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FOREWORD
 
In the course of writing an involved, epic fantasy in a complex fictional world, there are other stories suggested and many characters about whom little is known. These characters stimulate reader curiosity, and their tales should be told. So, why not tell them? I decided to try my hand at writing a series of novellas, The Alterra Histories, each concerning a different historical event or character, beginning with The Fire King.
This accomplishes three objectives: first, it gives the current readership a new story to enjoy while they are waiting for the re-release of the Elfhunter trilogy and the new Alterran series, the Undiscovered Realms. Second, it gives potential new readers an introduction to the world of Alterra. Third, it allows me to explore the life of one of my favorite Elves, Aincor Fire-heart, while playing with some of my favorite themes—love, tolerance, humility, and what motivates people to behave as they do.
I also have the chance to showcase the outstanding work of cover artist/illustrator Hope Hoover and editor Leslie Wainger, both of whom will hopefully be lending their skills to future books.
For your convenience I have included a glossary at the back of the novella (as always). This should be especially helpful to those not familiar with fantasy literature.
I now invite you all to enter the gates of Tal-elathas—whether you are coming to Alterra for the first time or you are returning to familiar lands and old friends—to discover the history of Aincor, the first High King. Welcome, or welcome back!
 
—C.S. Marks
Elfhunter, Fire-heart, Ravenshade
Tales of Alterra: Undiscovered Realms 
The Alterra Histories





Prologue: The History of the Fire-heart
 
Aincor Fire-heart was arguably the most perfect creation ever to draw breath in the world of Alterra. At least, that was his opinion.
One could not blame him for being arrogant given his mysterious origins, his near-invincibility, and the many grandiose tales springing from his various deeds. There is such a thing as having too many gifts.
Aincor had been born to independence; no one is certain even of his parentage, other than as an Elf of the Èolar—the great warrior-scholars. He had been found as an infant and fostered in the chilly northern lands near the western sea by the ancestors of the Tuathar, the legendary Northmen. At the dawning of the First Reckoning the Tuathar knew little of Elves, for they did not venture far from their homelands. They were only then beginning to make records of history and lore.
The Northmen were instructed by Duinar,  their  Asarla,  who  had been slowly bringing them forth from the savagery in which he had found them. The wise and mysterious Asari, semi-divine beings whose power was meant to bring enlightenment and knowledge, were also known as “Magic-users”. They had taken up residence primarily in the Elven- realms, for Men, in the early days, were more animal than human. Yet they showed great promise, which Duinar had  recognized.  Now  they were stepping forward into the enlightenment he offered them.
While the Asari were charged with the task  of  bringing enlightenment, they had a formidable foe in the person of Lord Wrothgar, a being so filled with hatred and lust for power that his dark influences had threatened to overwhelm all the western lands. Wrothgar’s nature and origins are uncertain. Some scholars have speculated that he is akin to the Asari; others maintain that he is the embodiment of evil itself. There was no method too foul, no plan too perverse or corrupt for Wrothgar, whose apparent goal was to overcome the influence of enlightenment, knowledge, and above all, love.
Duinar’s kindly, weathered face  peered  down at Aincor,  who,  as with  all  Elves,  was  very  much  aware  of  his  surroundings  even  from birth. “Well, well! What have we here? An Elfling! Wherever did you come from, little prince?” Duinar frowned, pushing aside a lock of Aincor’s soft, copper-brown hair, taking notice of the pale rune-mark on the right side of his forehead—the one that resembled eádra, meaning “light”. The mark shone forth as a beacon of destiny. This was an Elf of importance, one who had been marked by the Lord of Light. Duinar knew then that he could not long remain with the Northmen.
“You’re a big one,” he muttered, smiling down at the Elfling’s solemn little face. “Obviously Èolarin. In the spring I shall send you to my brothers in Tal-elathas, where you may come to know the company of your own people. For now, I shall care for you myself.”
Duinar named the Elfling “Caladon”, meaning “one who is deep”. He instructed Caladon all through the long winter, giving him the best care he could provide. When the most learned men came for their lessons, Caladon lay propped in a corner, wrapped in warm blankets, often sucking on his fingers and toes, but attentive. Always attentive. By the time he left Tuathas, he already knew the rudiments of Aridani, the base-tongue of Men. Duinar took care to address him in the language of the Èolar, and, as a result, he could speak it in brief sentences. Even Duinar was impressed.
Tal-elathas, the ancient Realm of Knowledge, had been founded by the Èolar as their fortress against the benighted influence of Lord Wrothgar. Therefore, when Duinar sent forth the message that an Elfling had been found—one who bore the mark of eádri—they were anxious to receive him. Tal-elathas also harbored three of Duinar’s kin: Léiras the Far-sighted, Kotos the Persuader, and Baelta the Bright. Duinar knew that an extraordinary being like Caladon would benefit greatly from association with them.
Tal-elathas was fast becoming the repository for all written lore, although there was not yet a large amount. It was only at the beginning of the First Reckoning that lore was recorded in permanent fashion; during the Time of Mystery, all histories were passed  directly  by  word-of- mouth. As the Elves of Tal-elathas came to know Caladon, they realized that he would not be satisfied merely with studying what had been written. He would seek to fill volumes of his own with brave deeds and accomplishments.
From the first, he commanded respect. Even as a child he was bent on learning and accomplishing as much as he could; in fact, he never behaved as a child at all. Where most children are aware of their shortcomings, and are therefore prepared to submit to the direction of their elders, Caladon would neither acknowledge nor display any shortcomings of his own. He studied the arts of battle in private, sparring only with other children who were less adept than he. His strength grew to match his confidence. He had no friends, and he allowed no one close enough to view the inner workings of his mind and heart.
When at last the Asari insisted that he practice battle-arts with fully grown, experienced warriors, Caladon’s confidence remained unshaken. What he lacked in experience and maturity he made up for in stubborn, somewhat reckless perseverance. Time and again he would be knocked back or swept off his feet, only to rise again, battering his opponent, who, seeing the futility of it, would ultimately submit. No one matched Caladon’s strength of will.
His reckless courage earned him many accolades. Anxious to prove himself, he set his sights upon exterminating a troublesome dragon that had taken up residence in the vast tunnels and caverns hidden beneath the lands immediately to the north of Tal-elathas. The dragon had discovered that, not only could he pilfer from the Elves’ winter provisions, he could attack and devour an occasional scout or keeper of the watch. The dragon loved Elf-flesh, as every dragon does. Attacks were increasing both in frequency and ferocity, but none would dare attack the dragon underground, for to do so in such close quarters would be most unwise.
Léiras, Baelta, and Kotos convened  a  council,  inviting the  wisest and most experienced Elves of Tal-elathas to attend. But Caladon, who was not invited due to his youth, did not understand why everyone else believed it necessary to spend time debating. He took his sword, spear, and bow, stealing away from the city during daylight, when the dragon was certain to be holed up in its dark lair.
No one is certain of what transpired in that horrible, foul-smelling place, but when the Council finally agreed to take action, their war-party found Caladon already waiting outside the beast’s lair. Burned, beaten, and bleeding, he stood tall before them. “It is unnecessary for you to proceed any further,” he gasped, struggling to remain on his feet. “The dragon will trouble you no more.” With those words, he collapsed as one dead. The astonished war-party bore him back to Tal-elathas with all speed and laid him at the feet of the Council.
Baelta ran to his side, lifting him in his arms. “He is dying,” he said to the horrified assembly. But Léiras, who watched Caladon closely, disagreed. Though he was unconscious, his eyes were closed, and he could not speak, a very slight smile tugged at Caladon’s lips.
“He won’t die,” said Léiras in wonder. “See that smile? He won’t allow himself to die. And from what I know of him, I don’t doubt his ability.”
It took months for Caladon to heal from his injuries, but by then his reputation was unimpeachable. He was given  the  name  “Aincor”, meaning “Fire-heart”, which suited him well. He continued to study and learn until he could hold his own among any of the elder scholars. He wore the scars of the dragon-fire with pride, knowing that no  Elf had ever defeated a dragon single-handed. He gathered a group of followers, all of whom were accomplished warriors, for they respected his utter fearlessness. When danger threatened the Realm, they often acted independently of Council, venturing forth to defeat all enemies.
Aincor, who had no family crest, took the dragon as his insignia, crafting his own beautiful armor of scarlet and gold with a helmet resembling a dragon’s head. His cadre of warriors grew as his fame spread. Young men of Tuathas, Elves of Tal-sithian and Eádros, all journeyed to Tal-elathas hoping to be deemed worthy, but it was rare that Aincor accepted anyone who was not of the Èolar. In order to be admitted, a supplicant had to remain upright in combat with Aincor for the  length of time  required  for  a  raven to  fly from the  northern to the southern wall of Tal-elathas. The raven, who knew it would be rewarded on the south wall, usually flew directly there, but it was still far too long a time for most.
Aincor fought with utter ferocity and disregard for the conventions of battle. He would strike from behind, distract his opponent, or feign injury. He would approach with a smile, bowing his head slightly in respect, and then demolish his hapless challenger as he bowed in return. It was unwise to take one’s eyes from Aincor. He had learned these things from an intense study of battle tactics, reading all of the histories set down in the ever-growing library. To these he added his own observations of natural events, such as the struggle between a spider and a wasp ensnared in its web. Fascinated, Aincor sat motionless for over an hour as the deadly confrontation unfolded, ending in the death of the wasp. The spider had simply worn down its larger, stronger, well-armed opponent with little nips and jabs.
When it was said that he fought without honor, he merely laughed. “Victory is the only honor,” he said. “Honorable combat is only effective if both parties agree to it. I have yet to encounter any servant of Lord Wrothgar who will participate in my people’s delusion of honor.” Wrothgar’s minions, no matter how fearsome, could not withstand an attack by the Fire-heart’s warriors.
 
~~
 
 
Wrothgar’s most terrible and formidable servants, the Bödvari, wrapped their dark forms in cloaks of terror, breaking through the most stalwart line of Elven warriors simply by extending their  fiery hands. During one fateful battle Aincor faced them, fought them, and defeated them without hesitating, slaying one and driving the others back into darkness. Upon the loss of their most dreaded commanders, the rest of the Black Legion fell into disorganized and ignominious retreat. For this astonishing accomplishment, Aincor ascended to the rank of Commander of the Èolarin army.
Aincor’s victory confirmed a long-held suspicion: he was, apparently, incapable of fear. Léiras had thought so for many years—it was the only possible explanation for some of the Fire-heart’s behavior. To be without fear might seem a noble and impressive gift, but in reality it is a curse. Those who cannot experience fear cannot make sound decisions, for in their minds they have nothing to risk. Léiras was, therefore, especially dismayed when Aincor’s followers proclaimed him their King.
The Èolar had not appointed a single ruler before; they had left the governing of their affairs to the Asari and to their Council of Scholars. But Aincor had shown himself to be exceptional beyond any who had come before him. He had demonstrated his invulnerability by facing down the Bödvari.
“Who else among us is worthy to be King?” cried Aincor’s captains. “He has defeated the black demons—those who carry before them an aura of terror and hopelessness that few can penetrate, let alone vanquish! Aincor has faced the fire—he has acted while others would sit in debate. We need a King who will act quickly in  defense  of  his people.” This was a difficult argument to overcome, and, after  much debate and discussion, the people proclaimed Aincor to be the first King of Tal-elathas.
It is easy to understand the devotion of Aincor’s followers. An Elf who could approach a Bödvar near enough to engage it in combat was either driven by insurmountable grief, in the throes of a white-hot rage, or was named “Aincor”. Not only did he face them, he actually slew one before it could recover its wits  and  escape.  Aincor’s  cowardly opponents could neither fathom nor withstand his utter lack of terror. The survivors fled into the darkness as the vanquished disappeared in a cloud of flames and black vapor.
When Lord Wrothgar heard of  this  unnaturally  fearless  Elf—one who could defeat his most fearsome commanders—he was sorely dismayed. If the Fire-heart refused to fear his Bödvari, perhaps the Elves would take strength from it and be able to defeat them as well. If the Bödvari fell, would the rest of Wrothgar’s army be far behind? The Elves had declared this “Fire-heart” to be their king. What if he decided to try to eliminate Wrothgar and his dark forces from the world?
Wrothgar had pondered this in silence for quite some time, brooding in his ice-covered lair, when a plan came to him. Arrogance, like fire, is an unreliable weapon—it can just as easily turn upon its bearer. Wrothgar would secretly build up his forces, engaging only in minor skirmishes to keep up appearances. Eventually, he would even appear to extend the hand of peace to Aincor, who would, of course, view such overtures as a sign of weakness. Then he would lure Aincor into a situation from which he could not escape. From there, it would be easy to defeat the Fire-heart’s army and overwhelm Tal-elathas. Once Tal- elathas had fallen, the rest of the Elven-realms would follow.
Wrothgar, the Black Sorcerer, chuckled in the dark. The very thing that had allowed this upstart to prevail over his Bödvari would finally lay him low. Wrothgar had seen this quite clearly, and he would not be denied. For now, he could afford to wait until the time was right.
 



