smiling. “Shandor is not known to be approachable, warm, or embraceable. He can be of great comfort, however, if he is your friend. I suspect he is your friend now. Therefore take heart, and sleep well.” This last was entirely unnecessary, as Errno was sleeping already.
 
    
 
    
 
   Ri-Aruin ran his fingers through his long, dark hair before shaking his head in confused frustration. “Though I am now convinced that the Outcastes should be protected, I will have a difficult time convincing the rest of my people. Not only that, but it is nearly impossible to tell them apart from ordinary Ulcas. How are my hunter-scouts supposed to know the difference? We are not about to start telling them to stop killing trespassing Ulcas.”
 
   “Your point is well taken,” said Airan. “The Outcastes will draw Ulcas to the Greatwood, should it become known that they are residing there.”
 
   “They cannot reside in the Greatwood!” said Ri-Aruin.
 
   “Could they not be quartered belowground?” asked Hallagond. “I have been told that the excavations below the Elven-hold are extensive.”
 
   “Not all that extensive,” said Gaelen. “They would not accommodate the needs of hundreds of Ulc—I mean, Outcastes. Our people have need of those facilities, too.”
 
   “What about the deep-caverns?” asked Ri-Aruin, looking over at Fima, Farin, and Ula. “The realm of Grundin is vast indeed. It would be a long while ere the Outcastes were discovered there.”
 
   “And then what? That realm is the perfect place for a huge, Ulcan army to try to invade. At least you’d see them coming if they tried to march through the forest!”
 
   “One point has not been made,” said Rogond. “Errno is the most distinguished representative of his people, and I believe he may be the only one who is educated. We should not expect a thousand more like him…most are probably far less civilized. We don’t really know what we’re dealing with yet.”
 
   Gaelen shivered, along with several of the other councilors, as she considered Rogond’s point. They had met Errno only after he had spent six months in Mountain-home, and he still managed to raise the hair on her neck. What must the rank-and-file be like?
 
   “Grundin will never agree to such a foolish decision,” said Farin, to which both Fima and Ula assented.
 
   “What about the Realms of Men?” asked Fima. “Or, should I say, what about a former realm? Tuathas is being rebuilt and recolonized. I’ll wager the Outcastes would be quite useful there, if they would then be allowed to remain as inhabitants.”
 
   Duinar shook his head. “That is a fine idea but, unfortunately, it makes far too much sense. Tuathas will be the first place Wrothgar will look should he ever get wind of the goings-on here.”
 
   “Well, then perhaps we should place them in the last place Wrothgar will look,” said Fima. “Tal-sithian would be that place, I’m thinking.”
 
   “They would not be happy in Tal-sithian,” said Airan. “Although Lady Arialde would bow to the Council and make them as welcome as possible, placing a thousand of them on an island with an equal number of High-elves would be most uncomfortable for all. I would not bring war to the island. My people have earned a respite from war.”
 
   “So have we all!” cried Estle.
 
   “The Northern Mountains are already infested with Ulcas,” said Beori, secretly glad that there was finally an advantage to be gained from it. “The Outcastes cannot settle there.” Gowen folded his arms again and smiled.
 
   Galador stood next. “The Outcastes, it would seem, are unwelcome in any existing realm, and I, for one, am not surprised. What they need, in reality, is a realm of their own.”
 
   “But there is no such realm here for them,” said Astor. “Wrothgar will surely find them if they are left on their own…that is the whole purpose of their seeking sanctuary. We will have to help them. ”
 
   “Wrothgar will not find them if they are far away,” said Gaelen. “I mean…how far would he pursue them, do you think? I don’t know how far his influence extends, but I do know this: ordinary Ulcas are reluctant to get too far away from Wrothgar’s influence. They draw their strength from him.”
 
   “How would you know that?” said Galador.
 
   “That is well known to all learned folk,” said Fima. “Any who are paying attention, that is.”
 
   “You are suggesting the Outcastes go far away from Wrothgar…far away where?” said Nelwyn, looking her cousin in the eye and hoping that Gaelen would not say what she was surely about to say.
 
   “I don’t know,” said Gaelen. “But I believe the only solution to this problem is to find a place where Errno and his people can live in peace, away from Lord Wrothgar’s influence, and continue on whatever course Aontar has set for them. If such a place can be found, it will be far away from here. I was thinking…east?”
 
   There were several chuckles heard from the circle, as Gaelen could not help but sound naïve.
 
   “Why east?” asked Hearndin, who wanted to hear more. “‘East’ is a very big place, and there is almost nothing known of those lands…perhaps they are a barren waste?”
 
   “Well, I might have suggested west, but there’s the small problem of the great ocean being in the way,” muttered Gaelen.
 
   “We know there are people there,” said Nelwyn. “Some of us have met them. And they told stories…there are tales recorded within these very walls. The lore-masters know it. Obviously, we don’t know what dangers lie beyond our borders, but I don’t think those lands are entirely barren...”
 
   “So, how far does Lord Wrothgar’s influence extend?” asked Hallagond, turning to Lord Shandor. “You will know if anyone does.”
 
   “I’m afraid that is unknown,” said Shandor. “Yet I believe that his attention is focused primarily on our own western lands. This notion has merit—if Wrothgar believes the Outcastes have gone, he might turn his attention elsewhere.”
 
   “The hour is late, and we are weary,” said Ordath. “We have been debating this matter for hours. I do believe that the idea of helping Errno discover a homeland for his people is the best course we have come up with. Let us retire for the night and continue our debates tomorrow. I would leave you with this question: If it is decided that a homeland should be sought, who will seek it? It will be a journey into little-known lands—even unknown—both a marvelous opportunity and a perilous quest. Consider alternatives if you will, but know that, should this course be chosen, I will be asking for volunteers. A pleasant night be to all, and a fruitful day tomorrow.”
 
   “Oh…wonderful. Another quest! This night will be ever-so-restful now, I’m sure,” muttered Estle, looking with concern at Hallagond. She was worried for her family and friends. They been reunited…would they now be torn apart?
 
    
 
    
 
   It would take a lot longer than a day to decide on anything, yet there was some urgency in beginning the quest, particularly from Errno. Now that he had been unmasked, he had become quite the object of curiosity among the people of Mountain-home, and he was rather painfully aware of it as he stood before the Lady Ordath.
 
   “Please, my lady,” he began, “I would ask leave to return to my people and tell them that you have agreed to aid them. That will give them hope. Besides, I am…not comfortable here any longer. Everyone looks at me wherever I go. Please, might I have leave to seek my people out and tell them?”
 
   Ordath shook her head. “I’m sorry, Errno, but I fear you must bear our company for a while longer. There is no real plan as yet—what will you tell them? Please allow us to plot our intended course before you leave us. When the time is right, I will send you to them. You will return with several of your best and bravest to aid in this quest— it should not be undertaken by my people alone.”
 
   “Of course,” said Errno. He sighed and turned to leave, not knowing which was worse—those who were still staring at him, or those who were merely pretending not to.
 
   “He is quite understandably ill-at-ease here,” said Shandor, after Errno had gone. “It is best that we get him on his way as quickly as we may.” He shook his head. “The thought of a thousand of Errno’s folk wandering Tal-sithian…now there is an absurdity!”
 
   “Regrettably, the thought of a thousand of them wandering Mountain-home is equally absurd,” said Ordath. “I had thought myself open-minded, and yet even I leaped at the suggestion that we should move the Outcastes to an unknown land…get them far away from us. It makes me wonder if we are only pretending to care about keeping them safe.”
 
   “I would say that the one who has spent the past six months caring for and educating Errno has nothing to apologize for,” said Shandor. He approached Ordath and took her in a comforting, fatherly embrace, stroking her silky, dark hair with an ivory hand. “You have done well. Your powers of discernment are growing ever stronger—it was a lucky day for Errno when he arrived here. Still, you will need to mount your expedition quickly. Do not worry…the right people will come forward.”
 
   Even as he said these words, Shandor knew that there would be those in Mountain-home who would not care one bit about making Errno’s people safe. It was best that the quest begin as soon as could be managed, for once it had left Mountain-home behind, the wisdom of it would not weigh so heavily on the minds of those who doubted.
 
    
 
    
 
   The Council met again after several more days of debate. “The membership of the Company who will embark on the journey of discovery will be decided today,” said Ordath. “I know you will not take this lightly, for the fulfillment of your task may take years, and will no doubt span great distances. You will not see your homes again for quite some time. Therefore, choose well.”
 
   “Will all councilors please stand? We will go ‘round the circle. Those who will accompany Errno please remain standing. The others may sit. Please feel free to explain your choice if you so desire. It is obvious that the Lords of Tal-sithian, Dûn Bennas, the Greatwood, and the Northern Mountains cannot be taken from the leadership of their people. Therefore, all assembled at the head table may be seated.”
 
   Everyone at Lady Ordath’s table now sat facing their worthy friends and councilors. They looked first to Astor, Chief Lore-master to King Hearndin.
 
   “I appreciate your even considering me, rather than stating the obvious fact that I am much, much too old to attempt any such quest,” said Astor with a smile. He bowed and sat down as Ordath smiled back at him. They had all known this would be so.
 
   Galador remained on his feet. “I will go with the Company,” he said, “for reasons which shall remain my own for the moment.”
 
   Nelwyn smiled. “He goes because our daughter, Gwynnyth, greatly desires membership in the Company. Her father will not allow her to go forward without his protection. Needless to say, I must also be included.”
 
   Fima was already sitting, his face red, his eyes full of sorrow and frustration. “I am torn apart,” he muttered. “You will see what I have never seen, and learn what I can never learn. You will face perils without me beside you. Curse my age and my weakness!”
 
   Nelwyn turned to lay a hand on Fima’s shoulder. “And who says you will not learn those things? It’s your responsibility to see that our tales and notes are properly transcribed and recorded when we return. You are much too valuable to risk.” Fima squeezed his watery blue eyes closed in an effort to quell the emotion that Nelwyn’s heartfelt empathy had evoked in him. Fortunately, Hallagond’s next comment broke the moment.
 
   “I suspect Galador is only going because he wants to protect his daughter from my son, Azori, who has also requested membership,” he said. “I would go with the Company for a time, but I must return to my family before the onset of winter. My little girls should not be without their father for too long.”
 
   “Not to mention that you’re getting pretty long in the tooth yourself,” said Fima. This was true—Hallagond would see his hundredth year before long. He gave a lopsided smirk at Fima, and then ignored him.
 
   Farin spoke next. “I’m no lore-master, but our people must be represented in this effort, and I do love a good adventure.”
 
   “I also will represent our people,” said Ula, “for this expedition will need a lore-master, and as yet, it has none. I believe my brother Tuga also intends to undertake the quest, though I cannot speak for him.” She was fairly trembling with excitement, and at the audacity of her decision. Yet no one, not even Fima, raised a voice against her.
 
   “For obvious reasons, I must decline,” said Estle. She looked over at Hallagond. “And I will expect your return long before the onset of winter, as we agreed.” She sat glumly back down. These events did not please her in many respects.
 
   Gowen bowed. “Since the Company now has the services of at least one lore-master already, I will refrain,” he said. “It’s just as well, for my heart is not yet convinced of the wisdom of this course.” He sat rather heavily beside Estle.
 
   Rogond remained standing, as did Gaelen. “You will need men among you,” said Rogond, “and therefore I will stand with Hallagond.”
 
   Gaelen simply shrugged. “Where Rogond goes, Gaelen of the Greatwood will follow.”
 
   For a moment, the entire council sat looking around the circle. Then Ordath spoke. “If we add Azori, Gwynnyth, and Tuga, the total number is ten, including Hallagond, who will be returning at summer’s end. If we then add Errno and a few of his hand-picked representatives, there may be thirteen or fourteen. That seems a fair number…yet there is something missing.”
 
   All eyes turned then to Ordath’s right hand, for Duinar had risen to his feet. “First we must travel to the Outcaste stronghold and collect the representatives from among them. I would at least go along that far. The Outcastes are my children, too, in a way. I would very much like to see what they have become.”
 
   As Duinar cast his benevolent and venerable gaze around the circle, everyone relaxed, becoming entirely comfortable with whatever choice he or she had made. With Duinar’s inclusion, the future of the quest looked a whole lot brighter, though even he did not know whether he would see the Outcastes all the way to their new land.
 
   “Very well then,” said Ordath. “The membership has been chosen. It is a worthy assembly, and we will all hope for its success. When all are ready, the first task will be to accompany Errno to collect those of his people who will join in the effort. You will be able to spend some time observing them, as well…this should be helpful to our plans later.” Ordath had planned this from the beginning, for even she had not been treated to first-hand knowledge of Outcaste society. This was important in order to determine a suitable homeland, and to reaffirm that their course was wise. Having said these things, she dismissed the Council.
 
   Gaelen spoke aside to Rogond. “I wonder just how many of Errno’s hand-picked representatives will be traveling with us,” she said, wrinkling her nose in anticipation. She knew that it would be more difficult to stay upwind of a large group, and she really didn’t want to hurt their feelings.
 
    
 
    
 
   Hallagond and Galador were both relieved that the first task the Company would face did not involve the exploration of far horizons. The relatively easy foray into the northern Monadh-hin, where Errno’s people were now known to dwell, would allow the various members of the Company to become accustomed to traveling together. It would also reveal the suitability of Gwynnyth and Azori, who were as yet untested.
 
   Estle breathed a sigh of relief, for it was likely that by the time this first task was completed, the onset of winter would be near enough that Hallagond would not stray too far from his family. Hallagond would not wish to send young Azori off into the unknown lands without him, but neither would he deny his son the opportunity. Rogond would look after Azori—probably the biggest challenge would be to protect him from Galador.
 
   One interesting and unexpected difficulty came as Gaelen was tending to Toran on the following morning. She had one of his forefeet cradled in her hands, prying a small stone from the cleft, when Toran suddenly tensed, blew through wide nostrils, and shook his head, squealing. Gaelen set his foot back down lest he pull it away, and turned to regard Errno standing, shrouded as usual, beside the gate. He appeared to be most uncomfortable.
 
   “Are you lost?” asked Gaelen, not knowing of any reason why Errno should be down in the horse-yards. “I’m not ready to introduce you to the horses yet…it might be a little bit difficult.”
 
   Errno would not look directly at her. “No…I am not lost,” he muttered through the cloth over his face. “I just came to see…to see the animals. I have been told that we are to be mounted on our journey, and I have never even stood beside a horse before. I’ve always tried to avoid them, as I don’t think they like me.”
 
   “Hmmmm…” said Gaelen. “I’m not ready to introduce you to them yet…it might be a little bit difficult.” She knew this could be a problem, as she had never seen an Ulca riding a horse and, in fact, she knew that horses did not tolerate Ulcas—they became either alarmed or combative at the very scent of them. Therefore, horses were excellent watch-animals. Gaelen had been considering how to overcome this particular obstacle, so far without success.
 
   At that moment, one of the stable-hands could be heard approaching, pulling his wooden hay-cart. The sound startled Errno, who ducked into the stable to avoid being seen. This proved to be a mistake, as the horses caught his scent immediately. They were temporarily quartered in tie stalls on both sides of a rather narrow aisle, and had been calmly eating breakfast when Errno appeared.
 
   Now Toran was not the only one squealing. Errno found himself surrounded by pinned ears and switching tails, along with some potentially lethal hind feet, which were poised to send him sailing as far away as possible.
 
   Eros, who absolutely detested Ulcas, sent the first shot, grazing the side of Errno’s hip and causing him to lose his balance. With a frightened squawk, he fell against Réalta’s hindquarters, to be met with a kick that would have hurt him very badly had he not been so close.
 
   Gaelen gave a cry of alarm and ran to aid him, but in the few seconds it took to reach him he had succeeded in backing himself against the far wall. The horses squealed and strained at their tethers, reacting to the stench not only of Ulca, but of terrified Ulca. Sye raised up off both front feet and slammed back down, snorting so violently that Errno backed away as fast as he could, slipped on some wet stones, and fell backwards into one of the stalls. Cursing, Gaelen made her way there, expecting to find poor Errno trampled to death.
 
   “Aiyah!” she called to the horses, trying to calm them. Because they could no longer see Errno, they relaxed a little upon hearing Gaelen’s voice. They were no longer straining and squealing, at any rate.
 
   Errno was not hurt, though he had lost what little remained of his dignity. The rear portion of a tie stall is not exactly the cleanest place to land. He peered up at Gaelen, panting and trembling, as she approached him. But instead of moving to aid him, she stood looking on in wonder at the sight before her. Errno was completely vulnerable, yet no harm had been done him. Instead, the resident of the stall just stared curiously at the intruder, all the while munching oats with a passive expression on his long, intelligent face. It was indeed fortunate for Errno that he had fallen beneath the feet of Figg, the mule.
 
   “Well…imagine that!” said Gaelen, who had been unaware of any tolerance of mules for Ulcas. She patted Figg’s rump, reaching out to Errno that she might help him to his feet. She took his hand, trying not to recoil at the feel of it, and pulled him upright.
 
   “Are you hurt?” she asked him. The horses were beginning to stir restively again.
 
   “No, I don’t think so,” said Errno, obviously unsettled. He didn’t like the look of the horses.
 
   “Aiyah!” Gaelen shouted again, and the horses were quiet, though many of their ears were still pinned back. “Come with me,” she said, and led Errno forth from the stable. He shrank against her as they walked down the aisle between the rows of hostile hindquarters. Again, she tried not to recoil, hold her breath, or do anything else that would be considered discourteous.
 
   Once outside, she assisted Errno in brushing the bits of straw from his clothing. I’m afraid I can’t brush all of this away,” she said, noting the soiled area where Errno had landed in the back of Figg’s stall. “These will need washing. But I’m glad you came to the stables this morning. I should have anticipated your difficulty with horses…your ancestors have never gotten on with them. However, it seems there is a solution. How clever of you to have discovered it!”
 
   “What…what is the solution?” asked Errno, who realized that he had not been remotely clever.
 
   “It appears that our journey will be undertaken with at least one mule,” said Gaelen. “When you have rested, I will show you how to saddle him, provided Fima will give us permission, of course.”
 
    
 
    
 
   With the final preparations made, the Company was now ready to embark upon the relatively short but potentially challenging journey to the northern Monadh-hin. They would go on their own feet this time, for most of the paths known to Errno were belowground. Besides, mountains were no place for a mounted Ulca, even an Outcaste one.
 
   Gaelen had worked very hard in teaching Errno the skills of mounted travel, for they would be needed when the quest for a new Outcaste homeland began in earnest. Figg bore his task with the usual pragmatism, though Gaelen swore that she saw him roll his eyes heavenward once or twice. At first, Errno appeared to be frozen sitting in the saddle, as though he dreaded the thought of moving. But after several lessons and a lot of encouragement, he adapted. Errno would be fine traveling with the mounted Company, as long as they did not travel too far or too fast. Gaelen was actually proud of her student, who had overcome more than any other in her experience. Whereas Elves are natural horsemen, Errno was a sort of “anti-horseman,” yet he had learned to direct his mount with reasonable proficiency.
 
   Fima, who was a very open-minded fellow with respect to most things, was at first skeptical about Figg’s being used as a mount for Errno. He had declared that he would remain in Mountain-home until his friends returned, for, as Nelwyn had suggested, he would be charged with archiving the records of their travels. His only travel plan might include a visit to his kin in the Deep-caverns, but Fima knew the underground paths from Mountain-home very well. He would not be needing Figg in any case.
 
   Gaelen still had a little convincing to do, as Fima obviously loved Figg. Gaelen had caught him down in the yards sharing treats with his favorite mule on several occasions. Even when she had pointed out that, as the only mule in Mountain-home, Figg was really the only choice for the task of bearing Errno, Fima still hesitated.
 
   “Why is Figg always chosen for the less glamorous tasks? First he gets to carry around a stubborn old dwarf who rides like a sack of lumpy laundry, and now he gets to carry a…ahh…reformed Ulca. Why can’t some mighty warrior choose him to ride into battle? Where’s the shiny armor and proud glance?”
 
   “Why would you care about that?” asked Gaelen, smiling and patting his shoulder. “You’ve never cared about such things before, and I know Figg doesn’t care about them. I believe you’re just reluctant because you enjoy scratching him and giving him treats. Look at it this way—he has been chosen for very important work. If we are successful, and Errno’s people flourish, maybe one day they will supplant all the other Ulcas, and then Lord Wrothgar will be in a sorry state. People will write songs about Figg then!”
 
   It is a wondrous thing to have a song written in one’s honor, and Fima was persuaded at last. “We’re going to need a lot more mules, though…” he muttered. “Figg can’t carry them all.”
 
    
 
    
 
   The Company left Mountain-home in the pre-dawn darkness, in deference to their guide, who would prefer not being in the open sunlight any longer than he could help it. Despite the morning chill, Errno sweated beneath his shroud as he stood in the courtyard with his new traveling companions. It would be full daylight in a few hours, but by then they would be underground. The heavy, misty air made for a close, repressive feeling. Only Azori and Gwynnyth seemed energetic.
 
   Ordath observed them from a balcony overlooking the yard. There was something amiss, and she would correct it before the Company departed. She made her way down to the courtyard and called the group to attention. “Because this is expected to be a short journey with relatively little strife, and because you are all expected to return, I have not given the traditional tokens of parting. But there is one upon whom I must now bestow a very important gift.” She approached Errno. “Why are you still shrouded? The sun is not yet high, and you have been declared worthy in Mountain-home. Receive your traveling clothes.”
 
   She gave a rather large bundle into Errno’s hands. “So, go on then, and put them on. You would not wish to hurt my feelings, would you?”
 
   Errno bowed, despite his obvious discomfort at having been made the center of attention. He followed Ordath back into the shadows. She reappeared almost at once, but Errno did not. After several minutes she called to him, but he still did not appear. Finally, she went to retrieve him.
 
   To his dismay, the courtyard was now even more crowded with observers and well-wishers. “Don’t be afraid,” Ordath encouraged. “You have earned the right to show your face.” Errno stepped into the torch-light, and silence fell. All eyes had turned to behold this amazing creature—this new breed of being. The garb Ordath had given was neither elaborate nor colorful, but it was in no way a shroud. Errno was dressed like everyone else in the Company. His face and hands were bared, and they were undeniably homely, but aside from that, he looked like a man dressed for a journey. Unfortunately, the illusion was broken when he heard the gasps of amazement from the crowd. He dropped into a cringing posture, his mouth working with the effort to keep his teeth hidden.
 
   “Now you look the proper traveler!” said Fima, who naturally had come to see his friends on their way. He whispered to Errno: “Don’t fret about them…they’re just not used to seeing such interesting things around here. They had the same reaction when I arrived the first time. Just smile, bow, and take pity on them for their shortcomings.” He favored Errno with a wink and a conspiratorial elbow in the ribs. Errno stood up taller after that.
 
   Eleven travelers departed in the thick, grey mist—four Elves, three men, two dwarves, one Asarla, and one intrepid Outcaste—proving that there is a first time for everything.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 8: Errno's Tale
 
    
 
    
 
   A few short hours later, the Company bade farewell to the sun for a while. Nelwyn sighed as she looked around her at the fine late spring weather, listening to the jays calling in their strange voices. They were answered by a raven, who had apparently mastered the art of impersonating their calls and was having a bit of a game. When the jays came to investigate the upstart jay invading their territory, they found only the raven looking innocent and rather bedraggled, as it was still molting. The jays circled and flew here and there until they were satisfied that no jay would be found, whereupon the raven gave another very convincing call while their backs were turned. They turned about, feathers ruffled, but all they beheld was the raven, who cocked its head as if to say: Well? What are you looking at me for? Can’t you see I’m a raven?
 
   Gaelen had observed this shady exchange from her place at the back of the line, and she chuckled at the mischievous raven. The great, dark birds no longer aroused any suspicion in her mind.
 
   No one except Errno was looking forward to the underground passage to the Outcaste’s temporary dwelling-place. Even the dwarves, who had no inherent dislike of traveling underground, were still anxious. All had been told that this passage would not be like the comfortable, well-used paths they were accustomed to.
 
   “Our people cannot risk discovery,” said Errno. “Therefore, as we draw nearer it will appear as if there is no traveled path at all. We must go to great lengths to keep it that way. Mind that you do not leave signs of your passing!”
 
   For a while, the Company used a lesser-known but well-excavated path that actually had been made in an effort to shorten the travel time to the Eastern Hills. Because such journeys were not made often, the path here was ill-kept and musty, with occasional jagged pieces of the tunnel roof strewn along the way. Gwynnyth and Azori were definitely in a different element than they were accustomed to, and it showed. They were tense and unusually wary. Azori tried to hide his anxiety with a veil of false bravado, but he jumped at the slightest sound. At least they had plenty of torches.
 
   Errno, whom they had known as a rather shy, cringing being, was quite different below ground. He was so much more comfortable here, and he strode forward with purpose. He needed very little torchlight to see where he was going; his vision was more acute in darkness than that of any man. Nelwyn actually had a little trouble catching up with him.
 
   “How long will we walk in darkness until we gain your stronghold?” she asked him.
 
   “It will take at least two weeks if we set a good pace,” Errno replied, to the absolute horror of Gwynnyth and Azori, who walked behind and had overheard. “If we linger, it will take longer.”
 
   Nelwyn sighed. “I doubt that anyone will want to linger. Please tell me that we can emerge from this darkness once we reach our destination?”
 
   Errno smiled. “Now you understand me a little better, perhaps. Imagine enduring the unfamiliar environment of Mountain-home for six months. But don’t worry—you will be able to set up your own encampment, and there is a very pleasant little valley near the eastern entrance to the stronghold.”
 
   “Remind us again why we are not going overland in the first place?” said Azori.
 
   “I do not know the way overland. Besides that, Lady Ordath says that it would have taken much longer and been far more arduous. The natural contours of the mountains add miles to the journey…and it is impossible to follow a straight path unless one has wings. Trust me, you will soon adapt. Let’s just hope no enemies appear to threaten us…just because I’ve never encountered a troll there doesn’t mean we won’t see one now. That would cause a significant delay.”
 
   “Or even a final delay,” muttered Azori with a shudder. Gwynnyth smiled at his pessimism before dropping back to walk beside her father and Rogond.
 
   Had it not been for the tale-telling sessions during rest stops, those two weeks would have been far more unpleasant. Each member of the Company participated, and all were entertained. Ula, it seemed, had inherited some of the same qualities that made her distinguished uncle Fima such a superb storyteller, and the Company knew they would be very thankful for her presence as the days dragged on. When Ula spoke, she lived the tale. Her face and voice were animated, and they changed according to the characters and situations…now capricious, now sinister, now honest and true. She had a great gift, but it was Errno who told the most intriguing tale that evening.
 
   He chose the story knowing that his new companions would need to understand certain truths concerning his folk. By the time he had finished, all in the Company looked upon their guide with more enlightened eyes.
 
   “I must tell now the tale of a man…one of the few whose history is known to us. He lived in a small settlement near the Great River, but that is not important. His ancestors had not received enlightenment from Elf or Asarla, but that is not really all that important. What is important is that he was taken into Darkness, and he had no hope of escape.
 
   “His name was Parman, or so we are told, and he had a family, a home, and a clan of his own. One might argue that he was blessed with good fortune, but he was still plagued by human weakness, including old age. His first wife had died of fever, and he was left alone to raise his many daughters, for he had no sons. Just as he was resigned to the depressing fact that he had no heir, he was favored with the love and affection of a young maiden who became his new wife. Behold! A son was born.
 
   “Parman’s blessings were now complete, for his new, young wife adored him despite his age, and his son grew strong and true. But it is sometimes when we are happiest that our hearts are most vulnerable to temptation, for we will do what we must to remain happy. Parman worried that his wife would cast her eyes on a younger, stronger man. He worried that he would die and leave her alone. He feared that his son would grow up without him.
 
   “I will now tell of Lord Wrothgar, for so you name him, although we do not call him such. In fact, we are forbidden to name him at all…and what we call him in our own hearts is unsuitable for polite company. Ulcas worship him; they do not know enough to curse the name they give him. We, the Outcaste, curse him. In the early days, Wrothgar could assume many forms. He could even appear wise, if not benevolent. He invaded Parman’s dreams, saying: ‘Old Man of the River, do you desire life eternal?’
 
   “This dream came to Parman on many nights, as Wrothgar promised him unending life and happiness. He also showed Parman terrible visions of death and loneliness. After a time, he offered to share the secret of Eternal Life with Parman. ‘You must journey to the mountains, and it will not be an easy task, but I will direct you. One of my most trusted advisors will meet you there—if you are strong enough. Are you strong enough?’
 
   “Parman, in his dream, declared: ‘I am.’
 
   “Thus he was lured to a dark place, where Wrothgar beguiled him. ‘Receive My Gift,’ he said. ‘Just drink from the cup and you will be immortal, even as the Elves are.’ Parman was a true-hearted man, and he was wary, but the temptation was great. When he hesitated, Wrothgar spoke again. ‘Your pretty wife grows weary of your weakness,’ he said. ‘Even now, she casts her longing eyes upon another. You have only one choice if you wish to keep her--receive the Gift and be young again!’
 
   “Parman took the cup and drank from it.
 
   “‘Now, go back to your people,’ said Wrothgar, ‘for you are blessed among them. The Gift will take some time to take hold, but do not fear! All shall be as I have promised.’
 
   Wrothgar’s image vanished and Parman was alone. As he turned to leave, the voice came one last time: ‘Make haste, and return to your people! A young wife awaits her immortal, ageless husband! Make haste!’
 
   “When Parman reached the settlement, he wondered at first whether the entire experience had been a dream. His wife assured him that it had not, though she did not know why the journey had been undertaken, and Parman did not choose to explain himself as yet.
 
   “The signs of the sickness were slow in coming, but they did come on Parman some days later. He was taken with a fever and his blood grew dark. His skin became blistered, especially his lips and tongue. He wept with the pain, curled up in his hut by the river, his beautiful wife attending him as best she could. By this time all in the clan had been tainted, for it was customary to drink from the cup of their leader upon his return from peril.”
 
   At this point, Errno paused. He looked around him at the circle of horrified eyes, hearing not a breath from anyone. They had already guessed what would now happen to Parman’s gentle people.
 
   “I will refrain from the terrible descriptions of the nightmare that followed. Some things need not be heard, and I see from your faces that you perceive without my telling you. The sickness took everyone in Parman’s clan, and most did not survive. Those few who did were forever altered…their mottled skin and loathing of sunlight remained with them. More important, however, was the change in their very natures. It is said that they turned on one another, and any who appeared to be dying were abandoned without hope. Parman’s wife and children perished, all save one. His son was not present in the settlement when his father returned; he had gone on a trading foray to a neighboring clan, and thus was spared.
 
   “The survivors thought that they could flee the horror that had befallen them, and so they left their home by the river seeking sanctuary among other tribes of men. These they infected, for their good-hearted neighbors took them in and tried to heal them. In return, they received only death and pain. The number of survivors grew, and they banded together. Their hearts and spirits were lost, and they would now attack settlements and take whatever they wanted, killing any who stood against them, infecting all who came too near.
 
   “Word spread of dark creatures who would kill anyone they encountered, but their nature was not understood. They were thought to be children of evil, but none outside their own ranks knew that they had once been human. Parman and his unhappy clan were now hunted wherever they went.
 
   “Parman’s mind and spirit fell quickly into Darkness. When he thought of his wife, who had died a horrible death from the sickness, he had at first been torn by guilt. Then he had despaired at being alone without her, but at last he blamed her, and then he cursed her. How dare she look upon another! It was her fault that he had fallen victim. There was not enough pain in the world for her then.”
 
   “How typical,” muttered Ula. “He should have blamed Wrothgar, if anyone. Naturally, he no longer had the courage to take the blame. How convenient that he now had an innocent woman to foist it on.”
 
   “Ah, you’re right, of course!” said Errno. “But Parman was no longer capable of taking responsibility for anything. Do you understand? None of them were—any who were infected!”
 
   “I don’t understand how a…disease…could take one’s very will,” said Ula. “It must not have been all that strong to begin with.”
 
   “I cannot say how strong it was,” said Errno, “but I can tell you how weak it became. The sickness within them had changed—it had become a part of them, and would no longer pass to men. The Guild of Rangers was formed to keep watch and to protect any and all from…my ancestors, who were named ‘Ulca,’ which means ‘evil’ in the Elvish tongues. When Lord Wrothgar realized that the Ulcas would infect no more men, and that they were being hunted down, he knew he had to gather them and protect them so that their numbers and influence could increase. He called them under the mountains far to the north—I daresay none of you have ever been there—and he kept them safe. He also taught them that there was no law, save for that of pain and servitude. There was not, and nor could there be…love.”
 
   Errno looked around him again. “I still have difficulty with the word, but after many an Age, my people are finally beginning to find love again. I know many of you believe enlightenment has been withheld from us for too long…that we cannot change. But you’re wrong.”
 
   He cast his eyes downward. “This has been a deep hole…deeper than you can ever understand, but perhaps the last known tale of Parman will aid you. When he had remained in Lord Wrothgar’s keeping for many years, he was sent forth, along with several others, to observe the state of human affairs in the world. At that time, though the change was upon them and they were already beyond help, Ulcas still resembled men to an extent. Parman’s son, who had grown wise and strong, chanced to meet his father in the shadows of the forest that grew by the river.
 
   “A father knows his son; and a son his father, no matter the time passed or the outward change that has come upon him. But it was the inward changes that caused the father to slay his son upon that day, and why? Because he had been so instructed by Wrothgar, who now controlled him completely. Any vestige of will, conscience, or humanity was denied in that simple, treacherous act. I should imagine Parman’s son rejoiced in meeting his father again. I wonder if he thought he could be healed…there would have been hope in the young man’s eyes, but they burned with tears of betrayal ere they faded. And Parman thought no more of it than slaughtering an animal. It is said that, by then, he had acquired the taste for human flesh…”
 
   Errno, overcome with shame and grief, could say no more for the moment.
 
   “Now you see the depth of the pit into which we were cast,” he whispered at last. “But we were innocent—we were always innocent. What we have become…what we have done, is not of our making.”
 
   Errno’s tale had brought tears to the eyes of some in the Company. Lore-master Ula, for once, did not reach for her writing instruments. This was a terrible revelation for some—others were far more jaded. No one made a sound for several minutes, as everyone absorbed the implications of what they had heard.
 
   At last Rogond moved to stand before Errno, dropping to one knee so as not to tower over him. He offered his right hand, and Errno took it.
 
   “Welcome back,” said Rogond. “Welcome back to the Light.”
 
   


  
 

Chapter 9: The Outcastes
 
    
 
    
 
   The remainder of the journey found the Company engaged in quite a lot of private debate. The revelation of Errno's history had sparked introspection in some of the members, particularly those whose standing orders had been to kill Ulcas on sight. Gaelen and Nelwyn, as hunter-scouts, had most certainly never given much thought nor shown any hesitation, and they were now in a bit of a quandary. If the Ulcas were innocent victims, was it wrong to kill them?
 
   The answer, of course, was no. It is not wrong to safeguard one's own lands and people, especially when threatened by an enemy with no conscience. When Galador overheard Gwynnyth asking Nelwyn about it, he could not help but step in.
 
   “The downfall of the Ulcas is tragic, and we may pity them, but only for a moment. Then we must return to our vigilance. They are cruel, heartless, and unclean. They are a perversion—nay, an abomination! If they are so miserable, then we do them a service by killing them. Have no hesitation in this, either of you!”
 
   Gwynnyth trusted her father above all. He had spent every bit as much time in caring for her as her mother had—perhaps even more. Nelwyn was always and ever drawn to the forest, and when Gwynnyth had been too young to venture there, it was Galador who stayed behind to care for her. Still, the notion of killing Ulcas based solely on the inescapable fact that they were Ulcas left Gwynnyth uncertain.
 
   After Galador had gone, Nelwyn turned to her daughter. “Your father has fought against Errno's ancestors for many an age, and those battles were long and bitter. He has seen the glory of the Elves fall to swarms of festering, contemptible Ulcas who kill without even a first thought, let alone a second. He has lost those most dear to him, and he will never forget it. Do you understand?” Nelwyn referred to the mortal woman, also named Gwynnyth, whom Galador had loved aforetime. She and their unborn child had been murdered by Ulcas before his eyes, an act which had nearly destroyed him.
 
   Gwynnyth, who had led a peaceful life for the most part, was not yet aware of the mortal woman whose name she bore. “I have read of those conflicts,” she replied, “and father has told me of them. Still, I cannot imagine being there. I hope…I hope he doesn't think less of me for my confusion. It's just that…I cannot blame people whose fate is not of their own making.”
 
   Nelwyn smiled. “Galador knows that you must question things, and that you must also make up your own mind. He just wants to be assured that you will take no foolish chances concerning Ulcas.”
 
   Gwynnyth rolled her eyes toward the dark, rocky ceiling above her. “As if he expects me to walk up and offer a bouquet of flowers, along with my most sincere apology, to the next Ulca I meet.”
 
   “Well, something like that,” said Nelwyn. “In all seriousness, your father fears your kind heart will cause you to hesitate should some not-so-enlightened Ulcas threaten you. I intend to view them as enemies–neither guilty nor responsible, but simply enemies–much as I would a venomous snake that is coiled up on the tree-branch I have just grabbed onto. I will kill that snake before it can kill me. Do we understand each other?”
 
   Gwynnyth nodded. Her mother had a way of making all things clear.
 
   The way the Company walked was narrow and twisting, but smooth, as if made by water. In fact, the passage had been carved out when heavy rains and snow-melt had enlarged and shaped the natural fissures under the mountain. The ridges and curling forms of rock were beautiful, but they were made even more so by marvelous, mysterious lichens which gave off a weird, blue glow. They grew thicker as the Company traveled, until torches were quite unnecessary. Nelwyn asked Errno about the lichens, which she had never seen before.
 
   “Our people discovered them, and we have brought them with us whenever we have relocated. Once they get a good start, they will spread wherever moisture allows it. They don't like the sun, but they love the damp darkness of these passageways. We have always found them helpful.” He grinned at Nelwyn in the eerie light, a sight which, had she not known Errno to be a friend, would have been most unsettling. “I have since been told that they glow because of tiny creatures living inside them, and without those tiny creatures they would die. I suppose, in a way, they’re like me. I have Wrothgar's “gift,” which is now such a part of me that I'm not certain I would survive without it.”
 
   As they drew nearer to the Outcastes’ hiding place, Errno's anxiety increased. He could not rest, fretting and pacing, muttering to himself in his own strange tongue until Rogond drew him aside.
 
   “Why do you fret so, Errno? Have you sensed some difficulty with your folk? Is there cause to fear?”
 
   Errno, who couldn't help but trust Rogond, shook his head. “There is always cause to fear when one is Outcaste, but that's not what makes me anxious. I haven't seen my people in more than six months. Now that we are near, I'm imagining all sorts of dreadful things. What if they have already been taken? What if they have become savage and threaten us? What if I cannot convince either side to accept the other? Our cause will be lost!”
 
   “From what you’ve told us, the change in them could not be reversed in so short a time,” said Rogond. “It's now a part of their very being. Is that not so?”
 
   “So I had believed,” said Errno. “But my doubts will not vanish until I see for myself. I loathe myself for doubting, but I can’t help it. It's like…like the anxiety that nags at you and robs you of your sleep. There's nothing you can do until evening falls again and you realize how foolish your fears were. Yet they were very real at the time.” He looked at Rogond, wrinkling the spotted, grayish skin of his forehead by drawing his rudimentary eyebrows together. Rogond understood the sort of anxiety Errno referred to, but he was amused. Men, who sleep at night, have those fears in the wee hours of the morning. Errno, who was active at night, probably had them at noon.
 
   “How near to the stronghold are we?”
 
   “I could be there in a day and a night, were I free to take paths that only I can follow without rest. But those paths are not suitable for any of you. The Elves aren't as adept underground, and they are too tall. The Dwarves are not agile enough…there are leaps which they dare not attempt to make. Besides, both they and the men need rest. At the rate we’re going now, on the road we are traveling, it will take five times as long.”
 
   “There is one here who can follow almost any path,” said Rogond. “You might not believe it, but Gaelen can pursue you down the most difficult passageway and you would never lose her. Perhaps you and she should take the more direct way together? In the meantime, the rest of us can follow behind, provided you leave instructions. You could then send emissaries back to lead us, as you like.”
 
   Errno considered. “Would Gaelen be willing, do you think?”
 
   “Ask her. I expect she’s almost as impatient as you are by now. Only promise that no harm will come to her.”
 
   “Whether I can promise that depends on what I find,” said Errno. “Therefore, I will promise nothing other than doing all in my power to prevent any of my people from harming her.”
 
   “We should call a meeting of the Company to discuss the wisdom of this plan,” said Rogond. “I can see a definite advantage in your being able to prepare your folk for our arrival. After all, there will no doubt be suspicion from both sides. Preparation helps open the mind and dispel fear.”
 
   After some discussion, the Company agreed to the plan. Errno and Gaelen would travel to the Outcaste stronghold. Errno constructed a makeshift map showing the way to an eastern passageway leading to the outside, so that the remainder of the Company could make camp in a pleasant valley until sent for. Once she had reached the stronghold, Gaelen would be sent to retrieve them, and she would therefore know how to lead them back to their destination.
 
   “Leave everything that you can spare behind,” Errno told Gaelen. “There are some very tight spots along the way.” He had set the example by stripping down to only his breeches, carrying no provisions of any sort.
 
   Gaelen shrugged, removing most of her clothing and gear to stand before Errno in breeches, a sleeveless leather singlet, and her boots. She looked at Errno's bare, clawed feet and wondered.
 
   “My bare feet provide much better traction than your boots,” he said, sensing her curiosity. “And you might want to think twice about that belt you’re wearing.”
 
   “I have thought about it several times, which is why I'm still wearing it,” said Gaelen. She was in the process of wrapping a long, slender cord in crisscross fashion around her torso so that it was virtually part of her garb. It was snug and would not hinder her, yet it was nearly thirty feet long. “I'm not going anywhere in this realm without a rope,” she said. “Nor will I venture too far without a weapon.” She had several blades tucked away in her boots and belt.
 
   “No water?” asked Nelwyn. She and Gaelen had once been inseparable. They had ventured forth together for hundreds of years, and Nelwyn was still reluctant to send her cousin on a perilous quest without her.
 
   Errno shook his head. “We won't need water. We'll see more than enough of it before we get there, I promise. We are not stopping to eat. We will each carry one torch, and light them only when needed, but that shouldn't be often. The lichens grow for much of the way.”
 
   “With what, precisely, will we light them?” asked Gaelen, who, though she could see nearly as well in the dark as Errno, was still apprehensive.
 
   “Here, Gaelen. Take the rest of the dragon-fire,” said Nelwyn, handing her the little flask containing the precious liquid. It would start a fire under almost any conditions. Gaelen tucked it away down the front of her singlet after first double-checking the tightness of the seal.
 
   Ula drew forth a wondrous item from beneath her cloak—a small, round glass vessel full of water with a flat, mirrored back. “I’ve been saving this for just such an exigency,” she said. “I don’t know how long it will last, but when I shake it, it will make light. Watch!” She shook the globe, and it glowed faintly blue-white. “It might not look like much now, but it will help quite a lot when you are in total darkness. I have fashioned it so you can tie it around your forehead to light your way. Just take it, and be safe.”
 
   Gaelen bowed and slipped the globe over the soft deerskin strip she used as a headband. She then appeared to have a glowing third eye in the middle of her forehead. “It's marvelous! Thank you.” Then she noticed that Ula was scowling.
 
   “What troubles you, O Learned Lore-mistress?”
 
   Ula sighed. “Oh…nothing, really. It's just that, well, I'm a little envious. I wanted to be the first to see the Outcaste realm, and I shall be denied the privilege. I don't begrudge you…I just wanted to be the first.”
 
   Gaelen smiled to herself. Fima can’t deny her, that’s certain.
 
   “Come on then,” said Errno. “We have a long way to go in haste!”
 
   Gaelen embraced Rogond, stretched her sinewy frame, and shook her entire body, noting with satisfaction that all items remained firmly in place. Without another word, she and Errno disappeared up the narrow passageway.
 
    
 
    
 
   Gaelen had faced many challenges in her long life, but she had rarely experienced more heart-stopping moments in the simple act of getting from one place to another. If Errno had not known the way, she would have become irretrievably lost, for her senses were muddled when she could not see the sky. She lost track of time, distance, and direction. She had stopped counting the number of times she had been forced to leap across dark chasms, inch her way along narrow, slippery ledges, and climb up slick and treacherous slides. She only knew that she was cold, wet, and weary. She had now been required to crawl along a very tight corridor, coming at last to an outlet that supposedly opened into a larger chamber, but all she could see before her were Errno's struggling legs. She noticed that the soles of his feet were covered with tiny ridges, reminding her of the Currga's hands. No wonder he preferred being unshod on the wet, slimy cave-stones.
 
   “Are you alright?” she called.
 
   “I'm…I'm stuck!” Errno yelled back, though Gaelen could barely hear him, as his head was on the other side of the opening. “Help me, can you?”
 
   Gaelen shrugged and grasped Errno's feet. She pushed with all her might, at first to no avail. Errno cried in pain; the passageway was really too small for him to fit through. “Why did you bring us this way if you cannot fit? We shall have to go back and find another path!” she shouted.
 
   “There is no other path!” cried Errno through his huffing and puffing. “And…I used to fit.”
 
   “That was before you ate the food in Mountain-home for six months,” called Gaelen. “Don't fear; I will try again. But I warn you that I shall not be gentle…” She grasped his scaly, clammy feet again. “Give it all you have this time!” She pushed as hard as she could, and harder.
 
   Errno shot forward as though someone had oiled him. Unfortunately, he left his breeches behind. “Oh…I'm so happy to have this lantern now,” muttered Gaelen. “Otherwise I wouldn’t have been treated to this wonderful sight.” She tossed Errno's sopping wet breeches through the opening before attempting it herself. Even for Gaelen, who was more slender than Errno, it was a tight fit; she barely managed to get her shoulders through. When she emerged, her arms were badly scraped by the rocks. She winced a little as she straightened her gear, and then turned to Errno, who was lying, exhausted, near the wall. He still had not put his breeches back on.
 
   She prodded him with her toe. “Are we there yet?”
 
   He sat up with some effort, looking at the three gently glowing “eyes” of the Elf who knelt before him. “Not yet,” he grumbled, reaching for his breeches.
 
    
 
    
 
   The Company had come back into the open air at last. They made their way along the side of one of the mountain-peaks before descending into a beautiful, green valley filled with wildflowers. The air was intoxicating and the water was pure and clean, yet they could not stay. They rested for a day, having been given instructions to do so, and then followed the course indicated by Errno, who had drawn a rudimentary map.
 
   The following evening they assembled for the tale-telling, though they had been warned against building fires, so they were facing cold, uncooked meals for many days. This night it was Rogond's turn, but neither he nor Ula were present in the circle.
 
   Nelwyn looked around and held up her hand. “Hush! There is someone speaking…and the tongue is not of the Light. It's coming from those rocks, over there to the north.”
 
   Duinar and Galador crept around the rear of the rocks to find Ula and Rogond happily engaged in some form of learning exercise. Ula had a small manuscript spread out before her and was studying it intently. The sudden appearance of Duinar and Galador startled them both.
 
   “What are you two doing hiding back here?” asked Galador.
 
   “And, if I'm not mistaken, that was Ulca-speak you were using,” added Duinar. “Very few folk of enlightenment have ever spoken such words. How is it that you know them?”
 
   “Ula has studied them, and I am learning them,” said Rogond. “The language is certainly unique—ugly and crude, to be sure, but unique.”
 
   Duinar looked over Ula's shoulder at the manuscript. “From whence did this come?” he asked.
 
   “I brought it from the Deep-caverns. A few of our linguists have made a study of the Ulcan tongues,” she replied, handing the manuscript to Duinar, who examined it curiously.
 
   “I have not yet seen such a complete record,” he said, admiring the neat inscriptions.
 
   “It's only a copy. I made it before I left home,” said Ula.
 
   “And how did you know you would need this?” asked Duinar. “Were you given some insight?”
 
   “Probably not…I don't know,” Ula stammered, suddenly uncomfortable. “It just seemed like a good idea. It helps to know your enemy. Sometimes the one who understands the other better will prevail over him. That's all I was thinking.”
 
   Duinar smiled and turned to Rogond. “And you, my son, have always been fascinated with languages, haven't you?”
 
   “I have. There are so many different ways to say the same thing, and all have beauty. Well, almost all. This Ulca-speak is a most unlovely tongue, yet it is effective. Here's hoping we don't really have to use it. The difference between a simple request and a lethal insult is so very minor as to be disconcerting!” He smiled broadly at Duinar.
 
   “Well, go on and learn your Ulca-speak, then,” said Galador. “I'll shoot first and communicate afterward. We'll tell our tales without you tonight.”
 
   “Fine,” said Ula. “Just don't go telling any that I don't already know, will you?”
 
    
 
    
 
   Gaelen knew that she was drawing near to the Outcaste stronghold without having to be told. The oppressive odor of diseased flesh assailed her sensitive nose, and she hung back behind Errno for a moment to avoid offending him. She closed her eyes and shuddered, trying not to think about what the stench would be like when she actually gained her destination. Errno smelled it, too.
 
   He paused, waiting for Gaelen to catch up. The expression on her face was not lost on him. “Until I spent so much time in Mountain-home, I was unaware that we smelled as foul as we do,” he said. “It's not so bad once you get used to it.”
 
   Easy to say, thought Gaelen, when you smell it everywhere you go. Of course, Errno carried that same aroma with him despite all his efforts at concealing it.
 
   The treacherous, twisting passage began to widen, and Gaelen could see the warm glow of firelight and torch light flickering ahead. Finally, the way opened into a large, cavernous chamber. “We’re here,” whispered Errno, as they crept quietly up to the entrance. There had been a guard set to watch it, but he was not paying attention, as it was little-used. Apparently, Errno knew him. He gestured to Gaelen to stay where she was, and approached the guard from behind. He spoke soft words in his own tongue, causing the guard to spin around to face him. The guard stared at Errno for a moment as if in shock, then the two of them broke into wide, crooked grins and embraced like long-lost brothers.
 
   The guard called out to the people, and although Gaelen did not understand what was said, she heard Errno's name mentioned several times. Then came a wave of murmuring voices, accompanied by a peculiar buzzing sound. It was as though someone had kicked over a dozen beehives at once. Gaelen peeked around the corner to observe a great crowd of what looked like cleaner-than-average Ulcas flooding into the chamber, surrounding Errno and the guard.
 
   As she crouched, shivering, in the doorway, Gaelen took notice of several interesting things. One was the large fire pit–complete with a wild pig roasting on a spit. Ulcas would never bother to cook meat before eating it. There also appeared to be baskets of dried wild fruits and herbs; Gaelen had never known an Ulca to consume anything but flesh. Many of the people were obviously female. They were smaller and slightly more curvaceous, their garb more elaborate and colorful than Gaelen had ever seen on any Ulca. In addition, they had adorned themselves with bits of pebble and shell strung onto necklaces or sewn onto their garments. A few had wisps of long hair sprouting up from their heads…one had even managed to plait hers into a tiny, thin braid.
 
   Most remarkable to Gaelen, however, was that the Outcastes at least appeared to be segregated into large groups which might have been families. The members were identifiable by a different color trimming their garments; green, white, yellow, black, or red. There were several males in each, and for every male there was at least one female. Gaelen had never before seen the children of Ulcas, yet here were small beings in various stages of growth. Gaelen recalled her experiences in societies of Men.
 
   I wonder why there are so few children among the Outcastes? And what in the world is making that sound? The strange buzzing and yammering in her ears had gotten louder, and at first she wondered whether the Outcastes made it, but she saw very few of their lips moving. She shook her head, refocusing her attention, and the noise died back.
 
   Errno climbed atop a large, flat-topped boulder to address the people. Gaelen could not understand what he was saying, but she heard the crowd cheer many times. At last he spoke a few words that caused everyone to fall silent, though the odd buzzing noise grew louder. The Outcastes were glancing about suspiciously, their eyes narrowing as though dismayed by whatever Errno had told them. He looked up toward the doorway as Gaelen shrank back into the dark, then he gestured for her to come forward.
 
   “Gaelen! Come down now…my people are ready to meet you. Don't be afraid!”
 
   “Are you quite certain they’re ready…in a good way?” Gaelen called back. She had seen many hands stray toward weapons.
 
   “They won't harm you–I swear it on my life! Come on down, my friend. You are welcome here.”
 
   I suppose I didn't endure that terrible, nasty passage only to turn back. She drew herself up, placed as impassive an expression on her face as possible, and walked serenely out into the torch light. The Outcastes gasped and fell silent when they first beheld her. As she made her way down to join Errno, she kept hearing the same word whispered over and over: “vaka.” She wondered what it meant.
 
   Errno was one of the few who were reasonably fluent in Aridani, and so he served as his own interpreter. He introduced Gaelen, who bowed low, as the crowd literally buzzed with excitement. Still, the looks on the faces of some were less than welcoming, and there was fear in many an eye. Gaelen now understood how Errno had felt when addressing the Council of the Wise in Mountain-home. “What is that buzzing sound they’re making? And, what means this word, ‘vaka’? I keep hearing it…what is its meaning?”
 
   Errno’s eyes grew wide. “You can hear the…ummm…the buzzing sound? Already?
 
   Gaelen nodded. “Yes, and sometimes I seem to hear words from…from people whose lips aren’t moving. I know that doesn’t make sense. And the words I hear are…they sound like Sylvan Elvish. Sometimes Aridani. How can that be?”
 
   Errno whistled through his upper lip. “I’m impressed, Gaelen. I have always sensed that your abilities are unique, but…well, don’t concern yourself with any of this now. You’ll have all your questions answered soon.”
 
   “So, what does ‘vaka’ mean?”
 
   “Actually, it means “ugly.”
 
   Gaelen's eyes widened for a moment over her sardonic smile. “Well, isn't that a warm welcome! I’d say their manners leave something to be desired. My people might have thought you ugly, Errno, but at least we didn't say it to your face.”
 
   Now it was Errno's turn to smile. “No, no, Gaelen…you don't understand. To be called ugly is a compliment among my people. You see, in olden times, being ugly was equated with being successful, because the uglier you were, the more fear you would inspire in the hearts of your enemies. It was considered a fine thing to be called ‘ugly.’ That convention, unfortunately, has remained with us.”
 
   “So, do they think I’m actually ugly, or not?”
 
   “Oh, my, yes,” said Errno. “You’re so pale you look like you crawled out from under a rotting log. And you’re furry—like moldy cheese!” He then began making a peculiar wheezing sound. As he wheezed and shuddered, Gaelen suddenly realized that he was laughing…most certainly a thing she had never seen an Ulca do before. She chuckled right along with him.
 
   Errno spent several more minutes explaining Gaelen to the Outcastes, though she could not understand him. The buzzing and high-pitched whining rose and fell as the crowd reacted. Gaelen was still puzzled. Why not just speak like…like a normal person? And why didn’t Errno ever make that sound? Probably they only do it to one another, and he was the only one of his kind in Mountain-home…how are they making the sound, anyway? Is something vibrating?
 
   She was fascinated—these people were neither human nor Ulcan. They were unquestionably far more civilized than any Ulca. Still, they’re not entirely civilized, she thought, observing one of the larger males sending a questing finger straight up his nose.
 
   At last she was spirited away from the gathering and shown to a private chamber, as Errno explained that he was very weary and in need of rest. He also wanted to spend a little time alone with his clan. “After all, I’ve been away from them for more than six months,” he said. “I'll send for you when the time is right.”
 
   Gaelen was most unhappy with this arrangement. “But, when will we go and fetch the rest of the Company? I thought there was some urgency in getting us all here so we could complete our task and get you and your emissaries back to Mountain-home!”
 
   “You can’t leave yet, Gaelen. There’s someone you need to speak with first. All will be revealed in good time, I assure you.” He drew a deep breath. “Thank heaven things are no worse now than when I left…the storm is still gathering, but according to our sentinels we have some time yet before it breaks.”
 
   “What storm? What are you talking about?” said Gaelen, her eyes wide.
 
   “Soon enough, my friend. Just relax for a while.” Then he was gone.
 
   She sighed, frustrated by so many unanswered questions. The Outcastes, though they had tried to be hospitable, were just plain odd. She would never relax while surrounded by them, and so she sat in the corner of the chamber, wishing she had worn warmer clothing, afraid to eat the food or drink the water. They brought her a woven cloak of sheep's wool that was crude, but warm. She accepted it, despite the fact that it smelled like a combination of wet sheep and Ulca, and at least she stopped shivering.
 
   The buzz and chatter of hundreds of unlovely voices invaded her solitude, and so she began to sing. Her song was quiet at first, but gathered strength until the walls of the chamber resonated with it.
 
   In the halls and caverns outside the chamber, the Outcastes paused, listening. They had never heard such a thing, and they wondered where the strange sound was coming from and what the meaning of it could be.
 
    
 
    
 
   After what seemed like an interminable amount of time to poor Gaelen, Errno finally reappeared. He was now clad in his own garb, which was trimmed in yellow. He took notice of Gaelen's attention to it. “My clan's color is gold. There are five clans among us: the Reds, the Blacks, the Greens, the Golds, and the Whites.”
 
   “How very appropriate,” said Gaelen. “In my lands, yellow, or gold, is the color of the scholars. Of course, lore-masters wear a silver star, but it is a form of silver more precious than gold.”
 
   Errno smiled at her. “I know the wait has been long and difficult,” he said. “You’re not a patient being, but I can't say I blame you. Your waiting has ended at last, and you will please come with me now.”
 
   Gaelen cocked her head slightly to one side. “Not patient? I have never complained, have I?”
 
   Errno chuckled. “Constantly! But, never mind. Remember that mysterious person I said you needed to speak with? We have an appointment, and we dare not be late.”
 
   Gaelen was quite certain she had never voiced a complaint of any sort to Errno or anyone else; in fact, she found it interesting that a race so given to constant, noisy bickering would call her impatient. But her curiosity overcame any mild resentment, and she followed Errno down yet another dark passageway ending in a small but well-lighted chamber.
 
   Here there appeared to be some form of council, as there were various members—all males—their arms folded, their faces stern, sitting on crude benches. Gaelen recognized one member from each clan by his “colors”–red, green, white, black, and Errno's yellow. But she was not prepared for the sixth member, who, to her surprise, appeared to be human.
 
   The man was old, white-bearded, and feeble. Despite robes which were tattered and worn, he had been well cared for, as evidenced by the blanket across his lap and the soft sheepskin on the bench where he was sitting. He alone had a table before him, with actual crude writing materials. On his brow was bound a lore-master's star, but it held only five points, not seven. When he saw Gaelen, his watery brown eyes filled with joy.
 
   The buzzing, chattering noise in Gaelen's head began almost at once. It was almost as though she heard voices–many voices, as she had when she had been kept in solitude–but the Council-members were not speaking. As before, the words she heard were in Sylvan dialect.
 
   When the old man held up his hand and spoke a strange word, the yammering ceased.
 
   “I'm old, and I can no longer rise unaided to welcome you, Gaelen Taldin,” said the old man. “I'm truly pleased that Errno has brought you to us. There is hope now…hope for these people who are trying so hard to find the Light again. I am Danté, Lore-master to the Outcaste realm.” He smiled at her confusion. “You are wondering two things right now,” he said, his voice weak and tremulous with age. “First, you wish to know how a man would be among Outcastes, and why he would choose to stay. Second, you wonder where the noise has been coming from. Am I correct?”
 
   Gaelen bowed. “You are.”
 
   “The answer to the second question might be easier, as I myself have wondered about the first from time to time,” said Danté. “These people have developed the ability to speak without speaking. They can cast their thoughts to those who would receive them–usually they are meant for only one person and are only perceived by him or her. But you, it would seem, are remarkably sensitive to the thoughts of the Outcastes, as Errno has informed me. You have heard them, though they have not been intended for you and do not as yet make sense to you. The longer you remain here, the clearer they will become. Errno says you even understand a few words here and there. This is a very rare ability, my fine new friend. I have been here for years, and can still only understand the odd bit if it is hurled directly at me. I’m afraid my Outcaste friends must use their voices most of the time…though I can definitely sense emotions and feelings from them.”
 
   They actually cast thoughts? Gaelen's eyes widened with this revelation, which she found both satisfying and disturbing. “And so they must also hear my thoughts…hence Errno accused me of being impatient…though I never complained aloud.” She shuddered. “I had no idea.”
 
   She turned to Errno, her eyes flashing. “I would have appreciated knowing of this ability before you invaded my thoughts,” she said. “Perhaps I would not have permitted it! You have allowed me to make my thoughts vulnerable. For how long would you have taken this advantage?”
 
   Errno drew himself up tall, though he was only a hair taller than Gaelen. “I did not invade your thoughts—you broadcast them, and I could not ignore them. And for how long would you have used your uncommon stealth to stalk me in the library at night? We all use whatever abilities we are given, especially when we’re uncertain or feel threatened.”
 
   “That was different,” said Gaelen. “I did not know you then. I have just begun to trust you…was I right to trust you, I wonder?” She looked around at the other councilors. “And who else has been treated to my solitary musings?”
 
   “Do not fear,” said Danté. “Your thoughts up to now haven't been all that interesting, and you will soon learn how to keep them from being heard.”
 
   “How did such a thing come to be?” asked Gaelen. “No human has such ability, so far as I am aware.”
 
   “It's a larger world than we know,” said Danté. “We have not as yet come to realize all abilities of humankind everywhere. Elves look at Outcastes and see misshapen caricatures of men, but their contempt is misplaced. Errno's people have abilities beyond any of you. I can tell you that the Outcastes developed thought-casting so that they could communicate with one another unheard—very handy if one is forced into hiding—and so that they could identify one another in the beginning. You see, no Ulca has such ability. Hence, the most common Outcaste greeting is ‘speak to me unheard.’ You may have observed Errno going out into the wild lands at night and chanting to the four winds? He was doing two things there. He was renewing his bond with Falco, the spirit of the air, and he was casting his thoughts homeward.”
 
   “Did his folk receive them from such a distance?” asked Gaelen, incredulous.
 
   “No, but the Outcastes send their thoughts outward even if they know they won't be received,” said Danté. “The simple act of sending them brings comfort.” He turned to the rest of the council members, who appeared to be growing impatient themselves. “Fortunately, all the clan leaders speak and understand Aridani, the common-tongue. I have taught them. They'll speak their thoughts here rather than send them.”
 
   “What I have been…hearing…has been in Sylvan Elvish,” said Gaelen.
 
   “No, what you have been “hearing” is Outcaste thought. Your mind interprets it in the language most familiar to you,” said Danté.
 
   He gestured with a wizened, gnarled hand, whereupon the five clan chieftains rose to their feet and bowed slightly to Gaelen. They introduced themselves—Vathos of the Reds, Ethan of the Greens, Kron of the Blacks, Rook of the Whites, and Errno of the Golds—before sitting down again.
 
   “I am Gaelen Taldin of the Greatwood Forest,” said Gaelen. “I will leave the explanation of my presence to my new friend.” She gestured to Errno, who apparently had not expected to tell the whole story as yet.
 
   “Well, Gaelen is here as an emissary from Mountain-home. She and her companions were sent to observe us, to…evaluate the state of our…ummm…progress? Yes, and to take a few chosen ambassadors back to discuss how best to relocate us. You don’t need many more details yet, I’m thinking.”
 
   “Does that mean the folk of Mountain-home have decided to help us?” said Rook, a stout, slightly hunch-backed fellow with dirty white trim on his robes.
 
   “I believe they will help,” said Errno, “but we don’t as yet know how much or in what way. That is part of what Gaelen and her friends are here to determine.”
 
   “Well, Gaelen Taldin of the Greatwood Forest,” said Danté, “If you want to evaluate the Outcastes, you must first be ready to learn all you can about them and their ways. Are you ready to learn?”
 
   Gaelen, who was usually ready to learn new things, still hesitated. “Shouldn’t this wait until I fetch the rest of our party?”
 
   “There’s no time for that—not for you,” said Danté. “You need to learn a few things first. I don’t wish to explain now.”
 
   “Will someone else fetch them?” said Gaelen. “They are expecting me.”
 
   Danté waved a dismissive hand at her. “You will fetch them, but not just now. I ask again. Are you ready to learn?”
 
   “I suppose I am,” said Gaelen. “The Outcastes have definitely aroused my curiosity.”
 
   “Then let's begin. When you are ready, we'll send you back to your people so that you may prepare them. It's important that all members of your party understand us, at least on some level, before they are brought here.”
 
   “You have not as yet answered the first question, Master,” said Gaelen. “How did a man come to be here?”
 
   Danté smiled. “When the time comes, I will tell you,” he said. “Come now, and sit beside me.”
 
   “What about them?” said Gaelen, gesturing toward the five clan leaders.
 
   “They are learning also,” said Danté. “They’re here because they wanted to see you for themselves, and now they have done so.”
 
   “But why are they scowling? Two of them look as though they’re about to bare their teeth at me!”
 
   “They really can't help it. Their expressions might be perceived as hostile, but I assure you they don't mean to be. They will listen to all we have to say, for you are still being evaluated. Come…we have much to impart, and there is little time.”
 
    
 
    
 
   Far from the stronghold, two shadowed figures met one another under the midnight sky. Their attitudes were very different; one was cringing, almost fawning, while the other displayed the confidence characteristic of one who is in league with a person of great power.
 
   (Speak to me unheard.)
 
   (My lord…Errno, the heretic, has returned against all expectations! We must act quickly in case he has managed to enlist the aid of the light-bearers. We must strike now if we are to bring the People back into Darkness.)
 
   (The light of knowledge has corrupted them, yet it will soon be extinguished. The People will drink from the well of forgetfulness, and regain the comfort of the Whole. You have strayed, and strayed mightily, yet you have done well of late. The Master will be pleased.)
 
   (The accursed light-bearers have now discovered us…they corrupt us further and threaten to take us away from the Master. We must act now if we are to redeem the People!)
 