Part One
 
The business of the day was just beginning, and Aincor was looking forward to dealing with his affairs of state, when a familiar figure was ushered in to stand before him. Aincor knew him at once—it was Vathan, one of his elite guards and courtiers. On this occasion he wore neither mail nor armor, which was unusual.
“My lord, I would beg an audience,” said Vathan, a dark-haired Èolarin Elf who would have been comely were it not for his battle- scarred face. He turned to regard the others waiting in the King’s chambers. “I’m afraid this is a delicate matter. Is there a way that we may speak privately?”
This request fostered a rippling of restive movement and muttered protest from within the assembly—a request for private audience was unusual, and seldom granted.
Aincor looked deep into the eyes of his battle-captain,  searching them for any sign of deceit. Vathan had been a staunch defender of Tal- elathas since long before Aincor had ruled it. Aincor knew that Vathan did not particularly like him, but he had  always  served  faithfully and well. “What matters are so delicate that they may not be heard by the King’s court?” he asked in a voice too low to be overheard.
Vathan bowed his head again. “If the King will only trust me, the need for privacy will be made clear…privately,” he said.
Aincor smiled, though his dark blue eyes held little humor in them. “Very well.” He rose to his feet, extending his hands toward the others in the chamber. “You are dismissed for now. Please await my summons in the outer hall, for I will soon recall you.” After they had gone, Aincor turned back to Vathan. “Now, what is this matter of great importance which can only be raised in private?”
Vathan shifted from one foot to the other. The King did not care to have his time wasted, and Vathan, who was usually very articulate, was obviously having some difficulty in expressing himself. “There is one who would gain admission to your elite guard,” he said at last, “and therefore challenges you to single combat, according to your own decree.”
Aincor scowled. This was not worthy of a private audience; he often received such requests. “And why should this concern me?”  he  said. “You are not known for foolishness, Vathan, and so I must assume this ‘private’ challenge is unusual.” 
“It is,” muttered Vathan.
“And why has the challenger not come before me himself?”
“Because she is my sister, Faelani,” said Vathan. “She will not face you until you agree to the test of combat. Only then will she look upon you.”
Aincor was puzzled. “It is not unheard of for a She-elf to challenge me, though none have succeeded,” he said. “Why will Faelani not face me? Is there some shame of which I am unaware?”
Vathan’s eyes glinted in the fire-light. “There is no shame anywhere in my family,” he said. “Faelani asks me to tell you that she would not wish to take unfair advantage of you, nor would she risk testing your courage beyond its limit. That’s why she will not meet you except in combat.” Seeing the black look forming on Aincor’s face, he added, “These are her words, not mine.”
Aincor’s lip curled slightly, his voice dripping with sarcasm as he replied. “And when does Faelani wish for my no-doubt-inglorious humiliation to take place? Since she would save me from abandoning my courage, I will assume she would prefer to meet me at once. After all, the dread of facing her might be too much for me to bear. Tell her I will meet her at dawn’s light tomorrow, and that I’ll try to hold on to my nerve until then.” He cocked one eyebrow at Vathan. “Is there anything else?”
“Only this,” muttered Vathan, looking down at his rather large feet. “Faelani advises you not to tell anyone else of…of what she calls your upcoming defeat. She insists on meeting you in the small courtyard behind the Philosophers’ Hall. Will you agree?” 
“My upcoming defeat?” said Aincor, bemused.“Does she understand how rare it is that an opponent passes my test? She must have some plan out of the ordinary, surely.” He looked to Vathan for enlightenment, but gained none.
“I have no idea what’s in her mind. I only hope she isn’t deluded enough to believe that she can prevail in a test of arms. Not against you.”
Aincor nodded. “My curiosity is piqued. Of course, I will tell no one, but she had best be ready at dawn’s light—once our test has begun, she may find the raven flies far too slowly for her liking. Now, bring in the others, will you? Unless there’s something else?”
“No, my lord.” Vathan bowed again before turning to leave. Then, he turned back. “I know she is outmatched. I also know that she has far exceeded the boundaries of audacity. Still, will you try not to hurt or humiliate her? This foolish challenge is the last thing I would have expected…she is normally quite a gentle soul. Her heart is as vast and deep as any I have known. Please…will you stay your blade?”
Aincor frowned and shook his handsome head. “A challenge, once made and accepted, must be played out,” he said. “Admission to my elite guard is not gained easily. If Faelani wishes to reconsider, that is her right. It is rare for a challenger to suffer grievous harm, and I expect your concern is unfounded, as I should be able to sweep her from her feet quickly and easily. If she is humiliated, she will have brought it upon herself. I will speak no more of this, Vathan. Tell your sister to prepare herself—this problem is of her own making.”
“The problem, my lord, is that your response is exactly what she wishes to hear,” said Vathan with a rueful sigh. He disliked Aincor’s arrogance, though he had grown accustomed to it. The thought of that arrogance armed with a broadsword and attacking his little sister was unsettling indeed.
 
~~
 
 
Aincor appeared, fully armored, in the small courtyard  at  dawn, even as he had promised. His challenger was not yet in evidence. He brought along his customary second, a healer named Wyrrin who could minister to either combatant in the unlikely event of real injury. Well-equipped to withstand any attack with his two-handed broadsword, Aincor knew he had nothing to fear from Faelani. He waited until the morning sunlight made its appearance over the city walls, scowling with impatience. Finally, as he was about to turn and leave, his willowy adversary emerged from within a small alcove. Her armor glinted in the rosy light; the reddened eastern sky promised rain by mid-morning. She approached him with nothing more than a steel-banded wooden staff in her hands.
“Where is your weapon?” asked Aincor, eyeing the staff with contempt.
“This is all I will need,” replied Faelani, hefting the fine ironwood staff with ease. The steel banding made it heavy, but it would withstand quite a number of blows from Aincor’s broadsword.
Aincor rocked back on his heels, shaking his head. “You face the mightiest of all warriors with only a defensive weapon?” he asked. “Obviously you’re either dull-witted or you don’t mind insulting me. Well, come and get some of my steel, then. Your disregard and audacity are in need of it.”
Faelani smiled. “If I’m right, I won’t be sampling any of your steel. If I’m right, you will be the one in need of aid. All I need do is keep you at bay long enough to realize it.”
Aincor’s eyes narrowed. “And what sorcery will you work on me? There is none that will prevent your defeat.” Faelani could sense some hesitation in his voice, not from fear, but from simple incredulity.
“First,” she said, “I require that we be alone in this challenge. I asked for privacy, you agreed to it, and I insist upon it.” She glared at Wyrrin, who looked to the King for his instructions.
Aincor jerked his head toward the doorway, dismissing the healer while looking pointedly at Faelani. “She is no threat to me, but do not go far! Your skills may be needed.”
Unruffled, Faelani stood directly in front of Aincor, drew herself up tall, and recited the proper petition: “I wish to join the ranks of the Fire-heart. To do so, I must remain upright until the raven alights upon the southern wall. If His Majesty will accept my challenge, then release the raven. If he will not, then I will depart with my shame.”
Aincor then offered his usual response: “Lord Aincor accepts your challenge, yet you may still be departing in shame, for I sense you are unworthy to hold a position in my ranks. Prepare yourself, and the raven will fly.” He drew his long sword, the slow drag of metal in the scabbard an eerie, foreboding sound. Faelani’s grip tightened on her staff.
“Release the Raven!”
Aincor’s booming voice was clearly heard by the sentinels atop the north wall. They sent an arrow heavenward to indicate the  bird  was aloft. Watchers on the south wall would do the same when the raven arrived. 
The first few  moments  of the  conflict were  unusual  for Aincor; he behaved as though he really was concerned about hurting Faelani, though, in fact, he was simply testing her. He checked his sword more than once. 
“Why do you hold  back?”  she asked.  “This  is most unlike you.  It will not take long for the raven’s flight. You had better start fighting unless you want me in the ranks of your elite guard.” She swung her staff with graceful precision, connecting hard enough with Aincor’s helmet to make his ears ring.
Aincor, knowing he could put her on the ground at any time, responded with little enthusiasm until Faelani rushed at him with a cry. He met her challenge, forced at last to really engage her, for she whirled and thrust and swung her staff without mercy. His blade glittered in the ruddy light, flashing as it descended upon her, meeting the tough, steel- banded ironwood of her staff each time. He tried to trip her up, but she was too quick and too agile.
Faelani’s strength, however, was no match for Aincor’s,  and  she knew he would wear her down in moments. She backed toward the wall, luring him with her until she could go no farther. He couldn’t knock her from her feet—she was braced against the ancient stones, panting and weary. He would have to throw her to the ground or make her submit.
Aincor knew this only too well. He held his blade to Faelani’s throat, rumbling low in his chest like a great cat. “You are vanquished, Elf-woman. Submit to me now, or I shall throw you from your feet by force.”
Faelani was still winded, making speech difficult. She reached up with one slender, trembling arm, removed her helmet in one fluid motion, and tossed it aside. “Look into the eyes of your adversary, Fire-heart. What do you see?”
“I see a foolish person whom I have just bested in combat with very little effort,” growled Aincor. “What else is there to see?” He gripped her throat with his free hand. “Now, submit!”
“Look harder,” whispered Faelani. “You have not truly met my gaze. Are you afraid?”
“I have never been afraid,” he growled, looking deep into Faelani’s eyes just to prove his point. To his surprise, it was not as easy as he thought. His gaze kept darting left and right, looking through her or around her.
“Look at me, Fire-heart,” she said. “Muster your will and look at me.”
Aincor ground his teeth and stared hard at her at last. Surely there was nothing to be concerned about. Why was this so difficult? Surely...surely...she is just a She-elf. Just  another She-elf.
“Stop fighting,” Faelani whispered. “There is nothing you can do.”
What did she mean? Yes, she was beautiful, but...what did  she mean? He felt a change come over him as he gazed into her calm, grey eyes. They were deep…deeper than the vast seas, warm and healing like the sun in spring. They filled him and made him whole. In that moment, Aincor knew the truth—this was his life-mate, the one for whom his heart was destined. She had known it already. 
“But…but why?” he muttered, letting go of her throat. 
“It was the only way I could get you to truly look at me,” she replied. “You look over people, or through them, or around them. But you do not look at them with an open heart. I knew you were the one…I have known it for some time now. But I also did not know how to make you realize it. Not until...now!” With those words, she swept her staff behind the bewildered Aincor’s knees, following up with a quick thrust to his breastplate, knocking him backward. As she did so, the arrow appeared from the southward wall.
“The raven has arrived, yet only one of us is still upright,” she said, smiling down at her astonished opponent. “And, if I am not mistaken, I am now eligible to take up ranks among your elite guard.”
Aincor got to his feet without taking the hand she offered him. “I could throw you into prison for deceiving me,” he said, his bewilderment still evident.
Faelani laughed. “So says the one who does not believe in honorable combat! I did not deceive you. I manipulated you, yes, but I did not do so lightly. I have never been a warrior, and you will be happy to know that I have no interest in joining your cadre of sword-happy combatants. No one need know of the outcome of this conflict. You may say that you defeated me, that I didn’t last beyond the first bite of your sword if you wish. I will not contradict you. Yet I sense that the warrior who stands before me is an honest one.”
“He is,” replied Aincor. “And his pride will survive this insult.” He shot a wry look at her. “So, you will not serve in my elite guard?”
“I’d rather not,” said Faelani with a warm, generous smile that melted Aincor’s heart. She was so beautiful, yet he had never realized it before. He could not stop staring at her, gazing at the silken mahogany of her hair, the tawny glow of her skin, and those eyes…he was lost in them forever. No Elf could deny the Perception, though Aincor had always thought to avoid it. Now his heart was given. He smiled back at Faelani, knowing that, even if her gentle heart desired it, she could not serve in his warrior-ranks. His heart was given forever, and she would be his Queen. The missing piece of his spirit that he had tried to fill with bravado and accomplishment had been found at last. He would never allow her to risk herself in battle.
 
~~
 
Elves will only beget children of their perceived life-mates, and Faelani bore to Aincor two sons: Asgar and Dardis. The eldest, Asgar, took after his father. Fearless before his enemies, strong and tall, he loved the thrill of battle. He mastered nearly every form of weaponry, especially the heavy two-handed sword his father favored. None could stand before Asgar for long.
Dardis, on the other hand, had no love for the sword. Gentle- natured like his mother, his passions were for learning and creating. Dardis was most at home in the  Halls  of Learning,  but even more  he wanted  to  invent things and explore the magical ways of the Asari. His impressive talents soon earned him a place as Léiras’ apprentice, though Aincor considered him a bit of a disappointment.
Aincor cared for both his sons, but he held a much greater understanding of Asgar. It was understood that Asgar would succeed Aincor as King, a fact which Dardis thankfully accepted. In truth, no one really understood Dardis, but no Elf has ever been more beloved by those who knew him. It was not the arrival  of his sons that brought the greatest change upon Aincor, however, but the influence of Faelani  herself. She alone could cool the fire of Aincor’s anger, and she alone could arouse compassion in him. He  had always  viewed mercy as  a  trait of the  weak;  Faelani convinced him that only the truly strong are merciful. She led him to see through the eyes of others, a skill which had always eluded him. Once he began to feel the pain of those around him, he became more considerate and less quick to judge. After a time, the people began to recognize that their King could be wise as well as strong. The Asari, who had never been able to break through the wall of Aincor’s  stubbornness,  smiled in approval. 
There was, however, a price to be paid for this enlightenment. As soon as Aincor realized that Faelani had completed him, that she had filled the emptiness in his heart, he knew fear at last. He spent many years denying it, but an ever-present dread lay deep within him. Aincor was afraid of losing Faelani, of losing his sons…of being alone. Throughout much of his long life, he had only himself for company, ruling his kingdom not out of caring, but because of his own self- importance. He had justified this with the notion that no one was worthy of him, but he had secretly longed to end his isolation, though he had no idea of how to do so. His pride, both enormous and genuine, had never been his friend. Now he feared a return to the days of abject loneliness, days in which he had only himself to think about.
The only thing worse than being afraid was the threat of someone’s discovering it.
 



Part Two
 
The  long days  of midsummer  were  beginning to  fade  when Wrothgar, Lord  of the  Underworld,  sent forth his  emissaries  to  Tal- elathas.  They told Aincor  and  the  Council  that  Wrothgar  was  weary of the  constant harassing of his  followers  by Aincor’s  forces,  and  he wanted  to make peace  with the  Lord  of the  Èolar.  He  invited Aincor,  together  with a force numbering no more than one hundred, to meet him upon a raised, flat formation of rock the Dwarves had named “Fior’s Anvil”. This great rock  lay  between  Wrothgar’s northern  fortress and Tal-elathas, surrounded by gentle plains that could not conceal an army. With proper scouting, neither side would be able to mount a surprise attack upon the other.
This invitation, the first of its kind, came as quite a surprise to most, and the Council of Scholars was quickly convened. The Council, led by the King, was comprised of the wisest and most learned minds in the realm. Because the Èolar valued knowledge above all else, the Council always presided over matters of great importance. The King, naturally,  held the deciding vote.
Aincor was not at all surprised by Wrothgar’s offer to talk of peace “We have been battering Wrothgar’s legions for years untold,” he said. “The Dark forces are scattered and weak. Wrothgar is only wanting to make peace because he knows that we are about to overwhelm him. I have not allowed him a moment’s respite; any time his foul servants poke their heads above the ground, I have cut them down.” 
Faelani’s brother, Vathan, sat beside her. “You had some help with that,” he muttered. Vathan still disliked Aincor’s arrogance, but could not help but respect him. For that, and for his sister’s sake, he followed Aincor’s commands. 
The three Asari—Léiras, Baelta, and Kotos—stood by, ready to offer their opinions to the Council. Kotos, who was especially perceptive, shook his head, his handsome golden face veiled with doubt. “It is not like Wrothgar to humble himself thus,” he said. “I cannot believe he has come forth to make peace merely because he is weary of war. Always before he has retreated to his lair, building up  his  strength in secret. There is something else at work here.” 
Aincor scowled. “Do you doubt the ferocity with which my warriors have quelled him? He may have realized that it is useless to resist us further, though I would trust no peace he would offer. If we do not agree to meet with him, he will think us weak and afraid.” 
“One should be afraid of Lord Wrothgar,” said Faelani. “His powers are ancient and terrible. I fear him to the depths of my bones.” 
“So must anyone with an ounce of sense,” put in Vathan, earning him a black look from Aincor. 
“Have a care, Vathan, that your good sense does not bring you any closer to  insulting me.” 
Vathan bowed his head, spreading his hands in a gesture of contrition, but when he looked up again, his eyes told a different story. He drew a deep sigh as Faelani patted his arm. 
“I’m afraid I must agree with Kotos,” said Léiras. “Yet there is no way to be certain of anyone’s real intent, let alone Lord Wrothgar’s. What answer shall we give? There is some merit to the King’s suggestion that we not appear weak or fearful, yet I worry that Wrothgar is setting a trap.” 
“If he is setting a trap, he has chosen a very bad place to do it,” said Aincor. “The Anvil is too open to allow any subterfuge. All forces will be clearly visible. I have used it as a place of negotiation before.” 
“Possibly  the  very  reason  he  has chosen  it—to  lull you  into complacency. Your negotiations were with men, not Dark Wizards,” said Léiras. “Of all the enemies you have faced, Wrothgar must not be underestimated.” 
Aincor rose to his feet. As with many High-elves, very strong conflict or high emotion would sometimes cause a flickering halo to envelop him— the “Inner Light” of his ancient heritage. He could summon this light as a weapon if needed, flaring up like a blue-white star, driving back his anguished foes. Now his strong form began to emit an ominous glow, which it tended to do when he was frustrated or when people contradicted him. 
“I am weary of argument. My decision is to do as Wrothgar requests, meeting him for talks of peace. If he appears weak enough, and his forces are in decline, I say we should then attack and finish him! It’s the perfect opportunity.” 
A collective gasp went up from the council-chamber. Was the King actually suggesting that they attack Wrothgar even after negotiating terms of peace? 
“Could you do such a thing?” asked Kotos, his black eyes hard, yet filled with sorrow. “Always your word has been unimpeachable, Lord  Fire- heart. Would you deceive one who talks of making peace?” 
“I would trust no peace Wrothgar would offer,” said Aincor, meeting Kotos’ flinty gaze with one of his own. “Anyone who would take his word for anything is a fool. That’s why I suggest we listen to his peace- talk, but prepare to make war. The only lasting peace with the Shadowmancer will be made upon his dying day.” 
Léiras sighed. “Then go and parley with him, and prepare to make war. But rest assured that he will do the same. If thoughts of deception have entered your mind, you may be assured they have been in his from the beginning.” 
“That,”said Aincor, “is precisely my point.”
 
~~
 
In the end, the Council agreed to hear  Wrothgar’s  proposal,  knowing there was no way they could keep Aincor from it. Aincor and one hundred of his finest warriors would meet Wrothgar and his escort upon the Anvil of Fior at the next new moon. Wrothgar’s emissaries  had assured Aincor that Wrothgar’s contingent would arrive in plenty of time for his scouts to assess them and the risk to his own people. They also assured him there would be no Bödvari. In return, they insisted that no Asari be present. 
Aincor took only his best warriors with him, including his elder son, Asgar. Vathan and his son, Aldamar, who was close in friendship with Asgar, also rode with the King. They waited until their scouts returned with the news that they had seen only savage men and Ulcas, but that Wrothgar himself was hidden from view. They had observed no dragons, trolls, or Bödvari. Satisfied that he could handle any threat awaiting him, Aincor and his party climbed the steep walls of the Anvil to stand before their enemies. 
Wrothgar did not care to meet beneath the sun, and so they waited until the first stars were visible in the purple evening sky; they would not raise Wrothgar’s suspicions by abandoning their diplomatic courtesy. 
A small fire burned in the center of the plateau, the Elves standing to the west of it and the dark contingent to the east, eyes narrowed and nostrils flaring with mistrust. The Elves were thankful for the west wind, which carried away the stench of their enemies, as they waited for Wrothgar to appear. 
The first sign of this  was  a  brightening of the fire. It seemed to grow before  their  eyes,  flaring  up  as  though  oil  had  been  thrown  upon  it, whereupon a dark, shrouded figure appeared. It stepped forward even as every other being, except Aincor, took a step back. When it spoke, its voice called to mind the ghost of a dead, drowned man—cold and watery and threatening. That voice sent a chill even into the heart of the King.
The figure bowed, throwing back its hood to display a flickering crown of fire. Its eyes glowed greenish-blue, like the vapors that danced in the fell marshes surrounding its domain. Yet for all this, Lord Wrothgar did not seem quite as threatening as Aincor had anticipated. He expected a warrior, armored and powerful, with booming voice and fiery gaze. This looked  more  like  a  rotting  corpse  disguised  as  a  man.  It  reeked  of stagnation and suffocating decay.
“I have bowed before you, O King,” said Wrothgar in the same cold, murky tone. “Will you not show the same courtesy to the Lord of Black Flame?”
Aincor inclined his head in a curt gesture, but he would never truly bow before Wrothgar no matter the demands of diplomacy. In response, the dreadful apparition laughed in a horrid, choking gurgle. Then it stood up tall. “I can see you are as proud as your reputation. Please, sit and be comfortable, for we have much to discuss.”
Aincor had little patience for such things, but he forced himself to listen to Wrothgar’s proposal. He was offered both riches (which he had little need for) and knowledge (which Wrothgar knew would interest him), together with the promise not only of peace, but of cooperation. Wrothgar and his scholars had much to share, if only Aincor would agree to leave them to their own affairs.
“I have lately realized that the powers of Light and Darkness can exist in harmony,” said Wrothgar. “I am weary of hiding and striking from the shadows. There is no reason we cannot rule Alterra together—I from my fortress, and you from yours. If you will but grant me the lands north of the copper hills, I will promise to never make war on Tal-elathas. In return, your people will not venture into the northlands. What have you to say?”
Aincor shook his head, chuckling. “And what if my people should venture there? They will brook no restrictions from one in your position. You are weak, or you would not now be offering this proposal. Why should I grant you anything but the feel of my blade on your miserable neck?”
Wrothgar’s eyes narrowed and he looked away…only for a moment, but it was enough. When he met Aincor’s gaze again it was clear that the King has seen the fear in his eyes.
Aincor rejoiced, for he knew that his instincts had been correct— Wrothgar was vulnerable, only talking of peace to save himself from war. “I will consider what you have asked, but I must put your terms before the Council in Tal-elathas. I will have an answer for you before the next new moon.”
Wrothgar drew himself up, sending forth an aura of grey vapor. “I had thought to meet with one who could make his own decisions and choose his own course,” said he. “Was I wrong? Are you telling me you must now run back to Tal-elathas, and that I must be kept waiting? That is not your reputation—are you the King or aren’t you? What assurance do I have that you will not return with an army?” 
A cryptic smile spread across Aincor’s rugged face. “And if I did, would that dismay you? But I thought we were speaking of peace here. I will do as I promise and take your words back to the Council. From there, I cannot say what will happen.”
“You insult me, Fire-heart,” cried Wrothgar, his voice rising into a strident, whining protest. “By all means, take your leave. But you will need to produce a mighty apology before I hear any more from you or your emissaries. I must withdraw to consider whether I will even honor my proposal should you decide to accept it. And I will be mustering the most powerful army the Èolar have ever seen, so I would banish any thoughts of war if I were you. Farewell, O Bastard-king!”
With that, Wrothgar threw his cloak about him, vanishing into the fire in a whirl of flapping darkness and a rush of wind. His minions cringed back as the Elves took a step toward them. Then Aincor  lifted  his  hand. “Leave them in peace. We will return to Tal-elathas and consider what we have heard.”
But in his heart Aincor knew exactly what he would do. He would muster his own army, an army of Èolar, march on the dark stronghold, and finally make an end of the evil that had plagued the northern lands for so long.
 
~~
 
Wrothgar flew back toward his fortress on dark wings, for he had preparations to make. He was proud of his performance on the Anvil— that wonderful touch of fear in his eyes had done the trick. Aincor was so accustomed to inspiring fear that he was ill-equipped to tell whether that fear was genuine. Now the bait had been cast, and Wrothgar knew it had been taken. If all went according to plan, the Èolar would trouble him no more.
 