   (And so we shall. The Master, who is all-knowing, has foreseen this. He is ready to drive the cursed sickness from the People, to vanquish the scourge of ungoverned thought that has afflicted them, so that they may be reclaimed.)
 
   (The traitor, Errno, has brought a Fire-eye with him.)
 
   (A Fire-eye? Are you certain?)
 
   (I beheld her myself. Even now she corrupts the clan council! We must act before they are all beguiled.)
 
   (It will not matter. The Fire-eye and all who stand against us will perish, including Errno and all of his heretics. The boil shall be lanced, and all doubt shall vanish from the Master's heart. He will show us favor once again, as He has promised. Now tell me of the Stronghold, and of how it may be taken…)
 
   


  
 

Chapter 10: Gaelen's Lessons
 
    
 
    
 
   Being tutored by Danté was an experience Gaelen would not soon forget. There was an urgency in the way he imparted information that was unlike anything she was accustomed to; he insisted that each session be as productive as he could possibly make it. It was only after the sixth exhausting history lesson in as many hours that she found out why.
 
   “Danté is convinced that he must teach you as much as you can learn, and he has only a short while to do it,” said Errno.
 
   “Why only a short while?” Gaelen replied. “And why do we not send for the others in our Company, that they may learn also? I don't understand.”
 
   “Danté has given a reason, but I'm not certain it’s the real reason,” said Errno. “I do know this: he is placing a great deal of faith in you—almost as though he has made you our champion.”
 
   Gaelen stared at him, incredulous. “It would seem to me that you already have a champion, and I'm looking at him right now.”
 
   Errno shook his head. “I cannot make a hostile world understand the plight of my people,” he said. “Only a member of a ‘respectable’ race can do that.”
 
   Gaelen flushed and looked away. The history lessons had allowed her a greater understanding of the plight of the Outcastes, but she still did not feel truly connected to them. When Errno spoke of respectable races, Gaelen knew exactly what he meant.
 
   “You did a very credible job in Mountain-home,” she said.
 
   “But not good enough,” said Errno, remembering the vote. “I had to be willing to kill myself before many of you would agree to help me.”
 
   “And what if I don't wish to be your champion?” I saw to the ending of Gorgon Elfhunter…must I now be saddled with yet another formidable and life-altering task? She looked earnestly into Errno's yellowish-brown eyes and voiced the honest question: “Why me?”
 
   Errno shrugged. “I honestly don't know, but I would guess because of your sensitivity to our thoughts,” he said. “You will soon be able to speak unheard, if I’m any judge. You can not only speak to them you can speak for them.
 
   “Meaning what, exactly?” asked Gaelen. “So, perhaps I have some innate ability to hear you when you do not speak. Who's to say that every Elf does not possess the same ability? I am the only Elf here, as I'm sure you’ve noticed.”
 
   “You were the one who discovered me in Mountain-home. Your sensitivity is greater.”
 
   “I found you not by sensitivity to your thoughts, but by the sensitivity of my nose. In that, I stand above most Elves—the ability has served me well as a tracker and hunter-scout. It doesn't mean that I should champion you.”
 
   “So, are you saying that you will not?” said Errno, who was not sure of what he would do in that event.
 
   Gaelen heard the desperation underneath the question. She knew that Errno had placed his hopes on her shoulders already, but her history lessons had already taught her one thing: although the Outcastes had come an admirably long way from their benighted forebears, they were far from ready to take a place among the societies of men or Elves. “I don't know what I'm saying yet. Just don't place all your hopes in me, will you?”
 
   Errno shuddered slightly. At least she had not categorically refused. He struggled to keep his lips drawn down over his front teeth as he turned back to face her, for whenever he felt strong emotion, his first impulse was to bare his teeth and growl. She still had not adjusted to this any more than he had adjusted to her unsettling tendency to look him in the eye all the time. In his world, a direct stare was often a threat. “Shouldn't you be getting back to the lore-master now?” he said.
 
   Gaelen sighed. “I suppose I should.”
 
   She walked toward the doorway and was startled to find a large crowd of Errno's folk standing just beyond it. They wore identical expressions; their teeth were bared, but they looked sidelong at her, so they were not threatening. Gaelen had come to learn that this indicated apprehension rather than aggression. She stopped and spread her hands.
 
   “What?” she said.
 
   They began sending thoughts to her then, and, to her surprise, she read them quite clearly. (You will not aid us…you do not wish to help us…you are afraid…you would abandon our cause…you are weary of lessons…we are not ready…we will be scorned…the task is too great.) Gaelen closed her eyes and grimaced, blocking them out.
 
   She whirled back toward Errno, who cowered before her obvious fury. “Danté has deceived me! You have all been hearing my thoughts, though I did not send them. I hate this place! I will be leaving at once and returning to lands where my thoughts are only mine to know! My privacy has been invaded for the last time, do you hear me?” She was shaking, her slender hands balled into fists.
 
   “No, you must not leave us!” cried Rook, the leader of the White Clan. He and his people surged forward, grabbing Gaelen's arms so that she could not move. She struggled, but quickly realized the futility of it.
 
   Her eyes blazed at him. “I hope you can read the thoughts I am sending now,” she growled.
 
   “You can't go until you understand,” said Rook. “Danté has said so.”
 
   “I really hope you can read the thoughts I am sending now!” she said.
 
   “Will you promise to at least finish your lessons?” said Rook. “Danté has only a little more time to spend with you, and he is insisting on it. Please, I will release you if you swear to attend him.”
 
   Gaelen was outnumbered and overpowered. There was no point in refusing. “Oh, all right.” she said. “I swear to attend to Danté at least one more time.”
 
   “Swear to remain until he's finished with you!” said Rook, at which point Errno stepped in.
 
   “She cannot promise that. Release her, and we will trust her for the moment.” He looked into her eyes, knowing that she would not trust him otherwise. “I'm sorry. I had forgotten that you have suffered such invasion before,” he said. “I am not the Elfhunter, and I do not hold a magic mirror.”
 
   Then, noting the look of consternation on her face, he explained. “Lady Ordath has told me the tale. I know much of the Company's history. And, just now…your thoughts confirmed it.”
 
   Gaelen heard the genuine empathy in his voice, and her anger cooled. “It's all right, Errno. Having your people hear my thoughts is much less dire…at least they’re not bent on destroying every Elf who lives.”
 
   Rook, whom Gaelen had already come to like a little bit, grinned and shook his head. “Your thoughts are easy to hear,” he said. “You shout them like thunderclaps!”
 
   “He means your spirit is strong…which it is,” said Errno. “Don't worry; he has given you a compliment.”
 
    
 
    
 
   Danté was irritated with Gaelen when she finally appeared. “Where have you been?” he asked. “I’ve been waiting.”
 
   “Forgive my discourtesy, but what is the urgency in these learning sessions?” she asked. Gaelen was used to her time being her own to spend as she liked, and she did not fare well in endless lecture sessions, no matter how fascinating. Perhaps there is something brewing here—something urgent—that he is not sharing with me. He looks even paler and more frail than the last time; I believe a stiff breeze would knock him off his feet. Something is weighing on him.
 
   “I’m surprised a clever Elf like you hasn’t figured it out,” said Danté with a weary sigh. “Then again, your experience with age and mortality are no doubt limited. Just sit down here, will you?” He drew forth a careworn notebook, opening the grey leather cover.
 
   She sat down beside him and examined the notebook as Danté turned the smudged leather pages one by one. It was his recording of all he had learned since first coming among the Outcastes. He had compiled an extensive history of the five clans, together with a rudimentary genealogy of some of the larger families. Gaelen noticed Errno’s family tree. “Why is his name spelled with two ‘r’s?”
 
   “Because the ‘r’ is always rolled,” said Danté. “Don’t ask such unimportant questions.”
 
   He kept on turning pages, revealing some observations of behavior, complete with drawings, and a lexicon of the language, though this was understandably limited in a race that could speak unheard. But the most impressive thing to Gaelen was in the rear of the book—a compilation of all the laws passed by the Outcaste society. Granted, it was not a long list, but each law was stated and explained, together with the appropriate punishment to be incurred for violating it.
 
   When at last he had shown Gaelen the entire notebook, Danté closed it, tied a string of braided flax around it, and handed it to her. “Well, don't just sit there…take it. It's yours to protect and preserve…I will not be adding anything more.”
 
   “Why not?” asked Gaelen slowly, knowing she would not like what she was about to hear.
 
   Danté smiled. “I'm very, very old, Gaelen. I'm old, I'm tired, and I am in constant pain. My body has given out, and very soon it will give up entirely. I’ve known my days were numbered for a while…and that number has nearly passed. ”
 
   Gaelen cocked her head at him, her brows knitted together. She liked him, and this was definitely not what she had wanted to hear. “You mean…you’re dying?”
 
   “Yes, I mean that I'm dying. I can't make it any plainer than that. That's why there is urgency in your learning as much as you can while I'm alive. Errno believes you were chosen because of some special ability, but in truth, your friends have only just reached the rendezvous point. If I had waited for one of them, it would probably have been too late.” He sighed. “It's not a bad thing, though I would have preferred someone with a little more patience and diligence at lessons. Besides, you do have a special ability. Errno tells me that you have channeled thoughts and emotions that came straight from the mind of a half-Ulca named Gorgon Elfhunter?”
 
   Gaelen frowned. How does Errno know of Gorgon?
 
   “Errno says you actually came to hold empathy with this ‘Elfhunter,’ and that is remarkable. You have an ability like no other.” He smiled at her. “How conveniently fortunate that you were the only one small and agile enough to fit through narrow passageways.”
 
   “Yes, how convenient,” Gaelen muttered. This was part of Errno’s plan all along. I won’t underestimate him again. She reached out for Danté's hand, and there was sorrow in her eyes. She liked him even though he was a hard schoolmaster. “But, Master, I am not one of the learned ones…I'm only a hunter-scout.”
 
   Danté's laughter sounded more like a wheezing groan. “Are you, now?” he said at last. “Well, then, I guess I’ve wasted my last day in the world. Ah, well…we must make do with whatever Elves happen to wander in. Take the book. Give it to your lore-masters…they’ll know what to do with it. But you, Gaelen, are charged with the keeping of my needy children. They will require protection and guidance, as well as the special empathy that you possess. They have been in hiding for hundreds of years, and their time is running out…even as mine is.”
 
   “But you promised to tell me the tale of how you came to be here, and why you stayed,” said Gaelen, hoping that he would not die as long as she kept him talking.
 
   “I made no such promise,” said Danté. “However, as a favor to you I will tell the tale. First, we must discuss each of the laws of this realm, and the implications and interpretations. Now, pay attention. If you please me, I will tell you my story tonight.” He coughed, his frail body shuddering with the effort. When he touched a rag to his mouth, it came back red. “I don't suppose I shall be here in the morning.”
 
    
 
    
 
   Gaelen was drawn in to the discussion of each of the six primary laws of Outcaste society, as they were actually quite interesting. There were so many exceptions to each that Gaelen wondered how anyone managed to comply with them. For example, the first law was that no Outcaste shall kill another Outcaste. That seemed plain enough; laws against killing one another were at the heart of nearly every civilized society. However, there were many exceptions to this one. It turned out that it was only illegal to kill without cause. There followed a list of examples of causes for which killing might be deemed justifiable. By the time she heard them, Gaelen wondered what the point of having the law was, as she could probably have justified any killing by at least one “cause” on the list.
 
   “Master, why did you not step in and help them refine their laws to give them greater meaning? It seems that they have begun the process only to fall short of accomplishing it to any real extent. You could have aided them…why did you not?”
 
   Danté drew a deep breath. “What I'm about to say is very, very important, Gaelen. If you take nothing else from our time together, take this with you: the most important distinction between Outcastes and Ulcas is not that they are regaining their humanity, but that they are choosing to do so. Changes in their ways must be initiated by them, developed by them, and refined by them…do you understand? They are evolving into a new form. They will never be men, nor will they ever be Ulcan again, lord willing. They will shape their own destiny, and it is of utmost importance that we allow them to do that. Educate them, yes…make your point about the muddled nature of their laws, but do not interfere with them. They will direct their own course once you find them a place where they can do so in safety. This is all a process of discovering what works and what doesn’t.”
 
   Gaelen understood what Danté had said, but she found little improvement in the rest of the Outcaste's legal code. There were laws against stealing—again, without cause—against causing pain to another person without cause, against destroying the property of another person without cause, and so on. But it was the last two that most fascinated Gaelen. The first was that all members must respect the right of every individual to voice an opinion—attempted repression of individual thought was a high crime. The second was that all spiritual matters were to be kept private. There was to be no suggestion of indoctrination in any family group, as the Outcastes were trying to eliminate blind obedience and encourage independent thinking. One was free to revere the gods, or not, in any chosen manner, but only in private.
 
   “I don’t understand,” said Gaelen. “Can they not discriminate between the shared expression of honest faith and indoctrination? To punish people for praying together seems repressive of their choice to do so…so many of these laws are contradictory. Fascinating, yes, but contradictory.”
 
   “It’s asking a lot of you to understand, I know,” said Danté. “I understand your frustration, as the laws which govern your people have thousands of years of progressive enlightenment standing behind them. This is what Errno’s people have come up with in a hundred years. Even you must admit—these last two are unique to Outcaste society. I’ve never encountered anything like them in any civilization of Men, anyway. If you had been privy to the real nature of Ulcas, you would understand better. To an Ulca, daily indoctrination is akin to eating and breathing. Wrothgar has made it so–it is one of the ways in which he maintains control over them and prevents them from asking questions.”
 
   He drew a painful, wheezing breath. “The Outcastes are becoming more a part of their world. They are beginning to wonder about things, many of which cannot be explained with any certainty. The expression of faith takes many forms here, and many spiritual beings are revered. There is a god of air, one of fire, one of water, and one of earth. There are lesser spirits, as well, who are ruled by one of the four gods. All may be prayed to, or even sacrificed to, but always in solitude.”
 
   “I think I understand,” said Gaelen. “They fear a return to the ways of the Ulcas, who never question orders and who exist to do their master's bidding.”
 
   “Yes, that's right, at least for the most part. There are those in the stronghold who would abandon enlightenment…who believe that the People have gone astray. They are the ones whom we all should fear, as they would have us embrace the Darkness again. Yet they are free to hold forth their collective opinion…as long as it doesn’t rise to the level of worship.”
 
   “So, some of the People would prefer to return to the ways of Ulcas?” asked Gaelen. “Why would any creature capable of independent thought choose a life of servitude to the Shadowmancer? I cannot imagine wanting to return to such a terrible life!”
 
   Danté looked hard into Gaelen's eyes. “It's not so difficult to imagine,” he said. “First, the Outcastes don't realize how terrible an Ulca’s life truly is. They can't fathom the misery of it, as they only see their own hardships. Some believe that Wrothgar actually cares for the Ulcas—that he is all-knowing and powerful. Such a force would be easy to swear allegiance to; it might be easier than having to think for oneself. Do you understand?”
 
   Gaelen's eyes were large and round. This was a perspective she had never attempted before. “I'm afraid not,” she said.
 
   Danté sighed. “The Outcaste life is very hard. No one wants them…everyone is trying to kill them wherever they go. They have been in hiding—running away from discovery—for generations. Not only that, but this new way of thinking, that the will of the majority prevails and that opinions must be persuaded, is difficult for anyone who is not accustomed to it. The idea that there are consequences can be upsetting. Ulcas face no consequences as long as they follow their master without question, and they are free from the burden of initiative. The growing pains of the Outcaste social order are difficult for many of them to bear.”
 
   He shook his head in sympathy. “Imagine that you had just crawled out of mindless darkness, only to find yourself in a situation where you had to ignore your own desires in favor of the society as a whole. You had to be persuasive enough to influence your fellows in order to have your way. Not only that, but you must select one person to represent you, and then abide by whatever some Council decides! The dissenters imagine that Wrothgar will not only accept them, but will indoctrinate them and take away the burden of considering the thoughts, opinions, and desires of others. They believe they will stop hiding and be a part of some ‘whole’ being—even if it is an evil being. There's no question that they are misguided, but I do understand the desire.”
 
   Are you not concerned that the dissenters will betray you to Lord Wrothgar?” asked Gaelen, suddenly alarmed. The hair on her neck bristled as she considered the notion that there could be traitors among the Outcastes. “Have you identified them? Are they under close watch?”
 
   “It is no struggle to identify them, Gaelen…their opinions have been heard along with all others. Remember: the right to speak one's own mind is an imperative here.”
 
   Gaelen was now thoroughly confused. “So…if all are free to express opinions, and none may be suppressed, how do the People act? How do they decide what course is taken? And why do the dissenters—the ones who favor returning to Darkness—why do they not simply leave the colony? Not that I would want to have them running back to Wrothgar, mind you.” She shook her head. To speak against the King in the Woodland Realm might be tolerated, but any individual who spoke of real rebellion would fall under scrutiny, and might even find himself imprisoned. “Are you not concerned that they will betray you?”
 
   “Of course we are, though the real danger will probably come from those who have concealed their true nature and opinions.”
 
   “Then why are these potential betrayers still allowed to roam freely?” asked Gaelen. “It would seem that you’re making light of your peril. Wrothgar has been hunting you for generations–one day, he will find you!”
 
   “Peace, O Excitable Elf,” said Danté. “Recall the two over-arching principles of Outcaste society.”
 
   He leaned back, his chin elevated, as though he had just settled the entire, complex matter with a single declaration. Gaelen was reminded of Fima after he had just won a particularly close wager. But I have no idea of what he’s talking about…
 
   “Ummm…which two over-arching principles would those be?”
 
   Danté scowled at her. “The only two principles. There are only two—the ones I told you about before we spoke of the six laws! Have you forgotten already?”
 
   He never spoke of them…and he doesn’t realize it. “I’m sorry, Master. I must have been…distracted. I don’t suppose you would be so kind as to…tell me again?”
 
   Danté drew a rather deliberately long-suffering sigh. “Hand me the book.” He turned back to the appropriate page, and his brows knitted together as he beheld it. For the first time since Gaelen had met him, his cheeks flushed a pale pink. “I…I didn’t tell you of these, did I? I see that now. My apologies.” His eyes welled up with tears of shame, but he quickly wiped them away. “It seems I have less time than I thought. It’s most unlike me to leave out such an important matter.”
 
   He drew himself up, cleared his throat painfully, and began. “In addition to the six primary laws, there are two overarching principles of Outcaste society. One is that everyone should treat others the way he or she would like to be treated.”
 
   A very, very advanced and civilized comment, though it seems so simple and basic, thought Gaelen. “That is perhaps the most essential principle I have ever heard, and it should be the basis for every society,” she said. “If everyone followed it, there would be little need for other laws, would there?”
 
   “Indeed not,” said Danté. “But it is a very hard rule to keep sometimes…impossible for many, as it requires empathy and imagination. At any rate…the second principle is that no Outcaste shall betray another to the Enemy. This is very thoroughly ingrained. To betray our location would be punishable by death, along with the deaths of any and all descendants. In other words, if an Outcaste betrays us, and we catch him, he and all his children, children’s children if any…are immediately put to death.”
 
   “That seems…harsh,” said Gaelen. “Surely the traitor’s children are not to blame.”
 
   “I know it does, but…they are so fearful of Wrothgar’s poison spreading through the blood…of a return to the Old Ways. Do you understand? At any rate, I believe we are quite safe.”
 
   “Sounds as if they have been indoctrinated,” said Gaelen. “Again, how contradictory! And, your belief in your safety, begging your pardon, is naïve. Just because people fear the punishment for betrayal if they are caught, doesn’t mean they won’t betray. I should imagine most traitors operate under the belief that they won’t get caught!”
 
   Danté sighed. “Belief in our principles is all we have! If you want surety, you will not find it anywhere. It only takes a brief examination of history to realize it.”
 
   “All the same, I would take more precautions,” said Gaelen. “You should raise and train a fighting force if you haven’t already...and, with all due respect, anyone who speaks of traitorous actions should be dealt with, in my opinion.”
 
   “You just don’t understand,” said Danté. “These people aren’t like the so-called enlightened societies you’re accustomed to dealing with…in fact, they ask considerably more of their people in terms of tolerance! An Outcaste is free to have his opinions, and he is free to express them. It is, in fact, a crime to prevent him, but he is not permitted to act on them in this case. If the rebellious ones persuaded the majority that their course was best, then their way would prevail. So far, it has not. This is, admittedly, a clumsy democracy, but it is a democracy! These people are still trying to find their way, and their society is in its infancy. They need assistance from those who will guide them, but not dominate them. They must be allowed to find their own way…with aid. Do you understand your task now?”
 
   Gaelen was muttering to herself. “If I don't, Duinar surely will…”
 
   “Duinar? Did you say Duinar? I thought he was lost!”
 
   “Yes, Duinar…the Asarla of Tuathas. He has come back. Did you not know it?”
 
   “Oh, of course, news comes with such great regularity here,” growled Danté. “I must have missed that announcement among the hundreds I hear every day. Of course I didn't know it!” His gray complexion once again grew pinkish with excitement. “That's wonderful news! Duinar, of all people to return to us now…that's the best news you could have brought me.” He was literally trembling, his crooked fingers fumbling nervously with the items on his study-table.
 
   “It may please you to know, then, that he is a member of our Company,” said Gaelen.
 
   “Truly? I thought you were just a group of Elves from Mountain-home! Errno didn’t mention anything to the contrary…”
 
   “There are Elves among us,” said Gaelen. “But there are also men, dwarves, and Duinar. If you would but remain until I can fetch everyone here, you will meet him yourself!”
 
   Though they were not meant to be, those words were sobering, and Danté grew quiet again. “Yes,” he muttered. “That would have been a grand thing.” He drew a weary hand over his eyes. “I must rest now, Gaelen. Come back in a few hours, and I'll tell you my story, as promised. Tomorrow we shall send you to your friends.”
 
   “That’s a good thing,” said Gaelen. “They will worry if I am gone too long.” She started to ask if he wanted her to stay with him, but thought better of it. She rose to her feet and left him alone, after first covering him with a blanket and placing his water-vessel within easy reach, just in case he should need it.
 
    
 
    
 
   The report of the discovery of the Outcastes’ hiding place had made its way to Lord Wrothgar—the first good news in many a year—and Wrothgar wasted no time in acting on it. The Outcaste stronghold had been betrayed by one of their own, a traitor who believed that the old ways of indoctrination and servitude were best.
 
   This turncoat wanted to return to the protection of his Dark Master. He knew that his people were on the wrong path, and he had said so many times in council. He had gathered a small group of like-minded Outcastes, and they had stated their opinions, but were so outnumbered that they were disregarded by most. He believed that the only way to save his people was to bring them back into Wrothgar's fold. Ulcas were never meant to seek enlightenment—it was far too painful.
 
   At last he had succeeded in sending his message out to the Powers of Darkness, and they had answered him. Wrothgar had sent an emissary— all would be well if he and his people would only repent. Lord Wrothgar would send forces to take them and bring back all his loyal followers—those who recognized his power. Those who refused would be killed, including many of the traitor’s own clansmen, but they had gone so far astray that only death would purify them.
 
   When Gaelen had appeared among the Outcastes, the traitor’s choice of path was confirmed. Elves had always been the bitterest enemies of Lord Wrothgar and his Ulcas. Now here was one who dared to invade the very heart of the realm! Here were his people embracing and welcoming her! Wrothgar's retribution would be terrible; the turncoat realized that he would have to bring about the destruction of many to save those few who were still worthy.
 
   Had he truly known the mind of Wrothgar, he would have reconsidered. The Shadowmancer had no intention of allowing any Outcaste to survive, despite any promises made. They had always stayed one step ahead of his wrath, moving on before he could reach them. The “bad blood” with which the Outcastes were infected could not be allowed to spread among the Ulcas, for the change was permanent, and it would spread via breeding. It had to be eliminated. The traitor, though he thought to bring his people back into comforting Darkness, was as doomed as the rest of them.
 
   Wrothgar listened to the report of his emissary, an Outcaste male who had been captured long ago. Bribed back into servitude with the promise of riches and power, he now sat at his Master's hand, having first been altered so that he could not breed. The Shadowmancer wasted no time in gathering together a force of Ulcas and trolls, and sending them north to eliminate every last one of their distant, misguided kin.
 
    
 
    
 
   Gaelen had been summoned back into Danté's presence after only a few hours. When she saw the pain in his face, she knew that this would be his last night among the living. His eyes still held spark, but they were fading. She tried to appear light-hearted as she approached him, but she could smell impending death on him.
 
   “You needn't pretend to be so cheerful, you know,” said Danté, “although I do appreciate the effort. I know how I look.”
 
   “Very well then, would you prefer weeping and wailing?” asked Gaelen. “If so, I'll see what I can muster, though it will be more difficult to hear your tale.”
 
   Danté gave forth a wheezing chuckle and waved her off. “No, thank you! If there's anything I don't want, it's insincerity.”
 
   Gaelen smiled and sat before him. “Would you like me to build up the fire?” she asked. “You seem cold.”
 
   “Yes, please,” he replied. “And then make yourself comfortable, and do not interrupt! I shall not take long in the telling. When I have finished, I want you to remain. I'll also summon Errno, for I have things to say to each of you.” Gaelen got the fire going well, settled on a floor-cushion made of dried bulrushes, and sat in silence as Danté began his tale.
 
   “I was born into one of the northern clans of Men almost a hundred and fifty years ago. We had lived along the northern waters of the river Brocca, in the rugged foothills of the Northern Mountains. Even though the land was hard, it was bountiful, and the river provided well for our needs. I was one of the better educated men of our clan, and was, in fact, apprenticed to our lore-master. I had a wife, but she had not yet borne any children. I also had two brothers and a sister, all of whom had families of their own.
 
   “One dark night, our encampment was raided by Ulcas, and they had brought with them several large, fierce trolls. Our folk were taken by surprise; most were sleeping, and those set to the watch had already been slain. We had lived peacefully with our unpleasant neighbors, who had not dared to attack us until that night. I still don’t understand why they did so.
 
   “I awoke to the roaring of the trolls and the screaming of my friends and family members. I remember the fires that were set, and the hammers and blades swinging in the ruddy light. I remember the sight of one of the Ulcas directing the others—he had my younger brother's head impaled on a spear—and I remember the screams of my young wife as a troll crashed into our dwelling. Then I remember nothing else…until I awakened in a most precarious and unpleasant situation.
 
   “I was being dragged along by my feet, which were in the enormous hand of a hill-troll, along a mountain path. My head bumped along among the rocks…it was a wonder I ever regained my senses. Once I took stock of my situation, I realized the villain was dragging me back to its lair to eat! I would have panicked had it not been for the poor unfortunate in the troll's other hand, who chose that particular moment to start screaming. The troll shook him, but he wouldn't be still—he grabbed a rock and bashed the troll's fingers with it. The troll became most thoroughly annoyed and dropped me to see to its bruised fingers, grabbing the man with its other hand and crushing the life out of him. I will never forget the terrible, gurgling sound he made.”
 
   Danté began coughing, his emaciated body shuddering with effort, holding a bloody rag to his face. After a moment, he continued.
 
   “I took advantage of the diversion, crawling quietly backward, hoping to escape notice. The troll was busy chewing the head off my companion, no doubt to make sure he would give no more trouble, but then it turned its attention back to me. I had not put nearly enough distance between us, and as it reached out to grab me, lunging with its heavy body, I sprinted backwards into the empty air! I did not have my bearings in the dark, and had fallen off the edge of the path. The last sound I heard was the disappointed roar of the troll as the wind whistled past my ears. I vaguely remember striking something hard, and then all was dark again.
 
   “When I awoke, I discovered that I was perched on a narrow shelf of rock on the side of the mountain. Above and below were sheer cliffs that I could not possibly negotiate. I was trapped, broken, and in pain, and I knew that my doom was at hand.
 
   It was then that I saw a very small face peering at me from above. Apparently, there was a cleft in the rock that led to an underground passage, but it was far too high for me to gain it. It was a very ugly little face, dark and mottled, and it looked like an Ulca. But then it spoke to me. I could not understand the words, but I had decided that it was a child, and I both saw and heard concern in the eyes and in the voice. 'Please,' I shouted, 'please help me!' The little being spoke again as I began to weep. Then it disappeared.
 
   “I saw no more of it until the following sunset. I had thought of ending my own pain and thirst by casting myself onto the rocks below, but curiosity had prevented me. Would the Ulca-child return? If it did, would it bring more Ulcas to make a meal of me? In that event, I would throw myself into the abyss for certain!
 
   “As the red clouds gathered in the west, I heard the voice of the child again, and looked up to see that homely, misshapen face staring back at me. 'Come to see if I'm still here, have you?' I called up to it, though the cold was taking its toll on my voice, and I’m sure it was difficult to hear me over the rising wind. The little creature then lowered a cord tied around a vessel of water and a sack of dry bread. I grabbed them and kept hold of the cord. My thirst was terrible, and so I drank the water.
 
   “When I looked up to thank my little benefactor, I saw a much larger head peering over the top of the other. Then it disappeared and, after a while, a stouter rope appeared. I hesitated, wondering whether they would simply haul me up only to kill me and eat me. But then I realized that they would simply have ignored me and left me to die unless they actually wanted to help. Besides that, there was something in the eyes of that little, grey child—something that looked remarkably like empathy. Empathy, my dear Gaelen, is the single characteristic which distinguishes an enlightened being from a benighted one. So I took the rope and tied it underneath my arms. Before I knew it, several large, strong Ulcas were hoisting me up to the crack in the rock. I was saved.
 
   “I could not help but fear them at first; after all, they looked like Ulcas who have simply decided to dress a little better than average. But as they tended me I came to realize that they were a breed apart. At first things were awkward, for very few of them knew any of the tongues of men. They have been speaking unheard for so long that their own language, a rather odd combination of Ulcan and Aridani, is rather crude. Fortunately, they had once had a teacher, another man like me. His few surviving works are recorded along with mine in the notebook I gave you. Hence, a few of the Outcastes had acquired some knowledge of common-tongue, and thank heaven for that.
 
   “‘What of my people?’ I asked. ‘My clan lives in the hills by the river. Do you know if any remain there?’
 
   “The large male who had first appeared with the child shook his head, and I despaired. All of my people had been wiped out…there was nothing left to return to. As it turned out, the child was Errno, and the adult male who appeared with him was his father, Errnen. They took me in, cared for me, and healed me as best they could. All they asked for in return was that I teach them the ways of men. I did so, and I also recorded as much of their history as they could impart. I have lived with them for nearly a hundred and ten years at present, but I fear I have come to the end tonight.”
 
   Danté paused, drawing another painful breath. “I'm sure that my folk would not have made any distinction between Ulcas and Outcastes, and I would imagine that they killed some of the Outcastes unaware. Yet Errnen's people took me in, knowing I was helpless. They fed me and gave me water, and they ignored the fact that I was of an ‘enemy’ race. They waited to judge me as an individual, and that is the mark of a truly civilized being. It wasn't my desire to spend the rest of my life here, just as it wasn't your choice to be drawn into their fate, but I'm proud to have helped them get this far. You and your friends will take them the rest of the way.”
 
   He paused again, looking back over his shoulder toward the small table against the wall. “Fetch me my pipe, will you?” he asked Gaelen, who was happy to oblige. He drew forth a pouch from his robe and filled the pipe with leaf, as Gaelen brought him a small splinter of lighted kindling from the fire. He nodded in gratitude, touching the flame to the leaf, and was soon puffing away. “I know I shouldn’t smoke any more, but it doesn’t matter…I deserve one last pipe.” The expression on his face was one of pure, sublime satisfaction.
 
   “How in the world did you manage to get your hands on pipe-leaf down here?” wondered Gaelen, who had never understood the attraction for it.
 
   “I don't have it very often, and of course it does not grow anywhere nearby. I'm afraid my friends must steal it for me, which is a thing they are very good at.”
 
   Gaelen smiled. “Isn't there a law against that?”
 
   “It’s only against the law to steal from another Outcaste, and then only without cause,” said Danté, his mouth twitching beneath his moustache. “When one is in hiding, I fear everyone else's goods are fair game.”
 
   “Is there nothing more to the tale, Master?” Gaelen asked. “I mean, what became of Errnan? Is he still here?”
 
   “Alas, no,” said Danté. “He was lost in a storm while venturing outside on a dark night about twenty years ago. Errno has been the head of the Gold Clan ever since. Oh, and speaking of Errno…” Danté closed his eyes, and appeared to be in a state of high concentration for a moment. Then he opened his eyes and smiled. “He is on his way.” Danté turned then back to Gaelen, his pain plain to see. “You must take care of him now, for he is still a child in many ways, and I believe he will have some hard lessons to learn.”
 
    
 
    
 
   Danté's death would be a cause of great sorrow among the People, for they were all fond of the old man…even the followers of Vakil. It had not been a good death. Errno and Gaelen had done what little they could for Danté as he battled with his failing body. He did manage to impart his final messages to them, but his last hours had been agonizing, slow, and less than dignified. Both Errno and Gaelen had been horrified by it; they had never witnessed a death from old age before.
 
   When Danté lay still at last, Errno closed the tortured brown eyes and wiped the tears of pain from the ancient, wrinkled face. He turned to Gaelen with a bereft and empty heart. This man had been as close to Errno as his father had—perhaps even closer. Errno was still very young for an Outcaste, and though he possessed great strength of character, his emotions were fragile. He looked desperately at Gaelen for comfort, for anything to make sense of what had just happened, and she did not know what to say. She decided to try casting a thought to him.
 
   (It was not his choice to leave you.)
 
   Errno's thoughts assailed her then—chaotic, frantic, and filled with despair and uncertainty. She closed her mind to the railing, lashing storm of emotions and fears, took a step forward, and placed a hand on his shoulder. That hand was like an anchor, or a tall rock providing shelter from the wind, and Errno grabbed on. Gaelen rode with him as he wept, trying not to hear the unlovely, broken sound that was so strange to her ears, but trying instead to feel the pain behind it. At last she had a real empathy with Errno, and she wept for him as well as for Danté.
 
   When he had calmed, she rose to her feet again. “We must break the news to your people,” she said.
 
   “There's no need,” said Errno. “They know it already.”
 
    
 
    
 
   The turncoat felt Danté's death, along with the rest of the People. He grieved at the loss, for Danté had never attempted to direct the fate of the Outcastes, and he was not responsible for misleading them. At the same time, his heart felt a surge of joy at his good fortune. Danté would be mourned by all in the stronghold. The People would be distracted, most especially Errno and his clan of heretics. If Lord Wrothgar's forces arrived in time, they could take full advantage, and the worthy few would soon be on their way back into the waiting arms of Darkness.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 11: Messages on the Wind
 
    
 
    
 
   Enlightenment may come from many sources, and it can take many forms. The Lord of Light sent the Asari to enlighten the free races of Alterra so that they could be educated, encouraged to explore and discover the workings of the world and of one another. The Asari were to gently guide them onto the path of high moral character.
 
   The Sylvan Wood-elves, who are considered less enlightened than their High-elven cousins, did not have an Asarla to guide them. But, though they might have been lacking in formal education, they developed a bond with their world. They perceived messages sent forth from it, be they in leaf, water, or wind, and when Wrothgar's Ulcas were discovered as they traveled northward, it was the Wood-elves who first discovered them.
 
   The scouts of Ri-Aruin had accompanied their King on the trek to Mountain-home, and they had been keeping close watch on the surrounding lands. When they noticed dark bands of Ulcas traveling by night they were dismayed, and relayed what they had seen to Ri-Aruin and to Lady Ordath. At the same time, Gowen reported that his folk had seen several trolls as well as Ulcas making their way northward by underground paths.
 
   When Ordath heard this news, she turned pale and sent for Lord Shandor. He appeared within a few hours, his manner as imposing as always until he beheld his daughter’s distress.
 
   “There are many trolls and Ulcas moving northward,” she said. “I can think of only one reason why they would do so, and that is that the Outcastes’ hiding place has become known to Lord Wrothgar. Errno said that Wrothgar has tried several times to exterminate them, but they have always been forewarned and have managed to move on before they could be taken. Somehow, I don't believe that will be the case this time.” Her dark blue eyes were anxious. “If the Outcastes are lost, so will be the Company. I'm unwilling to accept either. What may we do?”
 
   Shandor did not answer at first; he was looking past Ordath, apparently lost in thought. “Wrothgar's Ulcas are less numerous since the last siege of Mountain-home some twenty years ago,” he said at last. “How large a force are they?”
 
   “We are not certain. They are traveling in smaller groups, and not all together. The scouts have seen several hundred already, and the Dwarves have reported a significant number, together with several trolls. They are moving both above ground and below it, but always north.”
 
   “I wonder if Wrothgar has learned of our intention to help Errno and his people,” said Shandor. “If so, that would explain why he feels compelled to act now, for eliminating them will be far more difficult once they are under our protection.”
 
   “How would Wrothgar have learned of it? We did not make Errno's nature known until the meeting of the Council. I'm sure none of our folk have been conversing with agents of Darkness, and I'm not sure Errno's people fully understood why he came here.”
 
   “Wrothgar has ways of learning even what you do not tell him,” said Shandor. “You may not have considered another possibility—there may be those here, or among the Outcastes, who do not approve of Errno’s attempt to enlist our aid. Perhaps they were hoping we would refuse, and now that we have agreed to lend aid to the Outcastes, they have become desperate. Perhaps they sent a message to Lord Wrothgar or his minions.”
 
   “One of our people? Surely not! I cannot imagine that any Elf would betray us, no matter how adamantly they disagreed with our decision.”
 
   “There are many folk of many races here,” said Shandor. “And Elves are not immune to dark emotions. There is also the possibility that the traitor lives among the Outcastes themselves. Perhaps the Company’s quest has motivated him to act—I find that very likely, actually. The location of the stronghold was revealed somehow.”
 
   “I have faith in our people,” said Ordath. “We don't even know for certain that Wrothgar has been informed—again, this might be only a lucky coincidence for him. Regardless, we must send forces to intercept the army. I am not confident of the Outcastes’ skill in battle; we don’t even know how large their numbers are. And I do not believe that our Company will make enough of a difference to prevail. Our forces should leave in secret and travel by stealth. Wrothgar must not realize that we know of his intentions, or he may hasten his attack.”
 
   Shandor shook his head. “I agree, but stealth will be difficult. I suggest we rely on speed. Our people are less adept at underground travel, and they are more likely to prevail if they are mounted. We'll travel in small groups by various paths, and always in daylight. Wrothgar's forces will not have enough information to realize our intent.” As he turned to leave, he looked back over his shoulder at her. “You do know where the stronghold is, don't you?”
 
    
 
    
 
   Danté's funeral rite was without doubt the strangest ceremony Gaelen had ever attended. She was informed that it would last for three days, during which time the People would assemble in the equivalent of their Great Hall, observing the body, each expressing his or her individual sorrow.
 
   No words would be spoken, and loud outcries were to be discouraged. It was more like a vigil than a funeral—a vigil of decay.
 
   The near-constant undercurrents of weeping and moaning were quiet and restrained. The clans stood together, and some began a rhythmic swaying that struck Gaelen as eerie. Many tore their clothing, and a few even cut off the few precious strands of hair that were the outward mark of their transformation. These were placed at Danté's feet as he lay withered and dead on a platform of stone.
 
   It was a unique demonstration of philosophy to say the least, and Errno did not attempt to explain it to Gaelen when she asked why they did not cover their friend's body or bury it before it could putrefy. Though she was concerned about delaying the rendezvous with the Company, she stood dutifully beside Errno for three days, during which time the body swelled and turned a sort of purplish color. It did not take long for the forces of decay to begin their work, and Gaelen knew that if someone did not bury this body soon, it would become unrecognizable. She could smell it after only a few hours, no small feat considering the prevalent aroma already pervading the hall. She knew that Ulcas would eat rotten carrion, and she wondered whether the Outcastes even perceived the odor of decay as a bad one. Yet, as she watched the degradation of Danté's poor, aged flesh, the insight came to her at last.
 
   This insight was immediately answered by a thought from Errno. (So, now you perceive. In death we are all the same. Your flesh will putrefy, as will mine. We all return to our basest form, and we all nourish our world after we are gone. Ulcas, Elves, men, Dwarves, and even Outcastes–are all the same.) A genuine smile appeared on Errno's weary, mottled face. In that moment, Gaelen thought him beautiful. And she realized something else: he had “spoken unheard,” and she had perceived him.
 
   She nodded in acknowledgment, but her understanding had been a bit different. As Danté's body decayed, it assumed more of the misshapen, mottled appearance of an Outcaste. That is probably of greater comfort to them…
 
    
 
    
 
   The Company had been encamped at the rendezvous point for nearly five days, and they were beginning to worry. Rogond, in fact, began to worry the moment they arrived and did not find Gaelen already waiting. Gwynnyth and Nelwyn had kept near-constant watch, but there was still no sign of Gaelen or of any Outcaste.
 
   “I don't know what I can say to you, Rogond,” said Duinar. “We really cannot know what to expect. Errno might have underestimated the time it would take to reach the stronghold, or the time it would take to organize emissaries and get them here to us. I wouldn't be too concerned as yet.”
 
   “You would if you were Rogond,” said Hallagond. “I would’ve said that he worries too much before I was treated to the sort of trouble that often follows Gaelen around.”
 
   “If there's trouble, it will not be because of Gaelen,” said Rogond.
 
   Ula, who had overheard, now sat beside him. She picked up a twig from the ground and began to draw pictures in the dirt. “Now, if this is where we were when we separated, and this is where we are now, and if, as Errno has said, the route we took is five times as long, then…ahhh…I predict that the stronghold is somewhere near here.” She placed a small pebble to mark the spot.
 
   Rogond smiled to himself. Ula was very intelligent, but she was naïve. There was no way to determine the location of the stronghold from such limited information. She kept drawing in the dirt with the stick as she continued: “Assuming that I am correct, it would take a day and a half for Gaelen to gain the stronghold. Allow at least a few days for her to adjust and for them to send her forth. There is quite a distance to travel to get here, where we are. And, as it is underground, it might be slow and difficult. I shouldn't worry, Rogond.”
 
   Everyone was thinking the same thought then, even Ula. There were a lot of reasons to worry. Gaelen might not have gained the Outcaste realm at all. She might not have been well received. She might have met with misfortune on the way to the rendezvous point. Anything could have happened.
 
   Nelwyn was more comforting. “If Gaelen were in any real distress, I would know it,” she said. “We have always held an inner sense of one another, and I have felt no calamity from her. Now I must divert everyone's attention for the moment. A while ago, Gwynnyth and I picked up the unmistakable wafting of troll-scent on the wind. There's at least one troll approaching from the southwest. From the signs, it's still several hours away and will have gone to ground for the day. However, we should all be on our guard tonight.”
 
   “Remind me not to go out into the wild without Wood-elves again,” said Hallagond.
 
   “I'll second that!” said young Azori, earning himself an icy look from Galador.
 
    
 
    
 
   That evening, the troll-scent reappeared, but it was mingled with that of Ulcas. “Could it be Outcastes, and not Ulcas?” asked Gwynnyth.
 
   “Not if they are traveling with trolls,” said Nelwyn. “Even Ulcas do not care for their company.”
 
   “Still, they fight side-by-side,” said Gwynnyth. “I'm wondering whether there is a reason for them to be traveling together.” She glanced at her mother to find that Nelwyn's anxious expression matched her own. “I think we should investigate this for the sake of Gaelen and our other friends.”
 
   Nelwyn drew a deep sigh. “We should, Gwynnyth, but not on our own. Let's return to the encampment and organize a scouting party.”
 
   Gwynnyth was obviously ruffled. “If I were Gaelen, we would be on our way right now,” she said. “I may not be as stealthy as she is, but I am certainly capable of approaching noisy beings like Ulcas and trolls.” She scowled in disgust.
 
   “Your stealth is not the issue. There are two other reasons for my choosing to return to camp. One is that you do not have Gaelen's experience. The other is that, apparently, you have no more common sense than she does. One does not scout for trolls in the dark. Rarely did my will ever rule over Gaelen's, but it will rule over yours. Come with me now, and do not be disobedient!”
 
   Gwynnyth grumbled for perhaps four additional breaths, but she followed her mother back to the encampment.
 
   Once there, the Company listened to Nelwyn's report. “It’s probably only a coincidence,” she said. “But I think we need to determine where they’re going, if we can. I would hate to think that Wrothgar’s forces are moving toward the Outcastes’ stronghold.”
 
   “Indeed,” said Hallagond. “That would not be good news at all. It would mean that Wrothgar has learned where the stronghold is…I can imagine the accusations now. And from what I saw of Errno, he isn't much of a fighter.”
 
   “What accusations?” said Rogond.
 
   “If Wrothgar has learned of the Outcastes’ location, they will almost certainly suspect betrayal by the people of Mountain-home,” said Hallagond.
 
   “No, they won’t,” said Duinar. “Errno did not reveal the location of the stronghold to anyone.”
 
   “You know that, and I know that, and Errno knows that,” said Hallagond. “Trouble is… will the Outcastes believe that?”
 
   “From what Errno has told us, there aren’t all that many Outcastes to begin with,” said Ula. “There’s almost certain to be many more Ulcas, and now trolls! One of them is worth a hundred Ulcas.”
 
   “At least,” muttered Farin, whose experience with trolls was greater than most.
 
   “Errno and his folk have managed to survive this long,” said Galador. “They obviously are not unwary.”
 
   “Gaelen most certainly isn't,” added Rogond.
 
   “We really need to stop talking and start acting,” said Azori. “I volunteer to go on the scouting party. Now, who is going with me?”
 
   Galador's lip curled a little. “No one has agreed that you should go anywhere, nor have we asked for volunteers,” he said. “In my opinion, the fact that you are so anxious for this adventure makes you the wrong person for it. I suggest the task be appointed by Duinar.”
 
   Azori flushed and looked at his feet for a moment. Galador had a way of making one feel foolish and insignificant.
 
   “Never mind, Azori,” said Ula. “I think you will make a fine scout.” She did not, in fact, but she was very sympathetic to his feelings, and she thought Galador had been disparaging without cause.
 
   Galador was about to reply, but Duinar stayed him. “Nelwyn and I will go,” he said, leaving no opportunity for argument.
 
   “Why Nelwyn but not me?” asked Galador, who never liked being left behind whenever Nelwyn was involved in anything dangerous.
 
   Duinar smiled at him. “As with Azori, the fact that you are so anxious to go makes you unsuitable.” Then, seeing the look of consternation that Galador did not quite manage to hide, he added: “Besides, someone must keep watch over Azori and Gwynnyth to make certain they are kept safe. I will also take Rogond. He can hang back, but be ready to aid us if trouble arises.” It seemed a sensible enough solution. No one would argue with Duinar, anyway.
 
   In the morning, Nelwyn led the scouting foray as Rogond and Duinar trailed behind. They made almost no sound—Duinar blended in with the mountainside so well that it would be difficult to see him unless he moved. When Nelwyn found the first troll-sign, it puzzled her. “They managed to work their way past us last night, and they weren’t all that far away from our camp. It is as though they are trying to avoid us, which surprises me.”
 
   “It doesn’t surprise me,” said Rogond. “Not if they have are moving at the directive of Wrothgar. If he has other plans for them, they won’t risk an encounter with us.”
 
   They tracked back to the area where Nelwyn had first caught the troll-scent, then back further toward the southwest, looking for more signs. At last they found some—in fact, they heard Ulcan voices carried on the west wind.
 
   “Out in broad daylight?” whispered Rogond. “I would not have expected that.”
 
   “They’re not,” said Nelwyn. “They’re huddled in a crevice in the rocks. See?” She pointed toward a distant rock-face. “Looks like about…fifteen or twenty, but there could be many more. I wish I could get closer and have a look at their tracks…then I’d have a better idea of their numbers.”
 
   “I’m thankful for the westerly winds,” said Rogond. “At least they won’t smell us.”
 
   “Yes, but now I want to go farther west, around this group of Ulcas. I want to see where they’ve been, and who else has been with them. The trolls have gone belowground as always, but where? And how many are there?” She adjusted her quiver across her back and turned to the south. “I wish Gaelen were here…she would be able to answer some of our questions by scent alone. But I’m afraid you’ll just have to follow me, and we’ll soon be upwind of these Ulcas, alas.”
 
   They tracked south and then back to the northwest, hoping they would face little difficulty during daylight. At last Nelwyn picked up the scent again. “It’s stronger this time,” she said. “And there are the troll-signs I’ve been hoping to see.” She indicated enormous depressions in the flattened grass. “More footprints…at least four sets of them. Dung-piles, too.”
 
   “Oh, rapture,” muttered Duinar. “Should we go back now?”
 
   Nelwyn shook her head. “Not yet. I want to back-track them for a while. We need to know how many there are—more may be coming up behind.”
 
   Nelwyn found what she had been looking for after a few more hours. Apparently a large group of Ulcas and a few trolls had approached the mountain from the southwest, and had split into smaller groups, with some heading northeast while others moved northwest. “As I feared…they are surrounding something,” said Nelwyn. “There are quite a few Ulcas, yet we have only seen one group. Where are the rest of them?”
 
   “Let’s track them and find out,” said Rogond. “But not for too long; we dare not be out here once the sun sets.”
 
    
 
    
 
   When the scouting party returned, there was little doubt that their fears were justified concerning Wrothgar’s threat to the Outcastes. “Errno said the main entrances to the stronghold lie to the east and west,” said Duinar. “We are camped near the southward entrance, which, according to Errno, no one really uses. He said it is too narrow and convoluted to make a useful invasion path. These Ulcas and trolls appear to be moving toward the east and west entrances; if they are, I believe they night be aware of where the stronghold is.”
 
   “So, what do we do about it?” said Azori.
 
   Duinar looked around at the eight other members of the Company, knowing that there were some experienced and formidable warriors among them, but in truth there was little that could be done for the moment. “We don’t know the location of the stronghold, and the promised emissaries have not yet arrived. There is nothing to do but wait.”
 
    
 
    
 
   Danté's funeral rite had already delayed the departure of the emissaries, and now Gaelen, who had been expected to go with them, was showing reluctance to leave the stronghold. She had detected a discordant undercurrent—a sense of tension and anticipation—and she didn't like it. It wasn't that the People should not have been tense, or even apprehensive, at the loss of their beloved teacher and mentor. This was a different sort of tension…a feeling of something of great importance about to happen. It would not leave Gaelen's mind, and she had the suspicious nature of a veteran hunter-scout. She decided to undertake a little expedition of her own.
 
   She began to focus on those feelings, trying to determine whether they were associated with any particular Outcastes. She was careful always to guard her thoughts, for she never knew who might perceive them. Gaelen had acquired this ability out of necessity in order to deceive Gorgon Elfhunter, and now she was quite thankful for it. Several of the clan chieftains, particularly Errno, Ethan, and Rook, took notice.
 
   “Ah, little Elf! You are no longer shouting your thoughts to the People,” said Rook. Gaelen cringed, wondering whether she was doomed to be called “little” for the rest of her life.
 
   “It seems best not to,” she replied. “I'm sure some of my thoughts would just as soon not be heard. Besides, most aren't all that interesting.”
 
   “Or complimentary?” said Ethan. Gaelen had indeed sent forth some highly unflattering thoughts in the beginning.
 
   “Right. And some are neither interesting nor complimentary,” she replied with a lopsided smirk. “Being here has reminded me of what it's like to be surrounded by people who speak a different language. I'm beginning to pick up elements of it, but much still eludes me. When Errno casts his thoughts directly I can ‘hear’ them, but the rest is still just clutter. I can perceive emotions, such as the sadness of the People for the death of Danté, but nothing more subtle than that.”
 
   “And what emotion do you feel when you are in our presence, little Elf?” asked Rook, exposing his crooked teeth in a sort of sneering grimace that was intended to be encouraging.
 
   Gaelen considered for a moment. “I feel…that you are hopeful, and…that you expect much from me, but don't entirely trust me.”
 
   “Then you are much more perceptive than you admit. That is exactly how most of us feel,” said Rook. “The People are expecting you to save them. Well, not you personally, but you and your folk. Danté has taught us that the Elves are Wrothgar's deadliest foes. Surely they will not abandon us…not when we have set ourselves against him?”
 
   Gaelen drew a deep breath. “I cannot say what they will do. We have been sent here to observe you and to consider your cause, so that we may decide the nature of the aid we can give. Errno made your case with great eloquence, but…” Here Gaelen paused, uncertain of how much of the Company's task she should reveal.
 
   Ethan would not be put off. “But…?” he said, insisting that she finish her thought.
 
   “All right,” said Gaelen. “Errno made your case with great eloquence, but the Council sent us here to investigate you for ourselves. Our people distrust and despise Ulcas, and, as a rule, those feelings are justified. We wanted to make sure that Errno isn't the one exception to that rule.”
 
   Rook literally rocked back on his heels. “Well, is he, then?”
 
   “Is he the exception to the rule? I cannot speak for my friends, but my impression is that he is not the only worthy soul among you,” said Gaelen. “If you were like Ulcas, I wouldn't be standing here talking with you right now.”
 
   Ethan grinned a very disconcerting grin, and a small thread of saliva oozed from one corner of his mouth. His expression was akin to that of a starving man who has just been presented with a perfectly roasted leg of lamb. “No,” he said, “we certainly wouldn't!” The horrible grin disappeared, and Ethan grunted as Errno elbowed him sharply in the ribs.
 
   “Stop playing with her! She thinks you’re serious!” Then he turned to Gaelen. “Pay little attention to Ethan. His sense of humor is, shall we say, unusual?”
 
   “Have no fear,” said Ethan. “I would never try to eat you–not even Ulcas will eat Elf-flesh. It makes them deathly ill, you see.”
 
   “What a relief,” muttered Gaelen, who had, of course, known this already. “As enjoyable as this conversation has been, I'm afraid I must leave you now. Please excuse me.” She bowed, and then left the three chieftains standing where they were. She had other matters to attend to.
 
    
 
    
 
   Wrothgar's invading army had formed into two groups, on the turncoat’s advice. One had gathered on the eastern side of the mountain, while the other assembled to the west. Fortunately, or regrettably, depending on one's point of view, the Company was encamped in a well-hidden valley to the south. Nelwyn and Duinar had waited until after nightfall, and then had observed several small but well-armed groups skirting the valley, making their way eastward. Obviously, they knew where they were going.
 
   Wrothgar's “pet” Outcaste, named Koth, had been of the Black Clan, which was presently under the control of his brother, Kron. Koth had learned quite a lot from the turncoat, who knew him only as a fellow believer. Kron, his brother, was not really an unbeliever; in fact, he had voiced agreement that Errno and others like him were leading the People to destruction. But Kron had refused to do anything about it, and in the turncoat’s mind that made him just as guilty. The true path would not be regained without effort and sacrifice.
 
   Koth now served as tactician under the command of the western army. He and his Captains had already made their plans based on the layout of the underground realm. “There are only three main access corridors,” he said, indicating them on a crude map. “Once battle is joined, Wrothgar has made certain the southern way—the longest and most difficult—will be blocked and inescapable. We will attack from both sides, driving the People into the center, where they will be easily exterminated. Any who escape will no doubt flee hopelessly down the blocked southern path. They won’t be able to turn back—we’ll trap them on all sides. All the fighting will be underground—we won’t need to worry about the inconvenience of daylight. It’ll be all too easy.”
 
   Koth gave no thought to his brother, or to anyone else in his former family. He thought about the rewards that awaited him instead. Wrothgar would make certain his every need was met. He would have his own army to command. Unlike the Outcaste turncoat, Koth was unconcerned about adherence to any True Path…his thoughts were far more Outcaste than Ulcan in that he was very fond of his independence. Independence was an Outcaste trait, but so was empathy. How regrettable that Koth should embrace the one but not the other.
 
    
 
    
 
   Despite her doubts, Gaelen was finally persuaded to accompany the emissaries who would meet with the Company. Prior to her departure, she had met with Errno and explained her reluctance to leave the People. “There is something building here,” she said. “I don't know how I know it, but I do…I sense discordant thoughts, simmering…angry! A storm is gathering. I know you have felt it…you referred to it earlier, though I didn’t know what you meant.”
 
   Errno nodded. “We fear an impending calamity of some sort—an uprising, a betrayal, a subterfuge...I don't know. The idea of betraying the People is so…unthinkable to us…and I have been otherwise occupied with our recent loss and have been in mourning. Still, I should be more attuned to the emotions of the People than you are…how is it that you perceive this urgency now?”
 
   “First, though I, too, mourned the loss of Danté, I have not been preoccupied with it. Second, it might be that those who are awaiting the breaking of the storm are adept at hiding their emotions from their own kind, but not from a stranger. Perhaps the current of my thoughts runs on a different level. I hear you through different ears, and I send to you with a different voice. Does that seem possible?”
 
   “It does,” replied Errno. “Danté would pick up some of my feelings no matter how I tried to hide them, yet sometimes, even when I sent very clear thoughts, he would not understand. What you say makes sense. If it's true, then we have at least one turncoat among us. Only a traitor would anticipate a calamity and keep it from the People.” He began to send off waves of alarm, and Gaelen shivered.
 
   “One thing is certain, my friend. You must not trust in either of your two “over-arching principles.” Not only will some folk display a shocking lack of empathy and concern for their fellows, but traitors exist, and they will act no matter how much you threaten them. Do you understand? Have no doubt of it! I'm going to fetch my friends,” she said. “I would love to take you with me, but I think it's best if you remain here and try to discover who the traitors are. I can tell you that I have received these forebodings many times recently, and not always in the presence of the same people. The clan chieftains should meet in council, but only if you trust them. Do you trust them?”
 
   “I…I think so. I don't know!” said Errno, who appeared to be on the verge of panicking.
 
   Gaelen smiled. “Good. At least you’re more wary now. If you’re uncertain, then say nothing except to those of whom you are certain. I will return with all haste. Take extra care, my friend, for so I hold you.” Then Gaelen did a thing most unexpected, reaching out with a friendly hand and laying it upon Errno's shoulder. Errno shrank back just a little from her, but then he did the same.
 
    
 
    
 
   Gaelen picked up her gear and followed the two chosen emissaries down a dim corridor leading eastward. Roni, a female of the White Clan, had been chosen because she was very well-spoken for an Outcaste. The other emissary, a male named Katorr, was of the Black Clan. He was renowned for his skill with a blade, and he was also among the most human-looking of the People. Katorr was relatively tall, he had more hair on his head than average, and his eyes were a very interesting shade of green. Most Outcastes tended to have brownish-yellow or amber eyes, as did many Ulcas. Green or blue eyes were uncommon.
 
   Gaelen found Katorr's self-confident vanity both obvious and amusing. She was also encouraged by it, as she knew they would need self-confident Outcastes to see the People through the difficult times ahead. He was not the most courteous being she had met, and he strode ahead of both Gaelen and Roni, muttering to himself in obvious disgust.
 
   “What's he so unhappy about?” whispered Gaelen to Roni, who had been born with one leg significantly shorter than the other and was therefore not made for a fast pace. She moved along at a rather awkward amble, keeping up as best she could. In response to Gaelen's question, she rolled her eyes heavenward.
 
   “Katorr is disgusted because he has been saddled with the company of two females,” she said. “We’re not fit travelers, nor are we warriors. Do you not realize that?” She winked at Gaelen, but then her tone grew serious. “There are unwritten laws among some of the clans, and females are not given many of the same rights as males,” she said. “That they are unwritten makes them no less true.”
 
   Gaelen sighed. “Well, the road to real civilization is long and difficult,” she said. “Repression of those perceived as weak is often the last thing to fall. You would be surprised at how many so-called civilizations have yet to address it.” She grinned at Roni. “One of these days, perhaps I will show our tall, impressive companion what a female is capable of.”
 
   “Just make certain I'm there to see it,” grumbled Roni.
 
   “Hurry up, you two, and be quiet about it!” shouted Katorr.
 
   Gaelen grimaced. “So, the superior being tells us we should be quiet…and he shouts it?”
 
   “I never said he was intelligent,” said Roni with a slight smirk. Gaelen patted her shoulder, and then sprinted to catch up with Katorr, making no noise as she did so. “I'm sorry,” she whispered. “I couldn't understand you, probably because my ears were ringing from the echoing bellows you just made.”
 
   He snarled at her, but apparently took her point. Gaelen dropped back beside Roni, forcing Katorr to slow his pace. Yet he dared not grumble lest Gaelen remind him. Things went along much more pleasantly after that.
 
   Gaelen had not yet traveled these paths, and she was very thankful for her guides. It wasn't exactly a labyrinth, but there were choices to be made. Left, right, left–and straight ahead–she tried to memorize the route back, just in case she should find herself abandoned for some reason. When they came at last to the pathway that diverged to the south, Katorr turned onto it immediately, but Gaelen lingered.
 
   “Come on,” whispered Roni. “That path is not the right one—it leads eastward. Your friends should be down this one to the south.” Gaelen raised a hand to silence Roni and closed her eyes. Something drifted on the air…something familiar. She took a few tentative steps down the eastward tunnel. Then she froze, drawing in short, sharp breaths, her mouth half-open as though “tasting” the breeze. She bent down and placed the flat of her hand on the floor of the tunnel, then on the walls.
 
   By this time Katorr had returned, his impatience evident. It soon gave way to curiosity. “What is she doing?” he whispered to Roni, who shrugged.
 
   At last Gaelen turned back to her companions, and her eyes were bright with anticipation and dread. “I have found a message on the wind,” she said. “I must investigate, as I fear I already know the meaning of it. Please don't try to divert me. You have the choice now to continue on to your destination or to delay long enough to follow me. I must be certain that what I have been dreading now is true.”
 
   Katorr, predictably, tried to discern the message for himself. He snuffled the air and shook his head. “I don't smell anything,” he said. “You’re imagining things.”
 
   “I have absolutely no time for this kind of nonsense,” Gaelen replied, and started down the corridor before they could stop her.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 12: Gaelen Follows Her Nose
 
    
 
    
 
   “We are under orders from the clan council,” said Katorr in a harsh whisper. “Your little diversion will delay us further–bad enough we’ve been slowed down so much already.” He cast a withering glance back toward Roni, who was still struggling to keep up.
 
   Gaelen whirled on one very well-balanced foot, bringing Katorr to an abrupt halt. “I believe Errno placed me in charge of this endeavor,” she said, her measured tones indicating that she had heard quite enough. “When we are reunited with the rest of my Company, I shall insist that you not speak unless you are spoken to. You may be free to express whatever discourtesies come into your mind when you are at home, but otherwise you should be silent whenever possible. The task of speaking for the People will be Roni's to bear. You are here because of a strong back and purported skill with a blade, not for the stellar workings of your mind. What I am investigating here, if it is what I think it is, is extremely serious. If you argue against my instincts, I shall leave you. Believe me–I am more than capable of it.”
 
   Roni had caught up by then. “Gaelen, please do not feel it necessary to defend me. I have learned to not fret over such insults. You cannot deny that I have slowed our progress.”
 
   “I don't care,” said Gaelen. “I have come too far and gone through too much to suffer the company of a fool! Now either follow me or not–it's your choice.” She really did not have the time for argument, and she cursed herself for wasting energy in admonishing Katorr.
 
   The first echoes of real trouble came a short while later. Gaelen, naturally, heard them first. She held up her hand and turned to her two companions. She had decided to try to cast thoughts to them. Danté had told her to imagine speaking the words, but not actually speak them. If she wanted to cast thoughts to Errno, she should picture herself standing before Errno and speaking to him. Now she imagined speaking to Katorr and Roni.
 
   (I shall speak unheard. Can you listen?)
 
   Both Roni and Katorr nodded, their eyes wide with surprise. (If you could speak unheard, why have we all been making so much noise?) said Roni.
 
   Gaelen ignored her, though it was a fair question. (I hear voices, and many heavy feet. There are enemies gathering…a large number, I fear. I have detected Ulcas and trolls. I need to see for myself, but I should go alone. Neither of you is stealthy enough to avoid giving us away. I will need to slip in unnoticed. Will you wait here for me?)
 
   (How far away are they?) asked Roni with a shiver.
 
   (Not far at all. I would, in fact, suggest that you back-track to a place where you can hide if anyone comes this way. Do you understand?)
 
   Katorr and Roni looked at each other. (We do.)
 
   (Then farewell for now. If I do not return within the hour, go back and find the Company. Do you understand? And be very careful! I do not believe they have fallen to misfortune, as I would probably sense it, but you must be very, very careful just in case.)
 
   She looked Katorr in the eye. (I’m sorry I insulted you earlier. I know that one day I will be thankful having your blade to defend me.) She stowed her gear beneath a small shelf of stone, donned her glowing headband, and left her companions wondering if they would ever see her again.
 
   It did not take long for the situation to get tricky. The eastern forces had crammed into the underground passage to rest during the day; soon they would emerge as twilight deepened. Gaelen did not need to travel very far to discover them. There were two lookouts that she had to slip past; she had removed her headband and she carried only her hidden blades. As usual, her stealth served well enough, particularly after she distracted the lookouts by tossing small pebbles into a nearby pool of water. When they went to investigate, probably in hope of finding fish, she moved past them through the shadows.
 
   By this time the corridor was wide indeed–a lucky thing for Gaelen. It opened into a very large cavern that was just inside a rather tight, well-concealed entryway to the outside world. When Gaelen drew near it, her worst fears were confirmed. Every available space was packed tightly with Ulcas, the occasional slumbering troll, and assortments of weapons and other gear. There were torches burning and smoking; she had smelled them long ago. It was the kindest aroma she had been treated to in a while.
 
   There was no doubt: this was a war-party. Gaelen took a deep breath and calmed herself for the return to her friends. It would not do at all to be discovered by the lookouts, and she made certain that she slipped past them with no trace. Apparently, they had been on the watch for some time, as they were hunkered down together on one side of the passage, apparently playing at some sort of dice game. One threw a bad lot, and it growled with displeasure as the other demanded payment of the wager it had won. The loser refused, and Gaelen was able to take advantage of an ensuing argument that rapidly degenerated into pandemonium.
 
   She collected her gear and found her companions a little farther back than she had left them. Both were anxious.
 
   (Speak to us unheard!)
 
   (There's no time to explain now,) said Gaelen. (Once we are farther away, I will share what I have learned.)
 