Part Three
 
When Aincor returned to Tal-elathas, he had much to share. The Council reacted with a predictable storm of disagreement. They soon split into two clearly-divided factions: one, led by the Fire-heart, wanted to wage war on Wrothgar’s northern stronghold as soon as could be arranged. The other, led by Vathan, advised caution. The Council Hall was packed full of onlookers anxious to add their thoughts to the debate.
Aincor’s army of stalwart warriors would follow him anywhere, and they were anxious to put an end to Wrothgar’s atrocities, for they had witnessed too many of them. “This chance might never come again,” they cried. “Surely you don’t believe the promises of Lord Wrothgar! The King has seen the fear in his eyes and knows he is weak. Let us press our advantage while we have it!”
“Yet I wonder,” said Vathan quietly when the cheers of the warriors had died down, “is Wrothgar’s fear genuine? He is an ancient spirit, and powerful. Would he have shown his fear even if he held it? Surely he is not that naïve!”
“Are you therefore suggesting that the King is naïve?” thundered Talon, the Captain of the Guard and Aincor’s closest friend apart from Faelani.“I, too, saw the cowardice in Wrothgar’s eyes. We all did! I have fought beside the Fire-heart through hardships untold, and he has yet to be defeated. How can you doubt your King?”
Vathan turned to Baelta, Léiras, and Kotos, all of whom had kept silent during the debate. “What say the Asari? What say those whose words come from the mouth of the Lord of Light?”
Kotos the Persuader stood tall before the Council. His hair, as black and glossy as a raven’s wing, rippled in an unseen wind. His dark, bottomless eyes mesmerized the assembly. “My brothers and I are in agreement that this is a difficult question,” he said in a voice as deep and soothing as the sea after a storm. “On the one hand, we do not doubt that Wrothgar appeared fearful. Yet we cannot know if this fear is genuine. We believe the best recourse would be to gather more knowledge—to scout the northlands and determine our enemy’s vulnerability for ourselves. Meanwhile, word should be sent out to the realms of Elves, Men, and Dwarves. They must be warned, and we will need their cooperation if we are to wage war.”
“Scouting? We have been scouting the northlands since this realm was founded!” said Aincor, bristling slightly at Kotos. “Scouts have provided little enlightenment. They certainly have seen no great army poised to overrun Alterra.”
“And many of them have never returned,” said Vathan. “Have you never wondered why?”
“Anyone who has spent any time in the wild northern lands will have no need to wonder,” countered Aincor. “It is a perilous place of ice and bitter winds. There’s no mystery as to why a scout might be lost there.”
“Yet the weather has turned many of them back before their task could be completed…even those who did return had little to say,” said Vathan. “I agree with Lord Kotos. We should be certain of our victory before we embark. And we must convince all of our neighbors to prepare for war—even join us in our efforts.”
Aincor drew a deep, frustrated breath, clenching his strong jaw. “And while we spend months sending out scouts and emissaries, our enemy retreats farther to the north and digs in deeper. I, for one, am unwilling to lose our advantage. Wasting time in debate is exactly what Wrothgar will expect us to do. Why not surprise him by acting quickly?”
“It’s not what he expects of you,” muttered Vathan, shaking his head in dismay. “Have you not considered that you are being drawn to your doom? We know how Wrothgar can deceive! Why are you so unwilling to see it?” 
“You are all forgetting something,” said Talon. “No one has mentioned the oncoming winter. Even we cannot march on the northlands once the skies darken. Wrothgar knows it. He’s counting on it! He won’t expect an attack before the spring, for he knows we will not be able to mount one…not if we expect to enlist the aid of every realm in the West.” Aincor sat back on his throne and smiled, nodding approval at his friend. This last point was difficult to argue with. “I can muster an army, march on the North, and defeat Wrothgar before the really fierce winds blow,” he said, turning to the Asari. “I have listened to your opinions out of respect and courtesy, but I rule this realm whether Wrothgar knows it or not. My warriors can cover the distance in six weeks. Even allowing time to prepare, I would estimate we have at least twice that before the worst happens. Our forces are well-equipped to withstand the elements, and we can fall back once Wrothgar has been defeated. If you cut the head off a snake, you need not fear the rest of it.”
Baelta, a cheerful and likable Asarla whose intentions were beyond reproach, turned his bright eyes to the King. “Please, my lord, do consider the words of others. I sense you have made up your mind…that you had, in fact, made it up already, but do heed the words of those who would dissuade you. Only consider them. That’s all I would ask.”
“I will consider them,” said Aincor, who was fond of Baelta. “But let no one send forth emissaries or take any action until my course is made clear. To do otherwise will be considered an act of defiance punishable by imprisonment.” He looked pointedly at Vathan. “We must not allow our enemies to know what we are planning. As of now, the walls of Tal- elathas are closed.”
He rose to his feet before the assembly, all of whom bowed their heads in polite submission. Then he bade Faelani rise, take his arm, and accompany him from the chamber. She had said nothing during the entire affair, but there was conflict in her troubled eyes. She would save her words for a better time and pray that she could get the King to hear them.
 
~~
 
Faelani’s task would prove to be greater than she had imagined. She had hoped to distract the King from his single-minded  course,  having gone into her private quarters and donned her most fetching attire. She returned to find Aincor pacing about their bed-chamber, his eyes alight with passion of a different kind than she was hoping for.
“I don’t understand what they’re all afraid of,” he said, allowing her to take him into her arms. “Surely they must realize the folly of all these delays. The defeat of Wrothgar would bring peace to our world—peace it has never known before.”
“And what will you do then, my Warrior-King?” said Faelani, entwining her fingers in Aincor’s long tangle of silken hair. She could feel the heat of his recent argument still steaming off him; he did not like being disagreed with.
Aincor frowned a little as he considered her question. “Despite all reports to the contrary, I have no love of war. I will live out my life, proud that I have brought peace to the West. My name will be forever revered, and our sons will reap the benefit of it. I wish to rule these lands knowing that I will always have you by my side and my sons to rule after me. What I don’t want is to be the King whose indecisiveness allowed Wrothgar to escape his due retribution.”
“Those are worthy ambitions, my love. But is there no middle ground? Can you not see both sides of the argument?”
“I can, and I have,” Aincor replied, caressing the back of her shoulders with his large, strong hands. “Yet my opinion has not changed. I saw what I saw. Wrothgar fears us, and now is the time to strike.”
Faelani sighed. “At least let emissaries go forth to the other western realms. Let our friends know that war is in the wind.”
Aincor’s tone changed to that of a parent instructing a child. “If emissaries are sent forth, Wrothgar’s messengers will know it and they will alert him. The City must remain closed until long after the war-party departs. If all goes as I expect, there will be no need to warn anyone of anything.”
“Let us not speak of this further tonight,” said Faelani, knowing that her beloved’s mind was closed for the moment. She would try her best to relax him. Perhaps then he would hear her. She sank down upon the soft furs beside the fire, encouraging him until he turned his thoughts from the battle at last.
Faelani voiced one final thought before giving herself over to the King’s passions. “Say only that our sons will not risk this assault with you.”
“I cannot promise that. Our sons go where they will. Asgar, at least, will want to share the glory.” The flame of his spirit consumed her then, and for a little while she forgot her fear and doubt.
 
~~
 
Vathan made his way down to the deeps beneath the fortress, knowing full well the risk he had brought upon himself. He had already summoned a very special group of followers—he called them his “wind- walkers”. They were unique in that they had no family in Tal-elathas; some were representatives of other races, all had been orphaned by Wrothgar’s attacks. They were clad head to foot in  silken  garments woven and colored to conceal them in the dappled forest light. Their cloaks, also of silk, were double-layered, black on one side and mottled on the other. Only their eyes were visible from within the silken wrappings. They bore little weaponry; their purpose was to travel by stealth, not to fight. 
Vathan had prepared well for this moment, and now he gave the wind-walkers their final instructions. Each would carry a letter bearing the seal of Tal-elathas, a letter warning of the possibility of imminent assault from the North. They were to give neither their own names nor Vathan’s…only the message. They could return to Tal-elathas or not, as they desired.
“You know how important your task is,” said Vathan, placing a trusting hand on the shoulder of one of the smaller females. “You shall travel to the Greatwood, to the realm of the Northmen, to the Light-elves of Èadros, to the great fortress of Mountain-home, to the depths of Cos- domhain, and to the forests of Tal-ailean. Let no one stay you from this. In my heart I believe that the King’s course may turn bad. If that happens, all the people of Light must stand ready. Travel swiftly and think not of your own comforts, for your reward will be great at journey’s end. Now farewell, and may light shine upon your path.”
The wind-walkers bowed, knowing that should the King discover them there would be no words to turn his wrath aside.
 
~~
 
The next few weeks were spent in preparing the war-party. Aincor enlisted the willing aid of his fiercest, most loyal fighters, including his elder son, Asgar. The younger son, Dardis, had tried without success to dissuade his father from war. Afterward, he had been so discouraged that he had retreated to the depths of his study-chambers and would not emerge even when Aincor summoned him. Instead, he sent his Master, Léiras the Far-sighted, to speak for him. Aincor would only hear from Léiras in private, and so they met in the King’s audience chamber.
“My son will not face me?” growled Aincor. “And why should he fear his own father?”
Léiras, a very sensitive and reclusive Asarla, was named “the Far- sighted” because he possessed remarkable powers of premonition. He shook his head, his pale golden hair waving gently from his scalp to his waist. “You ask such a question when your disregard of your son is evident? Dardis has told me of his attempts to turn you from your course, and also of your rather uncharitable response. In my opinion, trying to argue one of your decisions took tremendous fortitude. I can’t blame him for avoiding you in your present mood.”
“He knows I love him,” Aincor muttered.
“Does he? I wonder,” Léiras replied in a  voice  that could  easily have belonged to either a man or a woman. He usually wore white garments in a vain attempt to bring color to his translucent cheeks and nearly-colorless blue eyes, resulting in an almost spectral appearance. Aincor had never been comfortable in his presence. Though Léiras was kind-hearted, his premonitions were nearly always disturbing. Aincor usually received him with dread.
“He does,” said Aincor, trying to soften his tone. “He knows because I have told him.”
“I do hope you had less fire in your eyes when you did so,” said Léiras, raising one nearly-invisible eyebrow. “But whether you love your son or not is irrelevant to my mission here. He wishes me to convey a message. I have one of my own, as well.”
“Naturally,” grumbled the King, who had already guessed that Léiras would deliver some premonition concerning the upcoming battle.
“Your son’s message is this: that he wishes his father would heed the words of his teacher, Léiras, before it is too late. He also wishes to tell you that he will not be joining the war-party. He has neither the heart nor the skills for such things.”
“That is well known to me already,” said Aincor, his dark auburn brows drawing together in a frown. “And I suppose you are about to grace us with the typical pronouncement of impending disaster?”
Léiras gazed at Aincor with an expression that was difficult to read. It might have been sadness, but it was definitely tainted by disgust. “What I have done to earn such a lack of respect from you evades me, my lord. You usually listen to my counsel, which is a wise thing, as I am seldom wrong. Will you hear me now?”
Aincor drew a deep sigh, resting his chin in his left hand. “I suppose I must. Speak, then, your prophecies of doom.”
“I can give you no specifics,” Léiras replied. “Only this: I saw sorrow in the midst of triumph...a hollow victory. Battles won, and battles lost, but sorrow over all. Things are not as you expect.” He waited for a moment, his eyes on the King, who did not appear to react.
“Go on…”
“Wrothgar is stronger than you believe he is. He has deceived you.”
“And the fear I saw in his eyes?”
“That fear was false. It must have been.”
Aincor  considered,  pursing his  lips  and  looking down at  his lap.“Tell me exactly what you saw, Soothsayer, and leave nothing out.”
“I saw no vision this time, Fire-heart. I have only feelings…no pictures to illustrate them.”
“Then they are too vague for me to take seriously,” said Aincor. “Perhaps we will be defeated if we wait too long to attack! That has always been my belief. Perhaps the sorrow is that of the army who has spent too much time in following the advice of others. Can you be certain otherwise? I cannot stay the war-party based on the vagaries of feelings.”
“Not certain, but still confident,” said Léiras. “The doubts I have refer to your present course. If you do not stay the war-party, you will come to ruin, even though your army may prevail. I cannot say when, nor how, nor define the nature of this ruin, but it will come. I felt sorrow… immense and deep. And that sorrow was yours to bear.”
Aincor drew another long, growling sigh, rumbling in his massive chest. “So what would you have me do?”
“Just wait a while, my lord. That’s all I ask. Wait and see whether new insights may be gained. Send scouts northward, call a council, and gather your allies. You might be right—Wrothgar may be weak and fearful—but you will not defeat him alone.”
“The Èolar have never needed aid from anyone! My army has never been defeated. I have never been defeated,” cried Aincor. “I should not need to remind you of that.”
“You have not yet faced the Shadowmancer,” countered Léiras. “He has plied his dark trade since the Time of Mystery. Do you truly believe he is foolish enough to reveal his weakness to you?”
“Careful,  Soothsayer. You go  too  far,”  rumbled Aincor,  his  bright eyes nearly glowing. His form had begun to radiate a soft yet menacing light. “You have just come perilously close to calling me a fool.”
“Just consider what I have said. Again, I know I can ask no more of you. Think of the consequences if I am right…and compare them with the risks if I am wrong. You will find that one far outweighs the other.” Léiras turned to leave, but Aincor stayed him.
“Wait! I have not yet dismissed you.”
Léiras turned back, both eyebrows raised in anticipation, to behold a conflicted expression on the face of the King.
“I…I wanted to thank you for coming here and sharing your insight,” said Aincor. “It takes courage to face me when I am convinced of something. I promise to consider your counsel, though I cannot promise to act on it.”
“That’s all I can hope for, my lord,” said Léiras with a rare, slight smile.
 
~~
 
Faelani tried one more time to persuade Aincor. She was hopeful, as this time he had actually come to her for advice. He had done this only twice in all the years she had known him (other than with very inconsequential matters such as whether his tunic went well with his breeches). She knew the weight of the decision before him, and she knew that everyone had advised against his present course. She also knew how single-minded, stubborn, and prideful he could be. His army was equipped, trained, and ready for battle. The opportunity diminished day- by-day as the summer waned into early autumn. She had only this last chance to influence him.
She loved him with every part of her body and soul. She loved his strength, his independence, his brilliant mind, and even his fiery temperament. When he was near her, she always felt safe. His passion for her was obvious, as was the depth of his love, yet he still looked through her most times. Though he was unrestrained and formidable in the bedchamber, he was uncomfortable with intimacies of the heart.
She took him in her arms, baring her innermost soul to his vast energies. Though he did not wish to, he submitted to her invitation, allowing his own mind and heart to open—to join with her. Their spirits moved as one, as two streams flowing into a river. She saw as deeply into him as she dared, trying to cool his battle-lust with her own gentle sensibilities, but in the end she knew she could not overcome the obstacle of his pride. There was a hole in his spirit—a hole too vast and deep even for her to fill. She wept for him even before she broke their embrace, for she felt his fear. He clung to her, saying: “As long as I have you, I will fear no darkness. As long as I have you, I will never be alone again.”
By the time he released her there were tears in his eyes, though he did not know why. It was the first time Faelani had ever seen him weep.
 



Part Four
 
The King’s army went forth a few days later. Over five hundred Èolarin warriors, each wearing the scarlet leather plated armor of Aincor’s elite guard, went forth in the early morning. With them went their  wagon- drivers, weapons-masters, cooks, healers, and horse-masters. The wagons were laden with provisions, including cold-weather gear, for the northlands were already feeling the first whispers of winter. It was Aincor’s plan to make swift work of Wrothgar and return before the northern winter could truly bite.
Aincor rode at the head of the column, resplendent in his own scarlet armor, his dragon-helm flashing in the early morning sun upon his proud head. Beside him rode Asgar, bearing the battle-standard of the Fire- heart, and Talon, who always fought at Aincor’s right hand. Vathan was there as well, for he would not abandon the King whether he agreed with him or not. His son, Aldamar, rode beside him.
Aincor looked around for Faelani, finally catching sight of her standing upon one of the tall parapets near her private quarters. He knew she would not come down to him, but at least she had put in an appearance for the sake of his reputation. They had quarreled that morning, and she had threatened not to appear at all. “You are so full of your own importance, you surely won’t need any additional well- wishers,” she had said. Those words still stung a little, as he had only tried to reassure her that her fears were groundless. After all, he was right about most things, and he was right about his decision to attack Lord Wrothgar. About the time he had cursed her for her stubbornness, she had stared at him in open-mouthed incredulity, whirled on one heel and stormed from the chamber, throwing the oaken door shut with finality.
Now he raised his right arm to her, bringing his hand down to rest upon his heart in a gesture of farewell. Even from this distance he could see the worry in her pale face. She extended her right hand toward him and brought it to her heart, but there was no joy or enthusiasm in either the gesture or in her melancholy expression. Aincor sighed and shook his head once before putting her out of his mind, wondering if he would ever really understand what motivated her.
A more magnificent sight had not been seen in Tal-elathas. The three Asari stood upon the walls, their arms extended in a gesture of farewell, and began to glow with powerful Inner Light. This light flared forth from their hands and enveloped the army in a soft, radiant glow—a parting blessing.
Aincor raised his right hand to acknowledge the gift, and his warriors all followed suit. Then he blew his great horn—a beautifully carved, gilded dragon—and spurred his powerful red horse toward the North.
 
~~
 
After he had gone, Faelani returned to her private chambers. She had preparations to make. Once the great gates had closed again, the City would return to its usual business, but though Faelani had been appointed by the King to rule in his absence, she had no intention of remaining in Tal-elathas. Everyone would assume she had gone into temporary seclusion to lament the departure of her life-mate—she had, in fact, laid the groundwork for that assumption—but her plans were quite different. She had to keep them secret for as long as she could, for they would greatly upset her younger son, Dardis, who was already broken-hearted enough.
 
~~
 
Dardis had not attended the departure of Aincor’s army, retreating instead to his underground study to await the return of his master, Léiras. He truly had not wanted to say goodbye to his father and brother, for he knew of Léiras’ premonition, and he was afraid.
Léiras finally appeared in Dardis’ study-chamber, the sadness evident on his ageless face. “We tried to dissuade him, my friend,” he said, placing a gentle hand on Dardis’ shoulder in an effort to comfort him.
“I don’t understand why he wouldn’t listen…why he never listens!” said Dardis, his voice unsteady, tears starting in his eyes. “I almost wish h e had known some humiliating past defeat—something which could have made him see that he can fall to an enemy.Léiras drew a deep breath. 
“So do I. Wrothgar is an enemy that may be beyond him. There is no worse one in the West, at any rate. But perhaps he will prevail…my premonitions do not always come to pass.” 
Dardis raised one eyebrow. “Can you tell me of one which has not?”
He waited for several moments, but Léiras did not reply.
 
~~
 
Wrothgar had been preparing for this day for many years. He had assembled a far greater force than anyone was aware of, sending them forth a few at a time. They had amassed in quite respectable numbers within striking distance of each of the realms of Elves, Dwarves, and Men, including Tuathas, the Cavern-realms, the Greatwood Forest, and the City of Light. These underground armies went undetected, for they were hidden by the Shadowmancer’s art. He had placed them into a sort of dark sleep, to awaken only when he summoned them. Each force was commanded by a dark, fearsome Bödvar.
Wrothgar planned his uprising carefully, knowing that his dark forces would likely prevail in a surprise attack. After all, his power was at its peak, despite his leading Aincor to believe otherwise. Word reached Wrothgar’s ears that Tal-elathas had been “sealed”…that no emissaries had been allowed to warn their allies of the impending conflict. The Shadowmancer chuckled from within the flames of his stronghold. There would be no warning given. Everything was as he had predicted.
Aincor had been the one obstacle of real concern—Wrothgar had never met another like him. This Elf did not fear the Bödvari, a fact Wrothgar still could not fathom. Aincor had fortified Tal-elathas until it was impenetrable, or nearly so. His warriors were the fiercest in all of Alterra—they could summon their Light at will, though only Aincor could maintain it without tiring. Aincor believed himself to be invincible, which made him the most dangerous of enemies, one who is without fear. Still, Wrothgar knew that if all went according to plan, Aincor would be defeated. Wrothgar intended to lure him deep into his own dark realm, to put the King at a fatal disadvantage.
He positioned some of his forces, including one of his specially- bred dragons, in an outer battalion to the south of his stronghold. These would engage the Fire-heart, falling back before him, luring the Elven army ever-closer. Wrothgar would then send forth a much larger and more powerful defense force, although there would be no Bödvari—they had been sent to command his outer armies, which were already laying siege to the realms of Aincor’s allies.
It made little sense to risk the Bödvari to defend the Pale Fortress. Wrothgar already knew that Aincor could prevail over them.  Bödvari relied on their two weapons: fear and flames, which they  cast  with deadly accuracy. Aincor, who had once defeated a dragon single-handed, was obviously not afraid of fire. And he didn’t even seem to be aware of the black, oppressive aura of fear surrounding the Bödvari; he charged forward with his dragon-shield before him, his Inner  Light  flaring, blinding and slaying them before they could even react.
Wrothgar would need to rely on his legions of Ulcas, his remaining dragons, trolls, savage men, and other dread creatures. He hoped that the sheer numbers of his defenders would fell the majority of Aincor’s warriors, but if not, he was unconcerned. It didn’t matter whether  he faced five attackers, or five hundred, or five thousand, or merely Aincor himself. Wrothgar possessed a weapon of such power that his enemy’s defeat was all but certain, and he needed nothing more than his own evil nature to summon it.
 
~~
 
When the Elves of Tal-elathas first engaged Wrothgar’s outer battalion, Aincor believed his instincts were well-founded. All was as he had thought—Wrothgar was indeed weak and fearful if this was the extent of his resistance.
Vathan wondered. Surely Lord Wrothgar was expecting Aincor to attack. After all, they had done nothing to keep themselves hidden, riding forth in splendor, their horses and wagons raising dust that could be seen for miles. The weather grew colder the farther north they traveled, and soon it would become really difficult. Vathan knew that Aincor was planning to attack swiftly and vanquish his enemy with all speed. That alone should have alarmed Wrothgar, yet there were no Bödvari and only a single dragon. Wrothgar must have known that a pathetic  rabble  of Ulcas and hill-trolls was no match an army of seasoned Èolar. Vathan wondered what still awaited them.
Wrothgar’s forces would doubtless put up a better show with the second wave. Aincor’s army had drawn within sight of the Pale Fortress, which rose above the barren landscape as a rotten, stinking pile of stone. It radiated corruption and hopelessness in a cloud of foul, icy mist that hung about the edifice like a death-shroud. The horses would not draw nearer to it; they shifted unhappily beneath  their  riders,  snorting  and lifting briefly onto their hind legs. The Elves had little choice but to make an encampment there, for they were travel-worn. They posted sentries and waited for darkness, knowing the battle would then begin anew.
 
~~
 
Elsewhere, attacks had already begun. The Dwarf-realms of Rûmm and the Deep-caverns were besieged, as was the Elf-city of Eádros. The realm of the Northmen had also been forced to engage Wrothgar’s dark army, and the Greatwood stood upon the brink of battle. It would take too much time to send word of the assaults back to Tal-elathas; by then the Èolar would be embroiled in their own conflict if all went according to plan.
Fortunately, both the Tuathar and the Wood-elves of the Greatwood had received messages from Vathan’s wind-walkers, and were not taken entirely by surprise. They had little time to prepare, but at least they were aware of their enemy. The others had not been as fortunate. The distance to Tal-elathas was too great for the message to be carried to the Dwarf-realms, or to Eádros. Of the fate of those messengers, little is known.
Even with advance warning, there was little the Wood-elves or the Northmen of Tuathas could do against Wrothgar’s Bödvari, and a dark cloud descended over the realms of Light as the war began in earnest.
 
~~
 
As predicted, Wrothgar’s defenders swarmed Aincor’s encampment just after sunset. They met with five hundred of the most highly-trained and powerful of the ancient Light-bearers. Neither Ulca nor troll could stand before the radiance of an Èolarin warrior alight with blue-white flame, a Light far more painful and destructive to those who cannot bear the sun. The Light of an enraged Èolarin Elf will wither and blister the very skin from an Ulca, and a troll who draws too near will find itself hardening into the stone from which it was made. Aincor’s forces had little to fear from either.
Dragons posed a far greater problem, and several of Aincor’s warriors were killed in the melee, literally cooked inside their impressive armor. Talon made a particularly impressive showing when he leaped astride the neck of one of the dragons, which, at the time, was spouting massive flames from its horned snout. Using his knowledge of dragon-lore, Talon worked a stout blade between the diamond-hard plates beneath the beast’s neck, slashing one of the great vessels there. The blood rushed forth, drenching and spraying over many of Wrothgar’s minions who had, unfortunately, rallied around the great beast.
Talon watched in fascinated horror as the Ulcas, whose skin was already festering with sores and ulcerations, reacted to the dragon’s blood as though it were liquid fire. Their flesh seemed to dissolve, sending up poisonous tendrils of green vapor. Talon knew then that this dragon’s blood was deadly poison—a rarity, but not unheard of. The conflict had now reached a whole new level of difficulty.
The dragon writhed and screamed, reaching forward with clawed wings to tear away its attacker. Talon hung on as best he could, but the wildly thrashing beast, now slick with its own blood, was too much for him. As he fell, he sliced his right hand open on one of the razor-like spines. Talon hit the ground running, for he knew the beast would not long keep its feet. It crashed sideways in a roiling mass of dying flesh and bloody scales, still sending forth a last burst of flame.
Talon saw that even Aincor had taken notice of his bravery, raising a hand to him in congratulation, but the heat of battle was on him and he could not approach. Talon grimaced, knowing he was gravely wounded, the dragon-venom burning slowly up his right arm. His slashed hand was stained with dragon’s blood, and the wound was deep.
From out of nowhere one of the wagon-drivers appeared beside him, grabbing his other arm. “Follow me if you would live,” he said, pulling Talon from the fray. “Where does the burning end?” asked the driver, breathless beneath the hood hiding his face. He held Talon’s right arm, extending it.
“Here,” gasped Talon, who nearly doubled over from pain, indicating his right forearm, near the elbow. The poison was working its way up the arm with frightening speed. 
The driver opened the scaled leather armor with a practiced stroke of a keen blade, took a firm grip on Talon’s right wrist, muttering “Forgive me…” and slashed down with all his might. It was not a clean cut and Talon howled in surprised agony, pulling back with all his strength. The driver muttered a curse, twisting Talon’s arm at the elbow, slicing through the tough cords and strips of meat that still bound it. Another slash, and the arm came free in a tangle of gristle and glistening white sinew. Unfortunately, there was also a veritable fountain of blood. Talon remained on his feet for a few astonished seconds before sinking to his knees, the color draining from his face.
“Be still!” hissed the driver, encircling the stump with a stout strap in an attempt to stop the alarming flow. Talon sank all the way to the ground then, his teeth chattering, his eyes rolled back, as the driver screamed for aid in bearing him from the field. Talon’s last thought before the darkness took him was that the voice had sounded…feminine, somehow.
 