   By the time they drew near the southward passage, Gaelen had revealed all that she had observed. Roni actually wept quietly at the prospect of war, and Gaelen could hardly blame her. From what she had seen, the Outcastes would not stand much of a chance. They had only survived this long by remaining hidden.
 
   “How could this have happened? How did they find us?” Roni moaned, wringing her hands as she ambled along. She was very weary, and it showed in her gait and on her face. This news had not aided her.
 
   “Errno lived among Elves for many months, and some Elves have big mouths,” grumbled Katorr.
 
   “Unless Errno revealed it to Lady Ordath, the Elves do not know where your stronghold is,” said Gaelen. “It's more likely you were betrayed by one of your own. So it must have been. There are those among the People who would bring war upon you…to what end, I don't know.”
 
   “Besides that,” said Roni, “To betray the People, when they have never harmed anyone, would be evil. Elves are not evil.”
 
   Katorr sniffed. “Sure they’re not. I'll bet if you and I wandered into Gaelen's forest on some dark night, they would kill us without a thought. They might even hang our dead bodies up as a warning.” He looked at Gaelen as though daring her to disagree. Gaelen didn't. She had neither time nor energy for debate.
 
   They stopped at the junction and considered what to do next. “We really must warn the People as soon as possible,” said Roni, to which all agreed. But which of us should return?”
 
   “Anyone but you,” said Katorr. “And I mean no disrespect, but you are too slow.”
 
   “This time, I will not argue,” said Gaelen. “But neither should it be Katorr. He hasn't seen what I have seen, and I will need to communicate everything to the council of chieftains. I will return, and you will go on and bring my friends back with you.”
 
   “Can you find your way?” asked Roni.
 
   “I think so,” said Gaelen, whose memory for a path rarely failed her, even in the dark. “I can always back-track using scent if I must. I'm pleased to inform you that, although you certainly are not sweet-smelling, neither do you smell like Ulcas. I’ve learned to tell the difference. I’ve grown used to it, actually.”
 
   Roni chuckled. “Well, that's a mercy.”
 
   “Here's hoping your friends won't attack us, since we will not have your introduction,” said Katorr.
 
   “They won't…not if you give them this,” said Gaelen. She drew forth a small scrap of parchment and a bit of hard charcoal from her kit-bag, then wrote a few lines on the parchment and handed it to Roni. “Give this to the man named Duinar. No harm will come to you.”
 
    
 
    
 
   After making the southward journey with all haste, Roni and Katorr emerged from the mountain and made their way to the valley where the Company was encamped. They were seen first by Gwynnyth, who startled them by stepping into their path, her bow trained on them. “Declare your intentions!” she commanded.
 
   “I am Roni, and this is Katorr, of the Outcaste realm. We have come to seek the one named Duinar, for we have a message from Gaelen.”
 
   “Why is Gaelen not with you?” asked Gwynnyth
 
   “She has been detained on another errand,” said Roni. “Please, could you lower your weapon? You’re frightening me.”
 
   “I'll consider it. But I want you to walk straight ahead, toward the valley. I shall follow behind. Don't you dare try anything!”
 
   Katorr was grumbling and snarling, but Roni quieted him with a sharp look. “We will do as you ask, for our errand is very important,” said Roni. “May we trust you to not shoot us in the back?”
 
   “You may trust me at least that far, so long as you do nothing unexpected,” said Gwynnyth.
 
   When the three of them reached the base camp, introductions were made. The Outcastes, who had lived much of their lives in isolation, had rarely seen the likes of Ula, Galador, Hallagond, or Rogond. It was particularly interesting to note Katorr's reaction to Rogond. Katorr had thought himself very tall, which he was by Outcaste standards, but Rogond still towered over him. Katorr had been very proud of the scraggly hairs on his head. He even had a tiny wisp of a moustache. Rogond's full, shoulder-length hair and neatly-trimmed beard probably made him wonder what he had ever had to be prideful about.
 
   Roni gave Duinar the parchment with Gaelen's message. He smiled at what he read and then handed the note to Rogond, who was visibly relieved. He had been very worried when Gaelen did not appear. “It’s from Gaelen. She says to hurry up, and that she’s got good news and bad news to share. She ends with ‘watch your backs!’” He kept the very last part of the message to himself: P.S.—Galador is a curmudgeon.
 
   “Well, we’ve certainly got bad news,” muttered Nelwyn.
 
   “I do hope you’re ready to travel,” said Roni. “There is a war party gathered to the east of here, and it is our belief that they will soon move to take the stronghold. Gaelen has gone back to inform the clan chieftains and prepare the People for war. She asks that you join her as soon as you can. We will guide you.”
 
   The Company broke camp quickly, following Roni and Katorr back down the dark path into the stronghold. All were wary, but anticipation was high. Each person wondered what he or she was about to find. Soon, Gaelen would not be the only outsider to have entered this peculiar-yet-intriguing realm. The one dark thought that pervaded the thoughts of everyone in the Company, however, was that the stronghold would soon be under siege. The Outcastes are being surrounded…what an unfortunate chance that we have come here on the brink of war.
 
    
 
    
 
   As Roni and Katorr were being introduced to the members of the Company, Gaelen made her way back to the stronghold. Whenever she doubted her choice of path, she would sample the air. For a while, she could be guided by the lingering scent of Roni and especially Katorr. By the time that had faded, she could utilize the scent of the hold itself. When she was certain of her path, she moved quickly.
 
   She finally gained the caverns, to be greeted by an anxious Errno. “Why are you back so soon, and why are you alone?” he asked, cringing away from her and wringing his hands. “Have the others fallen to some disaster?”
 
   “Not to my knowledge,” said Gaelen. “I sent Roni and Katorr to fetch the Company because I need to address the chieftains as soon as you can call them together.”
 
   “What's going on?” asked Errno.
 
   Gaelen patted his arm. “You will learn with the rest of them, my friend. Please gather them and meet me in Danté's quarters as soon as you can.”
 
   “Is it bad news? I just know it is. I was so hoping for something good,” said Errno.
 
   “It's quite possibly the worst kind of news,” said Gaelen. “But there is good news also—at least we won't be surprised by this particular bad news. We have some time to prepare, but not much. After we speak with the Council, you and I have some scouting to do.”
 
   Errno squared his shoulders and went to gather the other chieftains.
 
    
 
   The Council met in Danté's old quarters. Rook, Vathos, Ethan, Kron, and Errno listened to Gaelen's description of the war party in stunned silence. Gaelen could see that they were all trying very hard not to panic.
 
   “Will there be time for the People to escape?” asked Vathos. “We have nowhere else to go at present, but if we leave now, all the war party will find is the remnants—just like all the other times we have been discovered.”
 
   “I don't think we know the answer yet,” said Gaelen. “Danté taught me that there are really only three ways into or out of this place—the narrow southern passage, and the wider eastern and western corridors. I have explored the eastern path, and I know what waits there. I wish to find out if Wrothgar has stationed another attack force to the west, though I cannot imagine that he has not. Since you have been betrayed by a traitor, Wrothgar undoubtedly knows of all escape routes. He might try to block them. I understand the southern passage is probably considered too small and winding to be an effective invasion route.
 
   “It's not the best escape route, either,” said Errno. “We have always set watchmen to the east and west back as they can comfortably go. They will alert us and then retreat. We can communicate very quickly over great distances, so long as we are close enough together to be heard.”
 
   “Never before have I been so thankful for your thought-sending talents,” said Gaelen. “Only you could raise such a silent alarm. I feel forewarned already!” Errno was about to chide her for poking fun, but then he saw that she was quite serious.
 
   “Wrothgar's armies are going to attack us from both directions?” said Ethan. “That's a frightening thought.”
 
   “He intends not only to attack you, but to trap you, if I am any judge,” said Gaelen. “When Errno and I have returned from our scouting foray, we will all help the People get ready for war. I think we should send the women and children through the southward passage. At least some of them might survive even if Wrothgar's army takes the stronghold.”
 
   “I agree,” said Rook, “and I would beg leave to go on this scouting foray with you.”
 
   “Please do,” said Gaelen. She had seen Rook practicing with a heavy broadsword. It was obviously not of Outcaste manufacture, and when she asked Rook about it, he replied: “I took it from a dead man.”
 
   They wasted no more time in planning, for Gaelen could not guarantee that Wrothgar's forces were not on their way at that very moment. She left with Rook and Errno as guides, moving as quickly as they could manage to the great western access corridor.
 
    
 
    
 
   Anyone traveling the southern corridor would understand why it was not considered an effective invasion route. The crack in the mountain was old, twisted, and very narrow in places. A large group would not be able to move with any speed. The Company hurried along as best they could despite the difficulty, following Katorr. The tall Outcaste strode along to the fullest extent he was capable of without being too obvious about it. Still, he knew that he would never win in a race with Rogond.
 
   Ula, Farin, and Roni were having some difficulty in keeping up. Duinar hung back to walk beside them, and Rogond soon joined him. “I—I'm sorry,” puffed Roni, whose longer right leg pained her constantly. “Please, may we rest? I can't match this pace.”
 
   Duinar shot her a wry look. “Your companion, it would seem, is trying to prove himself worthy. What he does not seem to grasp is that a true leader shows concern for all of his followers. Will you accept my aid? I will bear you well.”
 
   “But…you are an old man! You cannot carry me,” said Roni.
 
   “Do you not know my name?” asked Duinar. “Never mind…of course you don't. Let me just tell you that I am far, far stronger than I appear. If you will permit me, I will show you.” He lifted her easily, though she was as stiff as a stick of wood at first. Then she relaxed into his arms, breathing a long sigh of relief.
 
   “You are strong,” she marveled. “You bear me as if I weighed nothing at all.”
 
   “Oh, I can tell that you weigh something,” chuckled Duinar, “but it will present no difficulty for me.”
 
   Roni was taken care of, but the Dwarves still struggled on their short legs, puffing and red-faced. “Would you care for a bit of a ride?” asked Rogond. “I can most certainly bear one of you upon my shoulders.”
 
   “Are you insinuating that we cannot make our own way?” said Farin.
 
   “I believe we have just been insulted,” added Ula.
 
   “There is no insult implied in having short legs,” said Roni. “At least you are not lame. Why is it always me who needs assistance? I cannot afford to be proud, much as it pains me.” She appeared to be on the verge of weeping.
 
   “Oh, all right,” said Ula, secretly thankful that she would not be forced to soon collapse in a puddle of her own perspiration. “I wouldn't want to hurt Roni's feelings by having her be the only one. Lift me up then, Rogond.”
 
   Though Ula was shorter than Roni, she was no lighter in weight. Rogond did his best not to grunt audibly as he lifted her. He settled her on his shoulders, astride his neck, as he had done with Fima in times past. “I will have to set you down if the going gets tricky or the passage narrows too much,” he said.
 
   “Or if the ceiling gets any lower,” said Ula, eyeing the black, skull-cracking stone that was now barely two inches above her head.
 
   Farin was grumbling mightily at Rogond by now. “If you were not the son of Rosalin, and my friend, and I did not know that Ula is a renegade and therefore irresponsible, I would be forced to cut your legs off at the knees for allowing such contact with one of our females.” His dark eyes were deadly serious.
 
   Ula smirked down at him. “I did what I needed to do to sooth Roni's feelings,” she said. “You’re just jealous because you didn't speak first, and will now have to walk.”
 
   “I have an answer for that,” said Rogond. “You two can take turns riding and walking.” Farin was mollified, but he still grumbled about disgraceful behavior and bringing shame upon Fima's family for a few more seconds.
 
   Duinar looked down at Roni, who winked at him. “You have successfully manipulated two Dwarves into being carried,” he whispered. “Well done!” Obviously, Roni was far cleverer than anyone had expected.
 
    
 
    
 
   “Have you ever mapped these passageways?” asked Gaelen. She had brought a piece of charcoal with her, and was drawing a peculiar shape on a rock at the juncture of two tunnels.
 
   “What are you doing?” said Rook. “Are you leaving instructions for our enemies to find?”
 
   “Not for our enemies, but perhaps for our friends,” Gaelen replied. “This is an Elvish rune, and I expect that neither you nor our enemies know it. Our friends, on the other hand, will know it well. Your enemies will be guided by traitorous Outcastes. They will not need these marks to find their way.”
 
   “What does it mean?” asked Errno, who, after all, was an apprentice lore-master. “I studied Elvish runes in Mountain-home, but I do not recall that one.”
 
   “This is Cúinari—a Wood-elven rune,” said Gaelen. “All Elves know them, but not everyone uses them. This one means ‘archer’…it is used for direction by aiming it, just like an arrow. Because it does not resemble an arrow, no enemy who does not know it will be able to guess. Now, I ask again, have you mapped this place?”
 
   “Not entirely,” said Errno. “Though I began the task several years ago. You have no idea how difficult it is to make any sort of workable map in an underground realm. There are so many levels and adjoining tunnels...and there's no way to really measure distances, especially when they run up or down hill. Sometimes the only way to access an opening is by climbing straight up. How, exactly, would you map that?”
 
   “Fair enough,” said Gaelen. “I just don't want to make a wrong turn when the time comes.” She examined her handiwork with satisfaction. “How much farther is it to the entrance?”
 
   “About a half day's journey...if one is not in any hurry. There is a large cavern just inside, even as there is on the east. A very large shelf overhangs the opening; it will provide protection from the sun as well.”
 
   “Why do you not post lookouts?” asked Gaelen. “It seems odd for a people in hiding.”
 
   “We do post them. The ones on the south passage reported the arrival of your friends, remember?”
 
   “But what of the east and west? They must have been taken by the enemy,” said Gaelen. “Have you not noticed they are missing?” She shuddered at the undoubtedly gruesome fate of the lookouts, who were probably torn to pieces before being eaten.
 
   “They go out for a fortnight; the ones on the watch had just been relieved when you first arrived,” said Errno. “Wrothgar's timing has been more than excellent.”
 
   “Only because he has been given inside information,” said Gaelen with a shudder. She didn't like to think about how many traitors were involved or whether she had met them unaware.
 
   Rook held up his hand. “All of this is most fascinating,” he whispered, “but from now on, we should speak unheard…can you do that?”
 
   To his surprise and delight, Gaelen answered (Yes).
 
    
 
    
 
   Rook's advice proved to be justified only a few hours later, as the scouting party made its way as quietly as possible down the western corridor. Gaelen heard the shuffling of approaching feet and saw the faint glow of torch light. Motioning for her companions to hide in the shadows, she covered her headband, which had been their only source of light for a while—the western way was too dry for the lichens to grow in any numbers.
 
   The approaching figure did not seem to be concerned about revealing itself, for it carried a bright torch in one hand. It was bent over, muttering as if preoccupied with something, but the words were unintelligible. It appeared to be an Ulca at first, with crooked posture and awkward gait.
 
   When it drew nigh Gaelen, she saw that it was in fact an Outcaste. She leaped out of hiding and grabbed it from behind, whipping one arm around its throat. The figure squawked and dropped the torch. Gaelen kicked it away lest it set anyone's robes on fire.
 
   “Don't hurt me! I am a friend!” cried the stranger in a sort of half-choked wail. Gaelen had already drawn her blade, which was now poised by the stranger's left ear.
 
   “Stop struggling or I will hurt you, and hurt you badly!” she said. “If you promise to submit, I will not hurt you until I know your intentions.”
 
   “Gaelen! That is Vakil, brother of Vathos,” said Errno in alarm. “You must not harm him. He is one of the People.”
 
   “What's he doing here?” said Gaelen. “Until I know, I’ll keep my blade handy.” She released Vakil, who moved back from her to stand with Rook and Errno.
 
   “Please…don't hurt me,” he whined. “I bring grave news. I had come to visit a friend who was set to the watch. When I drew near the west-gate, I found many Ulcas! I can only assume my friend has been lost. I was just coming back to warn the People of it.”
 
   “Well, you certainly didn't appear to be in any hurry about it,” said Gaelen. He’s the one…the one from whom the discordant thoughts came! There’s no mistaking it. And now he’s gone to warn the Enemy…
 
   “I believe we might have caught ourselves a turncoat,” said Gaelen, drawing her blade. “Now step back, Errno. I wouldn't want to hurt you by accident.” Vakil tried to shriek until Rook silenced him by engulfing the lower half of his face with a huge right hand.
 
   “No, Gaelen! We have no proof that he is at fault,” said Errno.
 
   Gaelen just stared at him. “Remember the discord…the treacherous thoughts I have been sensing? They came from him! He’s blaring them forth right now…can you not feel it?” Then, she turned back to Vakil. “If you make more than a whisper of sound, I will skewer you on the spot,” she said. “Do we have an understanding? Good.”
 
   She concentrated, staring into Vakil’s eyes. (Now, tell us the name of your friend, and be quick about it. I'll wager you don't know who was set to watch the west-gate, but I would expect Errno does. Tell us, traitor, who was this friend you were going to visit?)
 
   “You…you can speak unheard?” said Vakil, who appeared to be on the verge of fainting. He trembled and his eyes darted from side to side. He bared all of his teeth—even the back ones—in a terrified, conflicted grimace. At last, he blurted out a name:
 
   “Kona!”
 
   (That took far too long. I'm not even going to ask if it's true.) She turned to Errno. “Thank heaven that, although there's at least one traitor, he's not an intelligent one.” She raised her blade again.
 
   “But, Gaelen,” said Rook, “Kona was set to the west-gate watch. You cannot use his reply as evidence against him, for it is true!”
 
   Gaelen was unfazed. “Tell me, Rook, if you cared enough about a friend to undertake this journey just to visit him, would it take you that long to recall his name?”
 
   “I…I was terrified of you!” said Vakil. “In fact, I was so terrified that I could barely remember my own name, let alone anyone else's. I was coming to see my friend Kona to share the news of Danté's death.”
 
   “The lookouts would have known of that already,” said Rook. “And I was unaware of any friendship you had with Kona.”
 
   “So when you arrived, you found an army,” said Gaelen. “Yet, though you claim to have been returning with the news, you were in no hurry to bring us deliverance from this surprise attack.” She turned to Errno. “Is he one of the dissenters? Has he voiced the view that the Outcastes should return to the old ways of Darkness? If so, then the pile of evidence is certainly getting tall enough for me.”
 
   “He has, indeed, voiced that opinion, along with many others among us,” said Errno. “But we cannot condemn him for it.”
 
   Vakil threw an indignant look at Gaelen. “It is against our laws to condemn me for voicing my beliefs, something which you could not possibly understand!”
 
   “But it also the Highest Crime for you to act on them and betray the People,” growled Rook. He had never liked Vakil, and had never understood how Vathos, who was a staunch friend, could possibly be Vakil's brother.
 
   “Very well then, Gaelen,” said Errno. “What should we do?”
 
   Vakil tried to scream for help, which doomed him still further, until Rook covered his mouth again.
 
   “Only a turncoat would cry for help from the Enemy,” he growled.
 
   Errno shook his head. “Must we kill him? Outcastes should not condemn other Outcastes for their opinions.”
 
   “Unless they act upon them to the detriment of everyone,” said Gaelen. “Bringing the armies of Wrothgar to your doorstep is as big a detriment as I can imagine.”
 
   “He must be tried and found guilty,” said Rook. “Unfortunately, we can do nothing to him until then.”
 
   “Rook is right–we cannot execute him without the agreement of the majority,” said Errno.
 
   The longer Gaelen was around Vakil, the more certain she became. His thoughts had set up the undercurrent of misgiving in her mind, and she held no doubt whatsoever of his guilt. She turned to Errno. “There is a time for law, and there is a time for necessary action. However, I will yield to your will, for I'm only a guest in your impending war.”
 
   Errno clearly struggled with his decision. Vakil and his family had been well known to him. “We will take him back to the stronghold to face the council. If he is a traitor, he might yet be persuaded to reveal the names of those in league with him. If there are laws, yet we do not follow them, there is little point in having them.”
 
    
 
    
 
   Rook and Gaelen went on alone. Errno was returning to the stronghold with Vakil, having bound him so he could not escape. Once there, he would be judged, and the evidence weighed by the council. If the majority decreed it, he would be interrogated and then killed along with his descendents. Vakil stood accused of the highest possible crime—that of betraying all of the Outcastes to their former master. In their view, this was an aberration that had to be stopped at once. It had to be cut away like a dead limb from the body.
 
   Errno was sorrowful as he led the captive Vakil to his fate. If convicted of betrayal, he would be killed, but so would all of his children. The poison must not spread…we cannot return to the Old Ways… Vathos, Vakil's brother, was the clan chieftain, and had never showed the slightest evidence of disloyalty. The aberration must have started with Vakil himself. It was the sons and daughters, all those who carried Vakil's seed, who would be executed.
 
   Errno had spent enough time among the Elves to know that the killing of innocents was wrong, even if one believes there is a cause. He had also been taught that the changes that were bringing the People back into the Light must not be allowed to wither. The Ulcan seeds had to be kept out of the Outcaste lineage. Yet Errno believed that it was possible for a person to deny his heritage and rise above it. He decided to put that belief to the test.
 
   He called a halt and removed the gag from Vakil's mouth. He gave Vakil a drink of water, helping him to sit upon a flat stone so that he could rest.
 
   “You are a traitor to the People,” he said at last. “Your views are well known, and you have followers. You know that many will die once you are found guilty, including your own children.”
 
   “If I am found guilty,” said Vakil. “That has not yet been decided.”
 
   “I know you are guilty, and I have no doubt that you will be found so,” said Errno. “I have no difficulty in seeing you punished as you should be, but the thought of your children paying with their lives is weighing heavily on me. I have decided to offer you a choice.”
 
   “Will you set me free?” asked Vakil. “I can take my son and daughters, and go far away if you will release me. No one need be the wiser.”
 
   “Straight to Lord Wrothgar with all our secrets is where you would go,” said Errno. “I cannot release you, but I can quietly take your life, here and now. I believe I can convince Rook to protect your family's reputation, and I think Gaelen will agree. If you would save them, allow me to give you a painless end. We can list you as missing or dead by misadventure.”
 
   Vakil considered, but not for very long. “So, now you speak against our laws! That makes you a heretic, and I will be certain to mention it when I stand before the council…that is, if there is time even to try me for my offense, since you have a war to prepare for. By all means, take me back to trial. You know, Errno, I am most persuasive when I wish to be. All I need do is appeal to the People's conscience, stating that you have accused me falsely because you do not agree with my beliefs. You know how jealously we defend the right to our opinions. If you are not careful, you will doom yourself! You are weak–otherwise you would have killed me already. Perhaps you cannot because you know that I'm right! And when you lose this battle, the Shadowmancer will make certain his loyal followers are rewarded.
 
   He…he is trusting the Shadowmancer to save him? He is not sane… Errno knew there was no point whatsoever in further debate. He had spent enough time studying the history of Alterra to know that Lord Wrothgar would not waste his time with one such as Vakil, no matter how loyal he was. We’re a threat to Wrothgar's idea of world order. He considers us vermin, and Vakil is obviously unaware of the manner in which vermin are usually dealt with.
 
   “Since I'm alone with a heretic, I will now reveal that I have already informed the western army of the impending arrival of the Wood-elf's companions,” said Vakil. “The attack will come much sooner now. The Outcastes shall be made whole again, and our race shall be restored. I have long awaited this day.”
 
   “Oh, be quiet,” grumbled Errno, shoving the gag back into Vakil's mouth. Unfortunately, it was insufficient to stop his mad, muffled laughter.
 
    
 
    
 
   The Company had finally arrived in the Outcaste stronghold. They walked upon their own feet—even Roni, who was now well rested, though still sore. The People were nothing short of amazed. Gaelen had been impressive enough, but here were tall Men, Elves, and even Dwarves…a legendary collection to say the least. Duinar seemed to be the only one they did not openly fear. Vathos, Ethan, and Kron made them as welcome as possible, but to quell the apprehension of the People, their new guests were housed in quarters set apart, as Gaelen had been at first.
 
   Of course the Company had many questions, foremost of which was the whereabouts of Gaelen.
 
   “She has gone to scout the west-gate,” said Ethan. “Do not fear; two of the other chieftains have gone with her, and one of them is Errno. You are acquainted with him, yes?”
 
   “We are,” said Rogond. “I'm sure that by now you are aware of the rather large group of enemies assembling somewhere to the east. Gaelen may run into a similar force to the west. Hopefully, the scouts can slip in and out without being noticed, but I am concerned for her.”
 
   “Gaelen can, though I'm not as certain of Errno,” said Nelwyn.
 
   “You should not be concerned,” said Vathos. “All three scouts are capable. Please just be calm for now, and enjoy the food and drink we offer you. We shall meet in council when the scouting party returns.”
 
   The Company languished in their temporary quarters, and although they were hungry, it took a little convincing to try Outcaste cuisine.
 
   “How can we be sure there's nothing…err…peculiar in here?” whispered Azori.
 
   “What, you mean like human flesh?” chuckled Rogond. “Perhaps the last visitors who complained ended up as ingredients in this…this…what is this, anyway?” He poked with his finger at a rather unappetizing, soggy mass on his plate. There were no utensils.
 
   Duinar decided to set the example and took a large bite. After he overcame his initial facial expression, he swallowed it. “It's not as bad as it looks,” he said.
 
   “I'll stay with these bits of roast pig,” said Hallagond. “At least if the meat is bad, I can taste it. You don't know what's gone “off” in that pot, covered up with all those spices.”
 
   The mortal members of the Company looked at him for a moment, and then shared the roast pig until there was none left. The Elves didn't partake, but examined the plate of greens and bits of fruit with wonder. “I have never known an Ulca to eat growing things,” said Nelwyn. “Clearly these people are traveling down a good path.”
 
   “I'll say something else for them,” said Farin. “They can cook a pig. That was quite savory, and now I'm in the mood for a nap.” He rose and moved to a corner of the room before sitting down upon a blanket, his head nodding to his chest as he dozed. His long, full beard covered most of him except for his legs. It was no wonder he needed the blanket only to sit on.
 
   Rogond could have used a nap himself, and his neck and shoulders were tired and sore. But he was too worried about Gaelen to sleep, for he knew she was venturing into the mouth of the beast. He had faith in her abilities, but he could not help torturing himself with vague thoughts of what could happen if the beast should awaken.
 
    
 
    
 
   Outside the west-gate, a storm was breaking. Gaelen and Rook could hear the thunder and the wind as they crouched within sight of the cavern. It was dark by then, and most of the members of the enemy army were outside, no doubt glad to be free of their confinement.
 
   The storm was a blessing, for it would conceal any sounds of the scouts” approach. It would also cast moving shadows as the lightning flashed through the small opening, and it would distract the enemy. There was torch light in the cavern, but it was dim and flickering. Everyone involved could see in darkness—Ulcas, trolls, Outcaste, and Elf. Despite its advantages, Rook did not find the storm appealing, and Gaelen could feel him trembling as he crouched beside her. He jumped at every thunderclap.
 
   Gaelen knew that summer storms do not last long, and she instructed Rook to remain in concealment, to which he didn't argue, while she crept up on the cavern entrance. The Ulcas were outside, hunkered under the huge overhanging shelf, but there was no sign of the trolls. Gaelen knew that, unlike Ulcas, they did not mind the rain and were probably out hunting. She made a quick estimate of their numbers, shrinking back into the shadow of some tall stones near the entryway. It was a good thing the trolls had gone, for they might have picked up her scent. Ulcas were much less likely to do so.
 
   While she was in hiding, she took note of several items of interest. There was what appeared to be a very large battering-ram lying on the floor of the cavern. There was also the remnant of a cook-fire. Ulcas do not cook their food, and whoever had done so had been eating some sort of dish made with…were those wild greens? She had never known an Ulca to eat greens, and trolls most certainly would not be bothering with them. Whose meal was this?
 
   Her question was answered when a figure returned to the cavern, shook off the rain, and picked up the flat piece of bark it was using as a plate. It dipped its fingers into the meal and shoved the food into its mouth. When a bolt of lightning cracked nearby, it jumped and then cringed. Gaelen thought she could hear it cursing. When the next bolt came, Gaelen concentrated on the face, but it would not be revealed. At last, on a hunch, she sent a thought to it:
 
   (Speak to me unheard.)
 
   The figure wrenched itself upright, looking around, as Gaelen closed off her thoughts. The response was enough to confirm her suspicions. There was another Outcaste directing the army, though she couldn’t yet tell whether it was male or female. The figure grabbed a torch, still questing for the source of the thought. (Vakil? Vakil, are you there? Why have you returned?)
 
   Gaelen got a very good look at the face. A male, I think… There was a bluish-grey marking on it that resembled a mask, as well as tiny, thin eyebrows arching over narrow, black eyes.
 
   She waited for what seemed an interminable time until the Outcaste decided that there was nothing to fear. Perhaps he had imagined the message. The storm had grown worse, and the lightning was a known threat. He moved as far away from it as he could, crouching in an alcove on the back side of the cavern.
 
   Since Gaelen knew he would not be able to see her, she chose that moment to make her escape. Then she rejoined Rook, and they began the journey back to the stronghold. There would be much to talk about along the way.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 13: Desperate Measures
 
    
 
    
 
   No one was more surprised at the return of the bound and gagged Vakil than his brother, Vathos. The assertion that Vakil was a traitor to the People stung the hearts of many in the Red Clan. Though he had been an outspoken dissenter, no one had imagined he would actually betray them. Many were not yet convinced of his guilt, especially when the gag was removed.
 
   “I am falsely accused! The Elf thinks she knows something, which she does not, and Errno believes every word of it! I am but the victim of circumstance and my beliefs. Ask Errno what proof he has of my guilt, which I assure you isn't much. The Elves have confused him, and he now believes any word they speak. I am innocent!”
 
   “Where is the Elf? And where is Rook? Why did they not return with you?” asked Vathos.
 
   “They went on ahead to scout the west-gate,” said Errno. “I was charged with the task of bringing this turncoat back here to face judgment.” He looked over at Kron, leader of the Blacks. “I am sorry to tell you that Kona and Rivar are probably lost,” he said. “No doubt the lookouts to the east have suffered the same fate–it's been a while since we’ve heard from them, and they never mentioned any army.”
 
   Kron bared his teeth in a brief grimace, and then dropped his gaze. Kona was his nephew. When he lifted his eyes again his expression was far less charitable.
 
   “None of this is my fault,” said Vakil. “I was going to see Kona, to tell him of Danté. Alas that I came too late and found enemies encamped! I was on my way back when I was set upon, wrongly accused, bound, and almost literally dragged here. They wouldn't even hear my explanation. I have been ill-used.”
 
   “An army?” said Ethan, leader of the Greens. “How many are they? What sort of army?”
 
   “I saw only Ulcas and a few trolls. Since you are forewarned, you can easily escape,” said Vakil. “It is not a large force; I believe the might of the People has been underestimated. We will prevail if luck is with us.”
 
   “As if I believe any word that issues forth from your mouth!” said Errno, who was seething by now. “Take heed, the rest of you! I believe this person is a traitor, and we may trust nothing he says.”
 
   “Spoken by one who has condemned me for my opinions, and has spoken against our laws! I will not be judged by a heretic!”
 
   Errno appeared to ignore him. “We must call the chieftains together, and also summon the Company. Our only hope is to make a plan and then either fight or flee.” He turned to Vathos. “The turncoat is of your blood. Set watch over him until we may try him for his crimes. There is no time now. We shall need Gaelen and Rook to give evidence.”
 
   Errno's commanding tone was quite unlike his usual gentle reasoning, and Vathos was not used to being ordered about. However, though Outcastes are of much more independent mind than Ulcas, they are still followers by nature. Errno's words mobilized them, and they did as he instructed.
 
   The chieftains summoned the Company to meet with them at once. “So, we have an army to the east, and an army to the west,” said Errno. “We don't really know how large the forces are, but they almost certainly outnumber the People.” He looked over at Rogond and Duinar. “You have just come from the southward way, which is little-used and difficult to find. Did you see any sign of enemy forces there?”
 
   “We did not,” said Rogond. “Though that doesn’t necessarily mean there are none there now. We did observe Ulcas and Trolls moving east, however.”
 
   “Hopefully, the south passage is still safe, said Ula. “We need a good map of this place.” “Once we have a good look at things, we can make a plan.” She smiled at Errno. “You have several battle-hardened allies here. I believe that they will be of immense help.”
 
   “Shall we fight, or shall we run?” asked Ethan. “I suppose we could try surrender…”
 
   “I told you all a long time ago that you were making a mistake, but you wouldn't listen,” growled Kron. “I wanted to make peace with the Shadowmancer, but that’s out of the question now. Given our situation, I won't mind seeing some black Ulcan insides smeared upon the rocks in remembrance of my nephew—I say we fight!”
 
   “You’re welcome to smear them anywhere you like,” said Errno. “And, despite your opinion, I trust you will defend the People and not turn on them? If we fight, many lives will be lost. It has taken a long time to build our numbers, and it is therefore my belief that we should try to escape, and fight only if there is no other choice. This is what we have always done, and it is why we have survived.”
 
   “One thing is absolute,” said Vathos. “We must get our children out of harm's way, whether we decide to fight or not.”
 
   “That is already being arranged,” said Errno. “The People have been informed that the children must be ready to assemble at a moment's notice. The only thing that hasn't been decided is where we will send them, and who will guide them.”
 
   “Let's get a look at the map,” said Farin. “Ula is right. We need to see what will work.”
 
   The examination of the map was disheartening, as there were only three recognized ways into or out of the underground refuge. Obviously, it would not do to take the westward or the eastward routes, for one would run headlong into the enemy. That left the smaller, winding southward path.
 
   “Are these distances accurate?” asked Ula. A lot of what she was seeing on the map didn't make much sense to her.
 
   “Not really,” said Errno. “I did the best I could. I’ve had none of the instruments real map-makers use. To tell you the truth, I’d given up trying to be accurate.”
 
   Ula smiled. “Not to worry. In truth, most of those instruments are of little use below the ground anyway. You did a very credible job, considering.”
 
   “As I said before, there is no force encamped to the south that we know of,” said Rogond. “We saw no sign of any. Nelwyn observed several enemies traveling toward the east-gate, but none lingered. As of two days ago, the southward way was safe.”
 
   “Then we should send forth the young ones at once,” said Errno. “They can be led by those who are too weak to fight.”
 
   “The weak are not excused from battle, Errno,” argued Kron. “They should be at the forefront, for they know they are no longer useful to the People and must be sacrificed for the good of all.”
 
   “And if we are not successful, who will care for our children?” said Errno. “Ulcas sacrifice both the weak and the strong, but we are said to have warmer hearts. Only the strong should be asked to fight.”
 
   “Why must we fight at all?” asked Ethan. “I thought we meant to run away–why can we not all do so?”
 
   “Some of us must remain behind to delay the enemy so that others can have the chance to run,” said Errno. He looked around at the Company. “Will you aid us? You are warriors with skills and experience we lack. I know it is much to ask.” At this, every Outcaste in the room held his breath. They knew that their cause would most likely be lost if their new allies denied them.
 
   Hallagond looked over at his son, Azori, noting the gleam of battle-lust in the young man's eyes. This would be his first real battle, and he had no idea what he was about to experience. In Hallagond's opinion, battle-lust was an emotion held mostly by the naïve, the drunken, and the deranged.
 
   “I don't believe anyone here is thinking of abandoning you,” said Duinar. “They are far too honorable for that. Besides, as you said earlier, Errno, it would be a shame to waste Lady Ordath's fine education.” The Outcastes were relieved, though a few of their facial expressions were more suggestive of having recently eaten something terribly disagreeable.
 
   “No one will want to be separated from the children,” said Ethan. “We should delay their departure as long as we can.”
 
   “I disagree,” said Errno. “It may be only a matter of time before the southward path is discovered by the enemy. We should organize the escape of the young ones without delay.”
 
   “Who will lead them?” asked Rogond. “Have you thought about what will happen should they encounter the enemy? You had better have someone with them who isn't feeble!”
 
   “Roni is both clever and stalwart,” said Duinar. “She cannot travel swiftly, but neither can the very young. She is considerate, and not afraid to take action. I suggest she be charged with the task.”
 
   Errno nodded. “A wise idea,” he said. “Who is in favor?” The vote was unanimous, and Roni was brought in to face the Council. She could not be forced to assume such a duty–she would have to assent to it. Errno explained the seriousness of the situation and the importance of her leadership. By the time he had finished, her face was ashen.
 
   Her lips twitched as she struggled to suppress her apprehension. “You place a great burden of responsibility on my shoulders,” she muttered. “The future of the People will be decided by my success…even as we will be doomed should I fail. It is much to ask of me.”
 
   “No more than you are capable of,” said Duinar. “I have seen great strength in you. You have been a battler all your life.” His reassuring smile brought some of the color back into Roni's face.
 
   “There will be much asked of us all,” said Errno. “But you will not be alone. Those who cannot fight, including many of the females of our clan, shall go with you.”
 
   “Whatever your plan is, you had better finish it and set it in motion!” It was Gaelen's voice, clear and insistent, if a bit breathless. “You do not have much time!”
 
   Everyone turned to regard Gaelen and Rook as they entered. Rook appeared to be on the verge of collapse. Gaelen had given him no quarter in her flight back to the stronghold. He shook his head, looking around at the puzzled expressions on the faces of his peers. “You try keeping up with her!” he gasped.
 
   Gaelen strode up to the table and made a quick study of the map. “Whatever you’ve been thinking so far, clear from your minds now,” she said. “Rook and I have much to impart.”
 
   Gaelen and Rook described the gathering at the west-gate, and all assumed that the two forces would move at the same time. There was no more time for debate–those who would not fight, including the children, would be provisioned and sent on their way down the southward path.
 
   “Why should we all not try to flee?” asked Ethan. “We’re not warriors. Why stay to fight when we know we cannot win?”
 
   “The way southward is slow and tricky,” said Errno. “We might be able to move fast enough to escape, but the children surely won't be. Once we’re outside, then what? Wrothgar's minions will pursue us, and with the children in tow they will surely catch us.”
 
   Farin considered for a moment. “What about bringing down the passages and blocking the enemy out?”
 
   “With what?” asked Hallagond. “Those passageways appear to have been formed by the mountain itself, and not carved out by men or Dwarves. They have probably stood for thousands of years. Unless Errno has access to some very impressive tools and an army of highly proficient Dwarves, we’d be wasting our time.”
 
   “You’re probably right,” said Duinar. “If I'm not mistaken, these tunnels were made by water during a cataclysmic flood back during the First Reckoning. I'm sure anyone who has studied lore will recall it. It came in late spring, following the most dreadful winter that had ever been seen here. It rained for so long that the valleys were flooded, and the snows had been so deep that they melted into terrible torrents. The whole face of the land was changed by it, and many lives were lost. If the passages are, in fact, a product of the flood, they have stood for…ahhh…nearly ten thousand years already.”
 
   “So, they’re even older than Galador?” said Azori with a wink.
 
   “Indeed,” said Galador. “And the older I get, the stronger I become. I don't believe these stones have weakened with time, either.”
 
   “The south passage is unstable,” said Farin. “I took notice of it when we came in. We could probably at least block that one off…given time to figure out how.”
 
   “There are trolls with them,” said Gaelen. “To block them out we’d have to risk bringing the whole place down on our heads.” Everyone shivered at the thought of trolls. The fear of being torn apart and devoured is a very primal one.
 
   “Trolls are big enough and strong enough to bring down almost any passage if they are well-directed. What if they decide to block us in?” said Ula.
 
   “How well does the enemy know these mountains?” asked Nelwyn, who didn't wish to consider that particular possibility.
 
   “I would say fairly well,” Gaelen replied. “You have had at least one turncoat among you, and I observed an Outcaste encamped with the army at the west-gate.” She drew forth her charcoal and began to render an image on the stone table before her. “He had a most unusual marking,” she muttered, pausing to examine her drawing, frowning slightly as she corrected it. “There…that's a fair estimation of what he looked like.”
 
    
 
   The chieftains drew closer and bared their teeth, snarling in surprise as they beheld it. The one who snarled loudest was Kron.
 
   “Koth…but, he was lost! We all knew he was lost,” said Rook, who had been in hiding and had not seen Koth’s face. “Kron, what have you to say?”
 
   All Outcaste eyes turned with angry suspicion upon Kron. He had voiced the opinion that the People should try to reconcile with Lord Wrothgar. Now his brother, long presumed dead, led the western attack force.
 
   “I am not yet well-versed in the interpretation of your facial expressions, but Kron seems to be at least as surprised as the rest of you,” said Duinar gently.
 
   “That I am,” said Kron. “No one in my clan knew of this, I can assure you.”
 
   “You must not be divided!” said Gaelen. “What matters now is what we will do to survive. Vakil is known to be a traitor, and yet his brother Vathos knew nothing of that, either, did he?”
 
   “He did not,” said Vathos.
 
   Gaelen turned to Kron. “Would your brother have knowledge of this domain?”
 
   “Koth disappeared long before we came here,” said Kron. “We all thought he had been killed. He would not have seen the stronghold, at least not to my knowledge.”
 
   “He has been the pawn of Wrothgar since he disappeared, if I'm any judge,” growled Rook. “No wonder our last few hiding places have been found so quickly!”
 
   “This will be our last hiding place if we cannot defend ourselves,” said Errno. He turned to Duinar. “What do you advise, Master?”
 
   “I believe you have already embarked on a wise course,” said Duinar. “Send the People out through the south passage, while those of us who can fight remain behind to delay the enemy.”
 
   “Dwarves are the most accomplished of all underground fighters,” said Rogond. “Errno, if I were you, I would appoint Farin as your first lieutenant.”
 
   Farin bowed. “Fine. I accept. Now let us gather all who will fight in whatever passes for a Great Hall around here.”
 
    
 
    
 
   When the fighters were gathered, the number was distressingly small. Word had spread quickly about the impending battle, and it appeared that many of the Outcastes did not have the courage to face it. Those who remained had already resigned themselves to their fate as they watched their relations disappear down the south passage, following Roni and the children, who had departed some hours earlier. The Outcastes had never gone to war, and they were not fighters. They had remained alive by avoiding conflict. Not only that, but the thought of being separated from their families, sending them away to an uncertain fate, was too much for many of them. This was an escape; an evacuation and relocation such as they had seen before. The objective was not to defend the stronghold, but to survive abandoning it.
 
   Gaelen gritted her teeth as she observed Vakil being led away along with the rest. There had been no time for a hearing of evidence, as was his right. Gaelen, who was already irretrievably convinced of Vakil's guilt, would have removed the burden of watching over him with a quick, efficient thrust of her blade.
 
   Errno was visibly distressed at the small size of his fighting force, and his thoughts betrayed him. (We'll never prevail!)
 
   Gaelen, who had learned to be receptive to Errno's thoughts in particular, approached him. (You must trust in your friends, Errno. Know that we have faced armies greater than this one. You must not allow despair to take your heart.)
 
   (Are you not afraid?)
 
   (Of course I am, but I cannot allow fear to rule me. Just remember the cause you fight for, and know that it is worthy. You will find your courage.) She blinked and shook her head, then winced in pain. (I must block your thoughts now, my friend, for I am overwhelmed by those of your fearful companions. They are chaotic, and I cannot afford to be distracted…nor can you. Gather your people. Lead them! You can do it!)
 
   Gaelen looked around at the rest of the Company, taking note of the rather puzzled expressions on Galador, Nelwyn, and Gwynnyth. “That buzzing in your head…ignore it!” They had no time for explanations.
 
   The defenders had perhaps a few hours to make ready, as they had been so informed by one of the Outcastes sent to scout the east passage. Regrettably, it was the last message he would send. The others soon returned with the news that the dark army was moving on swift but silent feet. Obviously, the enemy thought the People could still be taken by surprise.
 
   “Let's give them something they won't expect,” said Farin, gathering his comrades around him.
 
    
 
    
 
   The defenders had been divided into two groups, one set to the east passage and one to the west. The ideal place to stop an enemy army is when they are bottled up in a tight place, and you are well hidden in a wider space. There were at least twenty fair archers defending each side, and one designated Troll-slayer—an archer with nearly infallible aim and a powerful draw. Galador would take the east, and Nelwyn to the west. They each had enough arrows to take care of several trolls, but every shot would have to count. They would not be aiming at Ulcas.
 
   The other archers among the Company included Gaelen, Gwynnyth, Hallagond, and, oddly, Ula. It was far more customary for Dwarves to fight using axes or heavy hammers. Farin, for example, was absolutely deadly with an enormous oak-handled maul studded with iron spikes. His arms and shoulders were probably the strongest in the Company. When Gwynnyth asked about her choice of weapon, Ula said “I would prefer to keep my enemies at a distance.” She was not looking forward to the fight.
 
   Farin overheard and began to chuckle. “Well, that's fine,” he said. “I like to look ‘em in the eye before I bash their heads in.”
 
   Rogond had given his arrows to Nelwyn, as they were a nearly perfect match for her bow. He would use his spear and blade, as usual. Azori was better suited to the blade as well, but he had not yet been tested in battle and Hallagond was reluctant to send him in so close to the enemy. He was an adequate archer, and so his task was to take down anyone who threatened Galador, the Troll-slayer.
 
   The eastern defenders were a smaller force, with good reason. Duinar and Farin had made a thorough investigation of air-currents through the stronghold, and they had set a great pile of wood, and anything else that would burn, in a strategic location within the eastern passageway. They had doused it with whatever small amounts of oil and pitch could be had, and then set it ablaze, all the while praying that their estimation of the direction of the smoke and the heat were correct. As the pile began to burn, Duinar closed his eyes and extended his hands to the east. Farin felt a stiff breeze rising, sweeping over the burning pile, directing the smoke and the heat up the narrower passageway like a chimney. Even if the wind shifted from the outside, the heat would keep the air flowing in their favor.
 
   Duinar patted Farin's shoulder and then made his way back to join the western defenders, as he would be needed there. When Farin saw that all was going as planned, he ordered a large number of wet animal hides to be thrown onto the now-lively blaze. The smoke and stench that issued forth from them were amazing. Ulcas might not have minded the stench, but they still had to breathe.
 
   “So much for their hope of a surprise attack,” chuckled Farin. “Then again, they might just be stupid enough to imagine that the smoke is from the fires of battle, and they'll rush in even faster. Their master doesn't have much tolerance of their showing up late to an invasion, I expect. Anyway, let ‘em come, says I!” Farin truly loved a good fight—anyone who knew him well would avoid picking one at all cost. He stayed by the eastern doorway, his wide, rough-knuckled hands twitching in anticipation as they grasped his iron-studded maul. He was joined by Hallagond, Azori, Galador, and about a hundred Outcastes, including Vathos and Ethan.
 
   Unfortunately, the same tactic would not work to the west, and so the larger force waited there. Duinar, Gaelen, Rogond, Ula, Gwynnyth, and Nelwyn stood with nearly two hundred Outcastes, including Errno, Rook, and Kron. Despite his apprehension, Kron very much wanted the honor of taking his traitorous brother Koth from the fight. Katorr stood tall beside his clan chieftain, his cherished broadsword glowing in the firelight.
 
   Errno had taken command of the Outcastes, aided by Duinar, who stood with them. Duinar could wield a weapon, but he was not really a warrior. Yet he gave great strength and comfort to the hearts of the fearful Outcastes. Errno, who was educated enough to understand the nature of the Asari, had felt an immediate trust. It was Errno's opinion that Duinar resembled Danté, which in fact he did not, but aged men with long beards all looked alike to the Outcastes.
 
   Gaelen's task was to take as many Ulcas as she could with her bow. She had plenty of arrows, as her bow was a better match for those used by the Outcastes, and they had a good supply. Nelwyn's skills as an archer were probably unrivaled, but Gaelen was far more adaptable with respect to arrows. She could evaluate them in an instant and adjust her technique accordingly. This was a useful ability on the battlefield, as one must sometimes glean arrows from wherever they can be found. Often, the only ones available will be those of the enemy.
 
   She was perched in an excellent position on the leftward side of the doorway. Ula occupied the same position on the right. Any Ulca that got past Gaelen, Ula, and the other archers would have to contend with Rogond's spear and broadsword. Gwynnyth's task was to defend Nelwyn, the troll-slayer.
 
   Only Gaelen had seen the enemy, and she had no idea of how many trolls would come through the doorway. She looked over at Nelwyn, hoping that her cousin had enough arrows for the task.
 
    
 
    
 
   Koth was a traitor, and he had proven very useful to the dark army, but he was not in command of it. Both the eastern and western forces were led by Ulcas designated by Lord Wrothgar. Koth, in fact, was to remain outside, so that he might not be seen by any of the People. After all, Koth's usefulness would be greater if no one among the Outcastes knew that he still lived. If there were stray survivors, Koth would eventually find them.
 
   The Ulcan commander of the western forces had ordered five hundred Ulcas and eight specially-bred battle-trolls down the passageway, killing anyone in their path. They expected to take the peaceful Outcastes unaware. According to Vakil, there were fewer than nine hundred hundred Outcastes, many of whom were women and children. It would be a massacre. None were to be spared–a fact which had been kept from Vakil and his deluded followers.
 
   A phalanx of about fifty Ulcas went at the forefront, followed by the trolls and the remaining Ulcas. It was assumed that the Ulcas, who were more aware of their surroundings and more maneuverable than the trolls, would quietly dispatch any watchmen or scouts they encountered before an alarm could be raised. Once the trolls burst into the stronghold, it would be a chaotic free-for-all.
 
   One cannot conceal the rumble of even distant trollish feet upon stone, and the sound made the defenders” hearts beat faster. Hands gripped weapons, bows were fitted, and no one spoke or moved without need.
 
   The Ulcas caught sight of the opening and the flickering firelight beyond it, slowing their pace as they approached. They were of a mind to be cautious, and they peered into the wide space where the defenders waited, wondering why there was no activity within the stronghold, and whether it was safe to enter. Then the trolls caught up with them and there was no longer any choice. They ran straight into a storm of arrows and were knocked from their feet, falling dead with looks of pained surprise on their hideous faces. It does not take long for twenty skilled, well-positioned archers to bring down fifty enemies, particularly when they are running blindly into an unknown arena. Rogond and the other swordsmen had little to do at first, other than dispatching those whose arrow-wounds were not immediately lethal. A few managed to find hiding places among the rocks, but they could not hide for long.
 
   It was a different matter when the trolls arrived. They were so large that they could only enter one at a time, fortunately. But they had been bred especially for the purpose, and all the normal trollish caution had been taken out of them. These trolls loved to fight and to kill even more than most. They were still ungainly, but they would never tire of swinging their enormous stone hammers at the defenders. The first troll burst in, roaring and looking around for potential victims, and swung its boulder-like weapon toward Duinar and the Outcastes, who leaped out of the way. Nelwyn drew on it, aiming for the right eye, but could not get a clear shot until Gaelen sent an arrow into its right arm, causing it to turn. Nelwyn released her shot, and it was true. The troll took one or two shambling steps, gave one half-surprised, rumbling hiccup, and fell hard.
 
   The second troll had rushed into the chamber by then and it witnessed the fall of its comrade with dismay. A third came right on its heels, accompanied by several Ulcas, who had lingered back in the safety of the entryway long enough to size up the situation. Things were very nearly as far from what they had expected as possible, but they began shouting orders to the trolls, instructing them to keep their mouths closed and their eyes turned downward.
 
   Fortunately, the memory of a troll for instructions is not long. The second troll lasted longer than had the first, but it fell beside its brother with Nelwyn's arrow in its left eye. It had just taken a hard swing at Rogond, but the combined efforts of Errno, Ula, and Gaelen had spoiled its aim. It had about twelve arrows in its hide when it finally fell. Nelwyn had wasted three arrows before the fourth one found its mark. She had thirteen remaining.
 
   Rogond and the Outcaste swordsmen were then engaged in combat with the Ulcas, who were entering the chamber twenty or so at a time. Katorr was a force to be reckoned with, as he was taller than most and he had practiced the art of the blade. But the others had little or no training, and they did not fare so well. Kron, unfortunately, fell with an Ulcan blade buried in his breast, denied the long-awaited reckoning with his traitorous brother. He could not have known that Koth would never have been sent into battle–he was far too valuable, and it was best that his identity remain secret. Katorr took the Ulca's head, wailing in despair at the loss of his chieftain.
 
   Kron managed to send forth one last thought before death took him. (Traitor! You are forever cursed, and we all know your name!)
 
    
 
    
 
   There was the third troll still to contend with, and then a fourth and fifth. Nelwyn could not possibly take them fast enough. The Ulcas had discovered that she was the greatest threat to their hulking companions, and they charged toward her. Gwynnyth cried out in alarm, for there were too many for her to bring down by herself. Ula and Gaelen felled as many as they could manage, but three actually gained Nelwyn's vantage point. One had a crossbow, and sent a bolt whizzing toward Nelwyn, who barely avoided it. Gwynnyth, who had never before faced an enemy in close combat, had drawn her blade, crying out for aid.
 
   At the sound of that panicked cry, one of the trolls turned toward Gwynnyth and roared. It made as if to charge toward her, but Ula sent a short but powerful arrow into the back of its neck, annoying it sufficiently that it turned back around. She then shot straight into its half-open mouth and, to her surprise, it reeled backward, falling on top of several Ulcas and crushing the life from them. It nearly crushed Errno as well—he leaped out of the way just in time, though the troll’s hammer managed to graze his left shoulder. Had he been standing a hand’s breadth closer, it would have killed him.
 
   Nelwyn spent one of her arrows in defense of Gwynnyth, who was contending with the three Ulcas. Gaelen took one of the two remaining, but could not attempt the third, as she feared striking Gwynnyth. There was a brief contest that ended with the death of the Ulca, who might have survived Gwynnyth's blow had he not lost his footing and fallen upon the rocks.
 
   Gwynnyth's heart pounded, her entire body trembling. It was, indeed, a very different matter to kill a distant enemy with a well-placed arrow than to struggle face-to-face. She had never killed anyone before that day.
 
   By the time the remaining three trolls had made their entrance into the chamber, the defenders were beleaguered. The only thing saving them from being completely overwhelmed was that two of the fallen trolls had nearly blocked the passage with their heavy bodies. The Ulcas had to crawl over them, emerging only a few at a time. They had become reluctant to enter, as they had not expected to see any dead trolls in this supposedly easy massacre of helpless Outcastes. They hung back, wondering what fearsome force lay beyond. Gaelen had repositioned herself so that she could aim directly at any Ulcan head emerging over the troll-carcasses. Her arrows were nearly spent. Nelwyn had only two remaining, and there were three live trolls to reckon with.
 
   One of the remaining trolls rounded on Duinar and the remaining Outcastes, swinging at them with deadly blows. It crushed two of Rook's folk who were just a little too hesitant; Rook himself had been backed into a small cul-de-sac with five other defenders and was now facing the troll's upraised hammer in complete helplessness. His beloved blade had broken upon the rocks, and he was too weary to fight. He did manage a defiant snarl before squeezing his eyes shut in dread of the impending blow.
 
   Duinar, who was much better suited to reasoning with an opponent than fighting, had been holding his own. But now, as he beheld the helpless Rook's courageous, final snarl, he became enraged enough to call forth the power within him. He leaped in front of Rook, flaring up with a bright, blue-white light that filled the chamber, causing troll, Ulca, and Outcaste alike to turn away in pain. To stare directly at the light probably would have petrified the trolls. It would have brought permanent blindness, or even death, to the Ulcas. They had most certainly not expected one of the original Twelve Light-bearers, and they knew then that they were outmatched. Those still in the passageway were even less inclined to leave it.
 
   The troll's hammer did not fall upon Rook, and he was spared for the moment, but he and his fellows had been momentarily blinded by Duinar's light. The three trolls had dropped into a protective posture, covering their heads with their great arms, shielding their eyes. They looked like massive, shapeless boulders upon the ground. It was no good trying to fell them.
 
   “Now's the chance! Retreat! Make for the rendezvous point!” cried Rogond. He ran up to Errno, who, like his fellows, had been stunned by the flaring of Duinar. “Come on,” he urged. “Lead your people back to the east. We'll follow behind you to ward off pursuit. Go ON, now!”
 
   Errno rallied his battle-weary folk, many of whom had been wounded and would need assistance. Duinar was now exhausted, but he still held enough strength to aid them as they struggled back toward the east. Rogond, Ula, and the Elves brought up the rear. Gaelen lingered last, pausing to impale an Ulca who had peered curiously into the chamber. No other would risk doing so for several minutes, giving the defenders a much-needed head start. Unfortunately, it would not be long before the trolls would recover their senses, and Nelwyn would only be able to bring down two of them even if her aim was perfect.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 14: Triumphs and Disasters
 
    
 
    
 
   Farin's plan to slow down the attacking forces from the east had worked very well. Although the eastern attack-force was smaller, there were still five trolls and about two hundred-fifty Ulcas to contend with. The smoke, heat, and lack of air had stymied the Ulcas temporarily, and they had sent the trolls ahead with instructions to take care of matters however they could.
 
   Trolls are very nearly fire-proof, at least for a while, and these had no difficulty in crawling over and around Farin's impressive burn-pile. They made a sort of half-hearted attempt to smother the flames, snorted in distaste, and moved on. They didn't care whether the Ulcas fought beside them or not.
 
   Hallagond caught the first whiff of the trolls’ singed flesh as the rumbling thunder of their heavy feet grew deafening. “They’re here!” he shouted across the opening to Azori, who crouched upon a high perch beside an Outcaste archer named Fortuno. Azori's fingers tightened on the small hunting bow he had borrowed from Nelwyn. In truth, they were itching to hold a blade, but he had been charged with aiding Hallagond in protecting Galador, the troll-slayer. Hallagond drew his own stout bow as he stood by Galador on a rocky ledge on the opposite side of the entryway, ready to deal with any potential threat.
 
   As it turned out, the defenders were very fortunate to have only the trolls to contend with. They arrived all together, and three of them burst one at a time into the chamber, roaring and howling and attempting to smash anything that moved. The Outcastes on the ground scattered like leaves in a gust of wind, and everyone in the Company knew that they had underestimated the ferocity of their foes. These were unexpectedly quick, making the defenders duck and dodge and try to stay out of the way.
 
   Then it seemed that the entire mountain shook with some unknown force. Galador, who was concentrating on aiming at one of the trolls, nearly toppled from his perch. “What was that?” he exclaimed, nodding to Hallagond, who had grabbed his arm to steady him. The answer became immediately apparent, as the two trolls who had not as yet made their entrance were seen. They had attempted to burst through the smallish opening at the same time, and had become hopelessly lodged there. They howled and roared and bickered and spat and struggled to no avail. The force of their collision with the tunnel walls and their subsequent dismayed squirming had shaken the mountain.
 
   “Ha! A lucky chance!” yelled Farin, who was the first to recover his wits. He leaped aside as one of the free trolls aimed a hammer-blow at him; the Outcaste standing beside him was not so fortunate.
 
   Galador turned his attention back to his task, waiting for his moment, and it finally came. His arrow flew straight to a troll's mouth, wounding it severely. It backed into the wall, shaking its head and flailing at the arrow-shaft, its tiny eyes squeezed shut. It would give no more trouble.
 
   The trolls who were lodged in the entryway were still extremely dangerous, as Ethan learned when he attempted to rally his folk into attacking them. They had stopped bickering in response to being peppered with arrows, and had lost whatever good humor they might ever have had. Ethan was knocked hard against the stones by a glancing blow from one of their great weapons; apparently, their reach was a bit longer than anyone thought.
 
   His clansmen rallied around him, dragging him into hiding, but it was not known whether he was alive or dead. Vathos, who was close in friendship with Ethan, became enraged. He scrambled up the cavern wall, leaped upon the back of the nearest troll, and began jabbing his long blade into the back of its neck while hanging onto its tiny earlobe with his left hand. The troll didn't realize what had happened at first, and it turned toward Galador, who knew that his one shot was all that would save Vathos from death. Against all expectation, the shot went wild, for Hallagond had jostled into Galador's arm and spoiled his aim. Galador cursed and whipped another arrow from his quiver as he aimed a venomous look at Hallagond. But the venom was replaced with dismay as he beheld the bolt of a crossbow nearly buried in the right side of Hallagond's midsection. His friend's face was ashen, and his bow clattered to the stones below.
 
   “Sorry…” Hallagond muttered, and sagged back against the wall before his legs gave way. Galador was dismayed and confused…where had the shot come from? There were no Ulcas in the chamber, were there?
 
   By this time, the troll had dislodged Vathos, wrenching him free with a clumsy left hand, and had flung him to the floor, straight beneath the feet of its companion. Vathos was stunned, which was a mercy, for he never felt the brief pain of his own death as the troll's massive foot came down upon him. Galador gave a great cry, causing the first troll to turn its eye toward him. The arrow that brought death to it then was sent by a wrathful hand, for Galador had witnessed Vathos’ courage and would avenge him.
 
    
 
    
 
   Errno's western defenders had moved as quickly as they could to the junction of the southward passage. The plan had been to escape down it, but only after their friends had joined them from the east. “Move the wounded into the passageway, and get as far as you can with them,” said Duinar. “We will go on eastward, and see how our friends are faring. Once we have collected them, we will join you.”
 
   “What about the trolls and the Ulcas?” asked Gwynnyth. “They will be pursuing us at any moment, and we'll then lead them to our friends if we’re not careful.”
 
   “Not to mention we'll have to deal with them ourselves,” muttered Ula. She was weary, though she would not have said so.
 
   “Better they should follow us than go after the wounded,” said Rook.
 
   “This passage is too narrow for trolls to pass through without great difficulty,” said Errno. “As for the Ulcas…I cannot say.”
 
   “Master, can you muster another burst of light like you did the last time?” asked Rook, who was now forever in awe of Duinar.
 
   “It's very difficult, and it drains me of my strength,” said Duinar. “If it is a matter of life or death, and there's no hope otherwise, I might be able to manage one more.”
 
   “I intend to lay a false trail so that our enemies will follow it and not the Company,” said Gaelen. “If I am not successful, and they come after the wounded, can you defend them?” She looked hopefully at Duinar.
 
   “Well, I can at least slow them down, I expect,” muttered Duinar, who was not happy about being separated from the rest of his friends.
 
   “Then go on, and leave no sign of your passing,” said Errno. “We'll carry on from here.”
 
   Duinar and most of the remaining Outcastes moved into the south passage, as Gaelen, Rogond, and Nelwyn removed any dusty footprints in the entryway. They placed enough stones there to partially block it, and left plenty of sign going straight ahead.
 
   Gaelen tore a piece from her linen over-shirt, and then scored the inside of her own left arm with her blade. She allowed a few drops of blood to soak into the fabric and left it down the eastward passage for the enemy to find. When she came to a divergent path, which she had been told was a dead end, she would place more blood wherever and whenever needed, dropping any unnecessary gear as further evidence.
 
   No one could lay a false trail like a Wood-elf. Gaelen got to the end of the passage, finding that it narrowed just enough to allow her to get through, but would not allow the trolls to pass. There appeared to be a small but navigable opening at the very end—Gaelen dripped blood all over the wall beneath it and, with a sigh, left her food-pouch just within it. That would drive the trolls to distraction, and would almost certainly delay them as they tried to figure out how to pursue their foe. Gaelen was actually chuckling as she made her way back up to the junction with the main passage. There she would linger, making certain that her enemies followed her false trail. Then she would rejoin the Company with all speed.
 
   Neither Nelwyn nor Rogond were happy about this arrangement, but they had no time to convince her otherwise. They went on ahead with Gwynnyth, Ula, Errno, Rook, and four other
 
   Outcastes, intending to rescue their companions, but before long they heard the sounds of pitched battle, accompanied by trembling of the very stone beneath their feet. Nelwyn grimaced. There were very few forces powerful enough to cause mountain-stone to tremble, and none of them were encouraging.
 
    
 
    
 
   The two trolls who were lodged in the eastward entryway had not made any progress toward regaining their freedom. The one who was still free might have aided them, but trolls are not endowed with cooperative spirit. Besides, it was otherwise occupied.
 
   Azori, who had been trying to shoot the trapped trolls in the eye, had finally seen his father's crumpled body. He heard Galador's cry upon the death of Vathos, and witnessed the fall of the offending troll, but all he could see after that was Hallagond lying helpess, unable to wield a weapon, blood soaking the leather surrounding a black-feathered crossbow bolt that had been sent from someone in the cavern. Was it a stray shot, perhaps? Azori was stunned and confused, as Galador had been. He rose to his feet, preparing to leap to his father's aid, just as a quick thrust of Fortuno's blade slipped between his ribs.
 
   At first, he didn't realize what had happened. There was a quick, sharp pain not unlike one that he had experienced after trying to run too fast after a meal. But the pain quickly grew into a burning agony, and as Azori looked into the grinning face of Fortuno, the reality of betrayal chased away whatever was left of his innocence. His strength deserted him, and he fell gracelessly to the floor directly in front of one of the trapped trolls. Fortunately, that troll was now dead; Galador's last arrow had found it.
 
   Galador felt the sinister whisper of air beside his right ear as a black bolt passed close enough to tear out a few strands of his hair. He grabbed Hallagond, dragging him behind stones, and crouched there beside him, trying to determine who was responsible. Then he saw Fortuno taking aim at one of his own clansmen, and he knew the defenders had been betrayed. Fortuno was not the only one who had turned during the battle; Galador saw several of the Outcastes fighting hand-to-hand as the remaining free troll swatted at them while nearly tripping over its dead companions and what was left of Vathos.
 
   Azori was not dead, but he lay senseless not far from the live trapped troll, who was now mightily vexed. It began pounding at the stone walls surrounding it, trying to free itself.
 
   The rest of the Company arrived during the melee, and would have provided much-needed support had they known who the enemy was. The Outcastes appeared to be fighting amongst themselves, and no one, not even Galador, could be certain of who was who. Errno had never anticipated this, and he wrung his hands in despair. Nelwyn leaped up beside Galador, and she soon brought down the remaining free troll in the confusion. The trapped one was still pounding at the walls in frustration, its eyes and mouth shut tight. Gwynnyth and Rogond ran to the aid of Azori, carrying him to safety, as Nelwyn and Galador did the same for Hallagond. It was time to retreat.
 
   “Where is Farin?” shouted Ula. Galador shook his head; he had not seen Farin for several minutes. Nor had he seen Fortuno. Placing Hallagond on the floor beside Azori, he scanned the cavern, searching for the Dwarf and calling his name. Farin finally emerged from behind one of the dead trolls, apparently whole, though not very lively.
 