~~
 
Wrothgar called back his forces, sending an evil wind out over the battlefield. It reeked like a stinking, frozen marsh, and it dimmed even the Elves’ light as it enveloped them, carrying a message to the Dark Army. (Fall Back. Fall Back to the Fortress...) With the exception of a few particularly thick-headed trolls, Wrothgar’s legions withdrew, leaving the Elven host only a little diminished. Still, there were casualties.
Faelani stood watching from the shadows as Talon clung to life, his powerful body trembling like a new-born lamb’s, gripped  in a  deadly chill. The healers had sealed the vessels of his arm, searing the stump with hot iron so they could remove the strap from around it. They were now trying to warm him with draughts of steaming hot liquor laced with healing herbs. He drank, but the fiery brew was not enough to warm him for more than a few minutes. Faelani knew that he had lost too much blood. She also knew from the yellowish cast to his face that some of the dragon-venom had managed to enter despite her drastic effort, and he was doomed.
Talon’s eyes flickered left and right, as though searching for something or someone. Before Faelani could fully withdraw he spotted her, and whispered something to one of the healers. She knew it was no use trying to hide—the healer had risen to his feet already and was now beckoning to her. She looked down at her torn, filthy clothing and hoped it would continue to conceal her identity. Her dark green hood still obscured her face as she approached Talon.
“Your name, wagon-driver,” he whispered.
Faelani drew deeper into her green hood. “Thayel”, she said in a forced, odd voice, as though attempting to sound gruff. One of the healers smiled. Thayel was obviously trying to sound older and more mature than he was.
Faelani knelt at Talon’s side. “Leave us!” she said to the healers, in a voice perhaps too commanding considering “Thayel’s” youth and inexperience. “These are to be private words.”
Faelani extended a slim, beautiful hand, smoothing the hair back from Talon’s face, noting with dismay how cold it was. Talon’s eyelids twitched, then slowly opened, revealing stormy grey eyes now dull with approaching death. They locked on Thayel, searching beneath the hood, as Talon’s left hand reached forward and slipped beneath it. When it fell back, it gripped a long lock of beautiful hair…Faelani’s hair.
“My Queen!” cried Talon in a weak and failing voice. “You should not have come here. The King does not know you ride with us. You must…you must tell him!”
“Hush,” said Faelani, glancing about to make certain no one had overheard. “Talon, I ride to protect my beloved. I know of Léiras’ vision, and I have come to make certain it does not come to pass. The King is being deceived—I just know it. If I can come to him at the right time, perhaps I can sway him from this course. No one else can…of that I’m sure.”
“But, my lady…”
“Hush! You must not tell him, Talon, as you love him, as you love me, you must not!” She placed a warm, soothing hand on the side of his neck, tears starting in her eyes. His heartbeat was so weak now…racing, but weak. He was dying. “Remember, Brave One, and keep our secret,” she whispered.
She gasped, startled by a hand on her shoulder—a hand she knew well. Aincor had approached unheard. “I understand I owe you the life of my Captain,” he said. “Thank you for your service. When we return to Tal-elathas, I will reward you properly. Now, if you will pardon me, I wish to speak to my friend alone.”
Faelani drew in a panicked breath, turning quickly away and tucking back the long lock of hair Talon had revealed. “Yes, my lord,”  she mumbled in her false, gravelly voice. Aincor had not heard her words to Talon. If Aincor did not discover her, and if Talon kept her secret, all would be well.
“Why do you turn away and not show the proper respect to your King?” said Aincor, though his tone was still gentle. “You have neither bowed before me nor acknowledged my thanks. I shall have to instruct you if you are to be employed in my court on our return.”
Faelani bowed low, disguising her voice once more. “Forgive me, my lord. I am weary from grief, for my efforts have been in vain. I’m afraid the Captain is dying.” She backed away, her body still bowed, then stood tall, taking care to keep her hood low across her face. She retreated without showing Aincor the discourtesy of turning her back to him. For once she was thankful for his tendency to look past, over, and through other people.
 
~~
 
Aincor knelt beside his friend and roused him. Talon smiled when he beheld the King’s face. “I killed a dragon...does that make me worthy to stand at your right hand?” he whispered.
“Ever have you done so,” said Aincor, his deep voice washing over Talon like a gentle blanket of comfort. “You must rest now, for your strength is in doubt. I shall need you with me for the last assault.” At this his eyes filled with sorrow, for he knew his Captain would not stand beside him again.
Talon struggled with the secret that had been revealed to him. Faelani, the Queen, was here. Aincor did not know that she stood in harm’s way. He could not keep such a thing from his King—his closest friend—no matter the Queen’s desire. He knew he had only moments to live…only one chance to speak.
“My King…I am torn…the Queen, Queen Faelani…” a black tunnel began to close before his eyes, and his ears rang and hissed as he fought to remain aware. “Faelani…Faelani…”
Aincor then did a very rare thing indeed. He shed a tear of grief for his dying friend, saying, “Faelani is safe, Talon. She is safe in Tal- elathas. You need not fear for her.” When he next looked into Talon’s eyes, all life had left them.
Aincor sighed. He was touched by Talon’s concern for Faelani. No doubt the Captain had loved her, and Aincor could not fault him for that. Everyone loved Faelani. Aincor gently closed the eyelids of one of the most stalwart warriors ever to draw a blade, and then went to see to other affairs. Soon he would trap Wrothgar and his pathetic minions like rats in a storm drain.
He rose to his feet, turning to behold Vathan standing behind him. “I’m sorry about Talon,” he muttered. “He was almost as fierce a fighter as his King.”
“He loved your sister,” said Aincor. “He died speaking her name.” “Yes, I heard. And what will you do now?”
“I will prepare our strategy for the assault on the Pale Fortress, which I intend to mount before the sun sets again. The Shadowmancer called back his army even before the dawn. He’s either up to something, or he is even more fearful than I had hoped. He must realize that he cannot win.”
“No doubt,” said Vathan, shaking his head. He had no time to argue with Aincor, for there was someone else he needed to see.
 
~~
 
Vathan found Faelani tending to her gear. She had intentionally placed her supply wagon and horses as far from the front as possible to make an encounter with either Aincor or Asgar less likely. Vathan, who had known of her subterfuge from the beginning, had aided her in avoiding them. Vathan’s own son, Aldamar, was a great friend of Prince Asgar. At his father’s direction, Aldamar had kept Asgar away from the supply wagons. This had not been difficult, as being farther away from the fighting was the last thing on Asgar’s mind.
“Begging your pardon, Thayel, but I would speak with you.”
Faelani turned to behold her brother, taking notice of his serious expression. “Talon is dead, isn’t he?” she ventured in a soft, sad voice, her eyes downcast. Then she looked up again, her face anxious. “Did he…did he reveal…?”
“No, sister, he did not,” said Vathan, raising a hand to quiet her. “But not for lack of trying. He simply died before he could manage it. You were fortunate…I  suppose.”
“What do you mean, you suppose?” said Faelani, at once relieved and uncertain. “If Aincor finds me here now, he will most likely have me escorted back to Tal-elathas in chains. My presence must only be made known to him at the proper time.” She looked away, as though she knew her words made little sense.
“And when, precisely, might that be?” asked Vathan, knowing that she had no idea. “I still don’t understand what motivated you to come here. You tried to dissuade him before the army set forth. You honestly believe you will convince him to back down now that he has what he believes to be certain victory within his grasp?” Vathan shook his head in exasperation. “As IF!”
“I…I don’t know why I came, Vathan. I didn’t want him to face this doom without me. If you could have heard Léiras’ pronouncement…that my beloved will bear such profound sorrow as the world has never known?”
“Léiras shared this with you?” muttered Vathan in disbelief. “Well, no wonder you felt compelled to follow the Fire-heart, then. I wish I had Léiras here now. I’d wring his scrawny neck for him.”
“Vathan! You speak blasphemy!” whispered Faelani, shocked at her brother’s words. “And I doubt you would be successful. The magic-users have power they have not revealed to us.”
“If they are so powerful, then why don’t they use that power against the Shadowmancer instead of sending a proud, self-important, deluded fool like Aincor to do their work for them?” muttered Vathan. He saw the horrified look on Faelani’s face, and relented. 
“I’m sorry, my dear. I know you love him with all your soul. But this has just been…it’s just been too easy. Tomorrow the Fire-heart intends to invade the stronghold itself. I’ll be going with him. You have no hope of convincing him otherwise, and all you will do at this point is make him angry and afraid for you. Has it not occurred to you that this profound sadness Léiras spoke of might result from your death? That perhaps the best way to save him from it is for you to return home where you will be safe? He has been fighting like the reckless dragon-warrior he is, believing that you will be safe no matter the outcome. If you reveal your presence here, you might change his fortunes, and not for the better! What if he holds back, or is distracted out of concern for you?”
Faelani faltered. “I…I don’t know. I’m not sure!” Her eyes welled over with tears. “I only know that my life-mate and my elder son are descending into the heart of the most evil place in all the world,” she cried. “And you want me to turn away and leave?”
“I want you to promise to stay here, at least,” said Vathan, looking around anxiously, hoping that Faelani had not been overheard. This last outburst had been quite loud. “Now, lower your voice, unless you want the decision to be made for you.” He released a long, pent-up breath. “You do realize that if Aincor finds us together and knows I have kept this from him he will probably cut my throat for treason, don’t you? If he knew of the wind-walkers, he’d cut it twice!”
“Once will be enough, I think,” came a deep, threatening, unmistakable voice from behind the tall wagon. Aincor appeared, his face as dark as a thundercloud.  He  had  apparently followed  Vathan out  of  curiosity. “Wind-walkers? And who, or what, are they? It’s no use trying to lie to me…neither of you has ever been able to do so without my knowing it.” 
“Please, beloved…do not blame Vathan. I forced him to keep my secret. I just…I just wanted to be here with you, to watch over you and Asgar.”
“Have you so little confidence in me that you believe I need you to watch over me in battle?” said Aincor, his anger still  quite evident. “And do you also believe me incapable of keeping our son from harm?”
“It’s not always about you, is it? You cannot be everywhere at once,” said Faelani. “Asgar is anxious to prove himself, and he is nearly as reckless as his father. Another pair of watchful eyes couldn’t hurt…” She cringed inwardly, knowing how weak and unconvincing her argument sounded.
“You were actually on the battlefield last night. You pulled Talon from the fray! He spoke your name because…because he wanted to tell me you were here!” He looked away. “How could I have been so easily misled? You stood within striking distance of dragons and trolls. You could have been stricken down, and I would not even have known it?” The anger in his eyes was slowly overcome by a dawning fear. He could lose his only love—could lose her at any moment. He felt suddenly unmanned. “I cannot speak of this now.”
He turned then to Vathan, and the anger returned. “Explain to me ‘wind- walkers’.”
Vathan knew he had to tell Aincor the truth, to reveal that he had sent messengers to their allies. “They had to be warned! I’m quite certain the wind-walkers left without anyone’s observing them. They have been specially trained. Wrothgar would not have known.”
“Oh, you are so certain?” said Aincor with barely controlled fury. “The only fact which will now save your life is that the Shadowmancer was so poorly prepared for our assault. Even I—proud, self-important, deluded fool that I am—expected a more difficult fight. Your disobedience has, thankfully,  caused  us  little  harm.  But  that  will  not  save  you  from punishment. You are stripped of your title and your  rank. You are banished from this army, and will be taken back to Tal-elathas in shame. I shall have you bound and imprisoned in this supply wagon to await the outcome of the battle. Your sister will also remain here so that I need not be concerned for her welfare.” He  turned  to  Faelani.  “Do  you understand?”
Every syllable was spat forth as though he would strike her with it. He meant every word. “I understand,” she said.
“Promise me you will not leave the encampment,” said Aincor, looking her firmly in the eye.
“I will stay in the encampment.”
“You won’t leave it. Promise me.”
“I promise,” said Faelani, her head hung in defeat.
 



Part Five
 
In the depths of his pale tower, Lord Wrothgar prepared to receive his enemy. The Fire-heart and his army would break though his defenses soon, but that did not dismay him. The most powerful and ruthless Elven warrior ever to draw breath was, in all likelihood, expecting to stand defiant before his very throne…but that was of little concern.
Not often on the eve of battle is one so certain of victory, yet Wrothgar was certain. His plans had been well laid, his armies well positioned. The Enlightened Peoples of Alterra had been lulled, beguiled, and misled, and now they fought desperately to defend themselves. Aincor, the mightiest of them all, would most certainly fail to prevent the Dark Uprising from overwhelming all the western lands. Such grand plans had a price, and Wrothgar expected to pay a heavy one—he would need to tear apart the very fabric of his own existence.
The Shadowmancer had lurked in the dark places of Alterra since the Time of Mystery. His origins were unknown; even he could not remember them. But he had practiced his evil magic for thousands of years, always in darkness, fearful of the Light. He coveted the power of Creation; hated all things positive and wholesome, despised enlightenment, tolerance, and love…love most of all. Love was the enemy of all things he valued— subjugation, fear, suppression, ignorance, loneliness, suspicion, jealousy, and pride—these things gave him power.
He knew that he could not withstand the Light of Aincor’s spirit for long. But if all went according to plan, there would be no need.  He would summon forth that part of himself over which the Light had no power. This would take every scrap of skill, energy, and concentration he possessed.
Wrothgar was a creature of spirit and smoke; he only took physical form when he wished to. It was necessary in battle, as he could not wield a weapon otherwise, but it wearied him to maintain a body. It also exhilarated him—his senses were only in play as long as he maintained form—and the sights, smells, and feelings delighted him. He had learned to abandon his body if the battle turned against him; he had, in fact, done so three times before Aincor’s army in the past. But he had yet to face Aincor  himself.
First, he would once again take physical form. His body slowly materialized from within the flaming house of his spirit, writhing and twisting, as bringing it into being was always painful. Wrothgar took substance from the ashes of the dead, conjuring and re-forming the flesh until it was firm and whole. Usually he would then don his fearsome armor, but not this time. There was no need. He wanted to appear vulnerable…to lure his prideful adversary within his grasp. He sat upon his throne, running his newly-formed hands over his magnificent, naked form, shivering with delight at the sensations coursing through his skin, muscles, and viscera. He lifted his terrible, horrifying face toward the heavens, snarling, and drew several deep breaths. Then he closed his eyes, dropped his strong jaw nearly to his chest, and began summoning.
Wrothgar reached into his own breast with both hands, drawing forth his beating heart. His body shuddered in agony, but did not die. Holding his own heart in his left hand, he began to conjure with his right, moving his long, powerful fingers over and around the heart, which began to beat so rapidly as to nearly burst. He was rewarded—a dark mist rose, an evil vapor that killed all light within it, swirling in malevolent ribbons and clouds. It grew larger and larger, until it enveloped Wrothgar’s entire form in darkness. There was mad, shrieking laughter, agonized moaning, and a deep, oily chuckle emanating from it. Wrothgar gasped, nearly swooning before placing his heart back into its housing.
The deed was done. The Shadow had been summoned.
 
 
~~
 
Aincor left Faelani in the supply wagon, along with Vathan, who had been bound to it in chains. The body of Talon, Aincor’s fallen commander, had been reverently laid there and covered with the King’s battle-flag. Aincor, who was already armored and ready to depart, spoke only a few words to Faelani. He dared not take her in his arms, nor speak of the love in his heart, for he feared his resolve would weaken.
“Stay here as you have promised, and all will be well,” he said.
 Faelani tried to hold him, as she feared for him. “If the battle goes ill I may never hold you again. I don’t know if I can bear it!”
He drew back from her, but his expression softened with regret. “Do you have so little faith in me? In my decisions? I have told you before...as long as I have you, I will fear no darkness. Whatever dark fate you’re imagining will not come to pass—not as long as you are safe. I’m angry with you for putting yourself at risk, but I cannot allow you to distract me now. You must have faith in me!” He paused and looked into her eyes, waiting for an affirmation.
 Faelani dropped her gaze. “I have faith in your abilities, beloved,” she said. “But...I don’t...what I mean is...”
Aincor didn’t wait for her to finish, his face expressionless, masking his disappointment. “I see how strong your faith is. Just make sure you stay here with your faithless brother.”
He turned to Vathan with a mixture of anger and contempt. “I regret that I must leave you in the presence of one so heroic and loyal as Talon, as it seems an insult to his memory.” He leaned down so that his eyes met Vathan’s, his dragon-scaled leather armor creaking, early dawn light already glinting on its polished red surface. “If I did not so love your sister, I would have struck you down already.” With those words, he was gone.
Faelani wept as she watched him go, afraid that she had seen the last of him, and wishing she had been able to proclaim absolute faith in his ability to prevail. She knew that he was walking into far worse than he expected—Léiras had foreseen it. She also knew that despite her own strength of  will,  regardless  of  Aincor’s  insufferable confidence and disregard, she would die without him. Aincor was stubborn, reckless, insensitive, and self-important, yet Faelani knew of his fear, and she loved him anyway.
The war-party set forth, and it was a grand sight. The great Houses of the Èolar—the Dragon, the Raven, the  Owl,  and  the  Wolf—strode forth, silken battle-standards unfurling in the foul breeze, lifted their swords and spears to the Fire-heart. They would have followed him anywhere. They chanted as they marched toward the Pale Fortress, knowing they would soon face the great Evil within it, firm  in  their resolve.
Vathan heard them chanting, and he gave a great cry of frustration, pulling hard on the chains that bound him to the wagon. “I am not a traitor!” he shouted, yanking on the heavy iron manacles again and again. “Aincor! You do not know what awaits you! Release me so that I may aid you! Release me so that I may fight and die beside you!” He slumped over, knowing his struggles were futile, his long hair obscuring his face. Faelani could not see the shame in his eyes, but she knew it was there. She came nearer, placing a tender hand on her brother’s shoulder.
“I know...I know. He judged you far too harshly,” she whispered. “He really isn’t himself now—but it hurt that you did not trust his decision.” She swallowed in a dry throat, knowing that her lack of trust had hurt Aincor far more deeply. She shook it off, her tone lightening with false hope as she tried to lift her brother’s spirits. “Your disgrace will not stand, for Léiras knows of your courage in sending the wind- walkers. Aincor will see the truth of it when we return home.” Even as she spoke the words, she knew they meant nothing.
“None of us will return home, Faelani. You know it!” said Vathan, turning his stricken face toward her. “You know he is walking into something dire, along with your son and mine, but your warning—our warning—was of no help. He has made up his mind, and will not turn aside. Now my only choices are whether I will die fighting beside him or die chained to this wagon like a dog!”
“Or,” said Faelani, “you could die by the King’s hand if you try to follow  him and  he  catches  you.  He  will  strike  you dead  for  your disobedience this time—have no doubt of it.”
“I would rather face that dishonor than remain here, helpless to do anything but wait for Wrothgar’s minions to find me. Please, sister, if you have any solution, share it now.”
Faelani trembled, terrified by her own thoughts. She glanced over at the armored body of Talon and closed her eyes. She did, indeed, have a solution, but it would take all her courage to implement it.
 
~~
 
Wrothgar slumped on his throne, a ragged, healing scar drawn across his breast, as the Shadow loomed before him.
“Why hast thou summoned me?”
“You are here to serve Me in battle, nothing more.”
The creature laughed, a horrible, gurgling, oily sound that sent shivers even through the Shadowmancer. “And dost thou believe I serve any but myself? How very foolish,” it said.
“You are a part of My being. You cannot exist outside My influence. You would do well to remember it,” said Wrothgar.
“As would thou,” the Shadow replied, swirling around Wrothgar’s throne like a veil of black silk. “Thy strength is in me, and I hold the key to thy victory. I move at my own bidding—no one orders me.”
“Then go forth and work your art. There are bodies to break and souls to steal. When you have finished, return to He Who has Summoned you. Our reward will be great, and I will remember it. Together, we will rule this world.”
“And what if I should choose otherwise? What then? Thou hast not the strength to oppose me, and I shall be even stronger with each foe I vanquish.”
“You cannot exist without me,” said Wrothgar. “See, now, what will happen if you try!”
He took his own throat in both hands, and squeezed. His body stiffened,  his  black eyes  bulged,  but he  did  not relent.  The  Shadow’s black veil turned a sickly grey. It began to twist and roil in alarm. “All right,” it said. “I understand.”
Wrothgar released his own throat at last, choking and gasping for breath, as the Shadow’s form turned black once more. “You…cannot exist…without me,” he said, still wheezing. “Remember it! Now, go.”
Once the Shadow had departed, Wrothgar readied himself for the next step in the plan. He almost wished that his success did not depend upon the Shadow, as he was so much stronger when it was housed within his own being, but he knew the risk would be worth it in the end.
 
~~
 
The Shadow lurked in the depths of the Pale Fortress, casting itself harmlessly across the walls and the floor, surrounding Wrothgar’s battle- force. Once the Enemy appeared, it would fulfill its purpose, taking the Elven host one by one until the few who remained would be forced to retreat. It would feed well…oh, yes! Because the Shadow was a part of Wrothgar, it knew of Aincor Fire-heart…how regrettable that the reverse was not true. When the High King fell, the Shadow would make certain he knew who had vanquished him.
Thousands of defenders stood waiting—Ulcas, Trolls…even two of the Night-fliers, slender, long-necked black dragons who would attack like silent, flame-spouting bats. These legions were commanded by massive, savage men who had been turned to Wrothgar’s service with promise of riches and power. Formidable warriors, they wore the scalps of their victims stitched together like gruesome capes. Hair of gold, mahogany, and raven intermingled, bearing silent testimony to the deaths of men and Elves alike. Some sat astride fierce wild pigs with enormous, sharp tusks—it was not known whether the rider or his mount was of more fearsome disposition.
Wrothgar’s defenders did not know about the Shadow. Wrothgar didn’t want to fill them with confidence—he wanted their terror to be real, to draw the Elves into his web. Those who could feel fear trembled in the darkness as the chanting and the Light of Aincor’s host drew ever closer. Then, rather abruptly, the two armies stood facing one another at last.
Aincor did not hesitate, as he saw nothing unexpected.  He brandished his sword, flaring up with brilliant  light,  and  charged forward. The defenders outnumbered the Elves by five to one, but they would not stand long before the light, and Aincor knew it. His followers knew it, too. They rushed forward on the heels of their King, and the battle was joined.
 