   At that moment, Gaelen arrived. “There are three trolls making their way up the blind corridor,” she gasped, having just run the race of her life. “We have only a short while before they will realize their error and turn about. Nelwyn and Galador had best be ready to deal with them!” She looked around in dismay. Things were far worse here than she had expected. “Why are the Outcastes fighting among themselves?” she asked.
 
   “There's no time to explain. We must retreat at once,” said Rogond, lifting Azori onto one of his broad shoulders. Hallagond was stirring by now, and beginning to revive a little, though he could not walk unaided. “Ula! Farin! Can you help Hallagond?”
 
   “We can, and we will,” said the Dwarves. We'll be right behind you.”
 
   Gaelen left Rogond, running to one of the fallen trolls, and then another, before he lost sight of her. He turned to behold Galador standing beside him. The Elf's face was grey, but he was still strong. “I can carry Hallagond.”
 
   To Rogond's relief, Gaelen reappeared almost at once. “You cannot carry Hallagond. We need your bow,” she said. “I have gleaned four of your spent arrows.” She thrust four long, stout arrows, stained with black troll's blood, into Galador's hands. “Now, let's get out of here before that troll brings the whole mountain down!”
 
   Everyone took her point, and none would argue. The frustrated troll was now pounding so hard that chunks of the roof were beginning to fall. One of these struck Farin's right arm, and he went pale, but kept his feet. He could no longer assist Ula, however.
 
   Rook and Errno arrived just in time, accompanied by a very battered Ethan and about twenty other surviving Outcastes. There was no time to wonder as to anyone's loyalties, and Errno and Rook each slung one of Hallagond's arms around their necks, bearing him between them. They brought up the rear behind Rogond, Ula, and Farin, who followed the Elves.
 
   The captive troll was now the only living thing in the cavern, but it did not realize it. It kept up its banging and pounding as the walls and the roof of the tunnel finally began to crack and give way both around it and behind it. (I'm free!) it thought, just before the tunnel groaned and sat down, flattening it and its dead brother into an unrecognizable mass. Although Farin's fire had burned itself out, and the Ulcas could have joined the battle, the way was now blocked. There was nothing for them to do but retreat back into the night.
 
   The wounded would have to wait. Galador and Nelwyn led the flight of the bedraggled defense force back toward the junction of the southward passage, for their bows would be needed to slay any intercepting trolls. Gwynnyth and the Dwarves followed close behind them leading Errno, Rook, Ethan, and the other Outcastes. Hallagond was still being suspended between Ethan and Rook, and he was making a valiant effort, but one could see that he was in great pain and his strength was flagging with every step. Rogond still bore young Azori, who was limp, senseless, and had gone alarmingly cold. Rogond's jaw clenched and his brow furrowed as he strode stoically along, wondering if Azori still lived. If not, it would break the hearts of everyone in the Company. Gaelen came last, keeping her eyes (and her bow) turned backward in the event of pursuit.
 
   Her ruse had worked well, and the trolls had been delayed. They struggled and argued and tried to figure out how to gain the narrow “escape route” Gaelen had tricked them into. At last they wrenched their large bodies around (one had considerable difficulty with the process and very nearly stuck there forever), grumbled and swatted one another with their hard, stony hands, and made their way back toward the fleeing Company.
 
   “Run!” yelled Nelwyn in alarm. “The enemy is closing fast…I can hear them!” It was true. Not only could Nelwyn hear the trolls as they rampaged back toward her, but she could also hear Ulcas approaching from the west. “We’ve got to gain the passage, and then bring it down and seal it. It's our only chance!”
 
   Ula looked over her shoulder at the rest of the Company. “They’re going as fast as they can,” she muttered. “We’re not going to make it, are we?” Farin did not reply, but his expression was not hopeful.
 
   “Gaelen, it would seem you miscalculated when you sent Galador to the front,” said Rogond, as they passed the intersection with the dead-end passage. The trolls would be upon them any minute, but they would come from the rear. Gaelen just shook her head in disgust, knowing that outrunning the trolls was their only chance. She also knew how unlikely it was that they would succeed. She ran up beside Rogond.
 
   “I must leave you for a moment,” she said. “I’ve got an idea. No matter what happens, go to the south passage as quickly as you can. With luck, you'll have only Ulcas to deal with. I'll rejoin you—don't worry.”
 
   Rogond went pale. “No—we should not separate!” he said. “I'll go with you,” he said, without the slightest notion of what she was up to.
 
   “You can’t,” said Gaelen. “You would be forced to engage the trolls, whereas I should be able to divert them and then evade them. You know it's nearly impossible to kill them with a blade, but they’re too slow and clumsy to catch me. Please…there's no time for argument! If we linger, we'll probably all die. I have to get back there before they gain the passage, and then I must convince them to go to the east. Besides, someone must carry Azori to safety.” She looked Rogond in the eye. “Trust me…again.”
 
   He broke from her gaze and followed the Company, as she had instructed. She retreated back to the dead-end juncture and waited, knowing she would not have to wait long.
 
   A few minutes later the trolls roared into the passageway, milled about in the swirling cloud of dust they had created, and snorted in confusion. They had been traveling to the east until they had been diverted by Gaelen's ruse. Now they seemed conflicted—should they continue east? That way was very quiet. All the sounds of fleeing feet were coming from the west. They had just about decided to turn westward in pursuit of the Company when an Elf suddenly appeared, running headlong toward them from the east. She stopped abruptly, clearly terrified, when she beheld the trolls standing there. She yelled back over her shoulder: “Trolls! Trolls! Turn about! Flee for your lives! Flee!” Then she ran backward, turned, and disappeared around the bend.
 
   Trolls absolutely loathe living Elves, and these were no exception. After only a moment's pause, they howled in typical troll-fashion, raising their clubs and hammers, and charged down the eastward way. They hoped to overtake not only the Elf they had seen, who was undoubtedly some sort of advance scout, but many others further on. The head of an Elf carried a higher price than that of any other enemy, and the trolls anticipated a great reward. Besides that, Elf-flesh was delicious.
 
   Gaelen ran about as far as needed to give her friends time to gain the escape route. The trolls were not yet close enough to see her in the twisting passageway, but she yelled and wailed and cursed in several voices as she ran, causing them to abandon all doubt. Then she disappeared into a convenient hiding place and watched them as they went roaring by. They were making so much noise and were so intent on pursuit that they did not take any notice of her. She shook her head. Trolls were almost invariably stupid, and these were no brighter than average. Remembering her promise to Rogond, she sprinted back up the passage, hoping to arrive in time to aid her friends if needed.
 
    
 
    
 
   The Company had come to a standstill, though the entrance to the south passage was in sight. A large number of Ulcas now faced them from the opposite side of it. Because the passage was not wide, numbers were not quite as useful, and the Ulcas appeared to be trying to decide what to do. They had been thoroughly cowed by Duinar earlier, and they believed the Company to be larger and more formidable than it actually was. They snarled and growled and spat, clenching their weapons, as Galador stepped forward with Errno beside him.
 
   Errno called out in a debased form of Aridani, which he expected the Ulcas would understand. “His bow is stronger than you are. Run away now and we will not chase you.”
 
   Then he turned to Galador. “You are High-elven, aren't you? Well, Elf of the Light, you had better summon your inner light, or we are lost.”
 
   Galador's head jerked back, and his mouth dropped open. “What…what are you talking about?”
 
   “I was taught that High-elves can summon and project the Light within them, even as Duinar did,” muttered Errno. “Am I wrong?”
 
   “Ahhh…no, not exactly, but I was still young when I left the Elven-realm, and my spirit was darkened. I have never summoned any ‘inner light’—I don't know how!”
 
   Farin and Nelwyn stepped up beside him. “I saw Magra do that during the siege of Mountain-home,” said Farin. “Can you not do the same?”
 
   Galador’s dismay was clearly written on his flustered face. “Magra was an Èolarin Lord. Few in Alterra could match his power! You ask too much of me.”
 
   “That's too bad,” said Errno, “because I haven't finished!” He stepped forward and again called out to the Ulcas, this time in their own tongue:
 
   “Retreat now, or face the White Fire! You saw it earlier, and what it can do. My friend here has only been toying with you. Now back off, or wither in flame!”
 
   He grabbed Galador's sleeve, pulling him forward. “If you’ve ever even thought of giving us even a small demonstration, now's the time.”
 
   Galador looked over at Nelwyn, whose confidence in him was both heartening and daunting. He had never even attempted to bring forth his inner light. Still, he would try. He stared at his enemies, focusing on the desperation of his situation, imagining that he was an animal trapped in a corner. He began to breathe hard and fast, and his hair began to stir in a breeze that no one else could feel. His intense, grey eyes grew hard and flinty, darkening as the pupils dilated. A small halo of blue light formed around his face to the amazement of everyone, including the Ulcas. They cringed back as though expecting him to flare up with avenging fire at any moment.
 
   “You see?” yelled Errno, who was as surprised as anyone. “He is preparing to devastate you! Leave now, or die!”
 
   Galador trembled with effort, but the small, blue halo, though impressive for a first try, was all that he could muster. He let out a long, pent-up breath, and the light faded. Worse, the effort had taken much of his remaining strength, and he could no longer draw his bow. The Ulcas, sensing that their enemy was now powerless, surged forward with a yell.
 
   They were answered by a deep, ancient voice that seemed to come from everywhere at once:
 
   “Outcastes! Cover yourselves!”
 
   Everyone stood frozen for a moment. Errno, Ethan, Rook, and the other Outcastes in the group, who knew better than to argue, wrapped their cloaks about themselves, pulling their hoods down to hide their eyes and faces. The Ulcas snarled, intending to charge forward, but they hesitated, uncertain.
 
   A bright, blue-white light exploded in the corridor, filling the Ulcas’ heads with knives of agony, blistering their exposed, mottled skin. The ones in the front were blinded at once, and they fell senseless as the others tumbled over one another in the effort to escape. They wailed and shrieked like rusted metal on glass. Apparently, the Elf was as powerful as the traitorous Outcaste had said. No one in the Company could bear to look directly at the Light either.
 
   When it faded, the only Ulcas in evidence were those who had been felled. The Outcastes peered from beneath their cloaks; had they not covered themselves, they would have been stricken as the Ulcas had been. Everyone was staring at Galador in amazement until Duinar stepped forward from the passage entrance, gasping for breath. He looked small and frail–truly like an old man. His strength would take considerable time to regain. “I lingered in case you needed a little help,” he said, approaching Galador. “Still, if that was your first try, it was impressive. Perhaps Lady Ordath can teach you…if we live to see her again.” Turning to the rest of them, he shouted, “What are you waiting for? Get inside!”
 
   The Company hurried into the passage. “Can you carry Azori now?” asked Rogond of Galador. “I must try to find Gaelen!”
 
   “Gaelen? Where is she?” asked Galador, who had not realized she had gone.
 
   “She went back to divert the trolls,” said Rogond. “In case you hadn't noticed, they aren't here to bother us. They definitely would have been had she not intervened.”
 
   “I am still weak—I feel like a vessel that has been drained, but I can carry Azori if you balance him properly,” said Galador. He looked in alarm at Azori's ashen, cold form and lowered his voice, mindful of Hallagond. “Is he alive?”
 
   “I don't know,” muttered Rogond. “He's cold, and he hasn't moved at all. I'm almost afraid to look.”
 
   “I'll take him,” said Errno, who had come up from behind. “I'm not as strong as either of you, but I travel well with a bent back. Drape him across my shoulders.” Errno bore the burden surprisingly well, as he turned to follow Ethan into the passage.
 
   “Hurry up, all of you,” urged Duinar. “It won't be long before the Ulcas regroup and try again. Now they will know where we have gone.” Rogond started back toward the east, and Duinar hurried after him. “Where are you going? Are you mad?”
 
   “I have to find Gaelen. I won't leave her behind,” said Rogond.
 
   “Well, you won't need to, I'm thinking,” said Duinar. “I hear small feet upon stone.”
 
   Sure enough, Gaelen came into view almost as soon as the words were spoken. She was completely, utterly winded, but thankfully unhurt. She embraced Rogond, who squeezed the breath from her in his loving enthusiasm. Then, at Duinar's insistence, they followed him to the relative safety of the southward passage.
 
   Once there, Gaelen grabbed Duinar's arm. “Master, the trolls have no doubt turned back by now, and they will eventually discover our escape. Should we not close the door behind us?”
 
   “Do you mean to seal the entrance?” asked Galador. “That will take time, care, and energy. As I'm sure you’ve observed, we have none of those things.”
 
   “And what's to keep the remaining Ulcas from pursuing us as well?” she asked, for she had not seen Duinar's light. She did not know the cause of the dead Ulcas in the passageway.
 
   “Fear of the Light will keep them back, I'm thinking,” said Rogond. “Long enough for us to gain a safe distance, anyway.”
 
   “Master, will your Light kill a troll?” asked Gaelen. “The trolls in the western skirmish were turned away from the fighting, but they still lived.”
 
   “Light that will actually kill a troll will also blind and kill an Outcaste,” said Duinar. “I turned only part of my power on the western enemies, as there were too many Outcaste fighters scattered among them. My full power might have blinded you all and drained my vitality even further. If I wish to kill trolls I can do so, but I will not be able to manage anything like that kind of power for quite some time now. Please don't count on me if the trolls return!”
 
   Rogond nodded, and called out to Ula and Farin. They appeared almost at once. Farin was in great pain from his injured arm, though he tried not to show it.
 
   “How difficult would it be to seal this passageway?” asked Rogond.
 
   The Dwarves examined the walls and roof. “Not all that difficult,” said Farin, “but it would be dangerous. This passage is not as stable as the others. Collapsing it might give an…ahhh…unpredictable result.”
 
   “Still, it would be helpful to block our enemies out,” said Gaelen. “I doubt many of us are still strong enough to deal with any more trolls.”
 
   “Let's just stop talking and start moving, shall we?” said Duinar, patting Gaelen gently on the shoulder. “Once we have gained enough distance, we can tend to our wounded friends.”
 
   “Fine,” muttered Gaelen. “Hopefully we won't have too many Ulcas rushing us from behind.”
 
    
 
    
 
   The passageway narrowed considerably after only a short distance, so much so that it became difficult to carry a grown man across one's shoulders. Slings were fashioned so that Hallagond and Azori could be carried in single file by Rogond, Galador, Ula, and Gaelen.
 
   The Outcastes, including Errno, Rook, and Ethan, were dismayed. They snarled and quarreled and crouched in the dim light like Ulcas. This battle had been a difficult one for them; many of their friends had been lost, some to unknown turncoats. It was no wonder they were anxious and fearful. Errno wrung his hands, wondering how any of his new allies could ever trust him again, as he looked upon Azori's cold, ashen face.
 
   When the passage widened out again, it was time to tend to the wounded in earnest. Hallagond and Azori were in desperate shape by then, and Farin wasn't far behind them. The pain from his shattered arm had grown to the point that it robbed him of his strength, and he fought to stay on his feet. Duinar sighed as he examined the arm. “This is a bad break,” he told Farin. “I'll try to soothe it, but we cannot do much more until we get back to Mountain-home. You must try to avoid moving it.”
 
   He laid gentle hands on Farin's arm, which had swollen to nearly twice its normal size and gone an alarming shade of purplish-black. Farin tried to be brave, but even Duinar's touch pained him at first, and a small whimper escaped him before he could stop it. He bit his lower lip to avoid swooning. When he felt Duinar's soothing power, he let out a deep, pent up breath and relaxed. His normal ruddy coloring came back, and he closed his eyes. Ula looked up thankfully at Duinar—this ancient, powerful being disguised as an old man—and smiled. He smiled back at her, but his eyes were grim. “Hallagond and Azori won't be so easy,” he said.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 15: Healing and Sacrifice
 
    
 
    
 
   Among the members of the Company, Nelwyn, Ula, and Duinar had the most knowledge of healing arts. They each examined Azori, and then Hallagond, with dismay. Both men were in grave condition; Azori more so than Hallagond. In fact, Ula wondered for a moment whether Azori still lived at all. Then she felt a pulse—slow, weak, and irregular, but still a pulse—and she knew they had a little time yet.
 
   There was no doubt that Hallagond was very much alive, as he tossed and fretted in a sort of delirium. His skin was cold despite the sweat soaking his hair and clothing, and his face was pale. Nelwyn pressed hard on one of his fingernails and then released it–the nail took far too long to turn pinkish again.
 
   Duinar pursed his lips. “He suffers mainly from blood loss. The bolt has gone into his liver, and he is bleeding within. It's very painful, but I'm almost afraid to remove it.”
 
   “Master, I carry herbs to help stanch the bleeding,” said Ula. “But unless we pull that bolt free, they are of little use. Might be better to risk it.”
 
   “You’re right, of course,” Duinar sighed. “And the pain is not his friend—it keeps him from resting. I cannot take that pain from him until the bolt is removed.” He looked around at the assembled Company. “Who wants the honor?”
 
   “I don't want it, but I'll accept it,” said Rogond. “That way, if it causes too much pain, he can blame me for it later.” He moved to his brother's side. “Can we rouse him? I’d hate to surprise him with this. It will be better if he can prepare.”
 
   “I don't think so,” said Nelwyn. “He's very weak. Hurry, Rogond, before he bleeds to death. Give Ula's healing herbs a chance.”
 
   Rogond placed one hand on his brother's forehead and gripped the bolt with the other. “Sorry,” he muttered, and gave a sharp upward jerk. The bolt came free, dripping with blood and dark red tissue. Hallagond, to everyone's discouragement, barely reacted.
 
   “Ula! Hurry!” cried Nelwyn, alarmed at the dark blood welling forth from the wound. If Hallagond lost much more, he would die.
 
   Ula pushed Nelwyn out of the way, pulling a wad of leaves from her mouth where she had been softening them. She pressed them into the wound with an expression of distaste; apparently the leaves were quite bitter. Not only that, but they had an astringent quality which prevented Ula from speaking. The bleeding stopped almost at once…had it been enough, they wondered?
 
   Gwynnyth and Gaelen were keeping watch over Azori while their knowledgeable friends worked on Hallagond. When Duinar examined the young man, he despaired. The area around the wound was an ugly, reddish color mixed with a sort of greenish-yellow. Clearly, the blade had been poisoned. Tendrils of dark red wove a lethal web that spread forth from the wound; it had covered much of Azori's torso already. There was a stench surrounding him, and Duinar rocked back on his heels as tears started in Gwynnyth's eyes. “Can you not heal him?” she asked in a small voice full of innocent hope.
 
   “I cannot,” Duinar replied, casting his eyes downward.
 
   Gaelen had never wished so much for her friend Fima. He nearly always knew what to do, and if he didn't have an answer, he wouldn't give up until he found one. Yet, if Duinar was helpless, Fima surely would have been. Gaelen struggled to control the tremor in her voice as she asked Duinar the question that everyone was thinking.
 
   “How long?”
 
   Duinar shook his head. “We will take him with us, but he will not last an hour,” he said. “It's a shame. Whatever else happens, we must not tell Hallagond until he is stronger. Even after Azori has passed on, we must pretend that he is still alive.”
 
   “That will be difficult after a while,” growled Gaelen, who understood the changes brought about by death. “What will we tell him when his son's body stiffens like a block of wood?”
 
   “With luck, Hallagond will rest,” said Duinar. “He need not know of it until we have him in a place where his despair can be dealt with.” He passed a weary hand over his eyes. “Speaking of rest, I must take some now. I want to be alone with my thoughts for a short while. Please don't disturb me without need…there is something nagging in the back of my mind, and I must explore it further.”
 
    
 
    
 
   Nelwyn left Hallagond when she heard Gwynnyth weeping. Gaelen explained Azori's plight, and the three Elves sat together, Gwynnyth in her mother's embrace, already bereft. The only sounds heard in the long, dim passageway were those of grief, suffering, and doubt. “We should tell the others,” said Gaelen, and she did so. Soon Farin, Galador, and Rogond had joined the vigil as Ula stayed with Hallagond. Errno remained with the other Outcastes, as though he believed he would now be unwelcome among the Company.
 
   A hurried rustling and flapping of cloth alerted them to the approach of a very agitated and breathless Duinar. “I have received some insight,” he said, looking around the circle. “Curse my negligence for not recalling it sooner!” He approached Nelwyn first. “Have you ever been wounded or touched by any kind of evil weaponry in your life?” he asked.
 
   “Yes, many times,” she replied. “Why do you ask?”
 
   “I'll explain in a moment,” he replied. “I don't suppose there's any point in asking you,” he said to Gaelen. “What about Galador?”
 
   “I was born during the First Reckoning, and have fought through the Third Uprising of Wrothgar,” answered Galador. “What do you think?”
 
   “I thought as much,” said Duinar. “Gwynnyth, my dear, are you as yet untouched by the Powers of Darkness?”
 
   “Why do you ask that of her?” said Galador, a definite edge to his voice. “What difference will it make?”
 
   “Just answer the question, please,” said Duinar in a voice that could not be denied. “Have you been touched by an evil blade or dart?”
 
   Gwynnyth drew herself up tall. “No, I haven't,” she said, “and I'm not ashamed of it.”
 
   “Nor should you be,” said Duinar. “In fact, you may yet give hope to our young friend Azori.”
 
   “How so?” asked Galador, in a voice filled with suspicion. “What are you on about, old man?”
 
   “First, I am not an old man,” said Duinar. “Second, I may be privy to something which very few in Alterra are still alive to impart. I may be able to save Azori, but I will need the willing cooperation of an Elf to do it. And that Elf cannot ever have been tainted by evil influences.” He looked earnestly at Gwynnyth. “Are you willing to hear me?”
 
   Gwynnyth was round-eyed, and she appeared to grow smaller as apprehension took her. “Yes. I will hear you.”
 
   “You must give of your blood to save him,” said Duinar. “Are you still willing?”
 
   “What?” said Galador. “How much blood? Why her blood? You cannot put her at risk.”
 
   “I do not believe she will be in serious jeopardy,” said Duinar. “However, we will need quite a bit of her blood to effect a cure. The longer we debate, the more of it we will need.” He turned to Gwynnyth. 'let me explain quickly. The reason that Ulcas don't bear the touch of Elven-made objects, the reason they won't eat Elf-flesh, is that you carry a natural healing power as part of your being. Any exposure to dark poisons diminishes it. For this task, we need one who has never been touched by evil influences. Gwynnyth…that is you alone.”
 
   Gwynnyth's eyes widened as she thought of the sacrifice she would make, and then an expression of determination came over her. She looked and sounded very much like her mother. “What must I do?”
 
   “The blood must pass directly from you to Azori,” said Duinar. “Even the air will take the healing power from it. We must open a vein, and Azori must drink of it directly.”
 
   “Men don't tolerate swallowing blood,” said Rogond. “We usually vomit it back up!”
 
   “Not this blood you wouldn't” said Duinar. “This will not..cannot sicken you.”
 
   “That is…that is both unseemly and disgusting!” said Galador. “Drinking blood…what if Azori won't do it? I know I wouldn't!”
 
   “I will just have to convince him that his will to live is stronger than his sensibilities,” said Duinar. “That will be task enough for me. Gwynnyth, will you allow me to at least try?”
 
   “Do you promise that she won't be harmed?” said Nelwyn, who had never heard of such a gruesome treatment. “What if the poison that affects him passes to her? We are not immune to poisons, you know!”
 
   “She will not suffer from it,” said Duinar. Then, in a much quieter voice he said, “At least not directly…”
 
   “What do you mean, not directly?” said Galador. “Do you even understand how it will affect her? Do you even know what this poison is? What indirect effect will result? Until I know that, I will not allow it!”
 
   “Then you condemn Azori to death,” said Duinar.
 
   “Have you ever done this before?” asked Rogond.
 
   “Yes, I have, but it has been many ages ago,” said Duinar. “I do know this. The young Elf who gave his blood to save the life of the King of Tuathas did so willingly, and he was not sickened by it. However, he lost his strength for a while. He was never able to perform such a service again, either. His blood was tainted—no longer pure.”
 
   “What do you mean…no longer pure?” said Galador
 
   “She cannot escape the fact that blood-sharing will expose her to evil influences,” said Duinar.
 
   “What happened to the King of Tuathas?” asked Gwynnyth, her eyes shining in her pale face.
 
   Duinar smiled at her. “He lived another fifty years and ruled his people well. His name was Edric, the Just. Without the sacrifice of an Elf…I think his name was Mahon. Yes, that was it—tall, handsome young fellow with long, dark hair. Anyway, the King would have died without his sacrifice.”
 
   “Then I will be like Mahon,” said Gwynnyth, extending her right arm.
 
   “Are you not right-handed?” said Duinar. “Perhaps the left would be a better choice.”
 
   “If my left arm swells, it will be in the way of my bow-string,” said Gwynnyth. She drew herself up and looked at her mother with pride. “I am an archer!”
 
   “Ah! Of course you are. My mistake,” said Duinar, drawing forth his blade.
 
    
 
    
 
   Roni, the Outcaste female who had been chosen to lead the children to safety via the southward passage, had made slow but steady progress, and had nearly gained the opening to the world outside. She knew the passageway well; she had led Gaelen there not long ago, and the journey had been uneventful so far, though Roni had felt a sense of foreboding for awhile now. She shook it off, not wishing to upset her charges. The children followed behind like frightened little mice, making hardly a sound. This was not the time for individual thought and action, but for banding together in a common purpose, submitting to the will of the one who led them. This they were only too willing to do, as it is most certainly the nature of children to follow a parent or protector without question. Their thoughts, however, were cast at random, and Roni had detected the same growing apprehension—the same mounting fear.
 
   The mountain had trembled several times; the children had felt it, though Roni had not. Walking, especially for long distances, was such labor for her that she was unlikely to notice vibrations under her feet. Something else had worried her far more—the passage seemed darker, and the air staler, than she remembered.
 
   The marvelous blue lichens that cast their faint but welcome glow over the walls of every dark passage did not grow here. Roni wondered why…after all, they only refused to grow where daylight would touch them or where it was too dry. This passage held plenty of moisture. Shouldn't she be able to see daylight by now? They were nearly to the opening. Perhaps…perhaps it was dark outside? Something was wrong...very wrong.
 
   Roni shuddered in the blackness, dragging her lame leg, which pained her constantly. She had thought it would be daylight by now...her inner sense of time was usually excellent. Had the journey taken longer than she thought? Outcastes, like their Ulcan forebears, did not panic in darkness. They could see reasonably well even where Elves could not. Therefore, when Roni discovered at last the source of her confusion, she saw it quite clearly.
 
   The passage had been blocked by stones and debris, no doubt by design. Lord Wrothgar had taken no chances. He must have learned of the southward escape route. “Curse the traitor, Koth, and all others like him,” Roni muttered. Like Errno, she wondered how their new, enlightened allies could ever trust the Outcastes again.
 
   Roni sighed. It could have been worse, she supposed. Wrothgar could have sent an invading force up from the south as well as from the east and west, in which event she and all the children would be dead already. Why had he not? Perhaps trapping them would serve the same purpose, and the difficulty of the southward way might have hindered the attack force. The east and west were much easier. Now she had nowhere to go but back to the fray.
 
   The young ones had sensed her dismay, and many had begun to whimper and weep. Their thoughts flew fast now. (We are trapped here…where will we go now? I'm hungry…I want mumma…where is my brother? This air smells bad!) She turned toward them, holding out her hands in a gesture of comfort. “Now, be still,” she said in a soft but insistent tone. “Come gather around me while I consider what we are to do.” Roni sat heavily upon a moss-covered stone that had, until recently, been outside the opening. Then she considered her alternatives.
 
    
 
    
 
   Duinar held Gwynnyth's arm to steady it as he readied his blade. Rogond had propped Azori into a sitting position; he was so weak that his mouth had obligingly dropped open, as had his eyes, which were clouded over already. There was literally no time for debate.
 
   “Do it, Master…do it now,” said Gwynnyth, biting her lip in anticipation of the pain. She had not felt such a thing before, and she was afraid. Duinar poised the blade over the crook of her arm, where a bluish vein could just barely be seen in the light of Gaelen's headband. Duinar flooded Gwynnyth's arm with whatever soothing power he could muster; the blade was sharp and she hardly felt it. Still, she gasped and shuddered as her rich, red blood flowed forth from the wound. The sight of it nearly took her senses, and she swooned in Galador's arms for a moment. Duinar held her arm to Azori's open mouth, sealing it. Then they tipped his head back.
 
   The blood filled Azori's mouth quickly and he swallowed without thinking–it was either that or choke on it. He tried to pull back in Rogond's strong grip to no avail, swallowing again, blood spraying from his nose as it threatened to flood his airway. His eyes fluttered open and, when he realized what he was doing, an expression of horrified revulsion came over him.
 
   “Just relax, young warrior. This is your life-blood, and you must drink of it if you are to live. Your friends, and most especially your father, need you to live. Would you deny them?” Duinar's words were so reasonable and sincere that Azori calmed. “That's it. Drink deeply, Azori, and you might just live to see tomorrow.”
 
   The experience of blood-sharing was quite different for Azori than for Gwynnyth. Once he got over the notion of swallowing blood and realized that his life did indeed depend on it, Azori allowed the sweet, warm fluid to run freely down his throat. It soothed him as it went, filling first his belly and then his entire being with a sort of euphoria. The healing energies of the ancient Light-bearers could not easily be overcome even by the darkest poisons, and Gwynnyth was descended in part from ancient High-elven stock. Some of Azori's color returned, and the horrid, ugly marks on his torso faded a little. His breathing, now slow and deep, revealed an inner serenity. His heartbeat was stronger, and his thoughts were of peaceful things. Though he still had a battle to fight, he was, at least for the moment, no longer on the brink of death.
 
   Gwynnyth, on the other hand, had her first real taste of rotting, oppressive darkness. This very intimate contact changed her forever. She did not cry out, nor did she struggle, but a part of her heart was shocked into stony silence as the reality of evil touched it. Her blood brought healing and peace to Azori; his plight brought thoughts of death, pain, and helplessness upon Gwynnyth. What a terrible thing to be mortal! What a horrible life to end in such dreadful death! She could not bear it.
 
   She began to weep in earnest, holding her arm steady though she longed to pull it away, at last throwing her head back and wailing. Her arm had gone cold, and her face was pale, yet they could feel the heat of her desperation as she struggled to bear the unspeakable thoughts and visions welling inside her. She wailed again, arching her back, and Galador cried out in panic.
 
   “You said she would not be harmed! You said she would suffer no darkness! This has gone on long enough!”
 
   “Yes,” said Duinar, examining Azori, “I believe it has.” He disengaged Gwynnyth's arm from Azori's mouth. There was an ugly, greenish-yellow welt surrounded by dark purple, and Nelwyn gasped at the sight of it. Gwynnyth shuddered and brought forth a pitiful moan, but by the time Nelwyn had examined the arm again, the welt had vanished and the slash had all but closed. It would forever leave a scar that would mark the first real assault on Gwynnyth's innocence.
 
   Rogond, mindful of Galador's already less-than-stellar opinion of Azori, cleaned the blood from the young man's face. It most certainly would not do to have Azori looking like a night-hunting beast after a kill. He glanced over at Galador, his closest friend, and saw grief in the eyes of the father who rocked his daughter gently in his strong arms.
 
   Gaelen saw the same grief in Nelwyn's eyes, and she offered a comforting hand. “Better to willingly relinquish purity to save the life of a friend than to have it ripped from you in battle.” Her eyes met Nelwyn's and they nodded in remembrance of their first fell wound—the first of many for each of them. Gaelen quirked a slight smile. “Besides,” she said, her bright eyes sparkling in the dim light, “Azori now owes Gwynnyth a life-debt. She will have a staunch protector until her dying day…or his.”
 
   “She already has a staunch protector,” said Galador. “Are you saying that she needs this young man to keep her safe because I cannot?”
 
   Gaelen was momentarily chagrined, as she had forgotten how sensitive Galador was to the suggestion that he could not safeguard his family. He had already lost a wife and an unborn child, and she knew he blamed himself for that. “My apologies,” she said, “I meant no such suggestion. However, I'm sure you'll agree that we can all use protectors. Where one will serve, two will serve better. Gwynnyth has many devoted protectors at her service, you foremost among them.”
 
   “I would suggest you never try to meddle in affairs of state, Gaelen,” muttered Galador. “You are never so awkward as when you try to take your own foot out of your mouth.”
 
   “On the contrary,” said Nelwyn, patting Galador's shoulder. “I thought she was most convincing. After all, we do need protectors. One more surely won't hurt.” Her voice betrayed her weariness; concern for Gwynnyth had nearly overwhelmed her.
 
   “I'll wager he'll get himself into far more trouble than he'll ever get her out of,” growled Galador. “He's the one who needs a protector!”
 
   “Just make sure he doesn't need any protection from you,” said Gaelen, and she meant it.
 
   Rogond shook his head. Azori's wound carried no shame—he had been stricken in battle, even as Galador had been in times past. He had fought well for one so young, but Galador had apparently decided that he had not yet proven himself trustworthy. Rogond sighed. “My friend,” he said, “those thoughts you are thinking now—remember that you once thought the same of me.”
 
   “I don't believe I did,” growled Galador.
 
   “Oh, yes, you did!” said Rogond. “You once called me a…what was it? Oh, yes—hopeless, hapless, and brainless!”
 
   “Well, I did not yet know you,” Galador muttered, his ears reddening in the dark.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 16: Good News and Bad News
 
    
 
    
 
   As the Company ministered to their stricken comrades, two Ulcan commanders stood with their remaining forces inside the stronghold, looking down the dark southward passage, debating what should be done. They cringed back at the sight of the blistered, blinded corpses of their fellow Ulcas. Obviously it would not do to risk Duinar's wrath again. None would suggest pursuing him into such a tight space–the Light would surely find them!
 
   “Bring down the passage. Block them in and trap them.”
 
   “What if they find a way out? Orders are to kill them all.”
 
   “No way out. Koth said so. No food, no water, only death.”
 
   “That…that Light-bearer! He won't die. And there are Fire-eyes—they can live without food or drink for a long time.”
 
   “They can't live without air. What if they turn back and attack us again? The south door is sealed off. When they realize it, they'll try to come back here. Anyone feel like facing the Light again?”
 
   This was a most convincing argument, and the two commanders agreed that perhaps bringing the passage down was a good idea. They sent in their best diggers and excavators to assess the difficulty of the task. When they returned, they reported that collapsing the passage would be easy, especially if they could get the trolls to cooperate, but there were few guarantees as to how far-reaching the damage would be.
 
   “I doubt we'll bring the mountain down,” said one, “but we might squash everyone inside. We want to be far away from here when it goes!”
 
   “Well, squashing Fire-eyes wouldn't be bad news, would it?” growled the commanders, and then they laughed. “Take all the help you need. We'll get ready to retreat.” They turned to one another. “The masters will reward us. We can breathe easy.”
 
   As their dark engineers made ready to bring the passage down, the commanders started back toward the west, just in case.
 
    
 
    
 
   Roni and the children had started back up the passageway, and they had finally encountered the other fugitives who had not stayed behind to fight. When she informed them that the way was blocked, they wrung their gnarled, misshapen hands and cringed like Ulcas, their eyes squinting and darting back and forth into every darkened corner as though looking for an escape.
 
   (What's to be done now? We’re trapped here, and we'll die here. Our cause is lost…) Only Vakil and his sympathizers were happy at the news, though they smiled only to themselves.
 
   “We must send word to the defenders,” said Roni. “They need to know that we are blocked in and have turned about, and we need to know how the battle has gone. Swift-footed messengers must travel back so that thoughts may be sent between us.” She looked around her at her cringing, terrified comrades and ground her teeth.
 
   (Stop blubbering, all of you! It's time we all stood up and took charge of our own fate. Now, who will travel back to help set up a thought-web with our defenders? The swift among you…step forward. The rest will stay here to protect the young ones until we know otherwise.)
 
   Most of the Outcastes stopped cringing, and a few stepped forward. They set off back toward the north, intending to leave one of the group at intervals so they could effectively cast thoughts all the way back from the intersection with the eastern corridor. There was nothing to do now but await the first contact from the defenders; every soul in the passageway lived both in hope and in dread of the message it would bring.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   When the Ulcas sealed up the north end of the southward passage, the impact was felt all the way to the surface. It seemed that Farin, Ula, and the Ulcan engineers had been correct; the collapse had been unpredictable, and it brought down far more stone than expected. The Company most certainly felt it; the rumble grew louder until it was almost thunderous, and the stones shuddered and groaned ominously. Some of the small ones shook loose from their moorings, dropping from the roof and walls. Nelwyn threw her body protectively over Gwynnyth, who was still exhausted and uncaring, just as a blast of dust and lichen and dank air shot through the passage, enveloping everyone.
 
   Rogond and Ula hovered over Hallagond, shielding him with their cloaks, as Galador did the same for young Azori. A loud buzzing in Rogond's head had begun even before the rumble; he knew by now that the buzzing was the result of the Outcastes sending thoughts to one another. Apparently, they had felt the mountain shaking even before the Elves had. This buzzing had grown so loud now as to be almost painful. “So this is what it's like when they are panicked,” Rogond muttered, shaking his head and trying to ignore the clamor.
 
   It was worse for the Elves, who were naturally more sensitive to thoughts and emotions cast from afar. Both Galador and Nelwyn were grimacing in pain. Then a single, clear voice came forth, though it was unspoken and unheard:
 
   (Calm down, all of you! Calm down…you are hurting your friends!) It was Gaelen. She was crouching beside Farin, who was white-faced and on the verge of collapse. The buzzing subsided, at least for everyone except Gaelen. The Outcastes’ thoughts were now directed at her.
 
   (What happened? The mountain has fallen. All is lost! Our enemies are coming…)
 
   (It's worse than any of you know.)
 
   This last had come from Errno, who had just received a message from the south. (The exit is blocked. We are trapped here!)
 
   The buzzing rose to an unbearable level as the Outcastes reacted to this unpleasant news. Gaelen closed her eyes and drew a deep breath. “Stop this riot at once!” she cried in as authoritative a voice as she could muster. It was effective. The Outcastes were unused to hearing commands spoken in loud voices, and they were shocked into attention. “I told you already—you are hurting your friends. If you have something to say, say it aloud. There's no need for silence here.”
 
   Rook, Ethan, and Errno stopped cringing, drew themselves up tall, and squared their shoulders. They were clan chieftains, and they would now act like it. Their people were weary, wounded, frightened, and in pain. The buzzing continued, though it was much quieter. The Outcastes just couldn't help themselves.
 
   “So it looks as though we’re sealed in after all,” said Gaelen. “I hope our enemies were thoughtful enough to seal themselves out!”
 
   “You needn't be smug about it,” muttered Galador.
 
   “I'm not being smug,” replied Gaelen. “It was most convenient of them to bring all the risk upon themselves. Had we tried it, some of us might have gotten hurt. It was exactly as Farin said.” She looked down at the Dwarf, but he could not appreciate her words. He had swooned—when the tunnel collapsed he had jerked his broken arm violently in an effort to catch his balance, and the pain had felled him.
 
   “We must immobilize this, or the next one might kill him,” said Duinar, examining the arm with dismay. “I’ve seen it happen before. Marrow from the bones gets into the blood…and stops it!”
 
   “Can you bind it to his body with this?”
 
   Duinar turned to behold Errno, who had crept up quietly. He was holding out an offering of a long strip of cloth which appeared to have once been his shirt. His naked, mottled torso confirmed it. He shivered a little, but whether it was from cold or from fear, no one could tell. He would not look anyone in the eye.
 
   Duinar's heart was overflowing with empathy for Errno. He had done his best, and had fought bravely, but his people had betrayed their allies. How could he ever face the new friends that had been put in harm's way? How could they ever trust him again?
 
   Duinar took the cloth from Errno's hand with thanks. “That's a good idea,” he said. “Perhaps some of the rest of us might have cloth we could spare…I know I do. Here, Errno, why don't you start tearing this into bandages?” He handed over his fine outer robe. “Use what's left to wrap yourself in. You'll catch a chill!” His smile gave courage to all who beheld it. Things weren't so bad, really.
 
   Gaelen had approached, and she took the robe from Errno, handing it to Ula. “We won't be wanting any extra clothing where we’re going,” she said, turning then to Errno. “Will we?”
 
   “What are you talking about?” said Ula.
 
   Errno had stopped trembling, and he smiled back at Gaelen. “You’ve guessed my plan, have you?”
 
   “Actually, you sent your thoughts to me earlier, and I don't see any other way out of here unless you know of one,” she said. “I know how we got in…we can use it to get out, luck be willing, can't we? I know we crossed into this passageway at the last…yes?” She was far from certain.
 
   “We did, Gaelen, but we were much farther to the north. We'll have to go back the way we came and hope that the crawl-way still exists. We'll only go the way we came in for a while; there is a very steep and treacherous intersecting tunnel that will lead us in a near-direct line to a spot just above the west gate.”
 
   “Where?” asked Gaelen, who did not recall any such tunnel.
 
   “Remember the waterfall we passed on our way in?”
 
   “The one that seemed to shoot from a hole in the side of a cavern?”
 
   “Yes, that's the one. It's the tunnel entrance. We call it the “water-pipe.” It only runs like that during heavy rain. I don't think it's been raining all that much lately…”
 
   “Ye gods!” cried Ula. “How would you know if it's raining? We’ve been down here forever!”
 
   Gaelen recalled the last time she had viewed the outside world. It had been storming and raining very hard indeed. She swallowed in a dry throat.
 
   “If the tunnel is open, and we hurry, it will only take us about eight or nine hours to reach the west-gate,” said Errno. “How are your climbing skills?”
 
   “Fine in the trees, not so fine on slick rock,” said Gaelen. “I shall envy you the scales on your hands!”
 
   “Wait a minute,” said Rogond. “You can't be serious about this, can you? What if it starts raining hard while you’re actually in the tunnel? Won't you both drown?”
 
   “Can't say,” said Errno. “I’ve never attempted this in rainy weather…I’ve only done it once, in fact, and I was much younger then.”
 
   “Younger and more foolish,” muttered Galador. “What's Gaelen's excuse?”
 
   “The risk to Gaelen is too great,” declared Rogond. “What about one of the other chieftains?”
 
   “They are too large,” said Errno. Both Ethan and Rook were taller and broader.
 
   “Cannot Errno go alone? He is best suited to the task,” said Galador
 
   “And would you have the fate of all rest on the shoulders of only one?” said Gaelen. “Errno and I have traveled such slippery paths before, and we did just fine.”
 
   “And so you take great risk, and two of us get out,” muttered Ula. “Meanwhile, the rest are stuck here trying to keep the wounded alive, which we won't be able to do for much longer.”
 
   “Do you have a better idea?” asked Rogond. He turned to Gaelen. “What will you do once you’re outside?” he asked. “Ula has a point.”
 
   “There is help coming from Mountain-home,” said Gaelen, her eyes glittering in the glow of a thousand displaced lichens. “I don't know how I know it, but I do.”
 
   “So do I,” said Duinar. “Shandor is coming…in fact, unless I am mistaken, he is here already. That's something Wrothgar's Ulcas won't expect!”
 
   “Once Errno and I are outside, we can rally the Elves of Mountain-home to unblock the southward passage,” said Gaelen. “They will be many and strong. If Shandor is here already, then the Ulcas and trolls will have been routed. After all, they only thought to drive out and exterminate a few hundred Outcastes. They didn't anticipate contending with the one being who managed to defeat Lord Wrothgar in single combat! That's another reason to go with Errno—it will be better for me to explain things to the Elves. They might even shoot Errno by mistake if I'm not there to vouch for him.”
 
   “Master, are you Asari not aware of one another?” asked Nelwyn. “It would seem to be so…if you knew of Lord Shandor's presence, will he not be aware of yours?”
 
   “He may know I am here, but he will not know exactly where I am or how to find me,” said Duinar. “I would imagine he has been distracted by what's left of Wrothgar's forces. He is not familiar with the Outcaste stronghold, and he will not think to seek the blocked southern entrance. He probably knows that I am somewhere beneath the mountain, but no more. I have heard him trying to call to me, but I haven't the power to answer him at the moment. I'm sorry.”
 
   Errno shuddered. “Lord Shandor still terrifies me.”
 
   “I don't blame you,” said Duinar, “especially after his treatment of you in the Council-chamber of Mountain-home. But Lord Shandor is a powerful friend, and he is your friend. He may not be winsome, but he is very loyal. In fact, I pity the enemies of Shandor's friends.”
 
    
 
    
 
   Gaelen had shed her cloak, and now she stripped down to her jerkin. She was not looking forward to back-tracking the treacherous path to the outside, especially with the news that she would have to crawl up the water-pipe. “I'll deal with Lord Shandor, Errno, don't you worry,” she said. “You just get me there, alright?”
 
   “The rest of us should make our way to the south, I suppose,” said Duinar. “Then when Shandor unblocks it, we'll be there. The Elves of Mountain-home will be of great help in healing our friends, I'm sure.”
 
   “Send word to the other Outcastes, and advise them to wait where they are,” said Errno. “Once you catch up with them, they can help you bear the wounded.”
 
   “What if you can't get in to your perilous escape route?” asked Ula, who was still unconvinced. “How will we know if you have failed?”
 
   “If we can't get in, we'll rejoin you,” said Gaelen in a tone that revealed her opinion of such an obviously dim-witted question. Ula's nose flushed pink in the dim light.
 
   Rogond and Gaelen embraced, Gaelen reveling in the warmth and scent of her beloved. It would be awhile ere she was warm again. Rogond ran his calloused hands over the smooth skin of her shoulders, knowing he could not embrace her long. “Another task which must be undertaken by the small and lithe,” he sighed. “I regret that I am so much larger than Errno.”
 
   Gaelen smirked into the folds of his shirt. “Well, I don't!”
 
   “The next time, let me take the risk for you,” he whispered.
 
   “Have you not learned that loving me is risk enough?” she replied. “Thank you for taking it.” She pulled back, and the momentary softness in her eyes was replaced by the familiar flinty determination. “See you tomorrow.”
 
   “We'll look for you on the other side,” said Nelwyn, who had approached from behind. “You know I would rather face this task with you, but I…I cannot leave Gwynnyth now. Keep safe, and be successful.”
 
   Gaelen nodded in acknowledgment, smiling at her cousin. “And so must you,” she said, tying her eerie headband around her forehead and tucking her shaggy hair back from in front of it. “Come on, Errno. Now, where has he gone?”
 
   “I'm here,” puffed Errno, running up from the dark. “I was just leaving instructions with Rook and Ethan in case…”
 
   “Stop!” said Gaelen. “No such thoughts are permitted from now on. We won't fail, because we can't.”
 
   As she turned her back on her friends and disappeared into the darkness, Rogond could tell from the tension in her shoulders that she was far from convinced. “I'm going with her,” he said. “Someone should make sure that no enemies were trapped inside with us, and that she and Errno get safely on their way. Everyone else should start southward; I'll rejoin you once I know they’ve gotten at least that far.”
 
   “Fair enough,” said Galador. “In that case, I'll come along, too. No one should be alone down here.”
 
    
 
    
 
   Roni received the message that she was to wait for the rest of the People to join with her, and she explained this to the children whose parents had not yet come for them. As the defenders drew closer, frantic thoughts were cast out in search of loved ones, but not all were answered. As the People became aware of the deaths of Vathos, Kron, and so many others, the reality of their situation truly overwhelmed some of them. They grieved in dark corners as their comrades kept the watch back to the north, hoping for better news.
 
   The first group to reach them was the wounded remnant of the western defense force, Katorr among them. He grimaced as he tried to walk unassisted on a badly injured right leg. When he drew nigh to Roni, he looked down at her and shook his head. “Never again will I slight you for your lameness,” he groaned, his jaws clenched in pain. “How you can live with it every day is beyond me. I thought I would die just trying to get here on my own feet.”
 
   “Never mind that,” cried Roni, alarmed. “Sit down at once, and let me have a look at that!”
 
   “A look at what?” said Katorr, his mouth twisting into a half-smile. “There's nothing wrong with me. Go and see to someone who really needs it.”
 
   “Sit down right now, stubborn fool,” said Roni, her face pale from weariness. “We can't have our better swordsmen unattended to. Those of us with intelligence might need defending, after all.”
 
   Katorr scowled and then chuckled despite his pain, offering his right leg for Roni to examine.
 
   After a few moments, she asked the question she had been dreading. Whatever hope she held had been quashed by the cries of the grief-stricken. (What news of the battle?)
 
   (If no one reckons a way to get us out, things look pretty grim. Many of the defenders will die without healing, and the rest of us…well, we might live for a while on the flesh of the dead, but after that, we'll either starve or suffocate. I'm sure you’ve noticed that the air is getting stale around here. We'll have to keep moving back north, away from our own bad air. Eventually, unless someone unseals the entrance, we'll all die.”
 
   “We need able-bodied souls with strong backs,” muttered Roni. “At least we can try to free ourselves. But the barrier is thick, and the stones are massive.” She looked up to behold a fair number of the People standing around her, their haunted eyes desperate in their grim faces. One older female lifted her head, turning it back toward the north. “They’re coming,” she said. “Soon all the survivors will be reunited.”
 
   “Then we will decide what must be done,” said another. Roni cared neither for her tone nor what it might suggest.
 
    
 
    
 
   Gaelen caught herself, just managing to keep from falling, for about the twelfth time in as many minutes. She was breathless, and her chilled limbs and fingers were losing some of their strength. There was no denying it: Errno was far more adept in this environment than she was. “How is it…that you are the only…one who knows these paths?” she panted, finally catching up with him.
 
   “I don't know. I guess I always liked to explore…to go where others hadn't been. I don't know why, though.”
 
   Gaelen smiled in the weird, bluish light of the lichens. They were plentiful here—they always grew thick where there was moisture. “You remind me of a friend of mine,” she said, thinking of Fima. She could almost hear him grumbling about the cold, the wet, and the lack of food. Then he would discover some marvel, and all else would be forgotten.
 
   They had been on the path for several hours already, but Gaelen knew that the last few would be the most taxing. “When we get someplace dry, let's try to rest,” she said. “We'll need our strength.”
 
   Errno shook his head. “If you are waiting for a dry place, you'll be disappointed to learn that there are none,” he said. “At least not where we’re going.”
 
   “Ah. Well, then, I suppose we'll have to settle for a place that's merely damp and not soaking wet,” she said, shivering a little. “At least if we keep moving we might stay warmer.”
 
   “I'm looking forward to my next good meal,” said Errno. Gaelen could hear his stomach rumbling.
 
   “Now you remind me even more of my friend,” she said. “When we get back to Mountain-home, you'll have to get better acquainted.”
 
   Errno stood up as tall as he could in such cramped quarters. “Would you mind not mentioning Mountain-home?” he said. “When Lady Ordath finds out what's happened, she is just as likely to throw all of the People into prison, or worse. And I wouldn't blame her.” His voice had gotten so quiet at the last that Gaelen could barely hear.
 
   “What kind of ridiculous notion is that?” she said. “Errno, none of this was brought about by you or your people as a whole, but by a few traitorous wretches who have chosen to remain in Darkness. Lady Ordath will not blame you.”
 
   “That may be,” said Errno as he turned and continued on up the narrow way. “But will she ever trust me? Can you really trust in the People? Would you drop your guard, as you would among friends?
 
   Gaelen was silent, struggling to find a suitable reply.
 
   “I thought not,” muttered Errno, and Gaelen did not contradict him. Having seen the alarming treachery of the likes of Vakil, she would not drop her guard where the Outcastes were concerned.
 
   “Let that not take away from the trust and friendship I have found in you,” she said. “I would trust you before even a few Elves of my acquaintance. That will have to be enough for now.”
 
   Errno paused and smiled back over his shoulder at her. She could just make out the glistening of tears that had welled in his already watery eyes. “Well, if that's all I have for now, I suppose I can live with that,” he said. Then he said nothing more for a long while.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 17: Tests and Trials
 
    
 
    
 
   Although the defenders had united with the rest of the People, their outlook was far from optimistic. The situation had certainly not improved in the past several hours, and by now they had realized that starvation would be the least of their worries. The bad air was by far the greater concern, and they all wondered whether there would be enough to sustain them until they were rescued…if they were rescued.
 
   There was much buzzing of voices and of thoughts as the Outcastes clamored and argued as to what should be done. They were all on the verge of panic, and no one would blame them. Duinar despaired as he beheld the savage expressions on some of their faces. It would be increasingly hard to prevent them from behaving like trapped animals. That, in effect, is what they were. What they all were.
 
   Hallagond and Azori were holding their own, though Hallagond would not stand too much more jarring about. Any movement increased the likelihood of bleeding, which he absolutely could not afford. When the air turned bad, he would be the first to fall victim.
 
   Azori had actually improved thanks to Gwynnyth's healing influence. He had gained strength enough to speak a few words, but little else. He slept much of the time, watched over by Nelwyn and Ula. Azori's youth had worked in his favor, just as Hallagond's age had taxed him. There was now little doubt that it was the father who would fall, and not the son.
 
   Gwynnyth had regained her senses, and she could walk unaided, but she seemed to be in a kind of sorrowful daze. She followed Galador and Duinar, and they sometimes had to linger to allow her to catch up. If she had lost sight of them, she simply would have stopped.
 
   “How long will she be like that?” asked Galador.
 
   “Not for much longer,” Duinar replied. “She is weakened from loss of blood, and her body is still trying to adjust to her new…her new condition. It will take longer to heal than it used to until she adapts.”
 
   Galador clenched his teeth in frustration, for he knew that the “condition” to which Gwynnyth needed to adapt was the loss of her purity–the invasion of her spirit by dark influences. She would never be quite the same again.
 
   “Courage, my friend,” said Duinar. “It had to happen sooner or later.”
 
   “Why did it?” Galador muttered. “I could have kept her safe in the Greatwood.”
 
   “For a while, perhaps,” said Duinar. “But eventually, she would have followed in your footsteps. I haven't met an Elf past fifty who was still pure since the First Reckoning. These are challenging times.”
 
   “I know,” said Galador. “I just wasn't quite ready for any of this…not yet.”
 
   “I'll wager that everyone here will say the same of this little adventure. None of us expected to be thrust into the middle of Wrothgar's latest Outcaste extermination attempt. Fate is a funny thing—without the Company, he might have succeeded. Would you have traded all their lives to delay Gwynnyth's loss of purity?”
 
   It took longer for Galador to answer this question than Duinar had expected. “I would not,” he said at last. “Nor would I have traded Azori's life. But you must allow me to grieve for my daughter's loss, nevertheless.”
 
   “Fair enough,” said Duinar. “Just don't grieve too long–grief has already ruled your heart for too long, I suspect.” This insight both offended Galador and touched his heart. Duinar was right, as always.
 
   The grey-bearded Asarla turned away, wandering slowly down the stony path, stopping every now and then to lay a hand flat against the wall. Galador thought that he could see a faint glow beneath Duinar's fingers, but only for a moment. Perhaps it had been an illusion—a trick of the light.
 
   “Master, are you ill?”
 
   Galador wondered if Duinar was having some trouble balancing, as he would walk a few very slow steps, stop, and then reach out with a hand to the wall as though steadying himself.
 
   Duinar seemed surprised by the question. “No, Galador…why would you think such things? I am an Asarla, and therefore immune to sickness even as you are.”
 
   “It's just that…that you appear to be leaning against the wall for support. I meant no offense.”
 
   Duinar smiled at him. “I am not leaning against the walls, I am listening to them.”
 
   “And how does one ‘listen’ to stone walls?”
 
   “When you have spent as much time as I have beneath mountains, you learn to hear them. They speak…they speak as surely as the trees, the wind, and the water. I am very, very old, you know. Mountains are most difficult to hear, but I have learned much of them. It is…a fascination of mine.” He smiled again, his teeth white and perfect like those of a young man.
 
   Galador blinked, and the illusion of age returned—now Duinar’s teeth were just a little crooked, worn, and yellowed. Galador knew that Duinar's appearance was only a facade—that he was ageless, as were all the Asari.
 
   “Are the walls speaking now? If so, what are they saying?”
 
   “This one does not yet have an answer for us,” said Duinar. He shook his head. “Alas.”
 
    
 
    
 
   The clans had called a council to decide their next course. Two of the chieftains had been felled in battle, and Errno was away with Gaelen, but every clan had a line of appointed successors who would act in their leader’s absence. This was not a private council, as all the voices of the People would need to be heard. Only the children would be kept separate; a few of the elder females would care for them.
 
   The Council met in a chamber adjoining the passageway. The representatives of the five clans stood in a row upon a rocky ledge, so that they could see and hear every face and voice. Though not all the adult Outcastes could fit in the cavern, they trusted those present to represent their opinions. All matters pertinent to the Council would need to be spoken so that all could hear. Rogond, Galador, Duinar, and Nelwyn sat off to one side at the back of the assembly.
 
   Ethan and Rook represented the Greens and the Whites. Errno's cousin Errlan, who had led the Golds in Errno's absence for the past six months, spoke for them now. The Blacks were now led by a pale-skinned Outcaste named Koreth, and he was joined by a broad-shouldered fellow named Vahan, who had been appointed chieftain of the Reds. Both Koreth and Vahan were somewhat uncomfortable, as they had only just learned of the necessity of taking leadership. It would be expected of them from then on. At least Errlan held hope that Errno would return.
 
   “We face a real crisis,” Ethan began. “The air will last only for a few hours at the rate we’re going, and we cannot expect rescue, even in the best of conditions, for several more hours after that. Any suggestions?”
 
   “We can try to remove the barrier ourselves,” said Rook. “One of our most worthy females, Roni, has suggested it.” It was uncommon for a clan chieftain to credit any female with a good suggestion, and not a few of the People were surprised. Rook sat, his face impassive, awaiting their response.
 
   “Have you seen the size of those boulders? We’re tired, we hurt, we’re hungry…a few have died even since getting here, and they won't be the last if you work us to death. This is a bad idea!” The voice came from an elder male of the Red Clan, and many other voices joined him. A few, however, spoke in favor.
 
   “We only need open a little airway. We don't need to move the whole blessed thing,” said one.
 
   “Judging by the stones I seen, I’d call that wall twenty feet thick,” said another. “Besides—shift the wrong stone and the whole place comes down on our heads.”
 
   “Hard work uses up more of the air,” said a third. “We'll be falling into our graves as fast as they’re dug.”
 
   This was an argument no one could dispute.
 
   “Well, who's got a better plan?” asked Rook.
 
   A hand was raised near the back of the group, from a White clansman named Thom. “Since no one has mentioned the nasty reality, I will. How many wounded are there?”
 
   All the chieftains looked at one another. They could see where this was headed, and quite a number of their fellows could, too. There was much muttering and whispering, and a few faces were distressingly bright, as though they had suddenly found the answer to their difficulties.
 
   “I counted at least fifty,” a voice chimed in. “And three of the strangers are wounded, too.”
 
   “That's not many,” said Ethan.
 
   Thom was not yet finished. “How many of the People are past their prime years? How many are beyond childbearing?”
 
   “That's a much larger number,” said Rook, his eyes narrowing. “What do you propose?”
 
   All eyes were on Thom. “If we…if we sacrifice the wounded and those who can no longer increase our numbers, the air will last longer. Is it not obvious that this is the first course we should take? Everyone knows…the People must be preserved at any cost.”
 
   “Not at the cost of everything which sets us apart from savages,” said Rook. “You would actually suggest that we line up our wounded and our venerable elder-folk and slaughter them?”
 
   “Better that than lose all of us.”
 
   The resulting clamor was both loud and chaotic, as arguments both for and against the killings lent their passion to the fray. Galador, Nelwyn, and Rogond were appalled. “One of us had better speak up,” muttered Rogond, “before they come for Hallagond, Azori, and Farin! I can't believe they’re even suggesting this.”
 
   “Do not interfere…not yet,” said Duinar, who was still quite calm. “I can protect the Company. Just watch them and see what they do.”
 
   “Surely we must lend our voices to the debate,” said Nelwyn, obviously anxious.
 
   “It's their debate,” said Duinar. “We must allow them to find their way. As I said…watch them, and see what they do.”
 
   “If they don't stop shouting and arguing, they will use up all the air,” said Galador. “Can we open that blocked passage, do you think?”
 
   “I doubt it,” said Rogond. “Not without help. I'm afraid they’re right about that one.”
 
   The debate raged on in the small cavern, as the suggestions flew back and forth:
 
   “The wounded and the old are a burden. We should do what Thom says.”
 
   “The air should be given to the young and the strong!”
 
   “If we are to be like men, then we must not! Men do not kill the weak to survive.”
 
   “Yes, they do! I have seen it!”
 
   “You’re a liar!” This declaration was followed by several Outcastes having to restrain their clansmen to keep them from coming to blows.
 
   “Be quiet, all of you!” came a voice from the back of the crowd, and all fell silent—the Outcastes were not accustomed to female voices interrupting a council. Before they could object, Roni limped up to the front, pushing her way through as she went. Her grayish face was flushed dark, and she was already breathing hard, as were many others. Their passion was taking the air more quickly. With a little aid from Rook, she gained the ledge.
 
   “I know that you consider me to be a lesser voice,” she said. “But all voices who desire it must be heard. What you are proposing will lead us straight down into Darkness. We emerged from the sort of folk who would take weak and helpless lives to save their own. Danté taught us differently. The People have been becoming more and more human all the time…will you now, by this simple act, condemn us to fall backward into the pit? You say this course is sensible? Well, evil can be very sensible! It would be better to die in the Light we are trying so hard to gain, and I will not do otherwise, no matter the will of the majority!”
 
   This, of course, was met with snarls and threatening glares from many, and Roni's courage wavered. Rook sensed it, and he gently helped her down. Nelwyn was already at her side, escorting her to stand with the Company.
 
   “If they decide on this course, you know you'll be the first ones they go after,” whispered Roni. “They know you'll never agree to help them if they start killing each other, and then they might as well kill you, too.”
 
   “Now should we do anything?” said Galador, who knew that Roni was right.
 
   “No. Keep quiet, and watch this unfold,” said Duinar. “You will not convince them, anyway. After all, this is why we came here, isn't it? We wanted to see what they’re made of…I believe we’re about to find out.”
 
   Rook began the debate. “No Outcaste shall kill another Outcaste! That is the law!”
 
   “Only without cause—what better cause than staying alive?”
 
   “And I suppose you'll be the one deciding who lives and who dies?”
 
   “Well, it might as well be me as anyone else!”
 
   “Hear me!” said Koreth. “Once, when we were exploring the mountain surrounding our last stronghold, I came upon a sight I will not soon forget. A recent upheaval had unearthed a most pitiful scene–dwarves and men working together, miners all, had apparently been trapped by a cave-in. Do any of you recall it?”
 
   A few timid hands were seen, and Koreth continued. “The miners had died due to lack of air. We could see that they had been working together to free themselves, and they had almost broken through, yet they died together. No one sacrificed any other to save his own life…we would have seen the evidence. They had resolved that all would live, or all would die. That is what civilized races do. Ulcas kill each other.”
 
   “Don't you see?” said Rook, looking directly at Thom, who was his clansman. “If we take this course, we’re no better than Ulcas. We either live in the Light, or die in Darkness. The choice must be made by each soul alone, and none can force it on another. We need more than a simple majority if we are to start killing one another. The only way we can rightly travel your dark path, Thom, is if all agree.”
 
   “Cannot the same be said for the path of Light?” argued Thom, who was becoming defensive. “I do not view this as a pleasant task, only a necessary one. I’m not an Ulca...I honestly believe that if we don't resort to drastic measures, all of the People will die. Have we evaded Wrothgar for so long only to fail now? Do you not understand that I have no desire to kill my own kind, but if the alternative is death for all…” His voice trailed off, as though even he could not believe the words he was speaking.
 
   “What is necessary,” said Koreth, “is for us to live and die as People, and not as Ulcas. If we cannot, then we are not worth saving.”
 
   Duinar leaned back against the wall, smiling. This was exactly the sort of thing he wanted to hear. “Now we see a little of what they’re made of,” he said. “I'm not disappointed as yet.”
 
   “We see what some of them are made of,” muttered Rogond. “I find the fact that they would even entertain such notions to be disappointing.”
 
   “You are forgetting where they came from,” said Duinar. “They’ve come a very long way if you ask me. Besides that, I know of Men, and even Elves, who would entertain the notion. They just would neither admit it nor speak it aloud.”
 
   “Nor would they act on it!” whispered Galador, shocked that his race was being included in such a dreadfully uncivilized group.
 
   “The Outcastes have not yet acted, either,” said Duinar in a voice that was maddeningly confident.
 
   “Listen–they’re calling for a vote,” said Nelwyn.
 
   Rook called out: “All in favor of Thom's suggestion to eliminate all wounded and elderly so that the fit and strong might live, speak now. Remember that for this to pass, all must agree!” The Outcastes muttered and whispered among themselves, shifting uncomfortably for a moment or two. A very small number of voices were heard in favor, and Duinar kept right on smiling.
 
   Roni let out a pent-up breath. She really hadn't known how she would respond if the People united under Thom's banner. Now she turned to Nelwyn, a crooked smile on her misshapen face. “Just don't ask us to stop eating our own dead in an emergency,” she said, to Nelwyn's utter disgust and Duinar's amusement. He winked at Nelwyn, who then perceived the joke.
 
   “So, what course shall be taken?” asked Ethan when all was quiet again.
 
   “We wait,” said Rook. “We do the best we can, and hope for rescue. If the gods intend that we should survive, we will.”
 
   “We have one more item of business for the council,” declared Vahan. “That is to decide the fate of the accused traitor, Vakil. His guilt has been proven beyond a doubt, in my opinion.”
 
   “Yes, yes! Bring the turncoat in! Bring him to judgment!”
 
   “Has his guilt been proven?”
 
   “Where are the witnesses?”
 
   “Who cares! He is a traitor, and we’ve wasted enough time with him, not to mention air.”
 
   Vakil was brought in, still defiant, to face the council. Because Vahan was his kinsman, he conducted the proceedings. The Outcastes had apparently learned the basics of how to conduct a trial from Danté, but there were few witnesses–only Rook had any direct evidence to give. Errno and Gaelen would have been most helpful had they been there. Errno had managed to impart what Vakil told him, however, before the war had started. All the chieftains had heard it, as had the Company, and it was most condemning evidence.
 
   “It’s only Errno’s word against mine,” shouted Vakil. “That’s not evidence—Errno has always despised me for my views. And he spoke against our laws!
 
   “Perhaps he did,” said Vahan. “His word is still worlds more credible than yours.”
 
   “There's one who doesn't need to be using up precious air any longer,” said a voice from the crowd. The cry went up for Vakil's immediate execution, and the council voted unanimously in favor. The turncoat had run out of delays.
 
   “Will you repent, and reveal the names of your followers?” demanded Vahan.
 
   “If I do that, will you release me?”
 
   “No. I cannot, for the People have judged you, and you are condemned. We will consider sparing the lives of your children, however.”
 
   Vakil laughed, a crazed, gibbering giggle born of desperation. “Lord Wrothgar will not rest until you’re all dead. Now it seems your day has come—you might kill me, but you are dead already. Your soft hearts have condemned you. You’re not worthy to return to His service, you weaklings! See what your precious independence has gotten you? You are destined to die like fish flopping in an empty pail, choking and gasping! The Lord Wrothgar is your father, and you have forsaken Him! Now you'll pay…”
 
   He gave a cry, the whites of his eyes glowing in the dim light. With a quick thrust of Vahan’s right arm, the deed was done. Vakil collapsed abruptly, Vahan's dagger buried in the base of his skull. His eyes bulged, and his mouth worked for a moment, but he could neither move nor breathe. Rook nodded to Vahan. “Thus cometh judgment,” he said solemnly, echoing words that Danté had taught him.
 
    
 
    
 
   Gaelen and Errno had made their way to the water-pipe and were dismayed to see that a fair amount of water was flowing from it. “Can we climb it, do you think?” asked Gaelen, who didn't know how steep it was.
 
   “The current will make that very difficult,” Errno replied. “Still, we must try. If it rains outside while we’re in the pipe, we'll most likely be washed back out. We might even drown.”
 
   Gaelen took the slender rope from around her waist and cut part of it into smallish lengths. She wrapped these around the palms of her hands and around the soles of her boots to give her more purchase on the slippery rocks. Her teeth chattered as she worked, her hands ominously numb and clumsy from the cold. “Well, let's go,” she said, and began climbing the steep-sloping wall to the outlet.
 
   Errno shinnied up it on the opposite side, and Gaelen was impressed by his agility yet again. “Since I have been here before, I'll go in first,” he said.
 
   Getting into the pipe was difficult enough, and Errno heaved and grunted and struggled as the water pelted down on his bald head. At last he gained entrance, wriggling inside until he disappeared. Gaelen drew a deep breath, her arms already trembling from hanging on. She learned from Errno's mistakes, climbing just a little higher so she could swing across the opening and enter it from the side. Still, there was no way to enter the pipe without contending with the cold stream of water, and she was soaked and pummeled as she entered head first. The entire pipe wasn't blocked, but the flow of water was erratic, changing course seemingly at random. Therefore, the unhappy adventurers often received a face full of water, and they were soon choking and sputtering, trying to breathe.
 
   Gaelen was terrified. The pipe was as slippery as anything she had ever negotiated, and her grip was uncertain at best. The water would ebb and surge as if trying to tear her loose. She slid backward more than once, only managing to catch herself in time.
 
   Errno fared a little better, as the ridges on his hands and feet were adapted for the purpose, but even he lost his purchase on occasion, and the strain of anchoring his weight was beginning to tell. Many of the little growths were being torn loose, and his hands and feet were starting to bleed. If he didn't gain the top soon, he would topple backward on top of a very dismayed Wood-elf.
 
   Gaelen's large eyes were squeezed shut, as it was utterly dark in the pipe. She inched upward, every gain an agony for her frozen fingers and trembling arms. This was one of the most terrifying places she had ever been, and she bit her lip lest she literally start crying. Just when she thought she could go no farther, a clammy, scaly hand grasped her wrist–she squealed in surprise and nearly lost her grip. When she realized that the scaly hand belonged to Errno, and that he had gained the top, she nearly wept with relief.
 
   They crawled to a rocky floor that was blessedly flat, curled up like a pair of twins in the womb, and slept. Gaelen was now too exhausted to be repulsed by the feel of Errno's cold, slimy-wet flesh. As she drifted off, she worried for a moment that she would sleep too long. Then she knew the pain in her limbs would awaken her, and she need not fear.
 
    
 
    
 
   The Ulcas who had been blocked from the eastern passage had no idea of how lucky they were. The smoke from Farin's fire had delayed them, but at last it subsided, allowing them to enter. They crept along, bickering and quarreling, until they discovered that the way had been blocked by the collapse of the tunnel and cavern roof. The dead troll-feet protruding from the stone-pile told the story. While the Ulcas were relieved that they would not need to engage the enemy, it would not do to simply languish while their fellows launched their attack from the west-gate. They decided to retreat back into the open and circle around to the south and west. With luck, the overlords would not come down too hard on their heads.
 
   They smiled as they thought of the blocked escape route to the south, remarking that no Outcastes would be emerging from there any time soon, hence their path would be free of enemies. It would take quite some time to reach the west-gate, and by then the battle would probably be over.
 
   When the remainder of the western attack force returned with the news that the Outcastes had been trapped in the southward passage, it was good news for the Ulcan battle-lords. Now they would only need to station forces at both ends of the passage, in the unlikely event that the Outcastes managed to actually free themselves. Then they would wait until they were certain their trapped victims had run out of air. Vakil had told them there was no other way out—he had even drawn a reasonable map of the stronghold. But just as the commanders were about to celebrate their victory, they were distracted by frantic horn-blasts from those set to the watch.
 
   Enemies…enemies are coming!
 
   The commanders blinked and squinted as they emerged from the mountain into the light. The horn calls were now silent, which did not bode well for the sentinels, and the ground trembled with the sound of horses—many horses! The Elves of Mountain-home appeared moments later, and they were battle-ready. At least two hundred riders, led by Shandor the Mighty, struck panic into every Ulcan heart.
 
   “Get back inside!” bellowed a tall Ulcan commander with one eye and only six fingers. “Retreat into the cavern! We must fall back!”
 
   “We'll be trapped here,” yelled another, his mottled face a very unhealthy yellowish-white. “We must escape to the hills!”
 
   “Do that if you want,” replied the first with a snarl. “We’re retreating into the caverns! Fire-eyes won't like the dark, will they? You can meet them in broad daylight if you want.” He led his gang of would-be exterminators back down the west passage unaware that there would be no real escape—the east gate had been blocked.
 
   The Elves’ forces made short work of any Ulcas who attempted to escape in the open. They fell with many arrows in them, expressions of surprised agony on their twisted faces. Shandor deftly halted his tall grey, dismounting as his lieutenant approached. “They have gone down into the caverns, my lord. Shall we pursue?”
 
   Shandor did not hesitate. “If we are to find the Company, I'm afraid we must. I know they are somewhere beneath these mountains, and I fear that things haven't gone well, although I sense Gaelen and Duinar are alive, at least.”
 
   As he prepared to send the Elves down into the dark caverns, a shout was heard from above the gate.
 
   “Ulca!” cried one of the archers, fitting his bow in a blur of motion. There was indeed a threatening figure crouched upon the rocks above their heads. But as several of the Elven archers loosed their bows, a slender arm appeared from a crevice in the rock, grabbed the “Ulca,” and pulled him down. Two of the arrows missed entirely, but the third, unfortunately, grazed the arm which, it was by then apparent, was Gaelen’s. There followed a loud and lusty stream of words best suited to a backwater tavern.
 
   The one who had shouted was no Ulca. He was, in fact, Errno, and he now appeared to be impersonating a rock, cringing down upon his belly with his arms covering his head. Gaelen moved into full view, her face flushed with cold and effort. “Stop shooting at us! We have vital news, and there's no time to waste chasing Wrothgar's Ulcas back into the dark!”
 
   “Put away your weapons,” Shandor commanded, and the Elves did so. “Come down, Gaelen, and bring Errno with you. Make certain he knows he will not be harmed.”
 
    
 
    
 
   When one is trapped in a dark place with little hope of escape, time seems to go very slowly. This is particularly true when every breath taken is tentative…a test of whether the air will still sustain life. There was almost no movement among the Outcastes or the Company. All were hunkered down in what was almost certainly a vain effort to conserve and survive.
 
   The only person still moving about, in fact, was Duinar. He was strolling slowly up and down the corridor again, stopping every so often to place his hands upon the rock of the wall, closing his eyes. Rogond thought that perhaps the thin air was affecting him, that he needed to rest. But Duinar was not resting—he was “listening” again.
 
   “Master, should you not stay still?” Does he even need air at all, I wonder?
 
   Duinar smiled at Rogond. “Better that you not speak, my friend. Be at peace. Don't concern yourself with my activities. Now it would be best if you didn't disturb me further. Gaelen and Errno are alive, and they are on task. Lift up your spirits and hold on to your hopes.”
 
   Rogond turned away, a slight smile peeking through his scruffy, half-grown beard. One could not help but be encouraged whenever Duinar spoke. Then he cast his gaze upon Hallagond and his spirits sank again. His brother's face was so pale as to be nearly white…his lips were a pale purple, his eyes sunken in as though he were dying of thirst. Rogond had not been measuring time by his own breaths, but by Hallagond's. These came more often, but with more effort and less reward. He would probably be dead within the hour if they didn't find some fresh air.
 
   The Outcastes had followed the example of the Company, lying silent and still, the clans clustered together in family groups. They were weak, the wounded in particular, but they did not appear to be suffering as much as some members of the Company. In that stale, foul-smelling trap, the men would be first to fall. Ulcas and dwarves, who are adapted for underground living, have a higher tolerance for poorer air. The Elves could very nearly shut their bodies down in order to survive. Galador, Nelwyn, and Gwynnyth lay together, their eyes open but unfocused, their breathing barely noticeable.
 
   It was Hallagond, Azori, and finally Rogond who drew nearest to the abyss.
 
   A sudden increase in the amount of buzzing in Rogond's head drew him from his dark thoughts. It roused even the Elves, and they all knew that some of their less civilized companions were beginning to panic again. They could hear the rustling of bodies farther down the passage, though Rogond could not see them in the dark. The buzzing increased again until it bordered on unbearable; even Hallagond managed a feeble moan and squeezed his eyes shut a little tighter. Duinar reappeared, striding silently past the men and the Elves to stop just beyond them in the shadows.
 
   Rogond, who was light-headed by then, was alarmed to behold several Outcastes approaching with weapons in their hands. He got up on very unsteady feet, his hand on his sword-hilt. Had the Outcastes, in their desperation, decided to sacrifice the Company to save themselves after all? Rogond was not adept at reading their facial expressions, which were mostly disagreeable, but these appeared to have mayhem on their minds. The effort of walking up the passageway had drained some of their energy, but Rogond knew they were more than capable of striking him down.
 
   He looked over his shoulder at Duinar, who appeared to be simply standing there, observing. Now would be a good time to intervene, thought Rogond, gritting his teeth and trying to keep his head from swimming. The buzzing grew louder—and then, against any expectation, Rogond heard the voices.
 
   (Kill them! They are as good as dead already, and they are not of the People. We have no choice! But they came here to aid us…we cannot! We must not! We must! We must not. They are our friends. Errno has said so. Errno is not here. Everyone who is not of the People draws breath from my children and from me. They must die! It is against our laws. We must not kill! Our laws say nothing of strangers!)
 
   At the last came at least three voices:
 
   (Anyone who does harm to any others here will face judgment as a traitor! So say the Reds!)
 
   (So say the Whites!)
 
   (Likewise the Blacks!)
 
   The Outcastes stopped moving forward and lowered their weapons. (No one will be alive to carry out your judgment.)
 
   (As Clan Chieftain, I will make it my last act in this life! Have no doubt of it. Will it not be better to die as one of the People than as a traitor?)
 
   (We are not traitors. We are only trying to save the People. My children are dying. I will do what I must to try to save them!)
 
   (There is still time and hope of rescue. If you are one of the People, you will relent. If you are a traitor, you will think only of yourself.)
 
   The Outcastes in the corridor snarled and bit their lips. Either course—to slay the Company or to relent—would take courage, which was in short supply in that foul, oppressive hole. At last they dropped their weapons, bowing to Rogond and the Elves. “We regret disturbing you,” said one, his trembling hands revealing the conflict in his heart. “You will face no threat from the People.” As he turned away, his posture betrayed his despair. Rogond let out a long, pent-up breath, his head swam, and he sank down beside his brother. It would not be much longer now.
 
   Duinar emerged from the shadows after the Outcastes had gone, and resumed “listening.”
 
    
 
    
 
   Gaelen's wound was not serious, though it had both startled and pained her for a moment. Having convinced Errno that all would be well, she made her way down to deliver her news, instructing him to follow her. Gaelen and Errno told Shandor of the Company's plight, and of their plan to unblock the southern passage. “They will not have much time now,” said Errno. “The air will have gotten very bad. How long will it take you to reach the entrance?”
 
   “We are mounted, and our horses are swift, but because I do not know the path we will travel, I cannot say. Best to be on our way as soon as we can.” Shandor turned to Gaelen. “Do you know the way?”
 
   “Not as well as I might,” said Gaelen, who had only been to the southward entrance once, and she had gotten there from within. “Errno knows it well, I'm sure.”
 
   “But if time is as short as you suggest, we must rely on the speed of our mounts. Errno cannot ride a horse, can he?”
 
   “A horse? Ride a horse? No, I can't!” said Errno, who was weak with hunger, cold, and exhaustion.
 
   Gaelen's constitution had served her much better in the end. “You can draw a map, though, can't you?” she asked, smiling at him. Errno nodded gratefully. He had nearly been frightened to death with thoughts of clinging for dear life to Lord Shandor on his tall horse.
 
   “Quickly, then,” said Shandor. “We’ve no time to waste.” He turned to two of his trusted lieutenants. “Watch over Errno, and make certain no one takes another shot at him by mistake. I will leave a small garrison here to defend against any remaining enemies. The rest of us need to ride swiftly. Once we have found the Company, I'll send messengers back, and they can lead you to rendezvous with us. Is that clear?”
 
   Shandor's lieutenants placed their right hands upon their chests, bowing in acknowledgment, as he mounted his fierce-looking grey. He leaned over, reaching a hand down to Gaelen. When she grasped it, she took in a sharp breath. Shandor's touch was filled with energy and vitality—she felt it surge as it traveled up her arm. Everything seemed to grow brighter, colors more intense, sounds crisper and more distinct. Her sense of smell and taste were affected, too. She could almost literally taste the air around her. Shandor pulled her up behind him, released her, and the sensations returned to normal.
 
   His long, silver-white hair flew back in her face, annoying her considerably. Not only that, but she shivered with cold, as she still wore only her damp, sleeveless jerkin and breeches. She grumbled under her breath for a moment, thinking that it would have been nice to ride in front of Shandor, but she would never have asked him. She would have felt quite at ease asking Lord Magra, or even Lady Ordath, but Shandor—not even Gaelen, who was used to speaking her mind, was bold enough to approach him.
 
   Shandor was bothered neither by cold nor damp, but he felt Gaelen's shivering and reined his mount to a halt. He undid the clasp of his cloak so that it fell back from his shoulders, held to him by two leather straps which crossed his chest. One did not wear such a garment on horseback otherwise. He reached back, lifted the hem of the beautiful, storm-grey cloak, and tossed it over Gaelen's head. “Hold on to me,” he said in a soft voice as Gaelen's face emerged from the hooded neckline of the cloak. Though hesitant, Gaelen wrapped her arms around Shandor's midsection, reveled in the warmth beneath the cloak, and sighed in contentment. Shandor could be almost loveable after all…if he wanted to be.
 
    
 
    
 
   Rogond had drifted into a dark half-sleep, his head filled with unpleasant visions brought about by lack of air. Hallagond was gasping beside him in a vain effort to stay alive, his pale, gray-bearded face now blue; his eyes half-open and glazed. “Stay with me, brother,” Rogond pleaded, his eyes threatening to fill with tears. “I cannot lose you, not when Estle and your children need you so.”
 
   He saw Estle's face, a dark veil drawn across it, as her voice accused him: “This is your doing. He only went on this fool's errand because of you! His blood and my grief are on your hands.”
 
   “No…no…” muttered Rogond. “Hallagond is not yet gone. There is still hope.”
 
   Estle answered with a sardonic, humorless laugh. “Hope? You still have hope that Gaelen will save the day? You are so deluded! She has drowned in the water-pipe…she is drowned and bloated and cannot save you. And that monstrosity, Errno, died with her!”
 
   This was so disturbing that Rogond stirred and opened his eyes. “No…that can’t be,” he whispered, trying to fix his eyes on something, anything that would bring things back into focus. Everything began to slowly spin and blur, and his stomach lurched. Biting his lip, he closed his eyes again.
 
   He heard the sound of rushing water and got to his feet, moving helplessly toward it. He tried to stop himself, to turn about, for he knew what he would find. There was the water-pipe, and there were two twisted, bloated dead bodies floating in the pool below it. One of them would be Gaelen's. He had never thought he would survive her…what would he do without her?
 
   Rogond stopped moving forward, digging his fingernails into the palms of his hands and biting his lower lip. He had to rouse himself from this horrid vision—he didn't want this to be the last thought in his mind before he slipped away…
 
    
 
    
 
   “Wake up, Rogond. Wake up and breathe deeply.”
 
   The voice came from Galador, who was gently shaking Rogond's shoulder in an effort to rouse him. He was rewarded with a sort of moaning mutter as his friend's eyelids flickered open.
 
   “You were dreaming, and not happily,” said Galador, his concern evident. “But this should lift your spirits—the air is freshening every minute. Someone must have found a way to open some vents to the outside.”
 
   “Perhaps…perhaps Shandor has come?” said Rogond, his words a bleary mumble. Galador could hardly understand him.
 
   “Too soon for that, but it doesn't matter how it happened. The important thing is that it did. Now fill your lungs, my friend.”
 
   “Hallagond…what of Hallagond?” Rogond was becoming aware at last, and his color was returning as he breathed deeply of the ever-improving air.
 
   Galador placed a soothing hand on Rogond's shoulder. “Still with us, though we nearly lost him. For a brief moment I thought we’d lost you, too.”
 
   After a brief struggle, Rogond managed to sit up with little aid from Galador. “How?”
 
   Galador shook his head. “I don't know how. Actually, under the circumstances, I don't care.”
 
   “You want answers, don't you?” said a gentle, familiar voice. Duinar had come up from behind them and was now kneeling beside Rogond, examining him with anxious eyes. “I'm sorry, Rogond. I hadn't realized how dire your situation was. I nearly waited too long.”
 
   “Waited too long? Too long for what?” asked Rogond.
 
   “There are some large air-pockets near the tunnel–I opened the vents,” said Duinar. “I probably could have done so before, but I wanted to be certain of the Outcastes’ fortitude and conviction. You must admit, this test has been most telling! They very nearly gave in and killed you all.”
 
   Rogond just stared at him. “You…you wanted to be certain of…you mean to tell me that you put Hallagond at risk, put us all at risk, just to perform some…test?” His voice was toneless, but there was a spark stirring in his eyes.
 
   “I'm sorry, truly I am,” said Duinar. “But this issue is larger than any one of us. After the treachery displayed by Vakil, do you think the Free Races would still have agreed to aid the Outcastes had they not been thoroughly tested? I'm sure there are still traitors lurking among them even now, and such suspicions will be difficult to overcome.”
 
   “You also put Gaelen and Errno at risk,” growled Rogond. “Forgive me, Master, but I’m having some difficulty understanding your motivation. And…besides that, how did you open the air vents? Are you saying that you could have done so at any time?” The emotion and confusion welling up inside Rogond took his strength for a moment. He sank back down and closed his eyes. “Do you even need to breathe? Do you know what the lack of air even feels like, I wonder?”
 
   “Calm yourself, my friend,” said Galador. He glared up at Duinar. “I’d like to hear that explanation, too.”
 
   “And so you both shall, when I decide to give it,” said Duinar. “For now, I’m going to check on the rest of our companions.”
 
   After he had gone, Rogond opened one jaundiced eye. “He's truly pleased with himself, isn't he?”
 
   “I think…more relieved than pleased,” said Galador. “I sense that he nearly waited too long, and he wasn't absolutely sure of his ability to bring the air in.” He drew a deep breath. “Thank the stars he succeeded.” He shook his head again, shuddering. “I'm grateful that our immediate crisis has passed, but I do hope we are rescued before these wretched people start eating their own dead.”
 
   “They don’t actually do that, you know,” said Ula, who had overheard.
 
    
 
    
 
   Errno had been given food, drink, warm garments to wear, and a fire to sit by. His two Elven guardians sat on either side, observing their comrades piling up the bodies of the dead Ulcas for burning. Because of his time in Mountain-home, Errno was more comfortable with Elves than any others of his kind, but he was still reluctant to speak to them.
 
   “May I…may I ask a question?” he said in a voice that was just above a whisper. The Elves, of course, had no trouble hearing him.
 
   “Most certainly,” said one. “Ask, and we'll answer as we are able.”
 
   “Did anyone find an enemy who…who might have had eyebrows? And who had an odd dark marking on his face, like a mask?”
 
   “I have not heard,” said the Elf. “I will inquire.” He rose and left the fire-side, hailing those who were attending the pile of bodies. He crossed to them and spoke briefly with them, but it was apparent that no such person had been found. When he returned to Errno, he simply shook his head.
 
   Errno drew a deep sigh. So, there has been no sign of Koth, the traitor. How unfortunate. His thoughts sank deep into the treachery of Vakil, Koth, Fortuno…and how many others? It was distressing enough to learn of traitors among the People, but it’s an even more distressing thought that not all have been revealed.
 
    
 
    
 
   Koth's body would not be found among the dead, for he had been escorted from the battlefield long before the arrival of Shandor. Koth was a traitor, but even he did not wish to witness the extermination of the People. Wrothgar would no doubt reward him, of course, but such reward did not seem so important now. Koth knew that serving Wrothgar's ends was the only way he would stay alive.
 
   A black thought emerged from the depths of his mind. When the Outcastes are gone, of what further use will I be? What would prevent Wrothgar from killing me then? He gave a slight shake of his head, trying to send the unpleasant thought back into the dark. He knew that the Shadowmancer killed for pleasure. He also knew that his victims usually begged for death, sometimes for days, before their Dark Master was satisfied. He remembered one in particular—a man—who had been bribed into Wrothgar’s service. He had performed well, and Wrothgar had taken great pains to keep him well-rewarded…until he was no longer useful. When the Shadowmancer had gotten all the benefit the wretched man could provide, he killed him. I remember it…Lord Wrothgar enjoyed torturing him very much indeed. I still remember the confused, agonized look on his face…as if he couldn’t believe his Master had turned on him.
 
   “I cannot let that happen to me.”
 
   For now, he would stay with his escorts and await the news from the battle-lords that all had gone as planned. A single tear welled from his right eye, tracking slowly through the dusty, bluish-grey mask on his face to the corner of his mouth, where he savored the salt with a quick thrust of his tongue. Koth did not often weep, but even he hoped that the deaths of the People, his people, would come as quickly and with as little pain as possible. For a fleeting moment he wondered if saving his own life—or at least postponing his own death—had truly been worth the loss of so many others, but only for a moment.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 18: Heaven and Earth
 
    
 
    
 
   As he drew closer to their destination, Shandor cast Errno's map aside. Gaelen watched it flutter and drift away in the blue moonlight, and he took notice of her concern. “I can now hear Duinar—he calls to me. I have no need of maps. It won’t matter if an enemy finds it; the Outcastes won’t be dwelling in this place again.”
 
   “Are you certain you can find the entrance, Master?” asked Gaelen. “If you are, I will rest. I need to regain strength if I am to aid in your efforts.”
 
   Shandor smiled, though she could not see him. “Rest if you will, Gaelen. I'll find it.”
 
   She sighed and drifted into a half-sleep, hooking her hands under Shandor's cloak straps to keep from sliding off, though such a precaution was probably unnecessary. Shandor's horse might have looked fierce, but he moved like gentle water on a summer day.
 
   After a while the terrain grew more rugged and it slowed their progress. The horses had some difficulty negotiating it, though they could see very well in the dark. Shandor had pulled up for the moment, allowing his mount a much-needed rest. He just sat in the waning moonlight, gazing up at the stars, as his followers awaited his next command. No one would question him…at least not until Gaelen awakened.
 
   “Why are we stopping?” she asked. “Did you not say there was no time to waste?”
 
   Shandor did not move, nor did he look at Gaelen at first. He appeared to be intent on watching the stars.
 
   “Is something wrong?” she whispered, whereupon Shandor did a thing most uncharacteristic—he actually chuckled.
 
   Gaelen scowled. She was accustomed to receiving answers to her questions. “I'm wondering what it is you find amusing,” she muttered, not really intending him to hear.
 
   As with the Outcastes, Shandor could communicate without speaking. (Since you have now disturbed my communications with both Duinar and with Lady Ordath, I will answer your question. There is nothing wrong—if there were, I would not be stopping to rest the horses.)
 
   “Have my friends managed to free themselves?” asked Gaelen, incredulous.
 
   (No. They are still trapped, but their most immediate need has been met—they have been given air. My brother has seen to it.)
 
   Gaelen frowned again. “When I saw him last, he seemed as desperate as the rest of us…well, almost. I mean, he wasn't exactly encouraging.” She paused for a moment. “Come to think of it, he seemed a lot calmer than I would have thought.”
 
   (You have spent some time around my brethren, Gaelen, but you know little about us. Everyone has weaknesses—even the Asari. Arialde is too cautious. Baelta was far too optimistic and naïve. Kotos was…too self-assured.) Here, Shandor's thoughts drifted off and were silent. He was recalling events long past, and the memories consumed him until he came to himself again.
 
   (Duinar's great weakness is that his attention is easily diverted. He probably could have opened the vents into the mountain earlier had he applied himself, but he was distracted. He has always been that way.)
 
   “And you, Master? Do you have a weakness?” said Gaelen, shocked at her own audacity but unable to stop herself.
 
   Shandor chuckled again. (My weakness, other than spending far too much time in explaining my actions to Wood-elves, is mine to know. Yours is all-consuming curiosity—it will be your undoing one of these days.)
 
   Gaelen's ears were a deep reddish color by now, though one would not have known it in the dark. Still, she could not resist one last comment: “It’s fortunate, then, that I have my valiant-yet-indecisive Rogond to restrain me. Perhaps we'll both live longer.”
 
   Shandor drew in a deep sigh, speaking this time aloud: “It is fortunate, indeed.”
 
    
 
    
 
   The first words Rogond heard from his brother, Hallagond, were predictable.
 
   “I need a drink…”
 
   Rogond smiled, holding a vessel of water to Hallagond's lips. The elder son of Diomar was pale, filthy, bloody, unshaven, and bad-smelling, but at least he was aware of his surroundings. This was the first time anyone had heard him speak since the battle.
 
   “No…not water,” Hallagond muttered, turning his head aside. “I’d have thought you would know better. Give me the flask from my pack, if you please, and don't argue. Can you not see that I'm a very sick man?” Hallagond's voice still held the gravelly edge of an elder brother, and Rogond did not deny him. He fetched the little flask, uncorked it, and took a whiff of the contents. The biting-yet-heavenly aroma of hundred-year-old brandy was tantalizing, and he nearly took a sip himself.
 
   Hallagond groaned in pain. “Don't even think of it,” he muttered. “If you wanted brandy, you should have brought your own.” He bit his lip and shuddered. “I'll most likely be wishing I’d brought quite a lot more of it before I'm through. Now, please oblige me with a drink, won't you?”
 
   Before Rogond could offer the flask to Hallagond, Ula almost literally swooped in. “Oh, no you don't!” she said. “A man with a wounded liver needs no further exposure to spirits, thanks. Better you should have water, as your brother so wisely tried to give you.”
 
   “I am not merely thirsty, you short-and-bearded harridan, I'm in pain!”
 
   “You lack for water, and that does not help your pain,” said Ula. “And you really should apologize for calling me a harridan—that I am short and bearded is undeniable. If you will do as I ask, and drink this excellent water, your pain will improve eventually. If you don't, it's your decision, but you will receive no brandy in either case.” She held the water-vessel to Hallagond's lips again, and this time he drank, though he shot her a venomous look indicating that he begrudged every swallow. This, of course, was just for show. Hallagond's thirst had been almost unbearable, and the water was exactly what he needed.
 
   After about five mouthfuls, Ula took the water away. “More than that, and he'll be wearing it,” she said. “Food is out of the question as well, at least for now.” She lifted the cloak Hallagond was using as a blanket, examining his wound. “Ah! Well, this is really looking much better,” she said aloud. Then she drew Rogond aside, and whispered to him. “The wound is beginning to fester. Without a proper healing, he has a few days at most.”
 
   “Azori? Where is Azori…I…I have not seen him,” muttered Hallagond.
 
   “He was wounded, but he’s on the mend now,” said Rogond, trying not to react to the bad news Ula had just given. “He's not in nearly as sorry a state as you are.”
 
   “Thank heaven for that,” muttered Hallagond. “No one should be in this much pain, especially anyone so young. Where is he? I would see him and speak with him.”
 
   “He is resting, which is what you should be doing.”
 
   “I cannot rest now…tell me of Azori's wound. How did it happen? I didn't see him fall.”
 
   “He was stabbed by a traitor's blade,” said Ula. “It was a dark blade, and it nearly took him. If not for Gwynnyth, it surely would have.”
 
   “Why is that?” asked Hallagond, who was becoming agitated at the thought of Azori's encountering a dark blade. “How could Gwynnyth have made any difference?”
 
   “She was pure. She underwent a sort of blood-sharing with him, and it saved him from death,” said Ula. “Unfortunately, because of her sacrifice, she is no longer pure. She won't ever be able to do such a thing again.”
 
   “Wonderful,” muttered Hallagond, his eyes drifting shut. “As if Galador didn't resent Azori enough already. I don't have the slightest notion of what you’re talking about, but I'm sure it involves something mysterious and mystically Elven. On second thought, I'm probably delirious. Yes, that's it.” He did not speak again, having fallen asleep.
 
   “He's not doing very well, is he?” came Duinar's gentle voice. “My energies are building, and I'll soon be able to take some of his pain away, but I cannot heal him. He needs medicines, and blood, and things I cannot give him.” The pain in Duinar's deceptively aged face was evident. He did not like being so helpless.
 
   “If we are freed, perhaps some of Shandor's people can aid him,” said Ula. “Though Elves are not known for their ability to heal wounds they don't suffer. Since their flesh doesn't fester, I wouldn't count on them.”
 
   “Ah, the refreshing optimism of dwarves!” said Galador, who had overheard. “Just being outside in the fresh air is bound to improve Hallagond's condition. Being away from the stench of our new ‘neighbors’ can't hurt, either.”
 
   Ula shook her head and glared at Galador. “Soon Hallagond will smell worse than they do if we can't free him of this corruption,” she said, her eyes flashing a little from beneath lowered brows. “The Outcastes aren't the problem.”
 
   “Of course they’re not,” said Nelwyn, who had come up from behind Galador. “Ula, would you mind if I took a look in your kit? You had quite a few herbs there, and I am curious as to whether you’ve a supply of one in particular. I’d ask you, but your name for it is no doubt different. May I look?”
 
   “Of course,” said Ula, removing the lightweight pack from around her waist and handing it to Nelwyn.
 
   After a brief rummage, it appeared that Nelwyn was not going to find what she was looking for. Then, at the last, her face brightened. “Here it is!” she exulted. “This will shine a ray of light on our situation.” She handed the small packet to Ula. “We call this arunan, the precious leaf,” said Nelwyn. “What use have you made of it?”
 
   Ula examined the packet. “This? This is a cure for afflictions of the skin. It will clear up a nasty rash in no time. Why do you ask?”
 
   “It does much more than that,” said Nelwyn. “Steep this in some water and give it to Hallagond. Make him drink it, because he won't want to, I assure you. I just hope there's enough to sustain him until he can be properly healed…there's not much here. It might give him a few extra days, though.”
 
   “Really?” said Ula, her brows arching high over wide eyes. “Drink it? We mix it with oil and use it as a salve. It smells so horrible that I would never have imagined drinking it. You'll need to tell me all about this, and anything else you know of herb-lore,” she said in an eager voice.
 
   “For now, let's just do what we can for Hallagond,” said Nelwyn gently. “I wish you luck in getting him to drink aruna-tea.”
 
   Knowing that Nelwyn and Ula were intent on assisting Hallagond, Rogond rose to his feet and went in search of Duinar. He had many questions. Duinar had kept some of his abilities hidden from the Company already, and Rogond knew there might be some answers forthcoming.
 
    
 
    
 
   The five chieftains met together to discuss how best to keep the People calm while awaiting rescue.
 
   “Do we know for certain that help is coming?” asked Vahan. “My people won't stand for this entrapment much longer.”
 
   “I know what you mean,” said Koreth, running a grayish tongue over very crooked teeth. “The children are frightened, their parents are frightened, and we are all hungry and uncomfortable. Some of the wounded have died.”
 
   “There are fears of the enemy unblocking the passage and pursuing us from the north,” said Ethan with a shudder. “Some say there are trolls among them.”
 
   “The People are imagining things,” said Errlan. “The enemy doesn't know we have been given air; they will want us to remain trapped. The Light has frightened them out of their wits, and I don't blame them. They won't risk it again.” Errlan was very capable. He had already led the Gold Clan during Errno's absence, and he was a pragmatic sort. His right hand was wrapped with strips of bloody cloth, as he had lost two of his fingers in the battle.
 
   “None of that alters the fact that the People are fearful,” said Koreth, stroking his beloved, skimpy mustache with one hand. “They need reassurance.”
 
   “Well, I have none to give them,” said Vahan. “There are too many dead and dying. It's not easy to hold onto one's good spirits.”
 
   “What says the White Clan, Rook?” asked Ethan. “Rook? Are you alright?” He looked over at his friend, who was staring straight at the wall with an expression of intense concentration.
 
   “Rook?” Ethan reached over and shook Rook's shoulder, startling him mightily.
 
   “Dont…don't distract me! Be quiet, everyone. I need to concentrate!” Rook's pale eyes narrowed, his hairless brow furrowed again. None of the other chieftains moved for several moments, although they could not imagine what Rook was doing and were anxious to find out. Then Rook's face split in a wide, sharp-toothed grin that would have been most disturbing to anyone outside his own race.
 
   “We are to be rescued,” he said. “I have heard from someone on the outside!”
 
   “Really? Who? How soon will we be rescued?” asked Koreth.
 
   “I’ve heard from Gaelen…I think,” said Rook. “She's getting better and better at casting thoughts to me. If it is Gaelen, then she has made it through to the outside. I sense no disappointment in her, though she is still too far away to know for certain.”
 
   “Why Gaelen, and not Errno?” asked Errlan. It was the obvious question.
 
   “I don't know,” Rook replied. “I will ask her as soon as she is near enough.”
 
   “If we are to be rescued, then we should tell the People,” said Vahan.
 
   “But just because Rook is getting vague messages doesn't mean we’re to be rescued,” countered Errlan. “I won't be satisfied until I hear from Errno.”
 
   “In the meantime, let's distract them from their fears by giving them some work to do,” said Rook. “I'll keep an ear open for Gaelen, and Errlan can listen for Errno. The rest should begin to clear the blockage stone by stone. That should keep them occupied.”
 
   “Only those strong enough to work will be occupied,” said Errlan. “What of the others?”
 
   “I wouldn't worry about them,” said Rook. “Only the strong are a threat to peace.”
 
    
 
    
 
   (Speak to me unheard.)
 
   (Our plans have come to nothing. The People will escape Lord Wrothgar's justice, and we have failed Him.)
 
   (All is not lost. Lord Wrothgar knows we could not stand up to the Light-bearers and Fire-eyes. Only through deception and subterfuge will we prevail. For now, we must maintain the illusion that we are loyal to the People.)
 
   (But the heretics have found aid—their friends are powerful, and I am afraid of them!)
 
   (What of Fortuno?)
 
   (I did not see him fall, but he has no doubt gone back to Wrothgar. The heretics know he is a traitor—one of the Fire-eyes saw him. We should have gone back, too!)
 
   (We cannot until our task is done. One does not go before the Lord of Darkness empty-handed.)
 
   (They are calling for the strong among us to aid in removing the stones from the tunnel…will you go there?)
 
   (Of course! We must appear to be as concerned and helpful as anyone else. Make sure the other Faithful know this, as well.)
 
   (We lost Vakil. We lost Mogga and Lothor as well. Our numbers dwindle while our enemies increase!)
 
   (Do not be dismayed. Koth is still among us on the outside. He'll make certain the People are found wherever they travel. Eventually, Wrothgar will burn them all in avenging fire. I hope every Fire-eye feels a chill at this moment. We will burn their accursed forests, and then we will return to the old ways…and blessed Darkness. How my guts yearn for it!)
 
   (I…I cannot dwell among the Fire-eyes. They see things—they know things. I will be unmasked!)
 
   (Just stay away from them. Our people are not known for a social nature. The Fire-eyes will want to keep their distance from us, as well. It's their belief that we smell foul, and they are uncomfortable when we are near. We can use that to our advantage.)
 
   (Just being near them—their touch, their gaze—makes me feel ill!)
 
   (I understand…only too well. Listen! We are summoned again. Let's go before anyone asks questions. Keep your wits about you and your thoughts to yourself! Fear no Light-bearers, for they are our friends, remember?)
 
   (I will do as you ask, but you must be ready to lead us when the time is right!)
 
   (Of that, you need have no doubt.)
 
    
 
    
 
   Duinar stood with a large grey stone in his hands, examining it with interest. He was assisting the able-bodied Outcastes in their attempt to remove the barrier of debris, though at that moment he was being true to his nature—the stone had distracted him. “Look here,” he said to Rook, who labored nearby. “See the impressions in this rock? These things were once living…can you see them?”
 
   Rook peered at the stone and nodded, then turned as if to resume his labor.
 
   “How amazing this simple stone is. Imagine the eons of time and pressure required to form it. And the creatures trapped here, frozen for all eternity…what must they have thought at the end?”
 
   To his credit, Rook did not ignore Duinar. He let out a short, slightly frustrated breath and turned back around, feigning interest. “How old do you reckon they are?” he asked politely.
 
   “Oh, no one knows that,” replied Duinar, shaking his head and smiling down at the stone. “We know that they are older than any record of them, so they were formed during the Time of Mystery, but other than that…”
 
   Vahan did not share Rook's manners when it came to Duinar, and he approached with a scowl on his already-ugly face. “I know one thing—if certain people don't stop gazing at unimportant things like rocks and start putting their backs into their work, some of us will be as dead as those wigglers in that stone.” He glared at Rook. “I see no reason for you to be taking such a long rest. It's not as though you’re interested in any of this nonsense.”
 
   Rook was chagrined, and he dropped his eyes. “You’re right,” he said. Then he bowed slightly before Duinar. “Forgive me, Master, but I must return to my task.” He started to turn away again, his gaze still downcast, but then something stayed him and he looked up into the gentle eyes of the Asarla. “We appreciate your help,” he said. “Without you, we’d be dead already.” Then he was gone, lost in the throng of busy hands and bent backs as he labored with the rest of his people.
 
   Duinar tossed the stone aside, smiling. So many encouraging things had happened during that small exchange that he had already lost count of them. No Ulca would have shown such courtesy. No Ulca would have challenged another without a weapon in his hand. No Ulca would have even thought to express gratitude for anything. Perhaps most important–no Ulca would ever, ever have looked him in the eye.
 
   He walked toward the formidable pile of stones, bent down, and lifted one that would have strained the abilities of Vahan and Rook together. He knew that, on the outside, Shandor and his retinue were applying themselves to the same task. This notion comforted him until a screeching wail jarred him back into the reality of things–another of the wounded Outcastes had died. Duinar knew then that his efforts were better served elsewhere, and he put aside his labors to go to the aid of his estranged, prodigal children.
 
    
 
    
 
   Rogond found Duinar tending to the wounded Outcastes. At first he merely watched in fascinated amazement, hanging back in the shadows. Duinar moved from one afflicted body to the next, laying comforting hands on shattered limbs and mangled flesh, his eyes closed, his brow furrowed. While he could not heal them, his touch eased their discomfort for the most part. A few, however, reacted in exactly the opposite manner, writhing and shrieking as if Duinar's touch made matters worse. Their offended relations would glare at him as he drew back in puzzlement. Never before had his touch brought pain.
 
   After one such episode, his gaze was drawn to Rogond's shadowed form, and he knew that the tall northman desired a conference with him. He apologized to the one he had tried to comfort and took his leave.
 
   Once Duinar knew that the Outcastes could not hear him, he spoke to Rogond. “Well, that was interesting…and not a little disconcerting.”
 
   “It was indeed interesting,” said Rogond. “Your touch made some of them worse, it seemed. Why would that happen?”
 
   “Apparently, I cannot comfort an Ulca,” said Duinar. “I would guess that a few of our new friends are closer to regaining their humanity than others. That's the way it is in any collection of people—I don't know why it surprised me so.”
 
   Rogond had come to like and respect some of the Outcastes, but he did not trust them as a whole. “Are you sure we’re doing the right thing?” he asked. “There are obviously traitors in our midst, and those traitors have taken many lives already.” He sighed, thinking of Hallagond. “I only pray they take no more lives this night.”
 
   “We are doing the right thing, never fear,” said Duinar. “Are there not traitors among all struggling people? Are there not traitors among Men? The Outcastes are attempting to alter their very nature—to climb out of the pit. Is it any wonder that some are resisting?” He turned his warm, blue eyes to Rogond. “They have come so far already...”
 
   He stopped short when he saw the chill in Rogond's eyes. “You have wanted to speak with me for a while now,” he said. “I see in your eyes that your questions are not happy ones. How may I enlighten you?”
 
   Rogond looked away for a moment. “These things are not easy for me to say, but I must say them,” he said. “First, though I appreciate your desire to aid the Outcastes, I would remind you that perhaps at least some of your energies should be reserved for Hallagond. He draws very near to death at this moment and, at least in part, your negligence has brought him there.” Rogond's face was pale and his hands were shaking as if he could not fathom his own audacity, yet the undercurrent of determination in his voice was unmistakable.
 
   Duinar appeared confused. “My…negligence? Will you please explain?”
 
   “I was able-bodied when the air turned bad, and I fell into such a stupor that I might not have awakened had you not acted when you did…finally. You allowed me to draw to the brink of death—imagine what my brother, who was weakened to begin with, endured? That foul air did him no good, I'm sure. Everyone knows that one who has lost so much blood must have clean, fresh air and plenty of it. I thought you were unable to aid us, but then I learned that you could have opened the vents much earlier…yet you chose not to just so you could test the Outcastes? Am I wrong or…or misinformed?”
 
   “Well, you aren't exactly wrong,” said Duinar. “The truth is that I was negligent—you are right about that. I got caught up in the very unique and fascinating drama unfolding before me, and I really couldn't help myself. I was distracted. But that’s not the only reason for your difficulty. I didn’t mean to push things as far as I did, and opening the vents was a lot harder than I expected. I over-estimated my abilities, and certainly not for the first time.” He shook his head. “You’d think I’d learn…”
 
   “You were like a father to the people of Tuathas,” said Rogond. “I have regarded you as they did. Now you say that you risked my life, and my brother's, out of distraction and over-confidence? If I may say it, that shakes my faith a little.”
 
   Duinar sighed. “Be honest, Rogond—it makes you angry! And I really have no defense. But I will tell you that it is easy to become distracted when the direct descendants of Ulcas turn from self-serving violence because they know such actions are wrong. I could not interfere with such a demonstration of character—it was a turning point for them as far as I'm concerned. Air is not one of my own needs, and it is sometimes hard for me to judge how dire such situations are. Honestly, I didn't know things were as bad as all that. Please forgive me.”
 
   Rogond looked into the warm, beseeching eyes of this eldest of beings, but he could not quite bring himself to give in to them. “I accept your apology, and I forgive you,” he said, “but if Hallagond dies, this will be a hard thing to forget.”
 
   “I know,” said Duinar. “Please forgive me, also, for ministering to the Outcastes when Hallagond is in need. You see, to me suffering is suffering, and you are all the same.”
 
   Rogond scowled at first; then he lifted one eyebrow. “If only a mortal man's heart could ever be so free of prejudice. Fewer wars would have been fought, that's for certain.”
 
   “Perhaps,” said Duinar, “but wars are about control, riches, power…sometimes even survival.”
 
   “Prejudice may not be the cause, but it is often the justification,” said Rogond. “It is easier to kill those whom you have already judged.”
 
   No reply was needed to that statement, as it was a simple, regrettable truth.
 
    
 
    
 
   Shandor had certainly made more progress in ending the Outcastes’ entrapment from the outside. Of course, his Elves were well fed, they didn't need much rest, and they were considerably stronger than most of the Outcastes. Shandor himself had joined in the labor, stripping naked to the waist, his ivory flesh and silver hair reflecting the moonlight so that they appeared to be emitting a light of their own. Gaelen had also joined in at first, but she found her short stature a definite drawback in lifting the large, cumbersome stones. The Elves of Mountain-home tended not to notice her, and more than once she had dodged a carelessly-tossed bit of granite. It probably didn't help that she blended in so well in the dappled moonlight.
 
   “Strength over stealth tonight, I suppose,” she muttered, settling atop a small, rocky hill where she could watch the proceedings in safety. She reached into the top of her left boot, wiggling her clever fingers until they grasped a small, circular object wrapped in very old deerskin—the object which Shandor had given her in Mountain-home earlier. Carefully, she drew it forth.
 
   It was an amulet, like many in Alterra, but smaller than most. The hard silver setting was circular, surrounding the seven-pointed star of a lore-master. In the center there was a white gem with many, many facets, about as large as the last joint of her thumb. She gazed into it, fascinated as always, when she saw something she had not seen before. An image appeared within, causing her to gasp in surprise.
 
   It was Shandor. He labored on the barrier—she could see him both in the jewel and at the base of the mountain. At first she wondered if it was a simple reflection, until the image in the white stone turned to her and smiled. (Grasp it, Gaelen, and you will see many things as you have not yet seen them.)
 
   Gaelen looked over at Shandor, who had paused and turned toward her even as the image in the stone had done. (Grasp it,) said the image of Shandor. (Don't be afraid.)
 
   Gaelen trusted Shandor, and she took the stone in her strong right hand. It was as though she held onto Shandor himself; the same heightened awareness took hold of her senses, and she drew a sharp breath, casting her eyes upward. Then she fell backward with a “Thud!”
 
   The stars were so brilliant they were nearly blinding. The air held so many scents she could not fathom them all. She could hear sounds which had been hidden from her before. She squinted at the impossibly bright moon, her jaw slack with awe. She could see every feature of the illuminated surface—every puff of dust and every crevice of rock. She could hear deep inside the mountain; she could hear the grunting, straining Outcastes, the moans of Hallagond and the other wounded. She didn't understand…she had taken the stone in hand before, but nothing like this had ever happened. She dropped the beautiful silver amulet, squeezing her eyes closed. This was too much…too much!
 
   When she opened her eyes, Shandor was there. “I'm sorry,” he said. “I forgot that your senses are extraordinarily keen already. I have taken away a little of the enhancement now.” He handed the amulet back to her, and she took it with some trepidation as if she expected it to burn her fingers.
 
   “What has happened to this?” she asked. “It has always fascinated me—I could stare at it for hours—but now…”
 
   “Your pretty gift has a new power,” said Shandor. “I believe you will have need of it on your mission.”
 
   “What mission?” said Gaelen, her voice low with suspicion mixed with quiet dread.
 
   “Oh, whatever mission, foray, or quest should happen to compel you,” said Shandor with a wry expression. “Should you feel compelled, for example, to lead the Outcastes to freedom, this gift will serve well.”
 
   “How and when did you do this? What power infuses the amulet?” Gaelen was simply amazed.
 
   “I would prefer not to reveal ALL my secrets,” said Shandor. “The stone in your amulet is a shard of the Stone of Léir—it is, in fact, the largest remaining. Before I gave it to you, I faceted it and mounted it in that setting. The star was part of my lore-master's headband upon a time. Rain made it for me when he was a young prince living in Mountain-home. While you were resting, I endowed it with a little of my own power. I know you felt it before when you grasped my hand. Do not be concerned…I have more than enough to spare.”
 
   “I was not concerned,” said Gaelen. The amulet had now become a thousand times more precious to her because Rain had made the star.
 
   “Of course not,” said Shandor. “Try the amulet again…I promise it won't be so overwhelming this time. I'm sure I can trust your curiosity to drive you to explore its usefulness quite thoroughly. Am I right?”
 
   “Are you ever wrong?” asked Gaelen good-naturedly. She was still afraid to test the amulet, but she knew that she wouldn't be able to resist it for long. She gazed down into the glittering, shifting rainbows of the stone, but she no longer saw Shandor's image. When she looked up to ask him about it, he had already gone back to his task.
 
    
 
    
 
   When Rogond and Duinar next saw Hallagond, they were relieved to see that the aruna-leaf had done some good. The sickly yellow cast had faded from Hallagond's skin and eyes, and he was resting quietly. Some of the stench enveloping him had also faded, though the aruna-leaf was unpleasant enough. Rogond lifted the bandage Ula had placed over his brother's wound and saw that, although it still did not look wholesome, the corruption had not spread.
 
   Duinar laid his hands on Hallagond's midsection while speaking a soft incantation, and Hallagond actually smiled, though he did not awaken.
 
   Rogond was exhausted, but now he sat bolt upright as he heard an unspoken message sent to him from the outside: (We’re coming! We’re almost there…take courage!)
 
   “Gaelen?” whispered Rogond, half rising to his feet and looking around as though he expected to see her. At the same time, Nelwyn and Ula bustled in. Apparently, Nelwyn had received the same message.
 
   “They’re nearly here now,” said Nelwyn with a bright, almost angelic smile. “There's hope of saving Hallagond if they hurry!”
 
   No sooner had she said these words than the sound of shouting and the clamor of stones reached their ears. The buzzing of Outcaste thoughts assailed them—the rescuers had broken through at last! Galador and Gwynnyth appeared, bearing young Azori between them. Duinar bent down and lifted Hallagond in his strong arms. The nightmare below would soon be over. Nelwyn had never looked forward to seeing the stars so much in her long life.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 19: Back to the Light
 
    
 
    
 
   The first sight the Outcastes saw when the barrier came down was the glowing face of Shandor, the Asarla. They shrank back from his bright, piercing gaze, their eyes darting about as if looking for an escape. Shandor was not put off in the least, and he continued to shift the heaviest stones until the way was wide enough to pass through.
 
   “Come out,” he beckoned. “Come out under the stars and breathe fresh air again. There are only friends here. Come out.” He extended a hand at the end of a long, sinewy arm that seemed carved of pale alabaster. Mindful of his own power, he would make certain that no Outcaste felt its effects. Rook, who was one of the better educated of the chieftains, approached Shandor and bravely took his hand in order to set the example. In truth, he was terrified. He had beheld a few of the immortal folk—Gaelen, Nelwyn, Galador, and even Duinar—but they could not compare with the chilly grandeur of the White Eagle.
 
   The Company had approached from behind, elated at the chance to leave the stuffy, stifling environs behind. Duinar strode up behind Rook and clapped him on the shoulder, giving him courage and startling him at the same time. “Well done, Rook! You see? My brother is nothing to be afraid of. He just wants you all to think he is.” He winked at Shandor, whose eyes rolled ever-so-slightly heavenward. Then he assisted Rook in gaining the outside air.
 
   The remainder of the Company followed. Hallagond groaned as he was hoisted through the opening into Shandor's waiting arms. Rogond stayed behind to assist the other wounded until Ethan finally convinced him that his aid was not required. “Go on, Rogond,” he said. “Gaelen is waiting for you and, to be honest, you look all in. Go on now. We'll manage on our own.” Rogond looked down at him in gratitude and turned toward the new-found doorway, but Ethan stayed him for a moment. “The young ones are afraid of the Elves outside…can you ask them to move back? The little ones won't leave the caverns otherwise.”
 
   Rogond smiled. “Of course. I'm sure they'll understand.” He smiled in the dark. He had found the Elves to be more than a little intimidating himself on occasion.
 
   Ethan's observation of Rogond's condition had been correct. The Ranger felt shaky and light-headed as he emerged into the welcoming night air. Gaelen ran to him at once, embracing him with an urgency that was almost frantic. The long separation had not been easy for either of them, and Rogond fairly melted into her arms, burying his weary face in her shaggy, silken hair with a contented sigh. Everything was fine now–just fine.
 
   “I need to rest,” he muttered. “Now that I'm finally free of that wretched place, and you are safe and whole, I can hardly keep my eyes open.”
 
   One of the Elves came up to assist Gaelen in getting Rogond to a welcome, comfortable bedroll. He was asleep almost before he could lie down, only managing to mumble a few words to her. “The Elves are frightening the children…you…have to…move them back.” Gaelen smiled. Elves frightening small children? What an entertaining notion. Too bad Estle isn't around to hear of it.
 
   Soon the Outcastes had emerged from the mountain, shivering with fear and cold in the refreshing night air. They had fled Wrothgar's pursuing forces many times in the past, but this time was different. They knew they could no longer run away and hide beneath the mountains—that time had run out. If it had not been for the Company, they would most certainly have been exterminated. Yet now they were forced into an alliance with people whom they did not trust, with strange ways, odd appearance, and a seeming contempt for the Outcastes.
 
   Rook, who was very perceptive, sensed mistrust on both sides. He observed Vahan trying to mask his discomfort by attempting to be contemptuous. The Elves seemed to find this amusing, and Rook wasn’t surprised. Contempt comes a lot more naturally to them…
 
    
 
    
 
   Now that Rogond was fast asleep, Gaelen could turn her attention to her other friends. She embraced Nelwyn and Galador, who were more than relieved to see that she was whole.
 
   “Where is Errno?” asked Galador. “I have not seen him.”
 
   “He is back at the west-gate with the remainder of the forces from Mountain-home. It's a good thing I was with him, otherwise I'm quite certain the Elves would have killed him by mistake.”
 
   “You must tell us of your escape!” said Nelwyn. “Was it frightfully difficult? You appear to be all in one piece, except for that wound on your arm. Yet your clothing is in tatters!”
 
   “I would not have made it through without Errno,” said Gaelen. “In fact, I believe I may owe him a life-debt.” At this, Galador closed his eyes and grimaced.
 
   “I very much doubt that,” he said. “I'm sure it pales in comparison to the undoubtedly numerous debts he owes you. We don't need you feeling indebted to him in any way.”
 
   “All right,” said Gaelen. “Perhaps you should turn back around and allow us to block you in again. Without Errno, Shandor would not have known where to find the entrance.”
 
   “You would have found it by scent alone,” said Galador, who would not give in and was in no mood to be charitable to the Outcastes. “You might trust Errno, Gaelen, but you did not see his people approaching with weapons in their hands, nor hear them discussing the option of murdering the weak and wounded. The fact that they finally decided on a more enlightened course does little to mitigate their savagery in my mind.”
 
   Gaelen decided against further debate. “Where is Hallagond? I thought I saw Gwynnyth and Ula…where is Azori?”
 
   Nelwyn gestured toward a group of Elves gathered in a grassy hollow among the rocks. Gaelen could just make out Ula's short, stocky form among them. “They are healers,” she said. “Hallagond's condition is grave…I pray they can do something to aid him until we can get him back to Mountain-home.”
 
   Gaelen sniffed the cool night breeze, wrinkling her nose just a little. “You gave him aruna-leaf? That should help take some of the poison from him, at any rate. You know, I’ve often wondered which of us ever thought to test its healing properties for the first time. I mean, who would expect something that smells so foul would have such a wholesome benefit?”
 
   “We were guided by the Asari, as everyone knows,” growled Galador.
 
   “Speak for yourself, beloved,” countered Nelwyn, smiling at him. Her people had never been favored with an Asarla to guide them. Her smile turned his mood, and he bowed before her. He had not yet finished with Gaelen, however.
 
   “I'm sure it was some foolish Wood-elf, who always gave in to her curiosity and never paused to reflect upon potential consequences.”
 
   “You’re probably right,” said Gaelen. “In that case, we should hoist such adventurous Wood-elves on our shoulders and bear them in reverence. Otherwise, we might not have discovered the benefits of aruna-leaf. It has saved many lives and aided in many a healing.” Without allowing him to reply, she turned and made her way down toward the small group of healers.
 
   “Well, there she goes,” said Galador. “Probably thinks she can tell them how to do their jobs.”
 
   Nelwyn shook her head. “The odd thing is that she will aid them somehow. It will please Hallagond just to see her again. He's quite fond of her, as is young Azori.”
 
   “Hmmmph,” muttered Galador.
 
   Nelwyn was amused. “Look for the rose among the thorns, my love. If Azori can indulge his fascination for Gaelen, he is less likely to acquire a fascination with Gwynnyth.” Galador's eyes widened. Now, there was a positive aspect even he could appreciate.
 
    
 
    
 
   It is a terrible thing to live in fear. The Outcastes had spent most of their energies in simply trying to survive, and could not imagine living without the constant dread of whoever might be hunting them. Now the few hundred survivors were surrounded by members of a race they had known only as bitter enemies. Not a few Outcastes had fallen victim to Elvish arrows in the past. They took solace in their family groups, clustering like frightened field mice, peering into the dark. Few, if any, could look the Elves in the eye.
 
   They had accepted Gaelen, but few had come to actually trust her. She had been introduced to them on their terms, in familiar surroundings. Now they had lost their homes and been cast out into the night, and they were disinclined to do anything but cower and tremble. The Elves, tall and imposing, had a distressing tendency to look directly at the frightened Outcastes, which was the same thing as threatening them with harm.
 
   The Elves of Mountain-home were likewise put off by their new charges. Most had never met an Outcaste. Those few who had encountered Errno had seen a relatively clean, well-dressed being who was at least able to converse, however awkwardly. These cowering, ragged creatures did not speak at all, yet there was a sort of unpleasant, discordant buzzing in the Elves’ ears whenever they drew near. The tendency of frightened Outcastes to snarl and bare their teeth did very little to elevate anyone’s opinion of them.
 
   One of the more enterprising young Outcastes, a Green who happened to be Ethan's nephew, ventured away from his relatives in an attempt to find food. He turned over every smallish rock in search of edibles until he found evidence of an ant colony. With a bit of digging, he unearthed a lode of frantic worker-ants, scooping them into his mouth and savoring the sharp, sweet taste…until the soldiers arrived. These had large pincers, and were in no mood to tolerate this assault. They swarmed up over the young Outcaste's arms, biting and spraying them with a noxious, irritating fluid. The unfortunate youth had also taken a few into his mouth without realizing it, and they had latched onto his tongue and the inside of his cheeks.
 
   His cries drew the attention not only of his family, but of two of the Elves of Mountain-home, who rushed to aid him. They slapped the outraged ants from his arms, chest, and shoulders as he screeched in pain, backing clumsily away from the anthill and clawing at his own face. Unfortunately, though the Elves meant well, they terrified the boy. His eyes were squeezed tight lest the ants damage them, so he could not see who was now grabbing him by the arms and slapping him. He knew they were Elves—they smelled like Elves—and they were shouting at him in strange voices. No doubt they thought he was an Ulca, and would now kill him horribly. His aged aunt had actually had told him that Elves make boots from the skins of their victims, as well as several other creative untruths. In his terror he cast forth a piercing distress call, though he made no sound.
 
   The Elves staggered back as the bolt of thought assailed them, crying out and grasping their heads in pain. They could not perceive the message, and they thought the boy meant to attack them. They had not known the Outcastes had such abilities. In their confusion, they drew their weapons.
 
   In the Outcaste world, such a struggle would end in one of two ways—the Outcaste would escape, or someone would die. There would be no negotiation in the meantime. Therefore, when the Elves were seen with weapons drawn, “assaulting” a wailing, terrified youth, the Greens hardly hesitated. They loped into the fray, buzzing with an unheard battle-cry.
 
   The doom of the unfortunate Elves would have been certain had it not been for a sudden, blinding flash of blue-white light from Lord Shandor. It stopped the Greens as abruptly as if they had run headlong into a stone wall, and they reeled back, momentarily blinded.
 
   The flash drew the attention of everyone, and a large group was soon assembled. All the chieftains were there, as were many of the Greens, though the other rank-and-file Outcastes had chosen to hide from the light rather than approach it. All of the Elves except the healers stood opposite them. In the center stood Shandor, together with Duinar. The three combatants—the young Outcaste and the two Elves—sat on the ground at their feet. The Elves were still confused and dizzy from the mental assault, and the Outcaste had drawn himself into a protective ball, his head resting on his bent knees and covered with both arms.
 
   For a moment, all stood in silence. Then the accusations began:
 
   “You attacked a defenseless youth! You obviously cannot be trusted.”
 
   “We were trying to aid the boy, and he assaulted us with some sort of thought-weapon. If this is the nature of gratitude for saving the Outcastes, we can do without it!”
 
   “The Outcastes attacked without cause! The Elves had only been trying to aid them.”
 
   “The Elves drew their weapons on an unarmed youth! They already outnumbered him, and he had no defense!”
 
   “We did not know whether he was armed or not—we only knew he caused us great pain simply by wishing to! We were trying to aid him and he attacked us!”
 
   “STOP!” Shandor boomed in his most commanding tone. “You are all acting like children, and only this youth has that excuse.” He reached down and laid his hand on the huddled shoulders of the boy at his feet. “Come on, now,” he said. “I won't hurt you…I promise. Show your clansmen how brave you can be. Come on…that's right.” He helped the boy to stand, pausing to crush one last ant that was still clamped on the skin of his neck. The welts and blisters on the youth’s arms and face could be seen clearly.
 
   “What is your name?” asked Duinar in the gentlest tone he could manage. Though the boy would not even dream of looking at Shandor, he did glance up at Duinar, whose kind face gave him courage.
 
   “I am called Alann—my mother is the sister of our chief,” he muttered. It sounded far less grand than it once had, standing before two Asari.
 
   “Well, Alann,” said Duinar, “perhaps you can tell us all what happened.”
 
   It soon became apparent, as Alann stammered out his accounting of events, that all parties were innocent. Yet there had very nearly been a battle that might have turned all previous effort to ashes. Such a thought put a shiver down every spine and a cold pang in every heart.
 
   “We cannot allow this to happen again,” Shandor declared. “If we are to aid the People, both sides must agree to ask first and draw weapons after. We cannot be quick to judge those about whom we know so little. There is much misunderstanding on both sides, I expect. Real trust will take time, but we must both agree to strive for it. That is the only way we can succeed.”
 
   He turned to the chieftains. “Know that the forces of Light have agreed to aid you, but make no mistake: from this moment, you exist within our good graces. Should you be quick to anger, it will be you, and not we, who will suffer for it. Know also that any of my folk who attack you without cause will be very sorry indeed.”
 
   The Outcastes were not quite convinced, and they began to cast dismayed thoughts in a chaotic storm, alarming the Elves. “They are preparing to turn their thought-weapon upon us!” whispered the two who stood beside Shandor.
 
   “Oh, rubbish!” muttered Duinar. “They’re doing no such thing.” He addressed the assembled Outcastes, asking them to stop “speaking unheard” so that the Elves would understand what they were doing. “The Elves find your distressed and painful thoughts unpleasant,” he explained. “They cannot really hear you, but the energy of your thoughts pains them. Please try to refrain for now.”
 
   When the buzzing stopped, the Elves looked around in wonder. “You see?” said Duinar. “They have no thought-weapon…this is how they speak with one another when they are frightened. Although many of you might have some sense of one another when you are separated, actually being able to speak through thought alone is, I believe, a very unusual ability. The People might seem primitive and savage to your eyes, but there is much more to them than you know. They have talents which you lack. If you will only give them the chance, you will discover many things.”
 
   There were hushed whispers and murmuring among the Elves as they considered Duinar's revelation. Finally, one stepped forward. “The ability to actually converse without speaking is indeed unusual, and would be very useful under certain circumstances. Might the Outcastes teach us how it's done?”
 
   “We have been able to teach Gaelen to speak unheard as well as listen,” said Rook. “If we can do it for her, we might be able to do it for others like her.”
 
   At this, many of the Elves raised their eyebrows with interest. Yet for most, despite the best of intentions, the ability would elude them. It seemed that there were few Elves like Gaelen, as her affinity for the Outcastes was due in large part to her prior bond with Gorgon Elfhunter. That was a thing no Elf would envy.
 
    
 
    
 
   Rogond awoke to the familiar, pleasant scent and sound of his beloved Gaelen. She always smelled fresh to him…rather like the deep woods after a recent rain. There was a slight undercurrent of fresh sage, an aroma he would always associate with Elven-folk, and the overall effect was either comforting or exhilarating, depending on his mood. The smell of oiled leather, always a part of Gaelen's overall cachet, connected her to his mortal world. Unfortunately, the words accompanying the scent were anything but comforting.
 
   “Your brother needs you, Thaylon. Thaylon! Wake up…Hallagond is in dire need of you.”
 
   If Gaelen had intended to conceal the very bad news of Hallagond's imminent death, she failed to do so. There was a thread of grief woven throughout her voice already. She had given him the name Thaylon, meaning “trustworthy,” long ago, but she almost never used it unless she was being deadly serious.
 
   Rogond's eyes snapped open, and he raised his still-weary body from the bedroll, shivering a little in the pre-dawn chill. When his eyes met Gaelen's, he knew the truth. He cursed his human weakness… his need for sleep had taken him from his brother's side. Gaelen, Nelwyn, and Galador had kept the vigil for him, but it didn't matter. Hallagond needed his family. Without a word, he rose, shaking off the aftereffects of interrupted sleep, and followed Gaelen to what would surely be a place of sorrow and loss.
 
   Ula and one of the Elvish healers intercepted him. “You should know a few things before you go to Hallagond,” said Ula. “The healers have done their best…they truly have.”
 
   The Elf bowed in acknowledgment. “We have, but your brother has simply lost too much blood. His liver was badly damaged, and it was not in healthy condition to begin with. The aruna-leaf worked well in taking some of the poison from him, but the bad air and unclean conditions have not been his friend. Ula's energies were well spent, and she is to be commended—no Elf could have done better. But it is very, very difficult to prevent blood seeping from a damaged liver. Every drop is precious, and he will soon lose one drop too many. I'm afraid the journey back will simply kill him, and he will die in great pain. It is our belief that we should remain here, making him comfortable and peaceful until the end comes.”
 
   Rogond's face was ashen. He had only just begun to know his brother, it seemed. He had spent far too little time with Hallagond and his family in the past twenty years. The reality of the loss brought tears to his eyes, and he quickly shook them off.
 
   “There is no need to hide your sorrow,” said the Elf. “Hallagond knows what his fate will be. He has, in fact, asked to be left to die in peace.”
 
   Ula scowled. “He's been asking for moonflower. Seems he wants us to put him out of his misery. I think he's afraid of slowing us down. I thought Gaelen was going to start wailing when he asked her for it.”
 
   Rogond squeezed his eyes shut. Ula does not understand—this is not the first time Gaelen has given the precious elixir to take the final pain from a beloved friend.
 
   A silent hand on his shoulder startled him, and he turned to regard the grim, sad face of Duinar. The reply in Rogond's eyes was stony. He had not forgotten Duinar's delay in opening their underground prison to the air. The result had nearly killed him, and now it would be the final stitch in Hallagond's shroud. Duinar's face showed that he knew the cause of Rogond's cold manner. “Only Lady Ordath can save your brother,” he said gently.
 
   “Well, since she’s not here, and I have not heard any sentinels announcing her approach, then I suppose I must go and bid farewell to him now,” said Rogond.
 
   “You blame my negligence, and I will accept the blame,” said Duinar as Ula and the Elf exchanged astonished glances. “Yet, if you will permit me, I will redeem myself…or at least try. Will you hear me?”
 
   “What have you to say?” said Rogond, who would not yet allow himself to hope. Duinar's ideas didn't always work as he intended.
 
   “I was frozen in the ice of Cold Mountain for five centuries. When your friend Fima obligingly released me from that prison, I was exactly the same as when I went in. I would be afraid to “freeze” Hallagond, but I can make ice…anytime, anywhere.” He turned to Ula and the Elf. “If Hallagond is brought before Ordath in the same condition he is in right now, could she save his life?”
 
   The Elf considered. “She might,” he said at last. “Though I could not absolutely guarantee it, Ordath has brought men and Elves back from brinks more precarious than this one. What do you propose?”
 
   “If we can cool his body down to the point of near-freezing, his heart will slow and so will his blood. We might be able to get him there in much the same condition.”
 
   “Not good enough,” said the Elf. “He might slow, but he won't have stopped. His blood will still be lost.”
 
   “What if you actually froze him, though?” mused Rogond. He had not intended to be heard, but Duinar responded.
 
   “That would be tricky. Not just the freezing, but the thawing in particular. And I don't know whether I have the strength for it—it takes a lot of energy to summon forth so much cold so fast.”
 
   “Master…when you were released from the mountain of ice, why were you not stiff? Frozen things usually are, yet you were limp…and you warmed quickly.”
 
   Duinar's nose reddened a little. “Well…I had not actually intended to freeze myself, you see. I was entombed in the ice, and I was as cold as the ice, but my body was not really frozen. Does that make any sense?”
 
   “Not to me,” muttered Ula.
 
   “Nor to me,” said Rogond, “but that doesn't matter. The important thing is…can you do the same for Hallagond?”
 
   The Elf, by this time, was more than intrigued. “It will take us quite some time to get to Mountain-home. The way is not an easy one. We’ve been considering taking the wounded by underground paths, as they are straighter and less arduous. It will do the wounded Outcastes little good to travel under the sun.”
 
   “If my mistake, which failed to save the people of Tuathas, can be used to undo my negligence, I'm willing to try,” said Duinar. “It seems we have run out of alternatives.”
 
   


  
 

Chapter 20: Cold Hands, Warm Heart
 
    
 
    
 
   Though he was not yet aware of Duinar's intention, Hallagond was shivering already. Azori had been brought to his father's side; thanks to Gwynnyth, he was now able to sit for brief periods. He still needed a great deal of rest, but his color was almost normal. He would heal in time as long as his wound remained clean and uncorrupted. Now he drew the blankets up to Hallagond's chin in an effort to warm him. This had little effect, however, as Hallagond's chill came from within. The furnace of his life was burning low, and would soon go out.
 
   He knew he would soon leave his friends and family, and it showed in his eyes. When he locked gaze with his anxious brother, he tried to smile. “And what has gotten you all riled up, Rogond?” he whispered. “Have you temporarily run out of soap? Does your She-elf think you unclean?” He coughed once, grimacing as pain washed what was left of the color from his face. “It's not as though your brother is dying, or anything.”
 
   “Don't make such morbid jokes in front of your son. He might think you’re serious,” said Rogond.
 
   “I am serious. Azori understands my situation. He's here to send me on to a peaceful rest which, I must say, sounds good about now.” His eyes fluttered upward to meet the warm, brown eyes of his first-born. “I'm pretty proud of him, you know. I’ve already told him that you are to be his guardian from now on. I trust you don't mind.”
 
   “Actually, I do mind,” said Rogond. “You’re not getting out of your duties that easily…Duinar has an idea. Now I want you to lie quietly while I explain it. Every word you say drains you, so, as much as it pains you, please keep quiet.”
 
   Hallagond rolled his eyes. “I'll try not to scream too loudly,” he said.
 
   “Very well. Duinar has said that if we can get you to Lady Ordath in much the same condition as you are in now, your life might be saved. Duinar thinks he has thought of a way to do that. He has it in his power to…to freeze your body so that you will lose no more blood and suffer no more damage. Then he will revive you in Mountain-home, where Ordath will heal you.”
 
   Hallagond sighed. “That's quite imaginative,” he whispered. “It sounds unpleasant to me…I’ve never liked being cold! Why should I subject myself to such an unlikely-to-be-successful ordeal when I can just draw my last peaceful breath right here?”
 
   Rogond scowled. Hallagond often did not say what he meant to say. “Because of Estle, and Azori, and your three daughters,” he said. “That's too obvious to need stating, isn't it?”
 
   “I’d rather not treat my little girls to the sight of my frozen dead body,” groaned Hallagond, deliberately turning his head aside so that Rogond could not see the grief in his eyes.
 
   “You’re being difficult because you’re afraid,” said Rogond. “I understand, but you must trust Duinar just this once.”
 
   “Why should I trust him? You don't!”
 
   “I have decided that I actually do,” said Rogond. “This just might work if all goes right. Don't you want to see your children grow? Do you really want to leave Estle to raise them alone?” Then, after a pause, he added: “Do you really want them to be brought up by Elves?”
 
   “You’re despicable,” muttered Hallagond.
 
   At that moment, Duinar appeared, accompanied by the healers, Gaelen, Nelwyn, and Galador. The healers” faces betrayed their skepticism. “Well, are we ready to begin?” Duinar asked in a cheerful voice. In his right hand he carried a familiar-looking flask.
 
   Hallagond's eyes grew bright with longing. “Is that…brandy?”
 
   “It is, indeed. I’ve had better…this is only about a hundred years old.”
 
   “Oh…oh my!” whispered Hallagond, his eyes virtually glowing.
 
   “Too bad he can't have any,” said Ula.
 
   “Actually, he can. In fact, if I am to freeze him, I would like to thin his blood a good deal.”
 
   “Well, then, freeze away!” said Hallagond. “Give me enough of that brandy, and I won't care what you do.” He glanced over at Ula and briefly crossed his eyes. Then a wave of pain and weariness threatened to overwhelm his good humor.
 
   Duinar handed the flask to Azori. “Give him as much as he'll take. I must go and prepare.”
 
    
 
    
 
   (Speak to me unheard.)
 
   (Our cause is in jeopardy, for the People have found powerful allies, including the White Eagle! Now how shall we ever turn them?)
 
   (Did you witness the event earlier? The Greens nearly started a war against the Fire-eyes over some silly misunderstanding or perceived insult. We have less to fear than you think.)
 
   (Why say you so? We do not understand.)
 
   (The White Eagle has forbidden the Elves to draw weapons on the People. They will be reluctant to interfere in our affairs, for they do not understand us. They won't attack us in any case!)
 
   (We can never trust them. We can only trust in each other…only those who are faithful.)
 
   (We must not be discovered until we can once again lead the Dark Powers to reclaim the People. There are those who threaten us even now…they must be eliminated somehow.)
 
   (Who are they, Wise Chieftain? Name them, and we will see to it that they threaten us no longer.)
 
   (Errno, the turncoat of the Gold Clan, should have been eliminated long ago. Much of this disaster is of his making. There is another—a Fire-eye—she can hear our unspoken words. She is most dangerous, for I suspect she can hear our thoughts whether intended for her or not.)
 
   (Then we must not send thoughts when she is nearby! How will we know her? All Fire-eyes look the same!)
 
   (We must do more than guard our thoughts—we must kill her. Then we may cast our thoughts as we please. This one is easy to know by her small size and shaggy hair.)
 
   (Kill a Fire-eye? That's not as easy as it sounds. One failed attempt and we are all suspect! They are almost never alone among Outcastes.)
 
   (But this one is sometimes alone. See to it that she does not return one of these nights, will you? You must make her death appear accidental. None of the People may be suspected. You all know her—she is the one Errno first brought among us. She is the only Fire-eye to have met with Danté.)
 
   (If she can hear our thoughts, how will we ever take her unaware?)
 
   (By acting alone. I leave it to you to figure out your method.)
 
   (And why will you not hunt her as well?)
 
   (Because I am known to the Fire-eyes; they believe I am a friend. It is my task to maintain the illusion. Do not think that is an easy burden to bear! I hate them and everything they stand for…just being near them makes me want to rise up against them. Do not concern yourselves with my business. Do what you’re told and all will be well. Soon you will be free from having to think for yourselves—you will be in the arms of the Dark Father, and His commands will guide you ever after. Think of that day, but do as I tell you in the meantime, for I am His emissary.)
 
   (Aye, lord, we will.)
 
   (Remember: no suspicion must fall upon the People in the deaths of Errno and the Fire-eye. Otherwise, all is lost.)
 
    
 
    
 
   Hallagond was already unconscious when Duinar finally reappeared. The elder son of Diomar was smiling through his stubbly beard, as he had managed about five good swallows of brandy. If he were to die now, he would die happy.
 
   Duinar had left instructions with Shandor, who had gone to rally the Elves and Outcastes alike; he had a special task for them. In the meantime, Duinar asked that Hallagond be carried to the bank of a nearby stream. He dipped his hand in the water.
 
   “Brrrr! This water is very cold already. That's a good thing,” he said, smiling. He sat upon the ground beside the sleeping Hallagond.
 
   “Master…what are you doing?” asked Rogond.
 
   “In order to ensure that I apply the right amount of energy, I must freeze myself along with him. Otherwise, I'll have no sense of things and might kill him. This must be done just right—too much, or too little, would mean disaster.” He glanced up at Galador and Nelwyn, who had seen him in a frozen state before. “I'm afraid you'll have to carry us both to Mountain-home at the same time. Don't worry. Lord Shandor has a plan.”
 
   “Another Asarla with a plan,” muttered Ula, reminding Rogond very much of Fima.
 
   “Now, don't any of you distract me unless Lord Wrothgar himself appears!” said Duinar, lying down beside Hallagond and wrapping both arms around him. “This will be difficult enough. In fact, why don't you all just leave us alone? Come back in a few minutes, and the deed should be done.”
 
   The Company turned and made their way toward the nearest barrier of rock.
 
   “I know you won't be able to resist watching me!” called Duinar, chuckling for a moment. Then his expression became deadly serious. “Well, my pleasantly inebriated friend, let us begin,” he whispered, drawing Hallagond as close as he dared. He closed his eyes and began to chant: Ros aigred con fuan-ai…Ros aigred con fuan-ai…Ros aigred con fuan-ai…
 
   From their refuge behind the stones, the Company watched in amazement as a cloud of vapor lifted from the flowing stream. It grew large enough to envelop Duinar and Hallagond, who could no longer be seen. The vapor seemed to flow in a distinct pattern—ribbons of white and pale blue and grey wove in and out like highly disciplined dancers or soldiers in precise formation. The cloud grew larger and the vapors moved faster and faster until at last they dissipated, revealing a crystal clear block of ice.
 
   The Company remained motionless for only a moment longer. Gaelen vaulted over the rocky barrier and sprinted to the block of ice, followed by Rogond. Soon they all stood around the miraculous crystalline structure. Duinar and Hallagond appeared exactly as before—except all within the block was blue or blue-white in color, and Duinar's eyes were closed. His brows were drawn together in concentration, but he did not look dismayed.
 
   “How will we prevent this from…you know…from melting?” asked Ula. Her question was supported by a parting of the cloudy sky, allowing the sun to strike the beautiful glassy surface of the ice.
 
   “I believe Duinar has taken care of that,” whispered Gaelen, who loved the very idea of magic and was thrilled to see it performed with such expert precision. “See how the sunlight is reflected from the ice? Very little actually pierces it…all within is still blue.” She reached out with a curious hand, brushing the surface. “This is utterly dry,” she said. “My fingers would stick fast if I let them linger.”
 
   “How are we going to move this? It must weigh as much as a horse!” said Ula.
 
   “That must be where Shandor's plan comes in,” said Nelwyn.
 
   Ula folded her arms. “Ah, yes! I forgot. Shandor's plan…well, that should be interesting. Perhaps he's gone off to brush up on his levitation skills.”
 
   “I'm going to inform Azori and Farin that, so far, Duinar's efforts have succeeded,” said Gwynnyth.
 
   “I'll go with you,” said Galador. The rest of you should keep watch over the ice. After all, a well-placed hammer-blow from Fima was enough to undo it the last time.”
 
   “The last time was not intentional,” said Gaelen. “Duinar actually meant to freeze himself this time. I expect this will be harder to undo.”
 
   “I wonder if he's thought of that?” muttered Rogond.
 
   “I hope so, said Gaelen. “Surely between Ordath and Shandor we will have enough wisdom to see the task done.” She took a perch upon a flat, moss-covered stone and set herself to the watch. Rogond sat beside her, but the stone was hard and he was uncomfortable. He drew his cloak around his shoulders; just looking at Duinar and Hallagond made him feel cold. Then he remembered what was left of Duinar's brandy, which he had appropriated from Azori. He drew it from beneath his jerkin, took a long, thankful swallow, and immediately felt the warmth spread through him. This was, in his opinion, one of the finest uses of fruit in all the world.
 
    
 
    
 
   Shandor's plan was soon apparent, as a contingent of Elves and two helpful dwarves headed into the nearby forest. Soon the sound of axes and hammers echoed among the rocks and trees. At twilight the laborers would be joined by a few strong Outcastes, who would hide from the sun until then. The hammers and axes rang all night.
 
   In the morning, Ula and Farin, who had been reduced to supervising due to his badly injured arm, emerged from the forest, leading the Elves and Outcastes, who quickly melted into the shadows with the return of the sun. They bore with them a marvelous wooden casket, shaped to fit the block of ice imprisoning Duinar and Hallagond. It was like a box suspended between stout poles, and would be borne overland by as many Elves as required. When the going was easier, it could be converted into a sort of rolling, horse-drawn sledge. Farin and Ula had designed it. It wasn't exactly pretty, but Ula was proud of it. She had taken a piece of charcoal and drawn the symbol of her clan on the side.
 
   Getting the ice into the box was difficult, as one could not exactly lift it. Shandor, who was stronger than nearly all the Elves put together, managed to tip it up far enough to slide pry-poles beneath, straining his powerful gloved hands and covered arms. He shivered for several minutes afterward. Using the pry-poles, with flat stones of increasing height as fulcrums, the block of ice was slowly and carefully tipped into the box (which quite thoughtfully had one removable side for ease in loading). Then the Elves lashed it down with ropes, fitted the poles in proper fashion, and lifted it with relative ease.
 
   Fortunately, Elves are both strong and enduring beyond the capacity of men, and they were honored to be chosen to bear Duinar. They would leave at once, escorted by Shandor and the Company, as well as many of the Elves. A few Elves would assist the Outcastes in traveling the underground path, but they would need to wait until the remainder of the contingent from Mountain-home arrived from the west-gate. Errno would be with them, and he knew the way.
 
   Shandor had sent his messengers back long ago, and the Elves at the west-gate would be on their way with Errno in tow. When the messengers reappeared at dawn, they informed Shandor that Errno was following on foot with a small contingent of Elves, a few of whom were mounted. “They should be here by nightfall. We stayed with them for much of the way,” they said.
 
   Shandor nodded his approval. “Then let us be off,” he said. “Our cargo will slow us down considerably. All who would go with us overland please make ready.” He assumed that the Company would be following with him, but as he saddled his tall horse he turned to regard Gaelen standing by.
 
   “I am waiting for Errno,” she said. “I want to see him safely on his way. The Outcastes are intimidated by the Elves, and it will make the journey a lot more bearable for the Outcastes once Errno is here to guide them. They are most uneasy at the thought of approaching Mountain-home.”
 
   “I'm sure they are,” said Shandor, “but they had better get used to the idea. I expect the Elves are just as uneasy about having them in Mountain-home.”
 
   “Well, they had better get used to the idea,” said Gaelen, smiling at Shandor, who, despite the chill in his ice-blue eyes, smiled warmly back at her.
 
    
 
    
 
   Gaelen had assured Rogond that she would catch up with the Company as soon as Errno was on his way to Mountain-home. “It won't be difficult. You will not be able to make time carrying that heavy, awkward cargo–I'll catch you easily. In fact, I'm looking forward to a good run in the fresh air, worrying only about myself.” She smiled and shook her hair from her bright eyes. “I'll see you tomorrow.”
 
   Having said farewell to her friends for the moment, Gaelen decided to borrow a hunting bow and see what she could provide. In truth, she was impatient and wanted an excuse to intercept Errno's party. It was not long until she was rewarded with two plump mountain partridges and a tender yearling doe. She hung the doe to bleed out, then gutted it and removed any nonessential parts. She had just managed to sling it across her shoulders when she thought she heard a sound far to the west—it sounded like someone speaking, but she could not be certain. Reaching into her boot-top, she extracted her medallion and grasped it in her right hand.
 
   The sounds became clear at once. She could hear every bird, every drip of water, and every footfall. Errno's party was just to the west of her; she knew she would see it if she found a high point. No matter…she would travel down into the valley and intercept it.
 
   As soon as she saw Errno, she smiled. He had covered his head with his hood to shield himself from the sun, and he was once again wearing his mask for protection from reflected rays. He went forth bravely in full daylight, striding along like a man and not cringing like an Ulca. Gaelen was impressed, and she called to him unheard:
 
   (Errno! Your friend Gaelen is waiting for you! Look near the tall trees and you'll see.)
 
   Errno stopped abruptly, nearly causing the Elf immediately behind to knock him over. Errno resumed walking, but he looked around, squinting, trying to find the trees Gaelen was referring to. When he saw them, he waved, and Gaelen waved back.
 
   (Well met! How goes the great rescue effort?)
 
   (Let's wait until we can speak face to face, for there is much to say.)
 
   


  
 

Chapter 21: The Way to Mountain-home
 
    
 
    
 
   Danté had taught the Outcastes that a thing worth having is not easily obtained. Still, they wondered, as they struggled through the difficult, twisting tunnels toward Mountain-home, could these paths not have been made straighter?
 
   Once Errno had returned, the journey back to Mountain-home had begun for all concerned. Farin had gone underground with Errno and the Outcastes, presumably to assist in finding the way back. Errno needed no such assistance, but Farin's wound pained him to the point that even walking was difficult. Naturally, he would not allow anyone to carry him, and the underground route to Mountain-home was the easiest and most direct, despite the Outcastes’ grumbling about the difficulty of it. Farin knew that he had to find healing, and soon, lest he lose the use of his right arm.
 
   At the same time, Shandor walked above ground beside the massive ice-chest containing Duinar and Hallagond, directing the eight strong Elves who bore it. He had selected over twenty potential “bearers” of approximately the same strength and height. They would spell one another when they grew weary. Four Elves took up each pole with the strongest in second position, nearest the center of the load in the front. There were two brothers, named Oshan and Trystan, who were uncommonly strong even for Elves. They would occupy this important position whenever the terrain became arduous. Their broad shoulders, massive chests, and heavily muscled legs might have tempted one to mistake them for very handsome men, or even extremely tall and lanky Dwarves, though it would have been most unwise to say such a thing aloud. Of course, their smooth faces gave them away.
 
   Rogond strode with his back unbent in the fresh air. He was actually thankful for the narrow tunnels. Had the underground paths been straighter and wider, they all would have taken them. His tall frame and light-loving eyes had seen quite enough of such places.
 
   Nelwyn, Galador, Ula, Gwynnyth, and Azori were also pleased to be moving in the open air and under the lights of the heavens. Nelwyn and Gwynnyth were overjoyed merely to behold the color green again, and Galador was relieved to see a smile on his daughter's face at last. Yet this initial joy faded, and all were somber as they walked or were carried along. Azori's face was anxious, though his body was healing well. His mind kept wandering back to the battle,
 
   trying to recall events, wondering whether his own predicament had somehow resulted in Hallagond's fall. Should his father die, he would blame himself…though he was in no way to blame.
 
   Gaelen, who had remained behind to intercept Errno, rejoiced to see him at last. When they first approached one another, she thought briefly of embracing him as a friend, but refrained from doing so. Gaelen had noticed that her touch seemed to make him uncomfortable. She did not care for the unhealthy feel of Outcaste flesh either, though she experienced no physical effects. Ulcas cannot bear the touch of Elves, whose natural healing influence assails their diseased bodies. Gaelen wondered if Errno still bore a little of that burden.
 
   She had seen him on his way, bidding farewell also to Rook, Roni, and Ethan. Then she had secured her few belongings, tightened her belt, and begun the trek southward, following her friends. Shandor and his Company had left in the morning, but Errno and the Outcastes had waited until dusk, as they had to travel a distance overland before submerging once more. Gaelen, therefore, was nearly a day's journey behind.
 
   She was unconcerned, for she was swift and light-footed, needing little to sustain her. She ran silently under the moon, filling her lungs with crisp night air. The intoxicating aroma of thousands of spruce and fir trees mixed with mountain wildflowers delighted her—she had forgotten how invigorating it was. Unfortunately, it would mask any but the strongest scent. If she had not detected the indistinct hum of a lone Outcaste sending forth thoughts, she would not have taken any notice of him, even with the wafting stench of his Ulcan escorts to alert her.
 
   Koth had withdrawn from the battlefield, and he now lurked near enough to the retreating Outcastes to send and receive thoughts from at least one of his traitorous allies, who had informed him of the imminent trek to Mountain-home. Once the Outcastes came under the protection of Lady Ordath, there would be little anyone could do to them, at least for a while. Lord Wrothgar would be most displeased.
 
   By now the traitors, who referred to themselves as “the Faithful,” were aware that the assault on the Outcaste stronghold had gone as badly as it possibly could have. Very few of the invaders had survived, at least from the western force. The easterners had made their way around to the south, taken one look at Shandor's forces, and disappeared back into the night. Koth and his escorts, who had seen no trace of the easterners, assumed that they had been slain.
 
   Gaelen did not know who was sending forth thoughts—she believed all the Outcastes had gone belowground. When she held the amulet, she could feel their collective mental vibrations as they traveled beneath the earth. This one was sending from a different location. Apparently, he was alone. If there was a lone Outcaste nearby, he or she was either lost, abandoned, or not of the People. If not of the People, then perhaps a traitor in the service of Lord Wrothgar? She could not say, but she would have to find out in any case. If the Outcaste was lost, she would aid him. If he was a traitor, she would have quite a different objective.
 
   She reached down into her tunic and drew forth Shandor's gift, clutching the Stone in her hand and concentrating. The lone thoughts of the unknown Outcaste had ceased, but her heightened senses now “heard” another solitary voice questing out from below the ground…someone in the collective was attempting to answer. If the outsider was lost, then why was there only one voice calling to him? That would only make sense if he was a traitor. She could also pick up the scent of an Outcaste and…and Ulcas? What Ulca would suffer a non-traitorous Outcaste to live? She followed the scent and soon discovered three sets of tracks, convinced that she was on the trail of enemies. After a while, the tracks diverged from the path taken by the Company, veering off to the west, toward the Darkmere.
 
   To pursue them would take Gaelen from her intended course, and she hesitated, debating. She had promised to follow quickly behind Rogond, and she had already been delayed. Should she abandon the pursuit and follow her friends as she had promised? She could still report her discovery to Lord Shandor. On the other hand, that report would be so much more useful if she had more information. Who was the Outcaste? What was his intention, and why was he traveling with Ulcas? Perhaps she was wrong, and he was their prisoner. She also wanted to know who had been trying to answer him, and why. Besides that, her hunter-scout's nature ruffled at the thought of leaving Ulcas alive in the aftermath of a conflict.
 
   One last thought decided her: a dead traitor or a captive one is much less dangerous than a live, free-roaming one. If she could capture him, perhaps he could be coerced into revealing the other traitors. That was a chance she dared not miss. After muttering an apology to her beloved Rogond, she turned westward, following the enemy.
 
    
 
    
 
   Predictably, Rogond had already begun to worry. He had long since gotten over his elation at walking in the free air and had turned his attentions backward to the anticipated reunion with Gaelen. He had expected her to catch up within a few hours, but she had not appeared even after the sun rose on the following day.
 
   “Don't be concerned as yet,” said Galador. “I should expect the Outcastes have taken their time in setting forth. They probably waited until dusk to make the trek to the underground tunnel. She'll be along very soon now if that is the case. We cannot make very good time with our valuable burden.”
 
   Rogond sighed. “You’re right, of course. I hadn't thought of the Outcastes waiting to travel in darkness. Just because Errno walks freely under the sun doesn't mean they all are willing.”
 
   “I doubt it's the sun that dismays them as much as the threat of enemies,” said Galador. “They have been through a lot, and their losses are heavy. They probably are afraid of being pursued by whatever's left of Wrothgar's invasion force.” He shook his head, smiling. “Stop looking back over your shoulder. When she does approach, I'll wager it will be both unheard and unseen. I’d expect her to sneak up from behind and startle us all half to death.”
 
   Rogond chuckled back at him. “I'm glad you’re here to point these things out,” he said. “Still, I hope no ill has befallen her.”
 
   “Better you should hope that nothing has distracted or diverted her,” said Galador. “If it has, you'll be sprouting at least ten new grey hairs for every day you’re separated.”
 
   “Or every hour,” muttered Rogond. “I'm quite grey enough already.”
 
   Galador shook his head. “It's bad enough you gave your heart to an Elf…you had to give it to that Elf! Well, you’ve no one to blame but yourself. I warned you of the dangers of falling in love with her, but you just insisted. You cannot say you didn't know what you were getting yourself into.”
 
   “You can say ‘I told you so’ all you like, Galador—the simple truth is that this is your fault for allowing her to sing to me when I was ill. I’ve been deaf to all reasonable argument since.” He tried to will himself to stop looking back over his shoulder, but he succeeded for only a short while. Gaelen would not be diverted without reason, and that was what truly worried him.
 
    
 
    
 
   When the sun rose in the early morning, the mountainside was blanketed in a thick mist. Gaelen had still not gotten a good look at her quarry, though she knew there were two Ulcas and one Outcaste. She kept on their trail, careful to remain unseen. The wind was in her favor, blowing gently from the west, and she knew they would not be able to smell her.
 
   When the mist burned off in the late morning, she got a clearer view, but the Outcaste was now hooded and she could not see his face. She cursed under her breath. She had already determined that he was not a prisoner, for the Ulcas didn't treat him like one. A traitor then, thought Gaelen, as if she had not known it already.
 
   Perhaps she should put her plan into motion—it seemed as good a time as any. The Ulcas would not care to travel in the open sunlight, and they would no doubt insist on hunkering down among the rocks. If the terrain was favorable, she would allow them to relax and lower their guard. Then she would strike—she could think of no reason to leave Ulcas alive. She intended to capture the traitor and return with him to Mountain-home to face the scrutiny of Lady Ordath and Lord Shandor. Gaelen doubted that any secrets would be withheld for long. Perhaps she could even convince him to reveal the rest of the traitors to her first, just in case.
 
   As predicted, when the Ulcas felt the first prickle of the sun on their skin they sought a shady refuge amid some large, jutting slabs of dark-flecked granite. Gaelen's stealth served her best in woodlands—after all, that was where she had spent much of her time—but she had taken to practicing her talent almost daily, wherever she was, whether needed or not. She stalked squirrels, cats, rabbits, men, Dwarves, and even birds. She was not satisfied until she could stalk a bird close enough to leap and grab it in her hand—a difficult feat that she accomplished only about once in every five attempts.
 
   Gaelen's hunting bow was still slung at her back; there wasn't a clear shot amid the maze of boulders. She would have to get a lot closer to her enemies. The wind had risen a little, which made it easier to approach unheard. It would, however, affect the flight of her blades, so she crept close enough that it would not matter before casting the first one into the eye of one of the Ulcas. It fell dead, face down beside its companion, as Koth leaped to his feet, his face turned toward Gaelen. She knew him at once.
 
   “You! I thought as much!”
 
   She cast her second blade before the remaining Ulca could draw its sword from the scabbard, and it fell, clawing at its throat. The Ulca withdrew the bright, leaf-shaped knife and lurched upward, only to sag back to the mossy ground as blood loss took all its remaining strength. Koth had bolted, sprinting for the safety of the trees, as Gaelen leaped after him.
 
   Koth ran for his life, and at first he outdistanced Gaelen. Though he was much faster on his feet than she had anticipated, he would not evade her for long–they both knew it. The trees were Gaelen's element, not Koth's, but the paths were treacherous and unfamiliar to both of them. One serious misstep by either party would end the chase.
 
   Koth did not have Gaelen's stamina, and she soon caught him as he ran awkwardly down a slope strewn with large, grey boulders. She leapt on him with a triumphant cry, driving him from his feet. He fell face-first, rolling over and over with Gaelen pinning his upper arms and clinging to his back, until he fetched painfully up against a stone. He yowled and spat and clawed at his enemy like a maddened cat. She hung on until his teeth found her forearm, whereupon she released him with a cry of pain. He swung around to face her, a crooked blade in his right hand, panting and snarling, his back to the stones. His feral, murky brown eyes gleamed out at her from his dark-masked face.
 
   “You’re finished, traitor,” Gaelen growled. She had lost all thoughts of mercy when Koth had bitten her arm.
 
   (Killing me won't advance your cause, Fire-eye. I am far more useful alive.)
 
   “Killing a wretched turncoat always improves my outlook,” she replied. “But you’re right…you would be very useful alive. Despite this, I will kill you where you stand unless you name the Outcastes who are in league with Wrothgar.”
 
   Koth's eyes grew wide when he realized that she could perceive his thoughts. “You have a blade, and I have a blade,” he snarled in a rasping, breathy voice. “Who's to say who will live and who will die?”
 
   “You won't take one step toward me. In fact, I'll cast this blade straight into your right eye on the count of three if you do not reveal the other traitors,” said Gaelen, her eyes narrowing.
 
   “And after I do, you will cast your blade anyway,” said Koth. “I can feel the hatred steaming off of you.” His eyes darted from side to side, and he licked his cracked lips.
 
   “Count of three,” said Gaelen. “One…”
 
   “Things are not as you believe,” said Koth, cringing back from her.
 
   “I'm sure. Two…”
 
   “If I betray Lord Wrothgar, my fate will be far worse than any you could give me.”
 
   “Don't be so sure. Three! Now, talk!” She raised her last blade, though she truly did not intend to cast it–Koth was worth far more to her alive. He was no better at interpreting the attitudes and expressions of Elves than they were at understanding the Outcastes, though, and he believed she would kill him in an instant.
 
   “Wait!” he cried, as Gaelen tipped her throwing-arm back while focusing on his right eye. “All…all right,” he gasped, cringing back and shuddering. “I'll tell you, but then you must release me. I cannot return to the People once I have revealed the Faithful to you.
 
   “The Faithful? Is that what you call a group of unprincipled, vicious, underhanded turncoats?” said Gaelen with a curl of her upper lip. She found the idea of being “faithful” to Wrothgar beyond disgusting. “Tell me their names, but ask no favors of me. I cannot release you lest you get into more mischief!”
 
   “I will not be able to get into much of anything, let alone mischief,” whined Koth. “How long will it be before Wrothgar learns of my treachery? I will have to go far away, where He cannot find me. Once I reveal the names, I am truly cast out...adrift!” A tear came to his eye then, which Gaelen ignored. Tears could be easily summoned, at least by some.
 
   “The names, traitor…I still have not heard them.” She lifted her blade again.
 
   “If I am to reveal them, I must do so unheard,” said Koth.”My voice simply cannot speak the names.”
 
   “Oh, have it your way,” said Gaelen, who had lost all patience. “Speak them aloud or unheard, it matters not to me. However, I must perceive them. And you are still returning to Mountain-home, as those names must be verified. I cannot—will not—release you.” She opened her thoughts in anticipation of his response.
 
   She had perhaps an instant of warning when Koth’s eyes narrowed and the ghost of a smile crossed his lips. A bolt of pain lanced through her brain as he sent forth the equivalent of a thousand anguished screams—she had never felt anything like it before. He meant to unbalance her, and he succeeded, bolting away from her in a rush of flapping, tattered cloth and a miasma of foul odor.
 
   Gaelen gasped, holding her head in both hands for a moment, her eyes squeezed shut as thousands of tiny flashes of color and light tormented her. It seemed that at least some Outcastes could use thought as a weapon. She reached up to discover that her left ear was bleeding; apparently Koth had also hurled his rusty blade at her. Cursing herself for allowing him to escape,
 
   She shook off the pain and sprinted after him. She would know to guard herself the next time—only fools would open their minds to a trapped Outcaste.
 
   She darted among the spruces, leaping over stones and down embankments, as Koth tried in vain to outdistance her again. He was crying aloud in terror as he ran, expecting to feel either her blade or one of her arrows in his back at any moment, and she almost felt pity for him. Then he disappeared into the trees, whereupon another bolt of anguish assailed her. She was now prepared for it, fortunately. Had she allowed it to distract her, it might have been her undoing. She ran headlong into the trees, straight to the very edge of a terrible precipice, forced to stop so suddenly that she very nearly went over the edge. She knew then that the last bolt of mental anguish had not been directed at her.
 
   Her luck was still with her, but Koth's had run out. His mangled form could be seen at the bottom of a crevasse near the wild, foaming water that had carved out its course over the long ages. It was plain that her enemy was dead, and Gaelen bit her lip in frustration. It was a pity, for she would never gain the insights Koth might have given, and neither would anyone in Mountain-home. At least she no longer had to worry about his reporting to Lord Wrothgar.
 
   She gazed down upon her failure for another moment. Perhaps I’m wrong. He could still be alive… Then she noticed the spatters of whitish-grey brain matter beneath his hood. She sighed, knowing that she would no doubt be required to recount every detail of her incompetence, imagining the disappointed looks on many faces in Mountain-home. Koth's death represented a very great opportunity lost. At least he would do no more harm. She turned then and retraced her path back to the two dead Ulcas, for she would never waste such excellent throwing-knives if she could help it.
 
    
 
    
 
   By the time Gaelen caught up with Shandor's Company, she was more than two days overdue. She would have arrived sooner, but she had slowed down in order to craft her explanation. Gaelen was a very poor liar, and she could never lie to Rogond anyway, but there were ways to make things sound better. By the time she drew near the Company, her speech had seen quite a lot of practicing and polishing. She caught sight of Rogond's dark, windblown hair—it wasn't difficult, as he stood taller even than most of the Elves—and swallowed hard. She dreaded the inevitable look of hurt and disappointment he would give her. After all, his feelings had been placed second on her list of priorities…again.
 
   Contrary to Galador's earlier prediction, Gaelen did not sneak up on the Company. There would have been very little point in that. Besides, it was not easy even for Gaelen to approach a column of wary Elves undetected. She did, however, startle Rogond.
 
   “How goes the journey?”
 
   “Gaelen!” He smiled down at her, obviously relieved. Then the clouds began to gather. “What has kept you for so long? You promised to follow straightaway.” He reached out and brushed the hair back from her torn left ear, concerned. “You’re hurt! What happened?”
 
   “Oh...this? This is nothing, just an...unfortunate accident. Actually, I'm fine except for my ear, thank you.”
 
   “Well then…were the Outcastes delayed in their departure? Shandor did not think so…”
 
   “No, they left at dusk three days ago.”
 
   “I would have expected a day's delay at most from you, Gaelen…where have you been?”
 
   “Ah…ummm…well…” Gaelen discovered that all her practice and polish had been in vain—she had forgotten her entire version of the explanation as soon as she looked into his eyes. Looking away now did not bring it back. “Heh, heh…well, an interesting thing happened,” she said. She had rarely sounded guiltier in her life. The expected disappointment filled Rogond's eyes, washing over her heart.
 
   “I’d like to hear this one myself,” said Galador, who had overheard. “My-oh-my, I believe we all could use a breather. Shall I ask Shandor to call a halt?” His eyes gleamed at Gaelen, who looked back at him with an expression somewhere between a warning and a plea.
 
   “I don't think that will be necessary at the moment,” said Nelwyn, striding up beside Galador and giving him a fleeting, sidelong glare. She lifted her chin and continued forward, indicating that she would suffer no mean-spirited behavior on his part.
 
   “I suppose a delay in hearing the explanation won't hurt,” Galador muttered. “Much.”
 
   Gaelen, who had been distracted from Rogond, regained her composure. “I will explain when we get to Mountain-home,” she said. “This event has some significance to everyone…the Outcastes included. I’d rather not go into it more than once.” She fell then into stony silence. Thanks to this declaration, she would now have to tell her tale to everyone in Mountain-home.
 
   Galador scowled a little, then his eyebrows lifted and his mouth tugged in a faint smile as he drew closer to Gaelen. “You’d better start practicing now, hadn't you?” he whispered.
 
    
 
    
 
   The rest of the journey to Mountain-home was slow, but uneventful. There was very little risk of attack with Lord Shandor gleaming like a bright gem in the midst of the Company, and the risk diminished even further the closer they drew to Ordath's realm. Because their progress was slow, the journey took nearly a month to complete. Rogond understood then why Hallagond had wanted to remain behind to die in peace, as he would never have survived it. As it was, only time and the influence of Lady Ordath would reveal whether Duinar's plan to save Hallagond had succeeded.
 
   Rogond was unusually quiet, almost brooding, as he walked at the vanguard of the group. He had insisted on taking the lead, not because he felt there would be any danger, but because he wanted to be alone. His frustration at being separated from Gaelen so much was beginning to tell on him, yet it didn't seem to bother her at all. He kept reminding himself that she tended to forget that time actually had limits—she had lived over a thousand years already and, unless something managed to bring her down, she would live for a thousand more. He wondered whether his choice to give his heart to her was well-advised—everyone had warned him of the folly of it, but he had not listened.
 
   He shook his head. What choice? Was it a choice? He barely knew anything about the circumstances surrounding his first meeting with Gaelen, as he had been in the deadly grip of a terrible fever at the time. He recalled only two things about that night: one was that the horrors of his delirium nearly took his life, and the other was Gaelen's song. She had pulled him back into her embrace with her hands and her angelic voice—a voice as old, as deep, and as pure as the spirit of Light itself. Elven-song was known to carry healing to those in need, but Gaelen's song had done much more than heal him; it had stolen his heart.
 
   Despite all warning, the gift of his heart was Gaelen's for as long as they both lived...but not beyond. Galador had been particularly dismayed, as he knew only too well the consequences of binding Elf to humankind. But Rogond had not been able to hear him. He had stayed by Gaelen's side ever since, when she would have him. She had lived on her own for so long that she often left him to pursue her own free-spirited ways. He had learned to accept this, but a part of him still yearned for a stable home life, with children and a hearth and a dog at his feet by the fire. He would have none of those things, and he had known it from the first.
 
   He was her guardian, her protector, and her champion. He was her lover and her friend—the voice of reason in her sometimes chaotic life. He had stood by her through the worst of times, had fought for her, and would willingly have died for her. Yet he still wondered if he would ever understand her. He also knew that she felt the same of him. She had, in fact, been overly protective of him at times until he let her know that it annoyed him. He would never forget the hurt in her eyes when he told her so. Despite her great age, Gaelen was like a child in many ways. Rogond was frustrated, and he was convinced that she was responsible for the majority of his grey hairs. Why could she not act more like a life-mate, and less like a wild spirit?
 
   He stopped walking, pursed his lips, and blew softly through them. Too many questions had no answers.
 
   He was startled by Shandor, who had stalked up from behind him. “Is this a good time to take a respite?” he asked. Shandor knew that many in the Company needed rest, and therefore he would stop every so often to allow for food, drink, sleep, and conversation.
 
   “As good as any,” Rogond replied. Then he went in search of a shady spot to sit and stretch his long legs. There was a very small stone in one of his boots that he had been wanting to remove for hours. After a brief while he noticed Ula approaching, apparently intent on finding him. Her bright eyes and intelligent, red-bearded face indicated that she had had quite enough rest already.
 
   “I thought that perhaps we might continue our language study, if you do not need rest.” She looked away from him, and he knew that was not the only reason for her approach. “Actually, I’ve been a little worried…you haven’t been yourself, my friend. I’ve not seen you so troubled, and I would divert you. If you wish to tell me why you are sorrowful, please don't hesitate, though of course I'm sure you would rather share with Gaelen.”
 
   Rogond closed his eyes and raised both eyebrows. “Actually, Gaelen is the problem,” he muttered, not really intending Ula to hear. When he realized she had heard, he drew a deep breath. “Ula, I was raised among Elves. My closest friend is an Elf. I was educated by Elves. Why…why can I not understand them?”
 
   “What is it that you don't understand?” asked Ula in a gentle, inviting tone.
 
   They sat together in the shade of a large stone, away from everyone. Her honest gaze broke down his resistance, and he told her far more than he intended to. When he had finished, he folded both arms across his knees, lowered his forehead to rest on them, and closed his eyes.
 
   “So, you’re unhappy because Gaelen keeps doing things on her own, things that separate you…and you don't believe she has any concern for your feelings? You wonder whether she cares even to be with you, because she so often acts alone?”
 
   “That's part of it, yes,” said Rogond. “There are times when I wonder if all this is an illusion. I know she loves me, but holding on to her is like…like trying to hold on to a dream. Just when I believe I finally have her, that she is secure in my arms at last, she vanishes like mist and I wonder if I'll ever see her again. Probably the thing that bothers me the most is that she seems to do this without a second thought.”
 
   “Have you ever been hawking?” asked Ula.
 
   “Well, no,” said Rogond. “What relevance has that to my situation?” His tone was just a little petulant. Revealing his insecurities had made him uncomfortable.
 
   “We Dwarves enjoy the taste of a fine game-bird, but we are neither stealthy nor particularly known for skill at archery. We build fine traps and such, but we also discovered the practice of keeping trained hawks to do our hunting for us. Hawks are temperamental birds, but once they are truly tamed they will hunt faithfully with little reward. This faithfulness only extends so far…a hound will lie by your side and will love you no matter how often you kick it. A hawk will not, and one cannot expect it. One must allow it to be a hawk.”
 
   “Are you saying that Gaelen is like a hawk?” asked Rogond, intrigued.
 
   “For want of a better comparison, yes. A hound is domesticated; a fox is wild and cannot be tamed. A hawk may be tamed and even turned to servitude to a degree, but it will never be domesticated. I have heard others compare Gaelen to a vixen fox, but she is more like a little kestrel. She will come to the glove, and she will even allow you to stroke her a little bit, but she will go forth and fly on her own terms whether you send her or not.” Ula smiled, pleased with her analogy. “She might even bring you a nice, fat vole now and then.”
 
   “Oh, she brings me much more than that,” said Rogond.
 
   “I'm sure. We both know you love her dearly, and we also both know that it was your choice to bind yourself to her. The question you need to ask yourself is, did you know of her nature when you did that? If so, then why are you trying to turn her from a hawk to a hound?”
 
   “I’d settle for a slightly more obedient or predictable hawk,” muttered Rogond. “I don't expect a hound—I know enough of Elves to know better than that, at least.”
 
   Ula's bright eyes clouded over for a moment. “My family despises me for not being or doing what is expected of me, yet I cannot help what I am. To do what they expect—to make them happy–would kill my spirit. Sometimes I envy Gaelen, who is free to behave according to expectations. You have a fine little kestrel, she adores you, and I'm afraid you will just have to content yourself with that. The only way to keep her from flying is to bind her and throw a hood over her head. You wouldn't do that to the one you love.”
 
   Without another word, Ula rose to her feet. Then she walked off into the trees before Rogond could stay her. He thought of his friend Fima, his eyes filling with melancholy. Ula's words had been so like Fima's, and Rogond knew, somehow, that he would not have his old friend beside him on any future journeys. It was as if Aontar had sent Ula, who shared Fima's blood, to serve in his stead.
 
   A shy voice interrupted Rogond's thoughts, and he quickly shook off his melancholy.
 
   “Thaylon? Are you awake? I have brought you a gift.” Gaelen laid down two fine mountain partridges in an apparent attempt to appease him. Given Ula's recent analogy, Rogond could not help but smile. He patted the mossy ground, inviting her to sit beside him, and her shoulders were soon nestled in the crook of his left arm. His little kestrel had returned to the glove.
 
    
 
    
 
   When Shandor finally arrived in Mountain-home, he was met by a very anxious Lady Ordath. The Outcastes had arrived nearly a week earlier. Still, they were later than expected, for their progress had slowed due to the wounded and the children among them. Things had not gone well since. Most were terrified of the Elves, despite having gotten along with Gaelen to a limited extent. The wounded would not allow any Elf to lay hands on them, nor would they suffer Lady Ordath's attentions, for she appeared Elven in all respects. As a result, two of the wounded had died with little aid.
 
   “Our people have not reacted well despite my instructions,” said Ordath. “They sense the Outcastes’ loathing of them, and some have reciprocated. I wonder if this plan has any future. Errno and the other chieftains have tried to reassure the People, to set the example, but the fear of Elves is very deep-seated.”
 
   “As is the loathing of Ulcas,” replied Shandor. “We suffered some losses in the rescue of the Outcastes, and I overheard at least one of them wondering aloud whether saving such a race was worth the cost of even one Elven life. I had thought them more open-minded, but many are far from convinced.”
 
   “Errno has been in private counsel with me,” said Ordath. “He tells me there are traitors among the People.” She turned and gazed out at the ragged Company. “That is ill news. I'm told Hallagond lies near death from a bolt sent by an Outcaste, and he is as beloved of our people as any Elf. If he dies, I fear all hope of any accord will be lost.”
 
   “Then you must make certain he does not die. You are the most skilled and accomplished healer in all the world. I have faith in you.” He quirked his mouth sideways and looked up at the sky. “Provided Duinar actually manages to render Hallagond alive to be healed, that is.”
 
   “You must admit…his strategy was creative,” said Ordath, who admired Duinar as one admires a very talented grandfather. “I suppose I should waste no more time in reviving him.”
 
    
 
    
 
   The block of ice containing Duinar and Hallagond was brought to Lady Ordath's private healing chamber. Estle was there already, having been told of Hallagond's plight by Errno and Farin. Azori rested there also. Though he was healing well, the journey had worn him out. When he first beheld his mother, the tears started in his eyes.
 
   “I'm sorry…I tried to fight well. I didn't mean to cause my father's suffering.”
 
   “Farin has told me the tale,” said Estle. Her face was pale, her eyes red-rimmed with worry. She appeared to have aged many months in a few days. “He says that both you and your father were attacked and felled by traitorous Outcastes. You are not to blame!”
 
   Azori's exhaustion and fear for his father's life got the better of him for a moment. “It was only supposed to be an excursion to meet the Outcastes…none of us expected it to turn into a war! Are we so ill-favored, or was this whole event meant to exterminate us as well as them?”
 
   “Hush, my son, hush now,” said Estle, though she was wondering the same thing herself. “You are weary and you must rest. I will wake you when Lady Ordath comes.”
 
   Azori wanted to tell his mother about Gwynnyth—that he owed his life to her—but something stayed him. The ritual they had shared seemed almost shameful somehow. He flushed at the guilty memory and turned away, pulling his blanket around him.
 
    
 
    
 
   The revival of Duinar and Hallagond would begin as soon as all who had asked to attend were assembled. The ice had been removed from its housing and now rested on the cool, polished granite floor of the healing chamber. Estle and Azori had been joined by Lady Ordath, Lord Shandor, Errno, and the rest of the Company. Ordath spent several minutes simply examining the block of crystal-blue ice, laying her long, pale fingertips on it, tracing the frozen images within.
 
   Shandor stepped forward. “Are you ready?” he asked Ordath. “Shall I summon my brother to rejoin us?”
 
   “I am ready,” Ordath replied. “Summon him.” She was aware of Hallagond's dire condition and had assembled her healing remedies. They lay nearby on a tray, but they were covered with a cloth. Gaelen and Ula, in particular, were curious about them.
 
   Shandor placed both hands on the block of ice, whereupon his body began to glow with a cold light. His blue eyes focused on Duinar's closed ones and the light increased, forcing Errno to look away. “Come on,” Shandor whispered. “Hear me, my brother, and return to the living. Come on…”
 
   Nothing happened for a long moment, and Shandor called again, louder this time. “Duinar! Hear me, and come back to us.” He placed glowing hands on the block of ice, sending forth a pulse of light almost like a distant lightning bolt flickering within a thundercloud.
 
   The gathering held its collective breath as the character of the ice began to change. The first noticeable difference was that the blue tint disappeared. The ice had turned completely transparent. Vapors began to rise from it—first only a few greyish-white tendrils, and then quite a thick tangle of swirling ribbons of mist. Unlike the forming of the ice, which had been very orderly, this was more chaotic. The water in the block had gained its freedom and seemed to rejoice in the fact, swirling and playing about the room in columns and curtains and tiny whirlwinds. When it faded at last, Duinar and Hallagond were lying on the floor together, with Hallagond still locked in Duinar's arms. They were both very pale, but the slow warming had begun. The first real sign of life was a slight frown and furrowed brow as the ancient sage concentrated on his task—then his eyes fluttered open.
 
   The onlookers surged forward, but Shandor stayed them with a thundering word: “Stop! Do not distract him. This is very delicate and could still go awry. Remain where you are and keep silent.”
 
   Everyone, even Shandor, gasped as Duinar took a deep, shuddering breath. His eyes brightened and his cheeks grew rosy. His hands, still holding on to Hallagond, began to glow. Hallagond responded by moaning and stirring—he was alive. “It worked!” Duinar exclaimed, shaking off the experience as though he had not just spent nearly a month frozen in a block of ice. “I can still smell the brandy on his breath. Where is Lady Ordath?”
 
   “I'm here, you wondrous old fool,” she said, smiling down at him. “Let me help you.” Shandor bent down, lifted Hallagond, laid him on a nearby table, and covered him with blankets while Ordath assisted Duinar in getting to his feet. Estle and Azori were at Hallagond's side at once.
 
   “Brrrrr!” said Duinar, shuddering with the lingering effects of the cold and stretching his stiff limbs. One could almost hear his joints creaking. “Just don't ask me to do that again, will you?” His smile faded as he approached Hallagond, for he knew that his task, and that of Lady Ordath, was far from over.
 
   He looked around at the assembly of anxious faces, knowing that he was about to disappoint them. “I'm afraid everyone except Estle must now leave us,” he said.
 
   “What of Hallagond's brother and son? May they not also remain?” asked Ula. Duinar glanced over at Ordath, who nodded once.
 
   “Rogond, Estle, and Azori may remain. The rest should wait elsewhere.” She locked eyes with Duinar. “This may take some time.”
 
   Gaelen embraced her beloved Rogond before following her friends from the chamber, only to overhear Ula whispering to him as she passed by. “You will take notice of what is done here so that you may share with me, won't you?” Rogond smiled. Ula was a lore-mistress to the core.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 22: Of Power and Persuasion
 
    
 
    
 
   When Rogond finally emerged from Lady Ordath's chamber, he was immediately pounced upon by Ula. “So? What happened? Was it amazing? You must tell me every detail,” she said.
 
   Fima grabbed her upper arm. “Stop badgering him! You’re worse than I am.” Then he looked up at Rogond, his watery blue eyes filled with quiet dread. “Rogond, does Hallagond still live? Was Ordath successful?”
 
   Rogond knew he would have to say something to his assembled friends, who were all holding their breaths in anticipation. “He lives…for now. But whether Ordath's efforts have truly saved him is yet to be known. However, the first thing he did was ask whether there was any more brandy. That’s encouraging…” He swayed a little, exhausted by his own concern and by the intensity of what he had just witnessed.
 
   “Come, beloved,” said Gaelen, steadying him with a comforting hand. “We shall rest together. I'm sure you will be informed of any events.” Rogond looked down at her in gratitude. He had rarely needed a tranquil, healing sleep so much.
 
   “But…surely you can tell us more than that before you go,” stammered Ula, only to be silenced by a sharp look from Gaelen. She took Rogond's arm and led him away to a place where he could rest. Only Fima followed them, for he knew he would be welcome. He turned back just before passing through the doorway, favoring Ula with a triumphant look. When Rogond was ready to tell his tale, Fima would be the first one to hear it.
 
    
 
    
 
   Gaelen had been summoned before the Council of the Wise to give her accounting of the encounter with Koth. She had already shared the story with Galador, Nelwyn, Rogond, and Fima. Errno and the Outcaste chieftains had also been summoned, though they did not know why.
 
   The arrangement of the room was the same as before, except that Hallagond and Estle were not present, and an additional table had been provided for Errno, Rook, Ethan, Vahan, and Koreth. Each chieftain had been given beautiful grey robes trimmed in his appropriate color—gold, white, green, red, or black. The Outcastes were justifiably ill-at-ease, seated among kings and Asari and other noteworthy defenders of Light. The alarmed buzzing of their anxious thoughts was felt by everyone present. Koreth, Vahan, and Ethan could not help snarling, and they would not look directly at any of the other councilors.
 
   Ordath stood, tall and majestic in robes of dark indigo, and raised her hands to the gathering. “This is a place wherein all thoughts may be heard,” she said. “There is no need to conceal them.”
 
   Easy to say, thought Galador, who knew that there were some thoughts which could never be spoken aloud. He was, in fact, harboring a few himself.
 
   “The Council of the Wise extends the hand of welcome to its new guests,” Ordath continued. “Please, will you introduce yourselves to them?” Each member stood and spoke his or her name and title, no doubt intimidating the Outcastes even further. When the circle of introduction came ‘round to them, they simply stared blankly ahead.
 
   Gaelen spoke unheard to them: (Rise, each of you, and give your names and titles. You are representatives of your clans, and are invited members of the Council. You are no different from any others here.) She reinforced this thought with an encouraging smile. Koreth, whose turn it was to introduce himself, half rose from his seat and muttered his name, but few could hear it.
 
   Errno stood tall in an effort to set the example. “These are our allies, or I trust they soon will be. I give my name as Errno of the Gold Clan. Koreth, my friend, please declare yourself so that all may hear.”
 
   Koreth rose again. “I am Koreth, leader of the Black Clan. I…I helped to slay a troll.” Then he sat so abruptly that it was as if his chair had jerked him back down into it.
 
   “I am Ethan of the Greens, and I slew many Ulcas in the battle.”
 
   “I am Vahan of the Reds, and you may not wish to hear of the part my clan has played.” Everyone who had not witnessed the battle wondered why he had said this.
 
   “I am Rook of the White Clan, who wonders why brave and loyal Vahan has said such a foolish thing.”
 
   The rest of the councilors introduced themselves, whereupon all rose and bowed to the Outcastes in welcome. The introduction of the chieftains was a revelation for many of them—here were the beginnings of a real society, already organized into clans with what at least appeared to be responsible, educated leaders. Danté had taught the People well, for many had expected them to merely grunt and snarl like animals. Eloquence is perhaps the most convincing outward sign of civilization.
 
   Gaelen had given Danté's book, the one containing all written record of the Outcastes, to Ula for safekeeping. She, in turn, had presented it to Fima, thereby eliminating much of his disapproval of her (though he could not admit it in public). He had fallen immediately into intense study of the writings, struggling at first with Danté's horrible penmanship. He had not yet shown it to Lady Ordath or anyone else. Now he kept it in a special case beneath the table.
 
   “Gaelen, the first purpose of this meeting today is to learn of your encounter with the traitor, Koth,” said Ordath. She swept a long, slender arm toward the central podium. “The floor is yours.”
 
   Gaelen made her way to the center of the circle, pausing to bow before the table of the Kings and Asari. She told that she had come upon Koth and tried to make him reveal the names of his conspirators, but he had escaped her. She had pursued him, regrettably, to his death. When she finished, all were silent for a few moments. The first words surprised everyone, as they came from Koreth.
 
   “Koth was a traitor to all the People, and he was of my blood. He deserved to die, and the People are thankful that he will not betray us further.”
 
   “Yet it’s a shame that he had to die without revealing the rest of the traitors,” grumbled Beori, stating the obvious.
 
   “Yes, it’s a shame that the Elf took on such an important task alone,” growled Gowen, the dwarvish lore-master from the Deep-caverns. “She is supposedly a tracker—why could she not simply have tracked Koth? She might then have discovered Wrothgar's next intention, or she might have captured the traitor eventually and brought him here, but she backed him into a corner and now he is dead. We'll get no information from him.”
 
   He looked over at Gaelen. “Why did you force the issue? He was no match for you, and you had him at bay. Why did you threaten to kill him? Why did you not merely tie him up and bring him to us? I'm sure Lord Shandor could have made him sing, and we would not now be wondering who else lurks among the Outcastes to stick knives in our backs!”
 
   “First,” said Gaelen, who was not about to accept blame heaped upon her by Gowen, “what would lead anyone here to believe that we could really trust the words of a traitor like Koth, anyway? Second, Gowen, although Koth was a coward, he was a dangerous coward. Do not make light of the peril I might have found myself in.”
 
   She drew herself up to her full height and folded her arms, her olive green eyes flashing as she looked around the circle.
 
   “Gaelen is not to blame,” said Nelwyn. “She was faced with a difficult situation, and I would have been forced to do the same in her place. I'm sure we are happy that Koth will do no more mischief in Wrothgar's behalf.”
 
   “Yes,” said Galador. “I'm sure the rest of the traitors are especially happy, since Koth did not reveal them.”
 
   “Peace, all of you!” said Ri-Aruin of the Greatwood, rising to his feet. “Do not be so harsh with our hunter-scout. They are trained to act for the protection of the realm, and must do so without running back to the King for permission. Though the traitor's death is regrettable, I will cast no blame upon Gaelen.”
 
   “Both Gowen and Galador may be right, though they should not be quick to condemn those whose place they have not shared,” Gaelen admitted. Her brief flare of outrage had subsided. “I see many disapproving faces among you–perhaps there is blame that I must bear. Do you want to know why I acted as I did? I must confess to you that I was not thinking clearly. I saw many brave people die in that battle, and I believed I might lose another beloved friend. I had begun to trust the People, and that trust had been undermined because of people like Koth. I hated him and everything he stood for, and I allowed passion to rule my judgment. You have my most humble apology.” She bowed to the circle. “If it's any consolation to you, I was truly unhappy with myself afterward. I took no joy in Koth's death.” She turned to the Lady. “May I please return to my place now?”
 
   “Of course you may,” said Ordath. “If we have questions, we will ask them. You need not stand apart from your friends to answer them.”
 
   Gaelen moved silently back to her seat beside Rogond, as Ordath replaced her at the central podium. “So we know that some of the newcomers who walk among us still serve Lord Wrothgar. The challenge before us is to determine who those traitors are.”
 
   “There are those who have told of their desire to return to the old ways,” said Ethan. “Vakil, Kron…they were both trusted by the People, and yet they spoke quite loudly in favor of reuniting with Wrothgar. Vakil was proven to be a traitor. Perhaps we should look first at the other dissenters.”
 
   “Kron died a hero's death defending the People,” snarled Koreth, who was Kron's nephew.
 
   “Just because Kron found himself on the wrong end of an Ulca-blade does not make him a hero,” snapped Ethan. This was followed by a loud, angry buzzing in every ear.
 
   Ethan was leaning forward in his seat, his arms tensed as if for a fight, glaring at Koreth.
 
   (I find it odd that Koth, who was also of your clan, was foremost among the traitors! Perhaps we should be examining your family more closely.)
 
   (How dare you accuse my family! Kron was a dissenter, but he never betrayed our laws. He was a hero no matter what you say!)
 
   Koreth and Ethan had now risen to their feet. Gaelen was alarmed, for she could understand their unspoken conflict. Apparently, so could Duinar.
 
   “Wait a moment, my good People,” he said. “There must be no unfounded accusations here!” He flared up with white light as he spoke, breaking the Outcastes’ concentration, and the angry buzzing ceased. “I'm sorry to have to do that,” said Duinar in a firm but gentle voice, “but I had to get your attention.”
 
   Gaelen had gotten to her feet as well. “Forgive me for speaking out of turn, but do you really think that the place to begin searching for traitors is among those who have declared their opinions for all to hear? Traitors are not honest, are they? A real traitor would pretend to be a staunch defender of enlightenment, even as he plotted to undermine it. He'll be in the last place you look!” She sat back down, shaking her head and muttering. “One might as well have expected them to be wearing signs, or to have ‘turncoat’ branded on their foreheads.”
 
   Ethan looked away, chagrined. “I regret my unspoken outburst,” he said. Koreth was still insulted, and he did not apologize for it. He did sit back down, however.
 
   “Our People are encouraged to speak their minds freely, as long as they do not act against the will of the majority,” said Errno. “Yet they can never betray the People to the Enemy, on pain of death. Those who favor returning to Wrothgar are not allowed to do so, lest they betray us from afar. If you are born among the People, you must die as one of them. The only way to effect a return to Darkness is to persuade the majority.”
 
   “Why would anyone be deluded enough to desire a return to Darkness?” asked Airan, the Elven-lord of Tal-sithian.
 
   “They believe that Darkness is their security,” said Gaelen. “Ulcas only do what they are told, and they never need think for themselves. They do not have to trouble their minds with independence, nor with the difficulties of conscience. There is no concept of “right”, and therefore there is no guilt. For many, that is an appealing notion.”
 
   There was dead silence in the chamber for a moment, as almost every non-Outcaste wondered how Gaelen could have such insight. She looked around, her ears reddening a little, and spread her hands. “Well, that's how it was explained to me.”
 
   “I believe I might know where Gaelen acquired that explanation, which was actually very well-stated,” said Fima. “Here is the written record of the Outcastes, set down by their lore-master, a man named Danté.” He drew forth the weathered grey volume with a flourish. “If you study it as I have, you will see that Errno and Gaelen are right. The one Outcaste law which overrides all others is that no Outcaste shall betray another Outcaste to the Enemy. Such a law would spring only from the threat of sedition and, in a society where the members are free to speak their minds with no reprisal, it would be quite necessary.”
 
   “Ah! So, my lore-master has been withholding vital manuscripts from me?” said Ordath. “Please bring that to me, Fima, so that I may study it also. Such information might be of great value to this Council.”
 
   At that moment, a loud, gurgling rumble was heard from Rook's midsection, eliciting raised eyebrows from every Elf in the room. Rook was not mortified in the least, and Ordath smiled at him. “Our guests have reminded us that it might be time for some food and drink,” she said. “We shall need our strength, for there is a long debate ahead. Please remain here while I summon refreshments, but feel free to move about the chamber.” Then, at the last, she turned back to Fima. “The manuscript, if you please!”
 
   Everyone rose and stretched, thankful for the chance to relax. Ethan and Koreth held a brief conversation in the corner, whereupon Koreth bowed, apparently satisfied with Ethan's apology.
 
   The food arrived, and it was superb. The Outcastes, in particular, had never been treated to such variety, and they approached the table with interest until Errno and Ordath intervened. “These dishes here…they are for you,” said Ordath, indicating an ample offering set on a side table. “It is best that you avoid the others.” The chieftains looked puzzled until Errno explained.
 
   “The Lady is watching over us,” he said. “Our food was not prepared by Elves, who often use ingredients which are upsetting to our constitutions. Besides, the Dwarvish kitchen-master of Mountain-home is amazing! Let's enjoy what he has made for us.” He strode to the table, picked up a plate, and heaped food upon it. The other chieftains followed his example, as did the Dwarves in the party who, after all, had to be supportive of their kitchen-master.
 
   Gaelen watched them with some amusement as they ate together. Rook, Ethan, Vahan, and Koreth imitated Errno's every move, despite longing to cast cutlery aside in favor of shoving their faces directly into the mounds of food on their plates. Fima cocked an eyebrow at them. “Errno has spent too much time around Elves, you know,” he whispered to Gowen, picking up a fine bit of roasted lamb with his fingers. “Better to just be ourselves for now, or else we might go hungry!” Fima could see that the Outcastes were having some difficulty dealing with the delicate forks and slender knives—far more food was falling to the floor than was getting into their mouths. They looked gratefully over at the Dwarf , who was eating with his fingers and thinking nothing of it, and abandoned the pretense of table manners, falling to with enthusiasm.
 
   Outcaste digestive processes do not favor polite after-dinner conversation. Much of the ensuing debate was punctuated by gaseous eructation, some loud, some barely audible. What was not apparent to the ear was still very apparent to certain other senses, regrettably. If one has ever been in a closed room with several elderly dogs, one has a fair idea. Except for Errno, none of the chieftains appeared to notice.
 
   “My, isn't it getting warm in here?” said Nelwyn, mindful of Errno's feelings. “I believe we might all benefit from opening these shutters.”
 
   “I think it might be a good time for a brief respite,” said Ordath.
 
   “Indeed,” said Gaelen. “Might we take some air and stretch our legs for a little while?” She looked meaningfully at Lady Ordath. There is something I must share with you…
 
   “Very well,” said Ordath. “The Council will reconvene in one half-hour.” She rose to her feet and moved silently from the Council-chamber, her dark indigo robe trailing behind her. After a few moments, Gaelen followed her.
 
   “I need to reveal something to you, and I would leave it to you to inform the others,” said Gaelen. Something interesting happened when I was on my way to rejoin the Company…someone in the Outcaste group was attempting to reply to ‘unheard’ messages from the traitor, Koth. I could not understand the messages, but I definitely perceived them. Someone in the main group was in communication with the traitor.”
 
   Ordath sighed. “We know there are still traitors among the Outcastes, Gaelen, though your information is interesting, and I thank you for revealing it. Why did you not tell everyone when you gave your accounting of your encounter with Koth?”
 
   “Because I’m not sure the Outcastes realize how easily I pick up messages that are not intended for me, and as long as they are unaware of it, we have an advantage we dare not lose.”
 
   Ordath smiled at her. “Indeed, we do! Very well, then; I shall likewise keep this to myself for now. Please do feel free to share any unintended messages you receive, though, won’t you?” She paused for a moment. “It’s curious that you have such an ability, Gaelen. Perhaps it’s due to your bond with the Elfhunter? At any rate, it’s nearly time to return to the Council.”
 
   “Yes, I was thinking the same thing,” said Gaelen, but she had already begun to suspect that her prior bond with Gorgon Elfhunter wasn’t the only thing at work.
 
    
 
    
 
   The Chamber of Lady Ordath's Council was aflame with passionate debate until the following morning. If only certain of the Outcastes wanted to be free of Darkness, and the others wanted to return to it, how would a plan to aid them ever succeed? How could they be told one from the other?
 
   “We’re as shocked as any of you at the behavior of those we had thought loyal,” said Rook. “I did not believe the treachery of Vakil…despite overwhelming evidence. Sometimes I still do not believe it! Why would anyone wish to give up all that we have fought for—all we have gained—to fall back into the pit?”
 
   “We don't know how many were actually lost or wounded during the battle at the hands of those they thought were friends,” said Errno. “Hallagond and Azori, and who knows how many others? It's a miracle we weren’t all taken down.”
 
   “Yet I saw much of heroism in you,” said Duinar. “When the time came for sacrifices, you made them. You did not turn on your friends in the end.”
 
   “Vakil was guilty of the worst sort of treachery, yet his brother Vathos displayed outstanding courage, and died in the defense of the People,” said Ethan.
 
   Duinar blew a long sigh through his fine, silver beard. “If only we could tell which was which before the next battle begins!”
 
   “This was certainly more than any of us bargained for,” muttered Galador. “A simple investigation thrust us right into the midst of war—a war where we could not even tell enemies from allies!”
 
   “Yet that turned out to be a good thing in the end,” said Duinar, “for the People were tested. We saw what they are made of. Our decision should be easier now.”
 
   “The People were tested,” said Rogond. “We nearly paid a terrible price for that test, only to find that it was incomplete. We still have treachery to deal with.” Gaelen placed a hand on his arm–it was not like him to hold a grudge. He looked down at her and whispered, “You were not there…you did not almost choke to death for lack of air, nor watch your brother nearly gasp his last.”
 
   “Thank heavens the Company was there to fight beside them,” said Nelwyn. “The People would never have prevailed otherwise. I believe it is our destiny to aid them—if it were not, they would simply have faded away before we even knew of them. Now their fate is in our hands.” Everyone was silent for a few moments. Nelwyn had just voiced an inescapable truth.
 
   “I am uneasy at the thought of traitors roaming Mountain-home,” said Astor. “How, then, shall we ferret them out?”
 
   Rogond put his lingering resentment aside, as he could not afford it. He rose, addressing Duinar. “Master, as I watched you attempting to heal the wounded Outcastes, I noticed that only certain of them could bear your touch. Some appeared to be both pained and terrified. Could such things be connected with…with loyalty? I mean, I expect that the closer one has remained to an Ulca, the more unpleasant the touch of an Asarla. Could we ascertain their loyalties that way?”
 
   “It’s a pity that all known traitors are dead,” muttered Hearndin. “We might have tested this theory on them.”
 
   “I do not believe that is the case,” said Duinar. “Fear of Elves and Asari does not necessarily prove disloyalty to the People. In their eyes, we have a lot to answer for.”
 
   “Someone knows who the traitors are,” whispered Gaelen. “Traitors do not act without others to rally to their cause. Someone knows…
 
   I don’t know who it is yet, and I dare not speak of it in front of any Outcaste, but I’ve been picking up more of these…unintended messages. Once I know a little more, I believe I can put a piece of the puzzle into place… Her eyes grew wide for a moment, as one of those “unintended messages” had come to her once again. She looked around at the Chieftains. Their expressions are unchanged…I cannot tell which of them is receiving the message, but is has to be one of them!
 
    
 
    
 
   (Speak to us unheard!)
 
   (Why did you intrude upon my thoughts? I thought I told you to eliminate Errno and the Fire-eye, and you have done neither. Instead you call out to me while I am at Council, and that was most unwise—they have been discussing what to do with us. I must not be seen with either of you!)
 
   (We did try to eliminate the Fire-eye. She was delayed, and we waited in ambush for many days. Finally, we gave it up. She must have crept in unnoticed—it will be very difficult to stalk her.)
 
   (Excuses will not safeguard those loyal to Lord Wrothgar. Kill her, or kill Errno, I don't care which of them you take first, but remember: Errno must appear to have been killed by a Fire-eye, and the Fire-eye must appear to have been killed by one of the People. The Council will then deem the People unworthy of aid. The People will be disheartened and angered by the death of Errno, and they will be reminded who our true enemies are. They will then have no choice but to return to the Dark Tower.)
 
   (But what if the Fire-eyes decide to exterminate us? They will no doubt become angry if we kill one of them.)
 
   (Because that is what we would do, and they think they are “better” than we are. I expect they will simply drive us out…straight into the arms of Darkness. I understand that the Fire-eye will be difficult to kill while the Council goes on, but you must take Errno at least. His death will tear the People apart—he holds the clans united. This whole enterprise was his idea, and we must now show everyone how foolish it is. Beings of Light cannot be trusted—they are our enemies. They hate us, and we must hate them in return. Now is the time to nurture that discord and distrust. We shall not speak again until the Council ends. I must return to it tomorrow, for I will be missed. But do not ever call to me here again. The Fire-eye might hear you!)
 
   (She cannot hear me. My thoughts are cast only to you.)
 
   (Must I remind you of the consequences if anyone should hear you?)
 
   (What if we fail?)
 
   (You will not fail.)
 
    
 
    
 
   The Council had disbanded for the evening, and Gaelen had made her way down to the stables to visit Eros and Toran. She was weary of meetings and debates, as everything seemed pretty clear to her uncomplicated nature. The Outcastes should be led forth in an effort to find a homeland, a place where they could live in peace and govern their own affairs. She knew that the traitors were still bound to the old way—to Wrothgar's way. The farther they drew from the Shadowmancer, the more uncomfortable they would become. They would either reveal themselves or fall away and slink back to their Master. It was a shame that they could not simply be allowed to leave, but no one was willing to risk another like Koth.
 
   Gaelen had never wanted to start a journey so much, and at the same time she dreaded the start of this one. The Outcastes would need to be led very far away indeed, and no one really knew what lands lay on the other side of the Stone Desert. Perhaps there was no land at all! Not only that, but she knew that certain of her friends would not be traveling with her.
 
   Twenty years had passed since the death of Gorgon Elfhunter, and Gaelen was ready for a new adventure, but she had not bargained for anything of this magnitude. There were advantages to doing nothing extraordinary. Yet it seemed that, once again, her fate was entwined with that of another. In this case, it was Errno. There were things Gaelen had not shared with the Council, but she would now share them with him. He needed to understand the depth and breadth of the trouble they were in. While in Council, she had received an unintended message—at least bits of it—involving one of the chieftains. Something about “nurturing discord,” and the consequences of failure. But failure to do what, exactly? She had also detected a clear threat to Errno. I need to confide in him and warn him before we face the rest of the Council. Once everyone knows, it will be more difficult to get “inside information.” She drew forth Shandor’s amulet, though she did not unwrap it. “You are the reason I was able to hear that long-distance message to Koth, and it’s you that’s been heightening my sensitivity to these ‘unintended messages.’ Perhaps if I share your power with Errno, he will be able to find out who the traitor is.”
 
    
 
    
 
   “One of the chieftains is a traitor? Are you certain?”
 
   “I can hear the Outcaste thoughts sometimes, even when they are not intended for me.”
 
   Errno was most distressed to hear Gaelen's revelation, and he began pacing and circling, crouching over and hunching his shoulders, occasionally placing the knuckles of his right hand on the floor. This was his reaction to very bad news that he could not escape from. Finally he stopped moving about, though he still shifted from one foot to the other as he stood before her.
 
   “I suppose the evidence is clear,” he said. “But you have no notion of where the thoughts came from, or to whom they were sent?”
 
   Gaelen shook her head. “I'm afraid not. By the time I realized what I was hearing, and the implications of it, it was too late to tell anything. Besides, I am not all that adept at reading Outcaste facial expressions.”
 
   “There are five chieftains,” said Errno. “You certainly cannot accuse us all.”
 
   “Well, you are not a traitor. I am certain of that, at least. I would not have believed it of any of them, though I do not know Vahan or Koreth very well. I know I have placed a lot of trust in Ethan and Rook. This is ill news.”
 
   Errno approached Gaelen and laid his gloved hands on her shoulders. “You are a small one,” he said. “Is it not a wondrous turn of fate that you were the only one of the Company lithe enough to follow me into the stronghold to begin with? You, who are so sensitive to our thoughts—that turn of fate will allow us to guard against the traitors now. Had it not been for the Elfhunter, those thoughts would have been closed to you. Things happen for a reason, Gaelen Taldin.”
 
   “That may be,” said Gaelen, who would have preferred that Errno's “wondrous turn of fate” had involved someone else. “However, I am now very worried for your safety…and mine. I don't know if anyone else is aware that I can hear things unintended, but I suppose they might be by now.”
 
   Errno's claw-like fingers tightened on her shoulders. “Then they will want to put you out of the way, for you might overhear and spoil their plans. You must not be alone from now on!”
 
   She truly wished he would let go of her. Gaelen liked Errno, but she did not care for his touch. “And who will shepherd me? Will you follow me through all of my daily activities? I am far more worried for you. The unintended message I received left no doubt—you are the one we should be watching over.”
 
   “What shall we do, then?”
 
   “One thing you should do is take this,” said Gaelen, reaching for Shandor's amulet, handing the cracked, faded deerskin to Errno. “Now, do not trifle with it—it is very powerful, and I shall want it back! If you lose it, or worse, allow it to be taken by the Enemy, I shall turn you over to Lord Shandor for punishment.”
 
   Errno hesitated. “This does not sound like a thing I want,” he said.
 
   “We'll find out after you have seen it and held it in your hand,” said Gaelen. “I believe the power in this amulet is part of what has allowed me to perceive unintended messages, and I’m hoping it will do the same for you.”
 
   Errno gasped with delight, even as Gaelen had, when he first beheld the Stone. “What…what amazing beauty is this? I have never seen anything like it, not even in Mountain-home. Is it…is it magical?”
 
   “It is quite magical. When you grasp it, all of your senses will heighten. I imagine you will be able to hear all unspoken thoughts whether they are cast to you or not. With that ability, you might be able to determine who the traitors are, for you can listen to them unaware. I want to know who was calling to Koth, and who was calling to which chieftain during the Council. Best of all, you will be able to see, hear, and smell your enemies long before they draw near enough to harm you.”
 
   “How is that possible?” whispered Errno, who loved the idea of magic even more than Gaelen did.
 
   “Some of Lord Shandor's divine gift flows through that crystal,” said Gaelen. “He dwelled within the Stone of Léir for ages, and some of his power yet remains. He has enhanced it and refined it for me, and as far as I know the heightening of the senses is its only power, but if you hold it in your hand it is like holding onto Shandor himself. Now, don't be afraid!” she said, as Errno was now holding the Stone away from him as though it were a deadly spider. “Shandor is your friend, remember?”
 
   “All I remember is trying to kill myself at his command,” squeaked Errno. “And, if Shandor is so powerful that a tiny bit of him is enough to allow me to hear thoughts unintended for me, then why can he not do the same without our aid? He could discover the traitors, and all would be well.”
 
   “From what I know of Shandor, he has always tried to keep himself separate from any taint of Darkness,” said Gaelen. Then she smiled. “He would never stoop so low. Now, just quit complaining, remove your glove, and take the amulet in your hand. I want to make sure I'm here to aid you in case…”
 
   “In case what?” said Errno, shivering.
 
   Gaelen shrugged. “In case you need it. Now, take the Stone in your hand so that it contacts your flesh. I'm ready to assist you if things go awry.”
 
   Errno looked deep into Gaelen's steady gaze. He was fearful, to say the least, as he removed the glove from his right hand. To touch an Elf was one thing, but…to receive the power of an Asarla? He wasn't afraid of Duinar, but Shandor was different. Duinar always seemed harmless, but the White Eagle was intimidating in the extreme. Errno would never forget the anguish of the terrible test Shandor had imposed on him.
 
   (If not for that test, the People would have been denied,) said Gaelen, casting gentle, persuasive thoughts. (Shandor did what he did to show what you are really made of, and he was successful. None of the People would have found refuge otherwise.)
 
   This was true, and Errno knew it. He drew a deep breath, closed his eyes, and grasped the Stone in his grey, scaly hand.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 23: Things Best Kept Secret
 
    
 
    
 
   The amulet remained in Errno's grasp for perhaps two blinks of an eye before he yelped and tossed it heavenward. Gaelen snatched it from the air before it could hit the ground; she didn't really know how fragile it was.
 
   “Ow!” Errno exclaimed, looking sidelong at Gaelen. “That hurt! Don't make me hold it again.”
 
   “Did it really hurt, or did it just startle you?” asked Gaelen. “I won't be satisfied until I know which. Therefore I'm afraid you must hold it again.”
 
   “I won't,” said Errno, “and you can't make me!”
 
   “Do you want to find out who the traitor is, or do you want to wait around until he sneaks up behind you and cuts your throat? Here—I'll hold the amulet, and then you hold onto my hands,” she said. “I won't let it hurt you…I promise.”
 
   Errno trusted Gaelen, and he placed his clammy hands over hers. The power of the Stone flowed like gentle warmth through her translucent flesh. She disengaged from him, nearly gagging on his amplified stench. She managed a weak smile, hoping that he was as inept at reading her facial expressions as she was at his. “That wasn't so bad, was it?”
 
   “Well, no…but I didn't notice any improvement of my senses, either,” said Errno.
 
   “If you would have the power, you must endure the amulet,” said Gaelen. “Let's experience it together.”
 
   She held it out on her upturned palm. “Take my hand,” she said. There was no room for argument in her tone, but Errno was still reluctant. Finally, Gaelen sighed, grabbed Errno's hand as would a striking cobra, and gripped it with her own. The Stone was now in full contact with both of them.
 
   Gaelen's hand diverted much of the power, for it was naturally drawn to her rather than the still-reluctant Errno. “Now, do not block it,” Gaelen whispered. “Open your mind to it. You won't be sorry.”
 
   Errno forced himself to relax. I trust Gaelen…she will not harm me…I am open to this power…I am not afraid.
 
   Gradually, Gaelen let go of Errno's hand. He did not appear to notice. The amulet had pained him for a few moments, but as he began to hear and smell and taste and be aware of everything around him, the pain subsided. It was then replaced with wonderful excitement. Errno now understood what it was like to experience life through the senses of an Elf…and then some! He became aware, for example, that Gaelen was no longer holding his hand. He also heard every sound, felt every seam in his garments, and saw colors more vibrant than he had ever seen. Gaelen's eyes were impossibly deep and bright, the mossy green and warm brown so…real…they almost took on life of their own. He noticed every fold, crease, and tiny stain in her tunic. Her scent, always pleasant before, nearly transported him into ecstasy. In that brief, innocent moment he came perilously close to falling in love with her.
 
   “Here,” he gasped, breathless, already exhausted by his greedy, runaway senses. “Take it back for now.”
 
   Gaelen looked upon him with dismay, for there had been consequences to exposing his Outcaste body to Shandor's power. He had the slack, sallow appearance of one who has endured a long illness, with pained, weary, bloodshot eyes peering from a pale, yellowish-grey face. He appeared to have aged significantly. “I'm sorry,” she said. “I didn't realize it would tire you so. Perhaps I should keep it for a while.” She turned away, trying not to let him see the alarm in her eyes.
 
   (Gaelen? I heard them—the voices of unintended, unspoken thought. Now there is some hope!) He sank down upon the floor, drew his robes and cloak across his body like a blanket, and fell asleep at once. Gaelen regretted leaving him on the hard floor, but she did not wish to wake him. She compromised by covering him with her own cloak, despite the realization that it would probably smell like him forever. She knew she could not leave him, for he was not safe, and so she kept the watch over him, sitting silent in the shadows, her bright eyes ever alert.
 
   She did not hear Shandor when he came in, though she felt his presence. “I'm glad you’ve come. I need guidance that only you can provide,” she said. Then she forced herself to look at him. “Please tell me I have not permanently damaged my friend Errno.”
 
   Shandor was, as usual, of a rather icy demeanor, but the dread in Gaelen's eyes took some of the chill away. “You have not damaged him permanently, as long as he now has the strength to resist the temptations you have shown him. Did I not advise you to keep my gift to yourself?”
 
   “Actually…not that I recall,” she said. “In fact, you said you could trust me to explore its usefulness quite thoroughly. But I'm afraid it's not going to be as useful as I had hoped.”
 
   “Well, then I must admit my negligence,” said Shandor. “Even I didn’t appreciate the gravity of the risk in exposing the Outcastes to my power, otherwise I would have warned you. Let's take him to a safer place, at least.” He stooped down to examine Errno, who did not awaken. Shandor lifted Errno easily and strode from the chamber, forcing Gaelen to trot obediently behind him, her eyes and ears turned backward lest enemies threaten.
 
    
 
    
 
   Shandor took Errno to see Lady Ordath, for he wanted to allow him the benefit of her healing hands. Gaelen was not surprised to find her poring over Danté’s notebook, her eyes alight in the soft glow of the candles on her study-table. The first thing she did, after examining the still-sleeping Errno, was reassure Gaelen.
 
   “He'll be fine,” she said, to Gaelen's immense relief. “You will need to remember, little one, that your friends the Outcastes do not suffer the Light easily. Many things which are healing to others may be harmful to them. I will attempt no healing here, for it is not needed. Once Errno has rested, he will be much improved. However, he will still appear diminished for a while.”
 
   At that moment, Rogond's tall shadow appeared, followed by Rogond himself. “Someone has summoned me here,” he said, obviously confused. “Gaelen, are you all right?”
 
   “She is fine,” said Shandor. “I summoned you, for I sense that Gaelen would rather reveal certain matters if you are with her. Please sit with us.” Rogond sat beside Gaelen, who drew closer to him, shivering a little.
 
   “There are matters you have revealed to me that you might wish to share with Rogond and Shandor,” said Ordath. “I’m sure they will keep our confidence.”
 
   Gaelen told of the unknown Outcaste she had heard calling out to Koth, though he had been too far away to receive the message. She also told of the unheard voice in the council chamber, and the response of the traitorous chieftain, who was as yet unidentified. Then she told of her parley with Errno, to whom she had lent her amulet.
 
   Rogond was taken aback as he had not known about the amulet. Gaelen drew it forth, allowing Rogond to examine it within its wrappings, and his eyes filled with wonder. “So, this is what allowed you to perceive the distant call to Koth?”
 
   “Yes,” said Gaelen. “And I thought that by allowing Errno to have use of it he could protect himself better. My senses are quite keen enough.”
 
   “Perhaps,” said Shandor. “I understand why you lent the amulet to Errno, but you must not do so again. He will not be able to cope with the power it conveys. My fear is not that he will be reluctant to use the amulet, but that he will desire its stimulation too much. Remember—until recently, he has lived much of his life in the dark.”
 
   “Gaelen, you have spent more time with the chieftains than any of us. Have you gained any sense of who the traitor might be?” asked Ordath.
 
   “I cannot say as yet…I had no suspicions at all of Rook or Ethan…and I haven't gotten to know Koreth or Vahan. I'm afraid they have all beguiled me—I would not have thought any of them capable of maintaining such a façade.”
 
   “Both Gaelen and Errno are in danger,” said Rogond. “What do we intend to do about it? Should we imprison the chieftains, so that they can do no more harm until we discover who the traitor is?”
 
   “Imprisoning them will not prevent their mischief,” said Gaelen. “They have minions among the People, and they will be able to speak unheard to direct them.”
 
   Ordath considered for a moment. “Actually, imprisoning them is not a bad idea. Gaelen can listen in to their unspoken directives, and she might learn who the guilty ones are. However, I have an even better idea.”
 
   She turned to Shandor. “This should be your task, as they are terrified of you already.” After she had explained the plan, everyone agreed that it was a good one. Shandor was actually chuckling as he made his way down to the Outcaste's underground quarters.
 
    
 
    
 
   The chieftains, except for Errno, were summoned to the council-chamber, but this time they were not treated as delegates. They faced Shandor, Ordath, and about two dozen grim-faced guards. Shandor addressed them in the sternest possible tone. “One of you is now known to be a traitor to the People. You would undermine the success of this effort, and would betray everyone to Lord Wrothgar. We do not yet know which of you is guilty, but I assure you that we intend to find out. In addition, you are a most likely murderer.” He looked hard at Rook, Vahan, Koreth, and Ethan, who appeared equally shocked and dismayed. They snarled and bared their teeth, but none of them would look back at him.
 
   Rook was the first to recover. “Where is Errno?” he asked, looking at Lady Ordath.
 
   “Address your question to me!” boomed Shandor, looking about as fierce as anyone had ever seen him. Rook closed his eyes, swaying a little before opening them again. He marshaled his courage and looked Shandor directly in the eye.
 
   “Where is Errno?”
 
   “Errno has been murdered,” said Shandor, “probably by one of you. Or, at least, one of you knows who killed him.” His face twitched ever so slightly. “If that infernal buzzing does not stop at once, I will slay you all where you stand. It makes no difference to me—at least then I would know the traitor had been dealt with.” All unspoken thoughts ceased in an instant.
 
   “But...at least three of us are innocent!” squeaked Ethan.
 
   “At least one of you is a traitor. Believe me, my life will go on,” said Shandor with a curl of his lip.
 
   “Stop this!” Ordath cried, stepping forward. “We cannot treat them this way. You know better.” She turned to the chieftains. “Lord Shandor has little use for those who would betray their own people, and he sometimes loses his sense of decorum. Make no mistake–you are in a very serious situation.” She turned back to Shandor. “We cannot kill them, but we should at least imprison them.”
 
   “Not good enough!” said Shandor, his lip still curled with obvious scorn. “One of them must pay for the death of Errno.” He glared down at the chieftains. “It has also come to our attention that you intend to harm another member of the Council. You had better all pray that does not happen, because if it does, I will kill you all without a second thought. I will kill you whether you are guilty or not! And after I have killed you I will try, probably without much success, to convince a thousand Elves that they should not make war on a few hundred relatively helpless Outcastes! Do you understand?”
 
   He whirled about and stalked back to his place at the table as Rook began to speak. “You know it’s wrong to hold the innocent responsible for the sins of the guilty. Please, I implore you, let us find out who the traitor is! We can govern ourselves—we have worked hard to earn that right. Errno was my friend, and this is terrible news! We never wanted to go to war; we only wanted to be left in peace. Now it seems we have as much to fear from our so-called rescuers as from our sworn enemies. Please, People of Light…you know this is wrong!”
 
   “Enough!” said Shandor. “Take them away and place them in separate cells. Allow no visitors!” Several very formidable-looking guards laid hands on the terrified chieftains, set them in bonds, and began to lead them away. Shandor called after them: “We shall allow you to stand before us again only when you have something of importance to say.”
 
   After they had gone, Shandor was alone with Lady Ordath, who shook her head at him. “First poor Errno, and now this? Sometimes the ease with which you deceive the unwary is unsettling. I believe you enjoy playing the terrible, judgmental tyrant far too much. When will you go to the chieftains?”
 
   “Let them all sit in their cells and think things over for at least a day,” Shandor replied. “Tomorrow I will go to each in turn, allowing enough time between for the traitor to show himself. In the meantime, we must keep a very close watch over Gaelen. Much of our success depends on her abilities, and she will be vulnerable to attack.”
 
   “When this is over, I believe Gaelen will have earned a respite from responsibility,” said Ordath.
 
   “She has already earned it, but she will not receive it,” said Shandor. “This is only the beginning of another long and difficult journey, alas.”
 
    
 
    
 
   Errno had been sequestered and warned not to cast any thoughts to anyone. It was essential to the plan that all Outcastes believe he had been killed. The traitors, who called themselves the Faithful, rejoiced, for they all knew one another, and they soon learned that none of them had killed Errno. One of the Elves had obviously committed the crime, and now the Outcastes were being falsely accused. The traitors made certain these rumors spread far and wide, generating quite a satisfactory mix of fear, doubt, grief, and indignation. (The Elves claim to be friends, but they’re not! They despise us and hold us inferior. They’ll kill us all the first chance they get…poor, misguided Errno must have turned his back on the wrong Elf.)
 
   The Faithful lurked and awaited instructions. One part of the plan was already accomplished: Errno was dead. Yet now they were being told not to attack Gaelen, lest all four remaining chieftains—including the traitorous one—be slain. That suited them, as they were afraid of her, and she would be difficult to kill.
 
   Meanwhile, Errlan and Roni attempted to keep order in the Outcaste ranks. “We do not know the circumstances of Errno's death,” said Roni. “We have only conflicting rumors. Errno was the friend of many in Mountain-home, and he was not loved by any traitor to the People. I know which of the rumors I believe.”
 
   “He might have had friends,” said an unknown voice in the crowd, “but it only takes one arrogant, unthinking Elf to give in to centuries of race-hatred. Elves killed my mother long ago, and she had done nothing to them.”
 
   “I understand,” said Roni. “But we cannot allow such regrettable things to influence the clarity of our reasoning. Until I know how Errno met his end, I will not cast blame.”
 
   Errlan, who had taken over leadership of Errno's clan, scowled at Roni. “What of the ceremony? Is our chieftain to be denied his mourning vigil?”
 
   “Errno's body has been kept safe, and it is still whole. They will keep it from decay until this matter is resolved. Then we may do as we wish.” Roni sighed, shifting her weight from her aching leg. The Elves had crafted a special boot for her to wear which made up for the difference in the length of her legs, but she was unaccustomed to this new symmetry and it pained her. Once her body adjusted, she would be relatively free of pain for the first time in her life.
 
    
 
    
 
   Shandor went to the first of the isolated, frightened, unhappy chieftains the evening after. They had been placed in individual cells separated by at least two vacant ones, with walls so thick that they could not hear one another. They could, of course, cast thoughts, but they did not. None except the traitor had any inkling of treachery among them, and so they sat in grim silence, wondering which of their so-called comrades was an enemy. They all believed that Errno had been killed, which was disheartening enough to silence three of them.
 
   A guard unlocked the first cell to admit Shandor, who would perform the exact same ritual with each of the chieftains in turn. He would enter with a fine plate of food and drink, hold up his hand for silence, and then say these words:
 
   “Do not speak, only listen carefully. I apologize that you must be treated this way, but the ruse had to be convincing. I know that you are not the traitor—it is one of the other three. I also know that I must keep you locked up until I discover which of them is guilty, because if I let you go, your life will be at risk from the traitor's minions. I know I threatened you with death should harm befall anyone else on the Council, but again, that was for appearances. Regrettably, I will be forced to kill all three of the others just to be safe, but I will release you, as you are known to be innocent and will no longer need fear the traitor's retribution. In the meantime, enjoy your
 
   solitude until this most unpleasant situation is resolved. We will treat you well and keep you safe.” Shandor would then set the fine meal down, turn, and leave the surprised chieftain to mull over what he had heard, adding one last admonition. “It would be best if you not ‘speak unheard’ while you are here…certainly, the traitor must not know that we already hold you innocent.”
 
   Gaelen, meanwhile, kept a near-constant vigil, listening for the signs of treachery. Rogond stayed with her, and Shandor brought her food and drink. Each time she would look up at him and shake her head…she had heard nothing as yet. Only Shandor and the guards knew the order in which the chieftains were being visited.
 
   Two days later, the plan succeeded. Gaelen sat bolt upright, her eyes alight, as she received an excited message from one of the cells.
 
   (I have managed to fool them all–they believe I am innocent. Now is the time to strike! Kill the Fire-eye at once…or kill anyone else on the Council; they will only blame someone else for it! Not only will I be released, but Shandor has promised to kill the other chieftains, and we will be rid of them. What an excellent turn of fortune!)
 
   Gaelen told Rogond what she had heard, asking him to fetch Lord Shandor. Shandor smiled when Gaelen repeated the message word-for-word. Shandor would visit the other chieftains as planned, but, provided none of them reacted in similar fashion, everyone would know who the traitor was, and that he was the only traitor among the chieftains. The Council of the Wise would need to be convened, both to ensure the safety of its members, and to finally mete out justice.
 
   Shandor waited five more days, having visited all the chieftains and given them time to react. Gaelen only perceived one traitorous voice among them.
 
    
 
    
 
   Though the sun had long set behind the western mountains, the council chamber was filled with light. It was a solemn yet expectant gathering—the traitor had been discovered and would soon be unmasked. No one except Shandor had been privy to his identity. Ethan, Rook, Vahan, and Koreth were led in and shown to the central podium, with at least one guard for each of them. They faced Shandor, Duinar, and Ordath, all of whom were clad in black, as befitted their roles as judges.
 
   For a few moments, all was silent. All of the chieftains except Rook appeared surprisingly confident.
 
   “Now we have come to face the task of judgment,” said Ordath. “One of the Outcastes before us is known to be a servant of Wrothgar, and he ordered that harm be done to the Council. I will leave it to Lord Shandor to explain.”
 
   “I will do so,” said Shandor, “but there are others who must bear witness. Bring in the other Outcastes, for they must hear and see for themselves.”
 
   In a few moments, a small group of Outcastes was ushered into the chamber, including Roni, Errlan, Katorr, and two others named Mathon and Vermi. At last, Errno appeared, looking not only alive, but hale. When he beheld the four chieftains, his eyes narrowed at one in particular. Everyone who had not known of the plan was astonished to see Errno, and there was much whispering, muttering, and buzzing going on.
 
   “Be silent!” Shandor commanded. “Hear, now, the circumstances of this traitor's downfall.” He explained the events of the past several days, setting forth the plan by which the guilty one had been exposed. At his request, Gaelen, who had received the revealing message, recited it again word-for-word.
 
   “As you have heard, there can now be no doubt of guilt, but only I know the identity of the guilty one.” He approached the chieftains, three of whom appeared both relieved and puzzled, but one of whom was as pale as moldy milk. “Vahan, Rook, and Koreth may return to their places as honored delegates. Ethan of the Greens stands accused!”
 
   Few were more shocked by this news than Gaelen. Gentle, soft-spoken Ethan? Ethan, who had fought bravely in the battle? Self-effacing Ethan…with his odd but occasionally charming sense of humor? Ethan of the Greens, whom she had trusted?
 
   There was no doubt of Ethan's guilt now. His face, his body, his entire being reeked of it. This likeable Outcaste had been motivated only by his own concerns, overtaken by evil. He had aided in the deaths of so many. Now he was completely disabled with terror as Shandor approached him.
 
   “What say you, judges? Do you condemn this…person…as guilty?”
 
   Duinar and Ordath rose to their feet. “We do,” they said, deep sorrow in their eyes.
 
   “What, then, shall be his fate? Do we pass judgment according to the Laws of Mountain-home, or do we allow the Laws of the People to determine the fate of their own?”
 
   “Outcaste he lived, and Outcaste he shall die,” snarled Rook, who, like Gaelen, had thought Ethan above reproach.
 
   “This is not one of the People,” said Gaelen sadly. “This is an Ulca. Let him endure an Ulca's fate.”
 
   “I am only what your people made me,” snarled Ethan, who truly hated Gaelen and had realized there was little point in appealing for sympathy. “I lost so many to the Fire-eyes and their heartless arrows! They hung my sister's mate up by his feet as a warning to others. When she went to cut him down so she could mourn him properly, they leapt on her and cut her throat! I could do nothing to help her. Poor Twyla never held a violent thought in her life. I would see every one of them dead, and I would spit on their horrid faces afterward! I have re-lived that terrible night every day since then…so do with me as you will!” The defiance left his face to be replaced with resignation. “At least the bad dreams will end…”
 
   “Ethan, we all have lost at the hands of those who did not know better,” said Errno, who was on the verge of tears. “We all feel your pain, but you betrayed even those you claimed as friends. You must face our punishment.” He turned to the rest of the Outcastes. “Do you all agree?”
 
   “We do!” shouted Koreth, who had not entirely forgotten Ethan's insult to his family. “Just let me be the one to carry it out.”
 
   “No!” said Mathon. “As ashamed as I am to admit it, Ethan is of my clan. If anyone takes his life, it will be me!”
 
   “We are forgetting one thing,” said Fima. “This wretch has allies, and he knows who they are. I say lock him in a room with Shandor and see what may be learned. We might have missed our chance with Koth, but we can make up for that now.”
 
   “Fair enough,” said Ordath, “but that's not the only thing we are forgetting. Outcaste law calls not only for the death of the traitor, but for the deaths of all who share his blood. Will we also sanction the deaths of those who may be innocent?” This was a sobering notion—Ethan did have a small family.
 
   Duinar addressed the now-quiet Council. “Let us compromise. The traitor shall be interrogated. If he reveals the names of the other conspirators, his family will be spared. If he does not, well…Outcaste law will prevail, and they will carry out justice as they see fit.”
 
   “How will we know whether those named by this liar are actually guilty?” asked Galador.
 
   “When I draw forth answers, they are truthful,” said Shandor with a gleam in his eye. “Just hope I never have to draw them forth from you.” He turned back to Ethan, who appeared to be about to faint. “Give me a few hours,” he said.
 
    
 
    
 
   There was little need for Shandor to exert his considerable charm in extracting answers from Ethan. The former chieftain of the Greens had sided with Vakil for reasons other than heresy. Ethan had desired vengeance, and he had not been able to live with the idea that the People would ally themselves with those who had, in his mind, murdered his sister. He knew no genuine loyalty to the traitors, and he was not a zealot like Vakil, though he had done an excellent job of pretending to be one.
 
   Ethan's life was at an end, and he knew it. His family had no knowledge of his activities, and they did not deserve to die with him. He could not write, but he recited the list of names for Lord Shandor with very little provocation. “Will you now spare my family?” he asked.
 
   Shandor nodded. “I would have advocated for their lives anyway, had there been a disagreement,” he admitted. “Your motivation for treachery is, after all, very human. The People fear the relatives of traitors because they fear a return to Ulcan ways, but that would never have been true in your case. I never knew an Ulca to care so much for a sister.”
 
   “I hate them. I hate them all!” muttered Ethan, his eyes downcast. “The merciless Hunters, who kill us without question…the Ulcas, whose lack of courage and independence disgusts me, and even you, the Asari…you who toy with our lives because you believe we must prove our worth! Most of all, I hate the Shadowmancer for making us what we are.”
 
   “What you have done is reprehensible, and you chose your path willingly,” said Shandor, his tone surprisingly gentle. “You brought about the deaths of those who were trying to overcome what Wrothgar made them, do you not see that? What you do not grasp is that, in order to climb from the dark pit into which your ancestors were cast, you must embrace those who were your enemies. The Elves lost untold numbers of sisters, brothers, fathers, and sons to the Ulcas. One cannot blame them for not recognizing that you are different. I am truly sorry for your misguided life.”
 
   Shandor approached Ethan, who was bound and tied to a post. He took Ethan's head in both hands, forcing eye contact. “Unfortunately, because you are not to be trusted, I must confirm that the names on this list are true,” he whispered. Then he flared with light so bright that all Ethan could manage was a tiny, rasping squeal—though he longed to scream.
 
   When Shandor had finished his examination, he removed three names from the list. Ethan, it seemed, had been treacherous to the end. Shandor did not kill him, but the empty-eyed, slack-jawed remnant tied to the traitor's post was not exactly alive, either. Shandor left him as he stood, feeling only a small twinge of regret.
 
    
 
    
 
   Errno, Roni, and the chieftains were most dismayed. There were traitors in every clan—a much larger number than anyone had thought. At least a dozen Outcastes would be examined and brought to judgment. Shandor would spend time with each of them, turning the light of truth and discernment upon them so that he could not be deceived. The Council did not intervene. Fourteen Outcastes stood for their final time before the People, and judgment came swiftly as their throats were slashed by their respective clan chieftains. Ethan actually roused himself as he felt the quick sting of the blade, smiling as his head lolled over and his dark blood left him.
 
   No more bad dreams…
 
   It was a relatively painless death, but there was no honor in it—only grief and outrage. The traitors had families, and those who had thought them to be friends. Their discordant energies were unbearable to anyone who came near, and it would be quite a few days until they faded away completely. The bodies were cast into an open pit, and no public mourning ritual was observed. Their names were forbidden to be spoken, but their relatives were spared at Shandor's insistence. “It is hoped that all disloyal ones have been found and convicted,” he had said. “Let the killing end there.”
 
   The killing, regrettably, did not end there. Three of the traitors’ relations—a father, a son, and a brother—quietly took their own lives rather than live with the shame brought upon their clans.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 24: Plans Set in Motion
 
    
 
    
 
   The unmasking and subsequent deaths of Wrothgar's Faithful cast a pall over Mountain-home for many days. Though everyone was relieved, no one rejoiced. Many were still dismayed that Ethan had so thoroughly deceived them, especially Rook, for Ethan had been one of his closest friends. It had also been difficult for Rook to deal with the discovery that four of his own clansmen would have thrust a dagger between his shoulder blades without a second thought.
 
   He discovered the wonders of fine brandy, having encountered some on a table near the Council-hall on a moonlit night. The Outcastes were familiar with the marvels of fermentation, but they had not come close to refining it to the extent of the sharp, sweet liquid that forged such a delightful, burning path down Rook's throat. From there it went straight to the brain—Rook would feel no more pain for a while.
 
   Hallagond would have given quite a lot to have traded places with Rook, but he had been placed on a very strict spirits-of-any-sort-to-be-forbidden regimen by Estle. Lady Ordath had attempted to explain the wisdom of it, to little avail. “Your liver will never be the same. You lost a part of it due to your wounds, and now you must take excellent care of what is left. Signs indicate that you have not taken very good care of it in the past.”
 
   Hallagond's response was a sort of muffled epithet which, fortunately, was unintelligible.
 
   “Forgive him, Lady,” said Estle with a frown. “He has always had difficulty with drink, at least since I have known him.”
 
   “I have a lot more difficulty without it,” muttered Hallagond.
 
   “Only for a little while,” Ordath encouraged. “And then you will be hale. I'm afraid, however, that drink will never be your friend again.”
 
   “I might be hale, but I'll be miserable, so what's the point?”
 
   “The point is that you had better stop complaining, after all the effort everyone has expended in your behalf,” said Estle. Hallagond turned over in his bed, facing the wall so that he would not have to look at her.
 
    
 
    
 
   Fima, Ula, Astor, Ordath, and Gowen had come together, seeking to understand as much of Danté's manuscript as they could, in hopes that they could be of aid when the Outcastes’ course had been decided. “At least one of us should go with them,” said Fima. “The prevailing opinion at the moment is that they will seek a new homeland far to the east, away from Wrothgar. If there were no lore-master present, it would be a great crime.”
 
   “Does anyone know what lives on the other side of the Stone Desert?” asked Ula, who very much wanted to find out.
 
   “Khima, my most respected sire, went there near what I expect was the end of his life,” said Fima.
 
   “What do you mean, you expect?” asked Gowen. “Don't you know whether it was near the end of his life or not?”
 
   “Actually I don't, because he never came back.”
 
   “The only one of us who is not required as Chief Lore-master to his own realm is Ula,” said Gowen. “But it would be most unseemly for her to travel so far from the Deep-caverns!”
 
   “My brother Tuga is also a lore-master,” said Ula. “He is still sulking over having been denied a seat at the Council.”
 
   “No, he’s sulking because you were occupying the seat he expected to be given!” corrected Gowen. Fima grumbled quietly into his beard.
 
   “Excuse me,” said Ordath in a tone that could not be ignored. “In these chambers, all students of lore are equal, and as far as I am concerned, the journey east will be open to all who wish to take it. It will be up to Ula to decide for herself.”
 
   Ordath turned to leave as Gowen and Fima began muttering curses at one another. Ordath paused in the doorway, turning back toward them. “I believe I should inform you that I have full understanding of Rûmhul,” she said, whereupon the cursing ceased.
 
    
 
    
 
   Azori was now well enough to resume much of his daily activity. He spent his time with his sisters, who were allowed to visit their father for short periods each day. They brought Hallagond gifts they had made during his absence—drawings, paper “flowers,” a hand-knitted scarf that was more of the dimensions of a longish handkerchief, and a beautifully-painted clay bowl to rest his pipe on. Each time they would leave, Estle would ask Hallagond if his daughters were not worth giving up drink for, to which he would reply, “Of course they are.” Raenien could not yet weave like her famous namesake, but Hallagond loved the scarf just the same.
 
   On one afternoon, Azori came upon Gwynnyth sitting in one of the small rose-gardens in the upper courtyard. He had wanted to speak with her for some time, but had had no opportunity. Now he wondered how—or even if—he should approach her. She was leaning back against a trellis covered with gorgeous salmon-pink roses, her blue-grey eyes distant. She did not appear to notice him at first.
 
   Her eyes flickered toward him, and he knew she was aware. He called to her in a gentle, masculine voice, which would have been alluring had it not cracked in the middle.
 
   “Gwynnyth, may I sit with you awhile? There are things I would say.”
 
   She turned away from him and drew a deep breath. “You are free to sit wherever you like,” she said, without much enthusiasm.
 
   Perhaps another time would be better, he thought, his cheeks flushing pink. He took a step backwards, caught his left heel on an errant flower pot, and nearly fell over.
 
   Gwynnyth leaped up to steady him, taking hold of his left arm. Then she laughed and tossed her head. “You have just broken me out of a melancholy mood, my friend. Please sit with me…I did not mean to be discourteous.” Her smile was so genuine that Azori knew he could stay and talk with her, because she truly wanted him to.
 
   “We have not spoken since…since the…well, you know,” said Azori.
 
   “Since the blood-sharing?”
 
   “Yes, since that.”
 
   “Actually, Azori, we did not speak at all on that day. You were in no condition to speak to anyone about anything.”
 
   “I don't remember much of it, only that it saved my life,” said Azori. “I never got the chance to thank you.”
 
   “Let's not speak of it, all right?” said Gwynnyth. Azori's face fell visibly and he looked away. Gwynnyth reached out to him, placing an uncommonly soft, warm hand on his upper arm. “You do not need to thank me. Not ever—do you understand?”
 
   “But, I do…you saved my life at great cost. I overheard Galador saying that you gave a part of yourself that you will never regain.” The moment the words left his lips, he regretted them.
 
   “I have lost nothing of myself, do you hear? Nothing!” snapped Gwynnyth, her eyes blazing. “I will brook no suggestion to the contrary. I am exactly the same as I was. You have taken nothing from me.”
 
   Azori could not look her in the eye, though he longed to disagree with her. “I know that I am not unchanged,” he said. “I have seen so-called friends turn on me, I have been poisoned so that I nearly lost my life, and I will not tell you of the horrific visions and deliriums which plagued me. I have had difficulty sleeping for fear of their return…” His voice trailed off, and his eyes held a pained, faraway look as he struggled to suppress the memory.
 
   “I understand,” said Gwynnyth. “But none of this makes any difference as to whether you are in my debt or not. Would you have done what you could to save me?” Her eyes were so wide and deep that Azori was tempted to fall into them.
 
   “Of course I would have.”
 
   “If I say ‘You’re welcome,’ will that satisfy your need to thank me?”
 
   “I suppose so...”
 
   “Good. You’re welcome. Now might we talk about something else?”
 
    
 
    
 
   Ordath, Shandor, and Duinar had called a great assembly in the Outcaste's underground quarters, requesting that everyone attend. The members of each clan stood together, chieftain at the forefront, as the three Asari bade them sit and be comfortable.
 
   “We have much to impart and then discuss,” said Duinar, the only Asarla who didn't intimidate the Outcastes too much. “I know this has been a very difficult time for each of you, as you have lost friends and family as well as enemies, and you have been displaced from your homes once again. Wrothgar has no doubt learned by now that his plan has been foiled, and he will not react well to the news that the Elves have taken you under their protection.”
 
   “No, indeed,” said Shandor. “I expect it will make him more determined than ever to eliminate you, though he will need to regroup before the next attempt.” This statement was met with a flurry of anxious buzzing as the Outcastes sent unspoken messages of alarm.
 
   “The question, then, is what to do with you?” said Ordath, her gentle voice calming everyone who heard it. “Unfortunately, you cannot stay in Mountain-home, for Wrothgar already knows you have sought refuge here, and he might try to mount a siege against us. That would not be appreciated by my people, who still remember the last assault. So, where else can you go?”
 
   “Begging your pardon, my lady,” said Koreth, “but we have no desire to remain in Mountain-home, anyway. We would prefer the company of men, or even dwarves. The Elves do not tolerate our presence very well.” He looked around at the others. “Is that not so?” This was followed by mutterings of agreement from the majority of the Outcastes.
 
   “The Council of the Wise has heard from the realms of men and dwarves,” said Shandor. “I'm afraid you will not find new homes there.” Again, the unhappy buzzing increased, but it was more discouraged than alarmed this time.
 
   “Why will no one accept us? Are we so unworthy?” said Roni, who was trying not to be offended.
 
   “You are worthy,” said Duinar. “But in the eyes of some, you still have a bit of a journey to make. Your ways are too strange for some less adventurous sensibilities.”
 
   “That's not it at all,” said Katorr. “It's that we still remind them too much of Ulcas.”
 
   “Well, yes…that too,” Duinar admitted. “But you have earned the respect of many, which no Ulca could ever have done. Some of you have been given places at the High Council. No one should doubt the good faith of Lady Ordath or her folk…”
 
   “If we could return to the original question,” Rook interjected. “What's to be done with us? Where are we to go?”
 
   “As I'm sure Errno has told you, we believe that what you really deserve is a homeland of your own. Then you could live according to your own ways, practice your own customs, and enforce your own laws. It is our intention to see that you find this homeland.”
 
   “We don't like long journeys,” said a voice from within the Red Clan.
 
   “A journey under the sun…when we don't even know where we’re trying to get to? That's an unsettling notion,” said Vahan.
 
   “There are ways to travel without risking the sun,” said Duinar. “Leave that detail to me.”
 
   “Are you going to cast us out to fend for ourselves? We don't know how to journey to this homeland, and we don't navigate well above the ground. Wide spaces make us uncomfortable,” said Errlan, who appeared to be very uncomfortable already, his narrow, bloodshot eyes darting to and fro.
 
   The Outcastes were beginning to panic, and they started shifting their weight and moving about, jostling one another. In the grey light, with their predominantly grey-and-brown raiment, they resembled misshapen stone statues during a mild earthquake.
 
   “Surely such brave folk as yourselves, who fought off Ulcas and trolls, are not afraid of a little journey?” said Duinar. “Think of it! If you are successful, you'll have a peaceful home to call your own—a sanctuary where Wrothgar will leave you alone. You can order your destiny as you see fit…is that not a goal worth reaching? No one has any intention of casting you out to face this trial alone. You will need experienced travelers to lead you.”
 
   “Who would desire such a mission?” muttered Roni. “I know I wouldn't.”
 
   “We have already heard several requests to be included,” said Shandor. “You will not lack for knowledgeable guides. Still, it will take many weeks to prepare you. By the time the expedition is ready to depart, summer will be far behind us. Therefore, I’d suggest we begin preparations as soon as possible.”
 
   “We make no decisions without the consent of the majority,” said Errno. “I would ask that you leave us alone to deliberate. All voices must be heard.” He bowed to the Asari. “We will always be grateful for the aid you have given.”
 
   Shandor glanced over at Duinar with a very slight smile. “I believe we have just been shown the door.”
 
    
 
    
 
   Ula and Carmyn had become fast friends, as was only natural for a lore-mistress and a map-maker. They had been collaborating in an effort to copy and preserve Errno's map of the stronghold so that it could be added to the library collection. They knew how pleased and honored Errno would be. Ula dreaded asking permission to be accepted as part of the expedition, and Carmyn was now attempting to bolster her confidence.
 
   “Anyone who asks will be included,” she said. “Besides, I intend to go, and you wouldn't leave me to deal with your brother alone, would you?
 
   “Tuga certainly disapproves of you,” replied Ula. “It's as if he expects you to conform to our ways.”
 
   This was true. In Dwarvish society, map-makers were usually explorers who ventured into unknown and perilous lands. Females were never, ever allowed to take such risks. Tuga thought Carmyn every bit as guilty of improper behavior as Ula was.
 
   “If you ask me, Tuga thinks he has something to prove,” said Carmyn. “I'm afraid he's going to try to use this expedition to make a name for himself, and he won't want us stealing any of his glory. That's precisely why you have to come with me. I'm going because I promised Master Fima I would undertake the task of mapping unknown regions. Please don't force me to put up with your intolerant brother by myself.”
 
   “I won't…,” muttered Ula, who was still far from confident.
 
   “Well, then, let's go and inform Lady Ordath together,” said Carmyn.
 
   “It's not the Lady I'm worried about,” said Ula, thinking of Fima. “We’d better make sure someone is around to protect me when I inform my uncle!”
 
    
 
    
 
   Things were far less light-hearted in Hallagond's household. He knew that he could not go on the journey, nor did he wish to, though a very tiny part of him still longed for adventure. He also knew that he might never see Rogond again.
 
   Estle was also in a melancholy mood, though she tried to conceal it. She loved Rogond, too. When Azori came before them and asked permission to join the expedition, things went from bad to worse.
 
   “Do you understand what you’re asking?” said Estle, trying to mask her panic with a reproachful tone. “We are told they are leading the Outcastes east. That's it—just east. Well, ‘east’ is a vast place. We don't know if there even is a homeland for the Outcastes. Finding one might take the rest of your lives. If you insist on going, you must say goodbye to your father, your sisters, and me—perhaps forever!”
 
   “No one is saying the quest will take forever,” said Azori, looking at the floor. “Perhaps I'll grow weary of it, and simply turn around and come home.”
 
   “If you go, you will go as the son of a Tuathan Ranger,” said Hallagond. “You will not abandon your duty merely because you grow weary of it.”
 
   “Why do you want to leave home?” asked Estle. “Are you so hungry for adventure? I would have thought you’d had your fill of it for a while.”
 
   “Well…that's part of it,” said Azori. “It would be a fine thing to see sights never before seen.”
 
   “Do you go for Rogond?”
 
   “Well, no, not exactly. I mean, Rogond can take care of himself.”
 
   Hallagond looked intently at Azori, who would not look directly back at him. “Do you go for Gwynnyth?”
 
   Azori could not answer him, and that was answer enough.
 
   “Good heavens!” said Estle in dismay.
 
   “It's not what you think,” snapped Azori, his cheeks and ears turning quite red.
 
   “Well, that's a relief,” said Hallagond, “because what I was thinking would have been a very foolish idea. Just look at your Uncle Rogond. He will never have a son or a daughter because he fell into a pair of alluring Elvish eyes—men do not beget the children of She-elves whose hearts have been given before. See to it you don't follow his bad example.”
 
   “Why do you care so about Gwynnyth?” asked Estle, who had not been told of the blood-sharing that had saved Azori's life. Galador had asked it to be kept private.
 
   “She saved my life in the caverns,” said Azori. “She…performed a difficult healing, without which I would have died. I can tell you no more than that. Now I must go along in case it is my destiny to save her life in return.”
 
   “What is it with Elves and life-debts?” growled Hallagond. “I don't want to talk about this anymore right now; your mother and I will discuss it with you later. In the meantime, I’d suggest you consider things very, very carefully.”
 
   Estle was silent. So, Azori was going to leave his family out of a sense of duty? For just a moment, she wished that her only son was more like the brigand for whom he had been named. The dearly departed elder Azori had known no duty to anyone except his family.
 
   After young Azori had gone, Estle turned upon Hallagond. “Thank you so very much for reminding our son that he should remain apart from his family should he weary of his duties. Thank you for telling him that he should not come home in that case! Now, even if he has a very good reason, he won’t abandon the quest because of what you have said. Thank you for insisting
 
   that he place his sense of duty above his family.” She looked ready to weep at any moment.
 
   “Try not to worry. Azori knows the difference between right and wrong—between honor and foolishness. Rogond will keep him safe.” Even as Hallagond said those words, he knew how hollow they sounded.
 
   “We may never see either of them again,” said Estle, as the tears came at last. “How can you be so calm about it?”
 
   “Because Azori has to learn to go his own way. I had hoped to be the one to teach him what a Ranger needs to learn, but I am no longer in the position to do that. The years have caught up with me, and my younger brother must now take my son into the wild in earnest. I feel helpless…powerless. Reminding Azori of the virtue of dedication to duty is one of the few things I'm still strong enough to provide.”
 
   When Estle heard these words, she understood Hallagond's difficulty, and she was mollified. She stopped weeping and put her arms around him, for they would both need strength and support in the days ahead. They held their embrace for several minutes, as though afraid to let go.
 
    
 
    
 
   Duinar came to see Fima just before dawn, knowing that his friend was disheartened. It had been raining for several days—that chilly summer rain which warns of the coming autumn in the mountains. He paused in the doorway to Fima's study, noticed the neatly-wrapped package of parchments, quills, and bottles of ink, and shook his head. “Looks like I came just in time,” he said, concerned for the aged dwarf. “I see you have been preparing for others to go where you will not.”
 
   “Well,” said Fima in a tone lacking its usual gravelly edge, “Someone has to do it. I mean, they can't exactly run out of parchment, can they? And this…this notebook…” He sighed, rose from his seat at his study-table, and pretended to stir the fire in the small, iron grate.
 
   Duinar entered the chamber and took a seat in one of the man-sized chairs. He reached over to pick up the beautiful notebook, which had been made to withstand the rigors of the journey. The pages were tough, the stitching very secure, and the cover thoroughly waxed. Flaps of thinner leather covered all exposed parchment when the book was closed and tied. “This is quite an impressive canvas on which to record the wonders of the quest,” he said. “I know those are wonders you long to see, and I'm here to aid you.”
 
   “What will you do…make me young again?” asked Fima, turning back to him. “You know what the hardest thing is? It's not the fact that I'm too old to go, but that I'm willing to give in to that fact. I'm afraid of my own frailty…something I had thought never to be. I had thought myself reconciled to this–I truly had. Sometimes, though, I just can't help myself.” He sat heavily back down in his old, creaky chair, wincing slightly at the ache in his bones. “I don't know which of us creaks louder, this chair or the person now sitting in it!”
 
   “I don't blame you for being afraid,” said Duinar. “You know, I have attended many kings of men as they aged, and they were no different. It's as natural to be afraid of dying as it is to be filled with the wonder of living. You’re not ready to die yet, are you?”
 
   “Well, I had thought I would at least wait until after breakfast. Though some days, I wonder. It's not as though I need to stay alive for my friends any longer, as they are leaving me. They’re all leaving—Rogond, Carmyn, Gaelen and Nelwyn and Galador—and I am no longer needed. When such thoughts creep in I do think about dying, because it sounds better than living.” He looked up at Duinar and smiled. “Don't be alarmed. That doesn't happen very often, and I’ve always talked myself out of it.”
 
   “Yes, I notice you’re still here.”
 
   Fima sighed. “Will you go with them, then? I know they would feel almost invincible if you went along.”
 
   “I'm not so sure of that,” said Duinar. “Whether I will go has not been decided.”
 
   “But they will need an Asarla, surely!” exclaimed Fima.
 
   “Many folk would benefit from the presence of an Asarla, yet most succeed quite well enough without one. I have confidence that the Outcastes will find their way even if I am not with them. I must admit, it would be fascinating to watch their destiny unfold. How delightful to see them grow into whatever it is they will become!” He looked over at Fima again, his eyes alight. “Aontar never really abandoned them, and they have finally realized it.”
 
   “I must admit, this is a thing I had never thought to see,” said Fima. “Ulcas turning from darkness? I would have thought anyone mad for even suggesting it.”
 
   “Mmmm,” mused Duinar, returning the beautiful notebook to the table. “Who is this notebook for?”
 
   “I had thought to give it to whoever is designated official lore-master to the expedition,” said Fima. “I don't yet know who that will be.”
 
   “I think I do,” said Duinar. “I believe it will be someone of Khima's Clan, which would be appropriate.”
 
   “Tuga? Well, he's all right, I suppose, though he seems a little foolhardy to me. I’d prefer a more thoughtful candidate.”
 
   “I wasn't thinking of Tuga,” said Duinar.
 
   “Well, if you are thinking of Ula, think again. She is female, and therefore must not go—especially since we don't know the extent of the journey. She has other duties to perform.”
 
   “Do you hear how meaningless that sounds?” said Duinar. “You don't even believe it yourself. Admit it! Ula is the most worthy person for the task. Your family will just have to rely on other females for replenishment.”
 
   “Easily said,” muttered Fima.
 
   “And easily done! All you need do is give your permission, which she will be asking for any day now. Will you give it?” He looked hard at Fima. “If you don't, you'll kill her spirit, for she will not go against your wishes. She wants to be you…do you not see it? If you had seen her during the battle in the stronghold, you would realize just how unsuited she is to languishing in Cós-domhain.”
 
   “Yes, she's a battler, all right,” growled Fima, but his admiration could not be hidden by attempted sarcasm.
 
   “Just ask yourself these questions ere she comes to see you. If you deny Ula your blessing, what will you really gain for your clan? What will you take from her? And if you give it, what harm will really be done? What have you to lose, my friend? Think of the joy your accomplishments and discoveries have brought, and then imagine having been denied the chance to achieve them. I know you will come to the right decision.”
 
   Duinar rose from the chair, taking notice of the early morning light that was now beginning to filter in through the tiny windows near the very tall ceiling. Fima's study was belowground, but not by much; it was almost exactly like the one in Dûn Bennas. “We will have other conversations before the expedition departs. Now what say I go and fetch us both some breakfast?”
 
   Fima raised one eyebrow, pursed his lips, and nodded. He could easily agree to that suggestion, at least.
 
    
 
    
 
   The amount of effort required to prepare the expedition was enormous. How, precisely, did one transport a large group of people over unknown, possibly hostile lands—especially when those people were neither accustomed to nor comfortable with travel overland? The expedition had to be organized with fair speed, as Wrothgar was no doubt aware that his effort had failed, and the Outcastes were now in Mountain-home. He would be even more determined to succeed the next time.
 
   Ordath had requested the presence of Astor, Lore-master to Dûn Bennas, hoping that he might be able to offer wisdom. She sat with him in one of her beautiful, roofed outdoor shelters as the rain fell around them. She had also invited Lord Shandor, King Hearndin, Rogond, and Errno. “Can you give us any insight?” she asked Astor. “You have studied the history of men more thoroughly than any others here, and Outcastes are closer to men than they are to any other race.”
 
   “I should think it will be difficult to move the Outcastes with any speed,” said Astor. “They will not ride, and their numbers include the very young, as well as some who are physically unfit, injured, or defective. They are unaccustomed to traveling in the open, especially during daylight. They will want to hunker down and rest while the sun is high.”
 
   “Our Company must be mounted,” said Rogond. “Otherwise we will not be able to evade enemies if we encounter them. The Outcastes will not be prepared to deal with any real attack, and they must therefore remain far behind us. If we can avoid hostile people, we can then redirect the Outcastes so they will not be threatened. But we will need to stay far ahead of them, as would an advance guard.”
 
   “If you are so far ahead of them, how will you lead them?” asked Hearndin. “How will they even know what to do, when to move on, or where to go?”
 
   “And, will any of us go with the Company?” asked Errno. “We must have representatives if we are to secure a welcome for the People.”
 
   “A welcome might be optimistic,” said Shandor. “I should imagine you will merely be seeking permission to pass through lands unhindered.”
 
   Hearndin's face was grim. “A welcome will indeed be optimistic, at least among men,” he said.
 
   “Won't that depend on whether the eastern folk have known of Ulcas in the past?” said Rogond.
 
   “Even if they’ve never seen an Ulca, you will probably not convince any society of men to welcome a group of what appear to be plague-stricken people,” said Astor. “Your greatest diplomatic problem will be in convincing men that the Outcastes will not infect them! Men are never quite as ugly as when they fear being stricken by pestilence. If they believe Errno's people are diseased, they will be driven forth without mercy, or worse.” He shuddered slightly, his beard lifting as his jaw clenched. “I know…I have seen it!”
 
   “Errno's right, though,” said Rogond. “They will need ambassadors.”
 
   “I would suggest Errno, Roni, and Rook,” said Ordath.
 
   “Rook won't want to leave his clan,” said Errno. I don't mind, because Errlan has led my folk well and he will continue. I'm not certain of Roni.”
 
   “Roni will serve,” said Ordath. “I’ve already asked her.”
 
   “That will please Gaelen,” said Rogond. “She likes Roni.”
 
   “Speaking of Gaelen, we must address another concern” said Shandor. “Hearndin already alluded to it. How will the advance guard, as Rogond so aptly put it, communicate with the rest of the People?”
 
   “How far can thoughts be cast between you?” asked Ordath, turning to Errno.
 
   “With concerted effort, perhaps as much as a half mile when below the ground” said Errno. “I'm not certain of the range above.”
 
   “I believe the range is greater,” said Shandor, “but there will be times when the distance between the Company and the People may be vast, depending on the circumstances. When the People reach a protected place to camp, they should remain there until the Company tells them where and when to move on. The casting of thought by normal means would probably be ineffective. Fortunately, I have thought of that eventuality—it is another reason why Rook should remain with the People. I want him to serve as emissary of a different kind.”
 
   “Forgive me, but I cannot imagine what you’re talking about,” said Astor, who was quite possibly the only man alive who had not felt intimidated by Shandor--too much water had passed beneath his bridge.
 
   “And what does Gaelen have to do with it?” asked Rogond.
 
   “She has everything to do with it,” Shandor replied. “I will explain later. For now, let's turn our thoughts back to how we are going to prepare such an inexperienced group of travelers for the greatest hardship of their lives.”
 
   “There's one thing we are experienced in,” said Errno. “We have been surviving on very little for a long time, and we know how to do without. That's got to stand us in good stead.”
 
   “The fact that you have survived at all is impressive enough,” said Rogond. “Everyone has been your enemy. I cannot imagine the difficulties you have faced. You were truly outcasts!”
 
   “Perhaps the People should be given a new name,” said Lady Ordath. “Once you were in Darkness, but now you are finding your way back from it. You are Outcaste no longer, for you have friends. One day you will have a home of your own. I have great hope for you, and I am anxious to see what you will achieve in time.”
 
   “I believe we should call you ‘Anastasi,’ said Astor. That is an ancient mannish word, of the tongue of the old scholars. It means ‘those who are reborn.’”
 
   “Anastasi,” mused Errno. “I like it. It will certainly sound much better when we are introduced to strangers. Errno of the Anastasi. Yes…I like that very much!”
 
   “Very well then, Errno of the Anastasi,” said Shandor in a tone of mild amusement, “let’s continue making our plans.”
 
    
 
    
 
   The Company needed to be mounted, even those who had no experience with or affinity for horses. Gaelen had taught Errno to ride Figg, but Fima had not as yet agreed to lend his beloved mule. Roni still needed a suitable mount, as did Ula and Tuga. Though there were plenty of calm, quiet horses, Figg was the only mule.
 
   “Perhaps I can help,” said Phippin, the Master of Horse in Mountain-home. Phippin was actually a Wood-elf, and he was on the smallish side, like Gaelen. He wore his long, honey-colored hair plaited down his back. His skill with horses was astounding.
 
   He looked Roni up and down with wide, hazel eyes. “The difficulty your folk have been experiencing with horses stems from prior experience with Ulcas,” he said. “Horses do not tolerate evil creatures, and Ulcas, as you know, are bad-hearted sorts. The horses ridden by the others of your Company have all seen battle, and that means they will have learned to associate Ulcas with evil. Since you are good-hearted, perhaps a horse who has never known an Ulca will not take any offense to you. Let's find out.”
 
   He whistled for his stable-hand, who led in a small, stocky youngster with a gorgeous, refined head and a kind eye. The colt had a long, thick mane and forelock and an even thicker tail of beautiful dark honey color, much like Phippin's hair. This contrasted with a deep copper-red body and feathered white socks on the hind feet.
 
   “This is Shay. He's young, but can be ridden. A bit green, of course, but a sweeter temperament was never born. Let's see what he does with our Roni.”
 
   He backed away, gesturing for Gaelen and Errno to do the same. The stable-hand led the dark copper colt right up to Roni, who had never been so close to a horse before. Shay stopped, snorted, and stretched his beautiful head out toward her, reaching as far as he could, sniffing the air around her. Roni appeared to be frozen in place.
 
   “He would never hurt anyone,” said Phippin. “Don't be afraid.”
 
   “He's kind of small, isn't he?” asked Errno.
 
   Phippin winked at Gaelen. “Small doesn't mean much around here. Besides, have you and Roni looked at yourselves recently?” Errno was of slight stature even for an Outcaste, and Roni was no taller than he.
 
   “He doesn't appear to be swift, but he’s sturdy,” said Gaelen. “He might fall behind, but he'll catch up. Here, Roni, I think this apple might make him your friend.” She drew forth a small apple from her pocket. “Horses love apples. He won't be able to resist.”
 
   Roni held the apple out at the end of a rather timid arm, as Shay stretched his neck out toward her again. When he smelled the apple, he walked forward and took a large bite of it.
 
   “Roni's a brave one,” whispered Phippin. “I expected her to drop the apple. Look…Shay is making friends now.”
 
   Roni had decided to trust Shay enough to pat him and stroke his neck. He finished off the apple, and then responded to her by sidling right up so that she could scratch his withers more easily. Phippin joined Roni, showing her all the best places to pet and scratch a horse. “See? He likes you. Today we will groom him, and tomorrow you must ride him. We'll teach you.”
 
   “You said he was green,” said Roni. “I can see nothing green on him—he appears reddish to me.”
 
   “Never mind,” said Phippin. “My mistake.”
 
   Figg had been brought out for Errno to practice on. “Here, Roni,” he said. “Let me show you how to put the saddle on.” Phippin stood back, allowing Errno to demonstrate his new skills. He saddled and bridled Figg, then then clamored clumsily onto his back and rode him about the yard. Roni seemed most impressed. Then Errno dismounted, took the saddle off, and handed it to her. “Now, you try it!”
 
   Gaelen and Phippin did not interfere. After all, they knew that helping someone else learn to do something is one of the best ways to learn it yourself. As it happened, Roni was a natural. By the end of the day, she had not only ridden Figg by herself, she had decided it was one of the most liberating and exhilarating experiences she had ever had.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 25: Final Preparations
 
    
 
    
 
   Shandor summoned Gaelen just after sundown. The skies over Mountain-home had finally cleared enough to allow a brief glimpse of the full moon, and there would be no rain that night. Gaelen met him in the stables wearing only her curiosity and a flimsy, belted tunic that was barely long enough to cover her to mid-thigh. Shandor shook his head in disapproval. “I summoned you here for a purpose, Gaelen Taldin, and you need to be dressed for a journey.”
 
   Gaelen was disheveled in every sense of the word. Her hair was in complete disarray and she was too flustered to organize her reply. “You…you said nothing about a journey,” she said. “There was urgency in your summons, so I just came as fast as I could.”
 
   Shandor noted with some amusement that she had not neglected to include a weapon in her limited attire, as one of her blades was thrust into her belt. “There is some urgency, but not such that you cannot make yourself presentable,” he said. “Come back quickly–ready to ride.”
 
   By the time Gaelen returned, Shandor had prepared his own horse as well as Toran. “Mount up,” he said. “I intend to leave quietly so as not to cause any commotion. The sentinels are aware of us and will not raise the alarm. You have the amulet, of course?”
 
   Gaelen nodded. This was all very mysterious.
 
   “Good. You must carry it with you from now on, do you understand? Let us away, then.”
 
   “You wouldn't want to inform me of where we’re going, I suppose,” said Gaelen.
 
   “Where we are going is unimportant,” said Shandor.
 
   He led Gaelen forth from Mountain-home, down the treacherous paths to the flatter lands by the river. By the time they reached them, it was nearly dawn. “Now let's make some time,” said Shandor, urging his tall horse into a gallop. Gaelen kept pace with him, reveling in the freedom of flying over the dark lands on her beloved Toran. He was sure-footed, and not as foolish as he had once been. Gaelen adored him.
 
   The hours and the miles came and went. The horses had settled into a leisurely pace, and the going was very slow at times. They rode through the day, and then through another night, stopping only to rest, feed, and water the horses. Finally, on the afternoon of the second full day, Shandor halted his big grey and vaulted down, turning to Gaelen. “This ought to be far enough.”
 
   Gaelen, who had been confused for two days, slid down from Toran to stand beside Shandor, expecting an explanation. When none came for several minutes, she finally asked, “far enough for what?”
 
   “There is some concern as to how the Outcastes will be able to keep in touch with their advance guard,” said Shandor. “You and the Company are the explorers—you are the ambassadors. The People will be following behind you, but not closely. As much as I would like to claim credit for insight, I must admit that I had not foreseen this when I gave you the amulet. It will be much more useful than you know.”
 
   Gaelen felt an immediate sense of foreboding, much as she had in the Outcaste stronghold when the chieftains had declared her their “champion.” More responsibility was the last thing she wanted. In her opinion, any debts she might have owed to anyone in the world had already been paid. She rolled her bright eyes slowly upward and to the left until they met Shandor's pale blue ones.
 
   “And why is that?” she asked in a tone indicating it was actually the very last thing she wanted to know.
 
   Shandor's eyes warmed a little. “It's not as dire as you believe, Gaelen. Just take out the amulet and hold onto it now. I'll tell you what to do next.”
 
   Gaelen drew forth the amulet, which glittered in the sunlight, and held it in her hand. It took her a few moments to adjust to the immediate heightening of her senses, which made her breathless at first. “All right, now what?”
 
   “Now call to Rook, your friend, and ask if he can hear you,” said Shandor. “You are nearly seventy miles away from him. Let's see if this works.”
 
   Gaelen shrugged, and then concentrated on calling to Rook while she held the amulet.
 
   (Speak to me unheard, Rook of the White Clan.)
 
   She waited for several seconds, but heard no thought from Rook. She looked up at Shandor and shook her head.
 
   “Try harder. Concentrate and focus the direction of your thought toward Mountain-home and your friend Rook.”
 
   Gaelen gritted her teeth, squeezed her eyes shut, and put forth a great effort.
 
   (SPEAK TO ME UNHEARD, ROOK OF THE WHITE CLAN!)
 
   This time she received an immediate response. (I'm here, Gaelen. You don't need to scream at me…my head will be aching for hours now!) There was a brief pause. (Where in the world are you?)
 
   Gaelen's face lit up with an astonished smile. “It worked! I can ‘hear’ Rook as clearly as if he were in the next room. Judging by his reaction to the full force of my message, I might even be able to call to him from a greater distance. Let me try again.”
 
   She focused her thought with a bit less intensity. (You wouldn't believe it, but I am nearly seventy miles from you at this moment!)
 
   (You are?) said Rook, echoing her astonishment. (How is that even possible?)
 
   (I can't explain now. When I get back to Mountain-home, we'll have a talk.)
 
   (When will that be? I'm now officially dying of curiosity.)
 
   (I'm with Lord Shandor. Does that tell you anything?)
 
   (Unfortunately, yes…)
 
   Gaelen turned to Shandor. “I’d like an explanation now, if it's not too much trouble.”
 
   “It's no trouble,” said Shandor. “It will help pass the time on the long ride home.”
 
    
 
    
 
   Shandor shared many things with Gaelen on the ride back, most of which were fascinating, but a few of which were distressing. As the one who held the amulet, the responsibility for relaying information between the Company and the Outcastes would be hers to bear.
 
   “Why must I be the only one?” she asked. “Can’t anyone else share the task? I would willingly relinquish it entirely, as a matter of fact.”
 
   “I'm certain you would,” said Shandor, his tone surprisingly gentle. “But you are the only one of the Company, at least at this moment, who can cast thoughts to Errno's people. You are most definitely the one who can receive them with clarity—even I cannot do that. I don't believe this is an inborn ability, but you trained yourself to do it when you were attempting to deceive Gorgon Elfhunter. You even channeled his thoughts unaware…there was a very close connection between you. Others in the Company might also learn the skill, but we haven't the time to find out.”
 
   “What about Errno…or Roni? They have the skills already!”
 
   “Gaelen, I must now be quite stern with you. Do not ever allow any Outcaste to hold that amulet! Did you see what it did to Errno the last time? Took several years from his life, or at least it seemed to. The stimulation is too much for the Outcastes to handle safely, and having once experienced it they will crave it! Do you understand? Errno covets the amulet whenever he sees it–he craves the sensory indulgence it provides. Never let him touch it again. Have I made myself clear?”
 
   “You have,” said Gaelen. “I would never bring harm to my friends.” She sighed. “I suppose I must now resign myself to another depressing responsibility.”
 
   “I'm afraid so,” said Shandor. “Unfortunately, you have always been unique in your abilities. Don't fear—there are plenty of responsibilities to go around. You will not bear them all!”
 
   “You’d better be right about that one,” Gaelen whispered, but Shandor only smiled to himself.
 
    
 
    
 
   In preparation for the journey, a permanent housing was crafted for the amulet. It consisted of what appeared to be a plain head-band of dull, ordinary leather. Within the envelope of leather was a very tough wire made of hard silver–it wove through the seven-pointed amulet, securing it quite handily. Gaelen could, if she chose, slide the amulet within its plain housing so that the stone touched the skin of her forehead. She liked the idea of not having to hold it in her hand. She could imagine times when she would want full use of both hands as well as the advantage of heightened senses.
 
   Because Gaelen often wore a headband anyway, this would not look out of place and would soon become almost a part of her. Because it appeared to be just plain, worn leather, it would not appeal to thieves or brigands. Errno would not know of the secret it carried, and therefore would not covet it.
 
   With the question of communication solved, it was time to turn thoughts to more mundane matters. There were many problems yet to solve—for example, what would be done with the Outcastes who had been damaged during the recent conflict? There were those who had lost a limb or an eye; how would they manage the long, difficult journey? What about those who were still recovering and might never be hale again? By now all were aware that the Outcastes did feel the effects of time—what of the ones who were too old to travel well?
 
   Ordath considered these questions as she sat alone in one of her private gardens, but no answers really came. To leave those people behind would not make them happy, as they did not want to remain among the Elves. They were not welcome anywhere else. Besides that, even one Outcaste remaining in Mountain-home might bring unwanted attention from Lord Wrothgar. To send them on the journey would burden everyone, and might tax the old and infirm to the point of torture. The only answer, of course, was to allow them to choose for themselves. It was a choice Ordath was glad she would not have to make.
 
   “My Lady?”
 
   It was one of her attendants, obviously unhappy at interrupting her private deliberations. She was only too happy to be interrupted. “Yes, Minari…what is it?”
 
   “There is one here who desires an audience. Will you allow it?”
 
   “Of course. Please show him in.”
 
   A moment later, Phippin's bright, Wood-elven face appeared. He rushed in as if in a great hurry, then remembered where he was, bowing before Ordath in respect. “I have come to ask an important favor,” he said.
 
   “It is most unusual to be graced with the presence of my Horse-master,” said Ordath. “What favor would you seek?”
 
   Phippin's ears flushed bright pink. “I understand that the Outcastes have need of supplies, and that there are those who cannot travel on foot,” he said. “That means wagons and horses, which they are ill-equipped to handle. I would like to be included in the expedition, but not as part of the Company. Instead, I would beg leave to travel with the Outcastes, to aid them in what is sure to be a difficult quest. There are others like me–also with valuable skills–who are willing.”
 
   Ordath had always found Phippin endearing, even if he was a bit unrefined. “Why would you undertake this task? It's very noble of you, but would you really leave your home to travel with Errno's folk?”
 
   “I want to see what lies beyond the mountains,” he said. “I have lived most of my life here, and I am taken with an undeniable wanderlust. This will be a great adventure, and I don't want to be left out of it.”
 
   “It will most certainly be a great adventure,” said Ordath. “But you should think carefully…it isn't easy for an Elf to travel with Errno's people. Many things will happen which you are not expecting.”
 
   Phippin's eyes lit up. “Oh, I do hope so,” he said. Then, noticing Ordath's slight frown, he continued, the words pouring forth with unnatural haste. “There is one who will replace me as Horse-master—you need not worry. The truth is that without horses to bear their supplies, the Outcastes will have little chance. I want to do something of real significance, such as would be worthy of a song one day. Let me help them…please?”
 
   Ordath smiled at him. His desire to be remembered was completely understandable. Phippin had no living relatives, and he kept mostly to himself. “All who dwell here are free to choose their own paths,” she said. “I will not hinder you. But will you name the others who share this desire?”
 
   There are two other Elves of Mountain-home, three men of Dûn Bennas, and a Dwarf of the Deep-caverns,” said Phippin. “I do not feel comfortable giving their names.”
 
   “Then will you ask them to come and see me?” asked Ordath. “Tell them I only want to know their names—none will be discouraged from going on the journey. You don't know it, my dear Phippin, but you have just taken a great cloud from my heart and a heavy burden from my spirit. Go now, and do what you must do.”
 
    
 
    
 
   The others presented themselves to Lady Ordath before the following dawn. The two Elves, named Triona and Lachlan, were betrothed. They were both fine hunters of Wood-elven descent. They would be quite useful in assisting Phippin with the horses, and their arrows would prove deadly in defense of the Outcastes.
 
   The men of Dûn Bennas brought with them some very useful abilities. They gave their names as Dunstan, Joris, and Hildric. Dunstan was an excellent navigator; he was especially adept at reading the night sky. Joris was a wheelwright. Hildric, though a guardsman by trade, was a fair carpenter. He was also one of the most accomplished archers of Dûn Bennas. In addition, he spoke two forms of Elvish and three separate dialects of Aridani.
 
   The Dwarf was none other than Farin, the Smith. Farin's right arm would never be quite the same, though it had healed well enough that it rarely pained him. He was now attempting to train his left arm to match the former strength and skill of his right. Though he would never again achieve the level of intricacy of his former work, he could still forge a blade with the best of them. He wanted to go because he had become fast friends with Rook and Koreth, and he wanted to ensure the success of their journey. Farin also had a streak of adventure in him that could not be denied.
 
   Ordath was delighted, and she immediately placed all seven volunteers in positions of authority with respect to the preparations. The sun was shining much more brightly on the future of the Anastasi, though they did not yet know it.
 
    
 
    
 
   When word got out that there were Elves, men, and even a Dwarf who had volunteered to smooth the way for the People, some of the social barriers relaxed a little. There was a lot more intermingling of Errno's folk with the Elves of Mountain-home, to the benefit of all. It did the People immeasurable good to know that the Elves truly did have their best interests at heart and were not merely trying to get rid of them. It was also of benefit for many of the Elves of Mountain-home to see that outward ugliness is not necessarily the mark of an ugly heart. Once one adjusted to the Outcaste's lack of manners and odd facial expressions, they were almost likeable at times.
 
   The Elves had risen admirably to the task before them—in truth, Ordath had been directing them for nearly two months already. Some had traded and bartered for supplies they lacked (often traveling great distances to do so), while others organized, designed, or manufactured everything else. Hundreds of beautiful and practical garments were stitched; blankets were woven; leather was tanned and sewn into boots and belts and bags. Saddlery and harness, wagons and carts, tents and water-casks (as well as wine-casks)—everything had to be provided. The Outcastes had come forth from their ruined stronghold with little more than the tattered clothes on their backs.
 
   They pitched right in wherever they could; some in the potter's shed, others in the tannery, and still others in the weaving-shed. They were not especially clever, but they worked hard and they were strong. They had mastered the art of drying meat and fish to preserve it, salting it well and scraping off nearly all the fat. The Elves obliged them with fresh game, which they rendered very quickly into pounds and pounds of dried, salted meat. The great stone ovens in Lady Ordath's kitchens were busy day and night producing enormous quantities of flatbread—the kind that has nuts and seeds and fruits mixed in and is therefore very nourishing. Ropes were woven and stowed; vessels of oil and waxes and honey and salt and spices were placed in crates. Dried rose-fruits, ointments, and other medicines were carefully wrapped so they would not leak or break open.
 
   Horses were bought, traded for, and trained—even a few mules were obtained, to the delight of Phippin. He knew just what to do with them. The Company threw themselves into the preparations along with everyone else.
 
   Eventually, everything was in readiness…
 
   …almost.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 26: Hearts Left Behind
 
    
 
    
 
   There are some moments one can never be made ready for, no matter how thorough the preparation. Fima had been cloistered in his study for several days; no one had seen him anywhere, not even at mealtimes. It was unusual for Fima to miss a meal. When Gaelen heard that he had not even requested any to be brought to him, she began to worry.
 
   “Has no one checked on him? What if he is ill?”
 
   Rogond agreed that such behavior was very unusual. “Fima sometimes barricades himself in his study with little food if he is immersed in some all-consuming scholarly project, but even then he usually has at least one small meal a day. I agree that one of us should check on him.”
 
   “I'll go at once,” said Gaelen. Up until that moment, she had been fletching arrows. Now she put them aside and made her way down to Fima's study with Rogond right behind her. When she got there, she found the door bolted from within. She called to Fima, but heard no reply. The oaken door was thick, and she called louder, but there was still no acknowledgment from Fima.
 
   Rogond, who was taller and stronger than Gaelen, began to pound on the door. “Fima? Fima! Come on now, and open up! Your friends are worried about you.” He pounded on the door again—the racket surely would have woken the dead. Finally they heard Fima's voice, to their immense relief.
 
   “All right, all right! You can stop battering your way in here…I'm coming!”
 
   It took several minutes for the old Dwarf to manage unlocking the bolt, as it had a tendency to stick and he was not as strong as he once had been. They swung the door open to behold his glowering face. “All right…you’re here. So, what is it that you want?”
 
   “We’ve missed you, and when I heard you had not eaten, I grew worried,” said Gaelen, her large eyes wide and round like a small child's. Fima knew he could not resist her; he never had done. He stepped back and bade her come inside.
 
   “Come in, both of you. I know I haven't been very sociable recently.”
 
   “It just isn't like you to lock yourself away like this,” said Gaelen. “Are you all right? You look…well, you look a little pale.” She had stopped herself just short of saying what she truly thought. You look old, frail, and tired…
 
   “Mmmph,” Fima grumbled. “A little pale, do I? Well, thank you so very much for pointing that out.” He stumped over to his chair by the grate and sat heavily in it. “You didn't happen to bring any food, did you?”
 
   “Well, no,” said Gaelen. “But I'll get whatever you would like. Just say the word!”
 
   Rogond placed a hand on her shoulder to calm her. “I'll go. You stay here with Fima and I'll bring back enough for all to share.” Then he turned and left the chamber, closing the door behind him.
 
   Gaelen looked around the study with dismay. There was plenty of evidence that Fima wasn't himself–scrolls and volumes haphazardly tossed about, an ink-bottle tipped over and not attended to, and other signs of general carelessness from an individual who was normally very well-ordered, particularly when it came to his library. Gaelen approached her friend and sat in the chair nearest his own. For a few long moments, they sat in silence. Fima kept glancing sidelong at Gaelen, his snowy eyebrows twitching as he did so. She, on the other hand, had turned her concerned, loving gaze directly at him, beseeching him to open up to her.
 
   “What are you staring at?” he growled at last.
 
   “I am wondering why my friend, whom I have not seen in days and whose company I will not have for much longer, chooses not to speak to me.”
 
   Fima set his jaw and stared straight ahead, then closed his eyes and released a long, weary breath. “Your friend, whom you have not seen in days and whose company you will not have for much longer, is unhappy with that reality. He is unhappy that his friends will be leaving him, because he has realized that he is too old for quests.” He turned his blue eyes to her then. “Do you want to know why I did not answer the door at first? I could not hear you! You were hollering and pounding, and I could not hear.” He clenched his fists in frustration. “If it didn't mean giving up the right to call myself the Pinnacle of Creation, I would almost wish to be an Elf instead of a Dwarf. I would not have to face the reality of my own decline.”
 
   Gaelen reached out and placed a loving hand on Fima's arm. “That would indeed be tragic, as the world has quite enough Elves, but no other like Fima, son of Khima. I'm glad you choose to remain a dwarf.” Gaelen had been doing an admirable job of curbing her emotions, but when she thought of Fima's remaining behind, she simply could no longer keep from weeping. She loved him as deeply as she had ever loved a friend, and she knew that once the great journey began she would most likely never see him again.
 
   “It is not such a great thing to be an Elf,” she said, barely managing any sound at all. Sometimes I think the mortals are the lucky ones…you do not watch your friends grow old and leave you in the blink of an eye.”
 
   Fima was immediately shaken from the haze of self-pity, and he tried to comfort her. “Now, now…there's no need to weep,” he said. “It's not time to say goodbye—not yet.”
 
   “If I could remain here, I would!” she declared in a shaky voice. “I don't really want to leave you, and Rogond doesn't want to be separated from Hallagond, but he will go because I am going. And why must I go? Because of my confounded ‘special abilities.’ Gorgon's curse still follows me, driving me forth from those I love.”
 
   “Do you not care for Errno and the People?” asked Fima. “Would you really leave their fate in other hands?”
 
   “There are other more capable hands than mine,” said Gaelen.
 
   “But you are my little Fire-heart,” said Fima. “You will go because you are needed. You won't abandon Errno because of one old Dwarf. Hallagond will be fine. Remember—he has a family to care for.” He sighed again, his voice small and wistful. “I cannot imagine the discoveries you will make, and the sights you will see. You have to go, Gaelen, and see those sights for me. And then, should you be able to return while I'm still alive to hear them, you will tell me all your stories. Will you promise to tell them?”
 
   “I will tell them, Fima,” she said, as her tears flowed anew.
 
   “Good. I feel a lot better knowing that I'll hear them one day. And you had better stop crying now, or Rogond will think I’ve been cruel to you. I certainly wouldn't want to have to explain my actions to him.”
 
   Gaelen struggled for a moment, but she finally managed a smile. “That's better!” said Fima. He was silent for a moment. “Gaelen…I hope you will forgive me if I don't attend the departure of the Company. I'm not certain I could maintain my composure. Some goodbyes should be said privately.”
 
   As he said those words, Fima noticed the door opening just wide enough for Nelwyn's worried face to appear. She had sensed Gaelen's distress and had come to investigate. “Come in, Nelwyn,” said Fima, resigned to yet another painful, private farewell. Unfortunately, there were several more to come.
 
    
 
    
 
   After Rogond, Nelwyn, and Gaelen had gone, Fima was alone in his study once more. He looked around at the stacks and tall cases of precious manuscripts, but they did not bring him joy as they had once done. He placed his head on the table in front of him, resting it on his arms, and wept silent tears for his lost youth. He did not notice the silent figure that now shared the chamber with him—until it spoke.
 
   “Fima? Fima, my friend…I'm so sorry to find you in such a state. May I sit with you awhile?”
 
   It was Duinar, looking as gentle and unassuming as ever in his rumpled robes. Fima looked into the ancient blue eyes and felt some comfort. “Please make yourself at home,” he said. “But I'll warn you that I'm not very good company this evening.”
 
   “Of course you’re not. Who would be?” soothed Duinar, settling down in his usual chair. “I’ve actually come to ask a favor of you, and I thought it might cheer you a little.”
 
   Fima did not reply, but Duinar could tell from his posture that he was listening. “I have never seen the Great Silver Fortress of Dûn Arian. It is one of the great realms of men, and it was founded by my people long ago. I would visit that realm and see what the children of Tuathas have wrought.” Fima's eyebrows were now slightly raised—he was intrigued.
 
   “Will you lead me there?” said Duinar.
 
   Fima's expression turned immediately to disappointed annoyance. “You know perfectly well that I would never make such a long and arduous journey,” he said. “Thank you so very much for reminding me of it. I had once vowed to return there, and Rogond promised to return with me. As you can see, plans have changed.” He looked away for a moment. “Rogond offered to make good on his promise, but I knew the journey would kill me—it nearly killed me even when I was younger–and I declined. I almost wish I hadn't now. I would not have needed to face the rest of my life alone.”
 
   Duinar smiled at him. “If you take the journey with me, I promise it will be much, MUCH easier. You cannot go with your friends, but you can go with me to the Silver City.”
 
   “What, are you going to sprout wings and carry me there?”
 
   “I cannot do that, but I can make certain you are comfortable. You’re not afraid of the water, are you?”
 
   “Yes! Ummm, I mean, no…but what difference will that make? The Silver City cannot be gained by sea. The currents and rocks guarding the harbor make it impossible.”
 
   “Not impossible for me,” said Duinar with a cryptic smile. Then, to Fima's amazement, he reached out with a gnarled-yet-graceful right hand, extending his long fingers toward Fima's water-pitcher, and drew the water forth in a graceful, wavering column. The water twisted and coiled about itself, hanging in mid-air, until Duinar returned it to the pitcher without spilling a single drop. “What have you to lose? You told me you barely had time to scratch the surface of that library–now's the chance to return and dig deeper! Now, just imagine your triumphant return—borne across the wild, impassable waters by Duinar himself!”
 
   “Yes,” Fima whispered, his eyes far away as his mind conjured the wondrous image. “That would be a sight!”
 
   “In the meantime, I’d suggest you spend as much time as possible with your friends,” said Duinar. “Every time we are separated from our loved ones, we risk never seeing them again. Yet we say “goodbye” with nary a second thought. We take for granted that they will return, and therefore we do not treasure them enough. Our friends leave us, and we let them, and if we are very lucky we will see them again. You now have an advantage over many, Fima—you won't take them for granted.”
 
   He rose from the chair. “I hope I’ve given you something to think about. If you decide to take me up on my offer, all you need do is say so. For now, I wish you good night.”
 
   As soon as he was alone again, Fima rose and moved to examine the water-pitcher. He peered into the liquid, silvery surface, noticing his own reflection. “Are you strong enough to make that journey, I wonder?” he whispered. His reflection wavered and distorted before transforming into Duinar's wise, smiling face.
 
   I guarantee it, said the reflection, winking at Fima, who shook his head and rubbed his eyes in disbelief. By the time he thought to look for the reflection again, Duinar had gone.
 
    
 
    
 
   Unlike Fima, Estle had not isolated herself, for she could not afford the luxury—she had three other children to protect and nurture. Raenien, the eldest daughter, absolutely adored her brother. Estle tried not to display her fear or her grief, for Raenien was not yet aware that she might not see Azori again. Fortunately, the twins were too young to comprehend what was happening; they only knew that their mother was often sad, that she was quick to anger, and that she sometimes wept without cause.
 
   She was chopping carrots in her open-air kitchen when Galador came to call. She did not notice him at first, as she was intent on her task, muttering under her breath. He watched her for a few moments, listening to the frantic rhythm of the cleaver on the block, secretly thankful that he was not likely to be mistaken for a carrot. Then one of the twins pointed at him and squeaked:
 
   “Elf! Elf, Momma!”
 
   The cleaver froze in mid-swing as Estle beheld Galador's tall form in her doorway. “If you’re looking for Hallagond or Azori, they’re not here,” she said, blowing a stray lock of damp, curly hair from her eyes.
 
   “I have not come to see either of them. I came to speak with you alone,” said Galador.
 
   “Well, that's regrettable, as I cannot leave the twins alone. Whatever you would say to me must be said in front of them.”
 
   He approached her, the concern in his ancient eyes evident. “The twins will not understand what I have to say.”
 
   “And what is that?” said Estle, assuming her usual defiant posture while running a weary hand through her tangle of dark hair that was now heavily streaked with grey.
 
   “I must tell you why Azori chose to go with the Company,” said Galador. “He would have told you himself, but I asked him not to. Upon reflection, that was selfish of me, and I apologize. You, at least, deserve to know.”
 
   “I know it has something to do with your daughter,” growled Estle, who was not in the most charitable of moods.
 
   “Yes,” said Galador. “It has everything to do with my daughter. If not for her, your son would have died in that dark hole. He was so close to death I could already smell it on him. There was no hope—all the healers had given up. You dread saying goodbye to him, but if not for the sacrifice that Gwynnyth made, you would not have had the chance.”
 
   “What sacrifice?” asked Estle, who would have difficulty imagining what she was about to hear. She knew Gwynnyth had saved Azori; he had referred to some sort of healing, but had provided no details. When Galador explained the ritual, and described Gwynnyth's reaction to the tainting of her blood, Estle stood in shocked silence.
 
   Galador's eyes were unnaturally bright as he tried his best to appear impassive. “She still has dark visions, and she weeps sometimes for no reason at all. She keeps to herself, and I rarely see her smile. She will recover with time…to a degree…but she will never be the same again. I knew that one day she would be touched by evil, but I had hoped it would not be so soon.” He looked away blinking back tears. “The worst thing is the way she looks at me, as if I believed she had done something shameful.”
 
   “There was no shame in saving Azori's life,” said Estle in a quiet voice.
 
   “No…but I didn't want her to do it. I was against it. I used words like ‘unseemly’ and ‘disgusting’…how I regret them now!” He looked at Estle and drew a deep breath. “I lost a part of my daughter for the sake of your son. Now the least you can do is support his desire to honor his debt to her.”
 
   “Even if that means I'll never see him again? You might as well be traveling to the ends of the world from what I'm hearing.”
 
   “Yes,” said Galador. “Even if it means that. Azori would have been brought to you in a shroud had Gwynnyth hesitated for even a few moments. She did what had to be done, at least in her mind, and though I wish there had been some other way, I’m thankful that your son still lives. Do you understand?”
 
   Estle was silent for a moment; she understood only too well. “I know you do not like to be touched,” she said at last. “But I would embrace you if I could. Thank you for sharing this truth with me.”
 
   In answer, Galador surprised Estle by enfolding her in a brief, yet heartfelt, embrace. “I am truly sorry that you must bid farewell to your son,” he whispered. “I know this knowledge doesn't change that fact. But better to send him forth on a journey than to bury what would have been left of him. Take care of yourself, of your daughters, and of Hallagond.”
 
   He released her, turned, and left her alone. Florian and Rosalin looked up at their mother in silence, almost as if they understood Galador's revelation. Soon they would have to say goodbye to their elder brother…perhaps forever.
 
    
 
    
 
   Hallagond was dealing with still another sad parting, but he approached it in a different way. He spent quite a bit of time with Rogond, wearing his sense of humor as if it were a shield that could turn away grief.
 
   “You sent Galador to speak with Estle, didn't you?” said Rogond, as the brothers worked side-by-side twisting rope for the journey. Every Ranger knew how to make ropes and cords from whatever fibers he could find.
 
   “I did. He asked me not to reveal the truth, and I did not, but she needed to know it.”
 
   “Does she understand?”
 
   “I believe so, though her temper is still prickly, and she weeps at odd moments.” Hallagond sighed. “This entire affair is your fault, I'll have you know!”
 
   “Oh? My fault? And why is that?”
 
   Hallagond sighed. “I swear…you need everything explained to you. If you had not fallen in love with that Wood-elf, I wouldn't have owed her a life-debt. If I hadn't owed her a life-debt, you wouldn't have owed me a life-debt. If you hadn't owed me a life-debt, Azori would not now owe Gwynnyth a life-debt.”
 
   “Hm. I’ve certainly got a lot to answer for then, haven't I?” said Rogond, rolling his eyes.
 
   “You'll want to watch that rope you’ve been twisting,” said Hallagond. “You’ve gone wrong somewhere.”
 
   Rogond cursed under his breath. “You’re right,” he muttered, separating the strands again. “That's what I get for trying to follow your ridiculous argument.”
 
   “In truth, Gaelen is probably more to blame than you are,” said Hallagond, his tone actually serious. “You are going because of her—all of you.”
 
   Rogond twisted his rope in silence, his face expressionless. This was not Gaelen's fault.
 
   “Think about it,” Hallagond continued. “Gaelen is going, and so you are. Nelwyn won't let Gaelen go without her, either, and so Galador goes, and so Gwynnyth goes, and so now Azori goes. If Gaelen stayed behind, so would the rest of them. You don't think you could talk her out of it, do you?”
 
   “She doesn’t want to go,” said Rogond, his voice taking on a steely edge, his eyes still stony. “I have been trying to help her maintain her resolve. Don't ask me to talk her out of it, because I won't. This mission won't succeed without her—she has been charged with this duty by Lord Shandor. What do you expect her to do?”
 
   “I expect her to do what she always does,” said Hallagond.
 
   “And what's that?”
 
   “What she thinks is right.”
 
   “In this case, she knows it is right,” said Rogond “She has no choice, and neither do I.”
 
   Hallagond stopped what he was doing, and looked his brother in the eye. “You must be a father to my son now, do you hear? I won’t be there to fill that role any longer. You must teach him what he needs to learn and help him find his way.”
 
   Rogond nodded, mindful of his brother's feelings. “I know,” he said. “Try not to worry.”
 
   “And you must keep him from being influenced too much by Elves! He is proud to be what he is, and I would not change that.”
 
   “I'll do my best.”
 
   “I was only joking about Gaelen.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   “Rogond?”
 
   “Mmm?”
 
   “I'm glad you found me. I don't know if I ever told you that.”
 
   “I know you are. I'm glad, too.” He looked away again. “Though you certainly didn't make it easy. It's a wonder we weren't all killed because of your reluctance! Between your ale-induced loss of good sense and your overestimation of your own abilities, it's a wonder we lived to see this day. However, I suppose it was worth it.” He turned back to his elder brother. “Our line will not fail because of you. Take care of your little ones. I'll safeguard your first-born…I promise.”
 
    
 
    
 
   During the last week before departure, Fima took Duinar's advice, spending as much time with his friends as was practical. Everyone knew what was coming, but they tried not to think about it. They played games, ate and drank together, sang, danced, and made music. They talked far into the night.
 
   One evening, Fima summoned Ula to his private study. She peeked inside the doorway, her trepidation obvious. She knew why he had summoned her.
 
   “Come in…I won't bite you,” said Fima. He had tidied up the study, and many candles cast their warm light over the rows of books and the old, hand-rubbed oak furniture. There was a loaf of bread, a carafe of wine, and a plate of very fine old cheese, none of which had been touched. The beautiful notebook—gift to the expedition's official Lore-master—lay beside the bread-basket.
 
   “Come on in and take a seat at my table,” said Fima. “There is much to say. When I have said it, if you find no argument, we shall break bread together. After all…we are kin.”
 
   Ula did as she was told. Fima sat across the table from her, his wise eyes burning from beneath his snowy eyebrows. “I know I have not been easy on you. I still believe that what you are doing is wrong…the notion of our females venturing forth into the field, away from the clan, is still very disquieting to me.”
 
   Ula started to speak, to argue her position, but Fima held up a hand to silence her. “Wait until I have said my piece, and then you may have your chance,” he said. “As I was saying, I am not happy with your choice, but I do understand it. The sort of desire that infects me—the desire to learn, to discover, and to know—doesn't depend upon whether one is an Elf, a dwarf, or a man. Such things transcend everything else…including gender. I have always known this, but when it came to my own family I just could not dismiss our most precious tradition. Do you understand?
 
   Ula's hands trembled in her lap. “Of course I do, Uncle.”
 
   “Since I have recently put my personal bias aside, I have decided that you are best suited for the designation of Lore-master to the expedition. I suppose I should say 'lore-mistress”. At any rate, here is the notebook I have made especially for the purpose. With it goes my blessing. I hope you will accept it and forgive me my earlier discourtesy.” He let out a quick, pent-up breath as if his statement had been quite difficult, though he had been rehearsing it for days. His relief, however, was evident—the deed was done.
 
   “Oh, Uncle, do you mean it?” cried Ula. “If so, then I am happier than I have ever been in my life! I don't…I don't know what to say.” She reached across the table and took his aged hands in her strong young ones. Fima shrugged and looked away.
 
   “There's no need to say anything—just make me proud.”
 
   “I will, Uncle. I swear it on my life.”
 
   “Yes, yes…of course you will. There's no need for swearing any oaths in here. There is one other task I would charge you with.” He drew his hands from Ula's grasp, reaching deep inside his leather jerkin. “This is very special Ula. When you see it, you'll know why.”
 
   Fima held out his right hand. “Take it,” he said.
 
   Ula held her own right hand beneath Fima's, whereupon he dropped a small, golden object into her upturned palm. Ula knew it at once—it was the mirror Lord Wrothgar had given to Gorgon Elfhunter; the mirror that had bound the creature to Gaelen. Ula took in a short, sharp breath, her eyes wide.
 
   “Why now? Why me?” she asked. “What shall I do with this? Should it not remain here in Lady Ordath's keeping?”
 
   “I cannot help but believe that it may be useful—even vital—in the days ahead,” said Fima. “Don't ask me why or how I believe it. This is a great trust I have placed in you. Just keep it safe, and don't let Gaelen know you have it until necessity arises.”
 
   “What necessity? How will I know that?” asked Ula, her face turning slightly pale.
 
   “You will know,” said Fima. “I shall tell you the tale. Once you have heard it, and understand all that surrounds the mirror, you will know when and if the time is right to bring it forth. Come, then, and let's have some of this wonderful bread and cheese. It's been aged over seven years, you know. It won't do to tell such a long and difficult tale on an empty stomach.”
 
    
 
    
 
   At last the time came for final farewells, and as the Company assembled with Fima, Azori, Estle, and Hallagond, no words were spoken. They would take underground paths to a place where the horses were waiting, and then travel for several hours together to a staging area which lay just to the east of the tall mountains surrounding Lady Ordath's realm. From there, only a few would return.
 
   Ula, Duinar, and Carmyn made the outward trip with them. Duinar noticed the beautiful volume in Ula's bag, and also the silver star bound to her brow. He patted Fima gently on the shoulder. “A wise choice,” he whispered.
 
   Carmyn, Ula, and Fima had made their farewells on the previous day. Fima had presented Carmyn with a fine sextant, but to Ula he had given the lovely notebook and a thing of even greater value…his blessing. “There's more to your position than just writing things down,” he had said. “You must be the voice of wisdom—the one who speaks against rash action and urges consideration of facts. They will all look to you for answers. You must also stand ready to admit when you have none.”
 
   The staging area was bustling with activity and final preparations. The Outcastes, now also known as the Anastasi, were already assembled. They huddled together in their respective clans, for this adventure promised far more than they were comfortable with. There were a number of supply wagons, as well as those intended to bear the elderly, the very young, and those unfit for travel on foot.
 
   Ula and Carmyn joined Tuga, who was there already, as was Farin. Roni was mounted on Shay, and Errno sat astride a fine, spotted mule named Joss, looking around as if he were the master of everyone present. In truth, his confidence was thin, but he wore it for the benefit of the rest of his people.
 
   Phippin, Triona, and Lachlan were checking all harness and gear, making certain the horses drank well before departure. Dunstan, Joris, and Hildric each attended to his own gear, securing the cargo aboard the wagons, checking it one last time.
 
   Rook was the first to spot the approaching Company, and he waved enthusiastically at them. Gaelen acknowledged him with an upraised right hand, stroking Toran with the other to calm him. He was excited, and was setting a rather bad example for Sye, who bore Rogond and Fima together. Eros walked beside them—he would not be left behind. Fima would never have admitted it, but he was secretly thankful that Figg had remained in Mountain-home.
 
   When at last the assembly stood ready to depart, all three Asari addressed them. Ordath blessed the gathering, sending forth rays of warm, soothing light which touched every heart. Shandor, who was uncomfortable amid so much strong emotion, stood apart, already mounted on his big grey. He would ride with the Company for a while.
 
   “Don't forget our talk,” said Hallagond, embracing Azori for the last time. “Remember what I told you.”
 
   Azori wanted to say, “I will, father,” but he could only nod his head and look away. He went to his mother and stood before her, then took her into his arms as they both tried not to weep. How small she is… He had already said his farewells to his sisters. “Come back to us when you can,” said Estle, and then she could not say anything more.
 
   Gaelen had rarely been so miserable in her life, sitting on her tall horse, looking down at Fima. He had been gently placed on the ground by Duinar, and though he tried to maintain an air of self-assurance, Gaelen knew what he was feeling—what they all were feeling. Rogond rode up to stand beside her, as did Nelwyn and Galador.
 
   “You take good care of my little Wood-elf, Rogond!” said Fima. “I don't want to hear of you neglecting her. She doesn't always use good sense, you know, so you must protect her from her own fire-hearted nature. And you, Galador, you take care of Nelwyn and Gwynnyth. If I hear otherwise, I shall be forced to ride out and have serious words with you!”
 
   Galador bowed, smiling at Fima. “I will,” he said. “Come, Nelwyn…we must find Gwynnyth and Azori.”
 
   “All right, then,” said Fima. “Go on, all of you…we may see one another again one day.”
 
   A suppressed wail escaped Gaelen—she was not ready. Rogond longed to embrace her, to tell her everything would be all right, but of course, he could not.
 
   “Fima…oh, Fima! The wagons are moving…I…I have to leave now. Please remember me! Don't forget me, Fima…I love you!” She was no longer trying to contain herself, and neither was Fima. He rushed up to Toran, but was only tall enough to reach Gaelen's ankle. Duinar obliged him by lifting him high into the air, whereupon he embraced his dear friend, his eyes squeezed tightly shut as if to ward off the reality of the separation to come. When they broke contact, they somehow managed to smile. Gaelen kissed the top of Fima's head, and then she turned and spurred Toran to the front of the pack so she would not be tempted to look behind her.
 
    
 
    
 
   The journey back to Mountain-home took more than twice as long, for Fima was no longer mounted and his heart was broken. Duinar walked beside him, as did Hallagond and Estle, but there were no words to say.
 
   When Fima reached his sanctuary at last, he bolted the door, built a fire in the grate, and sat in his study-chair, staring into the empty room. It was raining again, but these were the rains of autumn.
 
   He sat there for nearly three days, eating only a little every now and then. Lady Ordath and Duinar visited him each day, as did Hallagond, but Hallagond's grief was only made worse by the sight of Fima in his dark and cheerless room.
 
   Then, on the afternoon of the third day, Fima realized that his situation would not improve if he did not start taking a least a little care of himself. He ate a reasonable meal, washing it down with clear water, and began to sort through the neglected clutter on his study-table.
 
   An unfamiliar sheaf of papers, bound into a leather cover, caught his eye. Now, what might you be, I wonder? He opened the cover to the first page, which was blank. But then, when he turned it, he discovered page after page of drawings, some colored, others not. He recognized the style at once—his beloved friend Gaelen had left him a great gift. Here were portraits of Nelwyn, Galador, and Rogond. Here was a wonderful likeness of Fima himself, dressed in his battle-helm, together with another of him reading in the library. Here was a drawing of Fima riding upon Eros with Rogond. Here was another of Fima drinking ale with Hallagond. There was a drawing of a pipe, a broken axe, a broken arrow…another portrait, this one of the elder Azori…one of Fima and Nelwyn…one of Fima with Figg…
 
   Fima gasped with surprise and delight as he turned each page carefully. He could smell Gaelen's scent if he concentrated—that fresh-sage smell mixed with oiled leather. She had worked on this book of drawings for years. There were many pictures of the horses—Eros, Finan, Siva with her foal…and a very tender portrait of baby Gwynnyth. Another portrait of Gaelen, Rogond, and Fima together…a drawing of Duinar…
 
   “Oh, Gaelen,” Fima whispered.
 
   He wanted to wait, to pace himself and not look at the drawings all at once, but he could not resist them. He turned page after page, until at last he came to the final entry. When he beheld it, his eyes grew wide and his fingers clenched upon the brown leather cover.
 
   It was a drawing done quite recently, perhaps even in haste, as there was a small ink-smudge in one corner, but it was possibly the most wonderful of all. Fima sat for a moment, not daring to breathe, as his eyes and his stubby fingers wandered over the page together. Here was the prow of a great ship, borne on an enormous, elaborately-rendered wave. Fima stood proudly at the forefront, holding what looked like Gaelen's notebook. Behind him stood Duinar, his eyes closed, conjuring the wondrous wave with both hands. Below was a title: “The Greatest Living Lore-master Returns to the Fortress of Silver.”
 
   Underneath it was a tiny, simple inscription: “Allath-i—Remember Me.”
 
   Fima's eyes filled with tears again, but he was smiling. Gaelen had obviously been in conference with Duinar.
 
   He packed up the notebook, carefully ensuring that its pages were not wrinkled or awry, and stowed it in the satchel with all of the precious tools of his lore-master's trade. He would never be without that book until his dying day.
 
   He snuffed the candles on his study-table, looking around the room where he had spent so many happy hours, and drew a deep breath. Then he left for the moment, making his way to Ordath's vast underground library. He knew he would find what he was seeking there.
 
   Duinar's kindly, weathered face looked younger than usual in the warm glow of the candle-light, and he did not notice Fima at first. He was absorbed in reading an accounting of the founding of Dûn Bennas. When he finally noticed that he was not alone, his blue eyes sparkled at his friend, for he knew why Fima had come.
 
   The old dwarf approached him, bowed respectfully, and drew Gaelen's book forth from the satchel, then turned to the last page and handed the book to the Asarla.
 
   “I'm ready,” he said.
 
   


  
 

EPILOGUE
 
    
 
    
 
   Gaelen rode toward the eastern horizon, away from the setting sun. She wished it were morning…when dawn set the distant hills alight with rose-colored flame it was like a beacon of hope. She preferred riding toward the light, but now the dark indigo of night had colored the hills in deep purple and smoke.
 
   What if there is no light where we are going?
 
   She knew better, of course. There was light in every realm and always would be, but where would they find a realm for the Outcastes? What if they never found a light of their own? Everyone needs a home…
 
   She squeezed her eyes shut, making her body tense, and Toran hesitated. She stroked his glossy grey neck, reassuring him. Now, if only she could reassure herself. Everyone needs a home…including me. And yet we are all leaving the only home we have ever known. Will we ever find our way back? Will there ever be a journey’s end?
 
   She looked over her left shoulder at Rogond, who rode with Azori, then back toward Nelwyn, Galador, and Gwynnyth, who rode behind them. Everyone I care about is here…almost. And where the people we love reside, that’s where our home must be. She smiled wistfully, thinking of Fima. Duinar will take good care of him…he promised me. And Fima has many friends in the Silver City.
 
   She wondered what sort of people they would find on the other side of the distant hills. Winter would soon be coming on, and they would need to find some haven to shelter in until the worst of it passed. What mad person insisted that we start this journey in the autumn, anyway?
 
   She reached up to touch the soft deerskin surrounding her amulet, feeling a vague tingling in her fingers as she did so. The thought of having such a close connection with Lord Shandor brought both comfort and confidence, and she drew a deep, resolute breath. Then she felt a pair of hungry eyes upon her, and her gaze darted to her right. Errno looked away, but he had been staring at her with a longing, almost vulpine expression.
 
   He desires the amulet…can he actually feel it when I awaken it with my touch? I wonder… She urged Toran forward, and he responded by snorting, tossing his head, and leaping exuberantly into the air. Gaelen sighed. “What you need is a good battle to settle you down, or maybe some horrible fiends we can chase down and slay…perhaps some great adventure involving a race to the death? That would certainly take some of the mischief out of you.” It would take the mischief out of both of us. My fingers are still tingling, and not from the amulet.” Gaelen disliked riding in the dark, and she reminded herself to be careful what she wished for.
 
   


  
 

GLOSSARY of NAMES with aid to pronunciation:
 
    
 
    
 
   Aincor (INE-cor): First High-elven King of the Èolar, a great scholar and warrior, known as the Fire-heart. 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 who founded the realm of Tal-sithian.
 
   From airith (noble).
 
    
 
   Alterra (Al-TAIR-ra): The World That Is; the Realm in which these tales take place.
 
   From terra (earth) and alta (being).
 
    
 
   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).
 
    
 
   Anori-men (Ah-NORI-men): Men who dwell in the eastern regions of Alterra. They are fierce fighters, have golden skin and dark brown eyes. From anoir (east).
 
    
 
   Aontar (Ay-ON-tar): The One Lord of All, the Creator.
 
    
 
   Arialde (Ah-ree-AL-deh): Lady Arialde, the Asarla who founded Tal-sithian with Lord Airan. From arialdas (lovely silver).
 
    
 
   Aridani (Ah-ree-DAHN-ee), sing. Aridan (AH-ree-dahn): Men. Name means “those who fade.” From ‘aridas’ (fading).
 
    
 
   Artan (AR-tan): River formed by the 2 streams that flow from Monadh-talam.
 
    
 
   Aruinnas (Ar-WEE-nas): The Greatwood Forest. From Aruinnas (forest).
 
    
 
   Aruna-leaf (Ah-ROO-na): Healing herb, which may be applied topically or made into very bad-tasting, but effective, tea.
 
    
 
   Asari (Ah-sah-REE), sing. Asarla (Ah-SAHR-la): Immortal beings endowed with great knowledge, sent to enlighten the Children of Aontar. They were generally of the Light, but could be turned. Name means “teacher.”
 
    
 
   Astor (AS-tor): Venerable Chief Lore-master to Dûn Bennas, he was nicknamed Thorgurth (death-eagle) by Gaelen because of his resemblance to a vulture. His name means “of great worth.”
 
    
 
   Azori (the elder) (ah-ZOR-ee): Fierce and disreputable desert bandit, long-time friend of Hallagond, half-brother of Estle. He gave his life in battle to save Hallagond from death.
 
    
 
   Azori (the younger) (ah-ZOR-ee): Son (and first-born child) of Estle and Hallagond.
 
    
 
   Baelta (Bahy-EL-tah): Asarla, friend of Kotos, whose dark influence turned him into the unwitting servant of Wrothgar. Baelta so regretted the destruction caused by his deeds that he took his own life, the only Asarla ever to do so. His name means “bright light.”
 
    
 
   Beori (bay-OR-ri): Dwarf-lord of the Northern Mountains.
 
    
 
   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).
 
    
 
   Brocca (BRAW-ka): The river in the north that, along with the Eros, gives rise to the Ambros. It is as wild and turbulent as the Eros is smooth and gentle. From broca (restive).
 
    
 
   Brunner Aigred (BROO-nair AYE-gred): The cold-spring that flows from the Great Mountains into the Linnefionn. From aigred (cold, High-elven dialect) and brunner (spring).
 
    
 
   Brunner Ia (BROO-nair EE-ya): The cold-spring that flows through the Greatwood, eventually entering the Darkmere. From Ia (cold, Sylvan dialect) and brunner (spring).
 
    
 
   Carmyn (CAR-min): Masterful map-maker of Dûn Arian, Carmyn is apprenticed to Fima, the dwarf. She has a near-perfect memory.
 
    
 
   Cós-domhain (Coss-Dome-Ha-EEN): Dwarf-realm, known as the Great-caverns or Great-cavern Realm. Ruled by Lord Grundin. From cós (cavern) and domhain (domain).
 
    
 
   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).
 
    
 
   Currgas (KOOR-gahs): Small, otter-like river people of Western Alterra. Their preferred home is the Forest River (Dominglas); for a while they were forced to occupy the Linnefionn. They have since moved back to the Dominglas, which has been made safe for them.
 
    
 
   Danté (DON-tay): Lore-master to the Outcaste realm—Danté is a man who was saved from death by Errno’s people. He remained with them, educating them and recording what is known of their history.
 
    
 
   Dardis (DAR-dees): The second son of Aincor, 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 ring given to Gorgon Elfhunter; he also created the Stone of Léir. He was killed on the eve of the Second Uprising.
 
    
 
   Darkmere: The name given to the great forest realm (Greatwood) when Wrothgar’s power began to grow there. The Elves refer only to the southern part of the Forest as the Darkmere, but others make no such distinction. See also Dominglas Forest.
 
    
 
   Dessa (DESS-a): River that marks the southern boundary of King Hearndin’s influence. Name means “southern.”
 
    
 
   Diomar (DYOH-mar): Man of the Tuathar, sire of Rogond and Hallagond. His name means “the proud.” From diomas (proud).
 
    
 
   Dominglas Forest (DOME-een-glas): The vast woodland occupying approximately one-third of the northern lands of Alterra. In the north dwell the Sylvan Elves, and in the south Wrothgar has made his stronghold. From domhain (domain) and glas (deep green). See also Greatwood, Darkmere, Aruinnas.
 
    
 
   Duinar (DOO-ee-nar): Asarla who founded the northern realm of Tuathas. He appeared to be very old, with a long snow-white beard and a lined, weathered face. He was believed slain during the cataclysmic rising of the Fire-mountain that destroyed Tuathas and all lands near it, but was later discovered frozen in a prison of ice. He was released by Fima, the dwarf. Name means “guide.”
 
    
 
   Dûn Arian (Doon-ah-ree-AHN): Largely unknown city of men founded by the renowned scholar Salasin, located in the far southern lands. Also known as The Citadel. Name means “fortress of silver.” From dûn (fortress) and ariant (silver).
 
    
 
   Dûn Bennas (Doon-ben-NAS): City of Men founded by the Tuathar, located in the southern tip of the Monadh-ailan. Name means “white fortress.” From dûn (fortress) and bennas (white).
 
    
 
   Eádram (Ay-AH-drahm): High-elves of the lost realm of Eádros. Examples are Galador and Lord Airan of Tal-sithian. From eádra (light).
 
    
 
   Eádri (Ay-AH-dree): The evening star.
 
    
 
   Eádros (Ay-AH-dross): Elven-realm, greatest of the Eádram. It was destroyed in the War of Betrayal, which pitted the Eádram against the dwarves of Rûmm. From eádra (light).
 
    
 
   Elàni (El-LAN-ee): Elves.
 
    
 
   Elysia (Eh-LEE-see-ah): Eternal Elven-home that has been provided to house the spirits of the Elàni after death. It is a paradise separate from the afterlife of Men. From elàn (elf).
 
    
 
   Èolar (AY-oh-lahr): High-elves—warrior-scholars who achieved the highest level of learning and skill, but were deceived by Wrothgar and his dark Asari. Tal-elathas was their realm, the dwelling place of the High King. They were mostly lost during the second uprising. Examples are Aincor, Dardis, Magra, and Ri-Elathan. From Èolas (knowing).
 
    
 
   Eros (EH-rohs): Rogond’s sturdy, intelligent dun horse. Also a smooth-flowing, gentle river that gives rise to the Ambros in the north. From eran (soft, easy).
 
    
 
   Errnan (AIR-nan): Outcaste, sire of Errno. Errnan was clan chieftain when Danté arrived.
 
    
 
   Errno (AIR-no): Outcaste, son of Errnan and chieftain of the Gold Clan. Errno is the instigator of the Outcastes’ plan to seek aid from the Elves of Mountain-home. He lived in Mountain-home for over six months and was educated by Lady Ordath.
 
    
 
   Estle (ES-tle): Hard-bitten but endearing half-sister of Azori the bandit, Estle hails from the southern desert. She is now bound to Hallagond and is the mother of his four children. The family resides in Mountain-home.
 
    
 
   Ethan: Outcaste chieftain, leader of the Greens.
 
    
 
   Faladinn (FA-la-deen): Small, plain brown pack-horse given to the Company by the Khazhi. His name means “hill pony.”
 
    
 
   Farin (FAH-rin): Dwarf of Cós-domhain, eminent craftsman and maker of Rogond’s ring. Farin is also an accomplished battle-commander.
 
    
 
   Fiana (Fee-AH-na): Wood-elves’ name for the constellation Orion, also the clear stream that flows from the Linnefionn. Name means “huntress.”
 
    
 
   Fima (FEE-ma): Dwarvish lore-master, originally of Cós-domhain. He served Lady Ordath as Chief Lore-master in Mountain-home for many years, and lately resides in Dûn Bennas.
 
    
 
   Fior (FYOR): The dwarves’ name for Aontar. Name means “The Maker.”
 
    
 
   Florian: One of twin daughters of Hallagond and Estle
 
    
 
   Fortuno (for TOO-no): Outcaste of the Black Clan.
 
    
 
   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).
 
    
 
   Galador (GAL-ah-dore): High-elf, formerly of Eádros, beloved of Nelwyn and staunch friend of Rogond. Galador is the sire of Gwynnyth. From gal- (valor, masculine).
 
    
 
    
 
   Gorgon (GORE-gun): Dark but mighty perversion brought into being by Wrothgar, he is also known as the Elfhunter. Name means “dark horror.” From gor- (dark).
 
    
 
   Gryffa (GRIF-fa): Chestnut horse ridden by Nelwyn.
 
    
 
   Grundin (GROON-din): Dwarf-lord, ruler of Cós-domhain. Grundin was very wise and reasonably open-minded, and he could trace his lineage back directly to the Five Founders. Name means “solid-as-stone.”
 
    
 
   Gwynnyth (GWIN-nith): Galador and Nelwyn’s first-born daughter. She is named after a mortal woman, lost love of Galador. Her name means “blissful.”
 
    
 
   Gwyr Farsing (Gweer FAR-sing): Wide grasslands to the west of the Ambros. From gwyr (grass) and farsa (wide).
 
    
 
   Hallagond (HAL-la-gond): Elder brother of Rogond, spouse of Estle. Hallagond has four children named Azori, Raenien, Florian, and Rosalin. His name means “tall stone” from halla (tall) and gondas (stone).
 
    
 
   Hearndin (HERN-deen): Present King of Dûn Bennas.
 
    
 
   Hildric: Man of Dûn Bennas. Hildric is a fair carpenter, and is good in a fight.
 
    
 
   Iolar (Yo-LAHR): Two tall peaks comprising the Iolari Pass, the best way across the Monadh-hin in the region of the Linnefion. Name means “eagle.”
 
    
 
   Joris: Man of Dûn Bennas. He is a wheelwright by trade.
 
    
 
   Joss: Spotted mule obtained for Errno to ride.
 
    
 
   Katorr (ka-TOR): Outcaste of the Black Clan, Katorr is relatively tall and fit. He is a fine swordsman.
 
    
 
   Kino (KEE-no): Dwarf-lord of the Northern Mountains. Kino lost his eldest son to Gorgon Elfhunter.
 
    
 
   Koreth (kor-ETH): Outcaste appointed chieftain of the Blacks upon the death of Kron.
 
    
 
   Koth: Traitorous Outcaste, brother of Kron of the Blacks.
 
    
 
   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. His name means “the powerful,” but it can also mean “wrathful.” He is called “the deceiver” by the Elves, and they name him Trachair, the treacherous.
 
    
 
   Kron: Chieftain of the Black Clan of Outcastes, brother of the traitor, Koth.
 
    
 
   Lachlan (LOCK-lan): Wood-elf, betrothed to Triona.
 
    
 
   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. A large fragment presently resides in Gaelen’s amulet. 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).
 
    
 
   Linnefionn (Lin-neh-fee-YON): The very large, very deep and very clear Lake in the center of which is located the Elven-realm of Tal-sithian. The Lake is generally shrouded in mist and cannot be seen by unwelcome visitors. Name means “clear lake.” From linne (lake) and fionn (crystal-clear).
 
    
 
   Mahon (Ma-HON): Elf who saved the life of the King of Tuathas via blood-sharing.
 
    
 
   Mathon (MAH-thon): Outcaste of the Greens.
 
    
 
   Minari (min AH-ri): Elf of Mountain-home, aide to Lady Ordath.
 
    
 
   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 the Lady Ordath. It is perhaps the greatest of remaining Elf-realms and holds great stores of written record. A place of healing, study, and enlightenment, it is home to folk of many races. It houses the Sanctuary—the Western Alterran University. Name means “mountain-realm.” From monad (mountain) and tal- (realm).
 
    
 
   Nachtan (NOCH-tan): Narrow and turbulent cold river that flows to the south and west from Mountain-home. From nachta- (wild)
 
    
 
   Nelwyn (NEL-win): Sylvan Elf of the Greatwood, daughter of Turanen and Elwyn, younger cousin of Gaelen. Nelwyn is espoused to Galador and is the mother of Gwynnyth. Name means “tree-maiden.” From nellas (tree).
 
    
 
   Ordath (OR-dath): Lady Ordath, very powerful yet kindly overseer of Mountain-home. She is the product of a union between a powerful Asarla (Shandor) and an Elf of the Eolar (Liathwyn), and is now known to be an Asarla herself. She is a great healer and protector. Name means “treasure-of-the-land.” From oro- (golden) and –dath (of the land).
 
    
 
   Parman (PAR-man): Man first infected with the pestilence that gave rise to the Ulcas.
 
    
 
   Phippan (FIP-pan): Master of Horse in Mountain-home. Phippan is a Wood-elf with long hair the color of honey.
 
    
 
   Raenien (RAIN-ee-en): Daughter (and second-born child) of Estle and Hallagond.
 
    
 
   Rain: Name given to Ri-Elathan by Gaelen, his beloved.
 
    
 
   Réalta (ray-AL-ta): Swift and beautiful grey stallion, favored mount of Galador and companion of Eros. His name means “star.”
 
    
 
   Ri-Aruin (ree-AR-oo-een): Ruler of the Sylvan Elves of the Greatwood Realm. His name means “King of the forest.” From ri-(ruler) and aruinnas (forest). (note: the prefix “ri” was not adopted by the Sylvan Elves until the death of Ri-Elathan. Prior to that time it was reserved only for the High King.)
 
    
 
   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. Beloved of Gaelen Taldin, he was killed during the Third Uprising during pitched battle with Wrothgar himself. His given name was Farahin, meaning gentle rain. He is known as “Rain” to those closest to him. His royal name means “King of Wisdom.” From ri-(ruler) and elathas (wisdom).
 
    
 
   Rogond (ROE-gond): Man of the Tuathar, born during the Plague Year and fostered by the Elves of the Verdant Mountains. Rogond is bound to Gaelen. He is very tall, with dark hair and grey eyes. Hallagond is his brother. Name means “treasure-stone.”
 
    
 
   Roni (ROE-nee): Outcaste female. Roni is quick-witted and articulate. She was born with one leg considerably shorter than the other, so she cannot travel swiftly, but she is brave and enduring.
 
    
 
   Rook: Outcaste, chieftain of the White Clan.
 
    
 
   Rosalin (ROS-a-lin): “River-beauty.” Woman descended of Tuathas, mother of Rogond and Hallagond. Also one of the twin daughters born to Estle and Hallagond. From Ros-(river) and –aille (beautiful).
 
    
 
   Rûmhar (ROOM-har): Dwarves. Their speech is known as Rûmhul. From Rûm- (to delve).
 
    
 
   Rûmm (RHUM): Ancient and Great Dwarf-realm, known as the Deep Delving, which was lost in the War with the Eádram. From Rûm- (to delve).
 
    
 
   Rûndiam-har (Roon-dee-ahm-HAR): The Book of Mystery, an accounting of what is known of the time before the First Reckoning begins. From rûndiam (mystery).
 
    
 
   Shadowmancer: Lord Wrothgar, the Dark Power of Alterra. He is thought by many to be an extremely powerful, black sorcerer. The name has also been applied to Lord Kotos, but in these tales it refers specifically to Wrothgar. He is 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. Lady Ordath is their daughter. Shandor actually challenged Wrothgar in battle and defeated him during the Second Uprising. He created the Sanctuary—a sort of University—as a great center of learning in Mountain-home. His name essentially means “great spirit.” His sigil is a White Eagle.
 
    
 
   Sylvan elves: Wood-elves, or Cúinar.
 
    
 
   Tal-ailean (Tal-EYE-lee-ahn): Elven-realm located in the Monadh-ailan. It is inhabited by various small, secretive groups of Cúinar known as the Elàni-ailan (green-elves). From tal- (realm) and ailan (green).
 
    
 
   Taldin (TAl-deen): Name given affectionately to Gaelen by Ri-Elathan, it means “walks unnoticed, stealthy.” From taldin (silent-foot).
 
    
 
   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 there were three Asari residing there; they were Léiras, 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.”
 
    
 
   Thaylon (THAY-lon): Given name of Rogond, it means “trustworthy.” From thala (to trust).
 
    
 
   Triona (tree-OH-na): Wood-elf, betrothed to Lachlan. Both she and Lachlan are hunter-scouts.
 
    
 
   Tuathas (TOO-ah-thas): Greatest of all realms of men, Tuathas alone possessed an Asarla. Because of this the Tuathar were more enlightened than other men. Tuathas was destroyed during an eruption of one of the great Fire-mountains that bounded it, and very little of the realm survived. From Tuath (north).
 
    
 
   Tuathar (TOO-ah-thar) sing. Tuathan: Men of the Northern Realm of Tuathas, lost in the rising of the Great Fire-mountain. Name means “north-man.” From tuath (north) and aridan (man).
 
    
 
   Tuga (TOO-ga): Dwarf of Cós-domhain, brother of Ula. His name means “one who hits things really hard.” Tuga is a lore-master, but his sister Ula took his place at the Council of the Wise.
 
    
 
   Tûr Dorcha (Toor DOR-ka): Wrothgar’s stronghold in the Darkmere, it means “Dark Tower.”
 
    
 
   Twyla (TWYE-la): Outcaste, sister of Ethan. Twyla was killed by Elves in the Greatwood.
 
    
 
   Ulcas (UL-cas), sing. Ulca: Evil servants of Wrothgar, they are undoubtedly perversions of men. They are varied, and some are quite formidable in battle, but most can prevail only through sheer numbers. All are ugly and hairless. They dislike sunlight and live in dark places, particularly beneath mountains.
 
    
 
   Vahan (VAY-han): Outcaste, leader of the Red Clan upon the death of Vathos.
 
    
 
   Vaka: Outcaste word meaning “ugly.” It is considered a compliment.
 
    
 
   Vakil (va-KEEL): Outcaste of the Red Clan, brother of Vathos.
 
    
 
   Vathos: Outcaste, leader of the Red Clan, brother of Vakil. Unlike his traitorous brother, Vathos died a hero’s death.
 
    
 
   Vermi (VER-mee): Outcaste of the Reds.
 
    
 
   Wrothgar (ROTH-gar): Evil Being of Alterra, also known as the Shadowmancer and the Black Flame. Name means “Dark Fury.” From wroth (fury, wrath) and gor (dark).
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About C.S. Marks
 
    
 
    
 
   C.S. Marks has often been described as a Renaissance woman. The daughter of academic parents, she holds a Ph.D in Biology and has spent the past three decades teaching Biology and Equine Science. She is currently a Professor Emerita at Saint Mary-of-the-Woods College.
 
   She plays and sings Celtic music; a few examples of her songwriting may be found within the pages of Fire-heart and Ravenshade. She enjoys archery, and makes hand-crafted longbows using primitive tools. A gifted artist, she has produced numerous illustrations for the Alterra books.
 
   Horses are her passion. She is an accomplished horsewoman, having competed in the sport of endurance racing for many years. One of only a handful of Americans to have completed the prestigious Tom Quilty Australian national championship hundred-mile ride, she has described this moment as her finest hour.
 
   She and her husband, Jeff, share their home with an assortment of dogs (predominantly Welsh Corgis) and several wonderful horses. They live deep in the forest, where there are miles and miles of trail riding to be had.
 
    
 
   Website: CSMarks.com
 
   Facebook: Facebook.com/Alterra.CSMarks
 
   Twitter: Twitter.com/CSMarks_Alterra
 
   Goodreads: https://www.goodreads.com/author/show/521676.C_S_Marks
 
   C.S. Marks Mailing List Sign Up: http://eepurl.com/st8Vj
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   Tales of Alterra (The Elfhunter Trilogy)
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   Fire-heart
 
   Ravenshade
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   I hope you’ve enjoyed reading Outcaste. Please consider leaving a review on Goodreads and your point of purchase.
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