~~
 
Vathan had put on Talon’s armor, though he was neither as tall nor as massive and it had not fitted him as well as he would have liked. He had joined the host of Elves just as Aincor led the charge, and he drew his own sword, looking around for Aldamar. He had promised Faelani that he would watch over Asgar, as well. He found them both fighting right behind Aincor, using only their weapons, for they were neither experienced nor strong enough yet to summon their Inner Light. Still they made good progress, swinging their swords with lethal precision.
No evil being could long endure Aincor’s light—they all wailed and shrank back as the King strode forward, cutting a wide swath with sweeping strokes of his blade. Vathan turned his attention to his own concerns, relieved that all seemed well for the moment, until he noticed something quite strange. Two of the Èolarin warriors, both of the Raven clan, appeared to be fighting each other! They fought with all their skill until one managed to sever the other’s sword-arm. He fell, helpless, but his attacker did not relent, even when the wounded Elf appeared to plead for his life. His head came neatly away from his neck, an expression of uncomprehending anguish still on his face, as the one who  had vanquished him stepped over his now-lifeless body as though it were of no concern.
Vathan was confused and horrified. He stood, his sword-arm slack at his side, wondering whether his eyes had deceived him. Yet now he saw another Elf, this one battling a troll, suddenly stop fighting and lower his blade. He turned his back to the troll as though it wasn’t there, taking perhaps two steps before the great, stony hands grasped him and tore him limb-from-limb.
Vathan saw a dark veil moving across the stone of the fortress, settling around Wrothgar’s defenders one by one. When it did so, the Elves would turn their attentions elsewhere, allowing the enemy to strike them from behind. Then the shade would surround one of the Elves, who would soon find himself attacked by those he had thought were friends, falling quickly in his confusion.
There was some devilry at work here, and Vathan quickly realized that the dark, shadowy veil had much to do with it. If no one realized what was happening, they would all be deceived! “PEOPLE OF LIGHT! HEAR ME!” Vathan cried, but few could hear him over the riot of battle. Those who stood nearest turned their attention to Vathan long enough that he could continue. He had to get his people to fall back, to be made aware of what was happening to them. “FALL BACK! RALLY! RALLY TO ME! YOU ARE ALL BEWILDERED! FALL BACK!” Several of the Elves within earshot stayed their blades, looks of conflict and confusion on their faces. This unidentified Elf in dragon-armor had no authority to order them—they moved at the command of the Fire-heart.  But they turned to one another as though considering.
The Shadow moved quickly, as it did not wish to be unmasked. It turned upon Vathan, who stood helpless as the black veil surrounded him. He felt horrific violence, hunger and lust envelop him, drawing away his strength, as two of Aincor’s warriors, shocked to see a hideous troll standing where the unknown dragon-warrior had been only moments earlier, turned their blades on him. Vathan fought like a cornered eagle, screaming in frustration, trying to free himself from the illusion. Summoning whatever strength he could, he flared up like a shooting star, throwing off the Shadow, who, not to be denied, assailed one of Vathan’s would-be attackers. Immediately, the Elf transformed into a repulsive, misshapen Ulca. He was run through from behind by his own astonished brother. 
To Vathan’s horror, as the dying Elf crumpled to the ground, the Shadow engulfed his spirit as it tried to leave his body. Vathan heard the Elf wail as his soul was consumed, and he heard the insane, hideous laughter of the thing that fed upon it. The hunger and lust of the Shadow would never be satiated.
Horrified, Vathan shouted again: “FALL BACK! WHAT YOU SEE IS  NOT  WHAT  IS!  YOU ARE KILLING  EACH  OTHER!  FALL
BACK!” Then he noticed a stealthy figure through the haze, creeping forward from the rear of the ranks—a wagon-driver in a green hood— and his blood went cold.
 
~~
 
Aincor pressed forward, unseeing and unaware of the terrible fate his warriors were enduring. He was filled  with confidence,  for  there were no enemies here that he could not contend with. When one of the Night-fliers turned a blast of flame upon him, he crouched beneath his dragon-shield, well protected in his scaly armor. He cast a discarded spear straight at the beast, impaling it through  its  wide-open  mouth, felling it at once. Nothing could stand before him as he broke through into the inner chambers of the fortress. With each step forward,  his confidence grew. Léiras was wrong, Faelani was wrong—they were all wrong. He had nothing to fear.
He finally broke into Wrothgar’s inner sanctum—a chamber of dark, polished granite with a large fire-pit in the center of the floor. Wrothgar, who was said to appear from within flames, was nowhere in evidence. The polished walls of the chamber gave Aincor an excellent view of his own magnificent, formidable figure, and he could not help but admire it for a moment. Then he called out: “Wrothgar! Come forth and face me! Come forth from your wet, slimy hole, you coward! I’m waiting.”
He  heard  a  sound  from the  portal  at his  back,  and  glanced  over  his shoulder  to  see  that  Asgar  and  Aldamar  had  come  in  behind  him.
Aldamar looked around the chamber, his apprehension evident. Aincor knew that neither Aldamar nor Asgar had ever seen Lord Wrothgar, and they had no idea of what to expect. Aincor had, of course, seen Wrothgar as a shriveled weakling—a pale, unhealthy travesty that was only vaguely human—but no vision of Wrothgar was binding. He could appear to be whoever and whatever he wished. Aldamar seemed to know it. “Keep your wits about you,” he whispered to his friend, Asgar. “Do not underestimate the Shadowmancer.”
Asgar’s answer made Aincor’s heart swell with pride. “My father will make short work of him. I’m not afraid!”
Aincor kept calling out to his  enemy,  naming him “coward”  over  and over while brandishing his blades. Finally, the  summons  was  heard— four more portals opened in the seamless black walls, and the three warriors stood surrounded by five dark entryways, all but one inhabited by a different, horrific vision. The first portal, the one through which the Elves had entered, was simply as it had been—a doorway back to the battle-ground.
In the second, a terrible winged creature with a long snout full of teeth and scales like a dragon wielded a great, two-handed sword. It made no sound other than a deep, guttural moan. Its beautiful golden eyes filled with malevolence, narrowing as they fixed upon their prey.
The third was filled to bursting with a pale, rotting giant. Its eyes, clouded over like dead moons, held no expression whatever. Its massive muscles flexed beneath decayed, stinking skin of mottled grey.
The fourth portal showed a robed, hooded figure shrouded in black. Only its skeletal hands were visible, sending forth tendrils of mist. The Elves could hear shrieks and moans of agony around it, as though from a thousand unhappy victims.
Finally, the fifth portal was only darkness, but that darkness held both intelligence and awareness that could not be hidden. Whatever that black, featureless thing was, it was most definitely alive. Alive and hungry. Aldamar and Asgar dreaded the thought of approaching it.
Aincor spun on his heels, regarding each fearsome vision in turn,then threw his head back and laughed aloud. “This is what you send to face the mightiest of all warriors? Some dragon-thing, an impotent Bödvar, and the Mother of all Ulcas? THIS is what you send to face me? Where are you hiding, Black Flame? I will waste no more time with underlings. Come forth! Come forth and face me!”
He looked around at the walls of the chamber, which now appeared to be rippling as though with searing heat; any object reflected in them was grotesquely distorted. He wondered whether any of the creatures looming within the portals were real. The dragon-creature certainly seemed lively enough as it expanded painfully lean ribs, drawing a deep breath and erecting a bright scarlet frill on its neck. It let out the pent up breath in a long, menacing hiss. A fetid, reptilian musk rose above the pervasive reek of rotting flesh and brimstone.
“Here I am, Mighty Fire-heart!” cried a voice reminiscent of a nail scraping across a metal plate. A brief vision of Lord Wrothgar appeared amidst the central flame. “Come and get me, if you dare,” it taunted. As Aincor turned to face it, the dragon-creature charged.
Aincor’s blade passed harmlessly though the illusion of Lord Wrothgar, but the dragon-creature’s blade was real enough as it swept toward the King’s neck. Aincor leaped sideways, startled by the sound of clashing blades behind him, turning to behold his son Asgar deflecting the very blow meant to take his head. The dragon beast howled in its grating voice, sending shivers through all who heard  it,  as  Aldamar buried his own blade in its rather ample belly, spilling blood  and entrails, filling the chamber with a nauseating stench. The beast kept fighting long enough for Asgar to sweep its gruesome, spear-toothed head from its scaly neck. As the body fell, the long fingers on the tips of its wings writhed with freakish fervor. The jaws clenched and snapped for several seconds before they finally stilled.
“Well played!” said the illusion of Wrothgar, which had reappeared within the flames. “But you are at a disadvantage, for you do not actually know where your enemy is at this moment. I might be anywhere, you know. And you will never see my blade until you feel it. I have brought
you here to face your own death, Fire-heart. I had meant for you to face it alone, but I see you brought two little children along to defend you. How very touching.”
Aincor ground his teeth in silent rage. He knew that Wrothgar’s taunt was not entirely baseless—if not for his son, he would have fallen already. “It is easy to fight under the guise  of  illusion,”  he  growled. “Stand before me as yourself, if you have the backbone.”
 
~~
 
The Shadow continued in its terrible work, casting its  illusions, turning brother against brother and friend against friend. It transformed enemies into apparent allies, who would smile before taking the lives of any Elves within reach. It was an insurmountable foe. Vathan had seen it unmasked, but his warning cries could not pierce the confusion on the battlefield. He ran toward the green wagon-driver, praying that his fears were unfounded, knowing they were not.
To Vathan’s surprise, with neither reason nor fanfare, the veil of illusion fell away as the Shadow lifted, retreating back toward Wrothgar’s chambers. The horrible stone halls seemed brighter until the Elves looked down at their feet, seeing what they had done with their own hands. One Elf of the Wolf clan, who had just slain his eldest son, gave a soul-wrenching wail of grief. It broke the transfixed silence of the others, and the cries that went up from the remaining Èolar—grief, outrage, and terrible guilt—welled forth all around Vathan. He looked around in panic, seeing neither Aldamar nor Asgar. The green-hooded wagon-driver was gone. As he stood distracted, a troll-blade took him from behind.
 
~~
 
Aincor stood before Wrothgar’s fire-pit, his blades ready, saving his strength for what he hoped would be the final confrontation. “Come out and face me, you misbegotten coward!”
Every torch in the chamber winked out as the fire in the pit turned black, the flames barely edged with flickers of blue and gold. Aincor stood in the dark, still summoning Wrothgar with words no one else could hear. At last the air in the chamber began to move, swirling around Aincor’s feet. With it came a shroud of darkness, like a cloak of black wool drawn over the eyes. The wind rose higher as the blackness swirled all around Aincor, yet he stood as if unfazed, his fiery gaze still on the pit of weird, flickering black velvet flames. If Wrothgar came, it would be from there...wouldn’t it?
A terrible roar spun him around on one heel as Lord Wrothgar charged forward from the stinking black wind, arms raised to attack him. Aincor raised his own blade just in time, striking at his terrible enemy, deflecting a deadly blow. The Shadowmancer was nothing like his former appearance on the Anvil—this was much more as Aincor had expected—huge, black-armored, and ferocious. Still, it was vulnerable; Aincor could see it in the eyes, which were…odd, somehow. Something made him draw back for only a moment, then he recovered his wits, striking with all his might. The shattered cries of Asgar, his son, pierced through the wailing wind.
“NO, Father! NO!”
Aincor could not heed them—the stroke had been sent, and Lord Wrothgar fell beneath it.
No one moved. The wind ceased and the darkness lifted, drawing back in upon itself, folding and re-folding into the approximate shape of a man, a shape that only Aincor could see. The Shadow threw back its head and laughed as Aincor stood bewildered, not knowing what he had done. Then he saw Faelani.
She lay at his feet, not quite gone, her eyes trying to focus on him, a terrible question in them: Why?
A deep, malicious chuckle that only Aincor could hear came forth from the black flames as the vision of Wrothgar appeared within them.
“When your foolish life-mate appeared on the battlefield, I could hardly believe my good fortune. See what you have done with your own hands?” Wrothgar laughed again, savoring his victory, only to be interrupted by the Shadow.
“This is my kill, Black Flame! Only I can take credit for it…oh, but wait! No, I am wrong. The King has done the killing, hasn’t he?”
The dark face of Lord Wrothgar twisted into a prideful grimace. “Indeed he has! I’ll take that mighty apology now, Murderer-King!”
Aincor dropped to his knees, cradling Faelani’s head, his body and senses numb. She tried to focus her gaze on him, but could not. “But...you promised to stay in the encampment! Oh…my little one…why, just once, could you not do as I asked?” Asgar had fallen to his knees beside Aldamar, who was too shocked to move.
“Our son tried to warn me, but I…I couldn’t hear,” said Aincor in a heartbroken voice. “Stay here, beloved—stay with me. Don’t let me be alone. I...I’m afraid of being alone. Please? Please?” But the life had gone out of Faelani’s eyes, and she was still.
Aincor threw his head back and uttered a great cry—a cry that was either heard or felt by every being in Alterra, from the ice-covered northlands to the great southern wastes. His great spirit—the conflict that had raged within him all his life, the denial of need for love and warmth and companionship, and his one great fear, the fear  of  loneliness— poured out its pain in that terrible cry.
Even as he screamed, Aincor was aware of the Shadow feeding on his guilt, savoring his defeat. Then, as Faelani’s spirit left her body, Aincor felt the Shadow’s hunger turn to feed upon it. It engulfed Faelani as Aincor held her tight to his breast, his grief so fierce it threatened to crush her. He heard her spirit wail as the Shadow pounced upon it like a night-hunting beast, Wrothgar’s horrid laughter drifting in the background.
In one desperate, reckless moment, Aincor knew what he had to do. He could not engage the Shadow on any earthly plane, for he had realized that it lurked in the realm between life and death. Therefore he could not prevail, could not save Faelani, while he was alive. He had sent her to a doom worse than death…unless he could prevent it. There was only one way to do that.
Without hesitation he raised his blade and slashed his own throat, sending forth a flood of bright blood, drenching both Faelani and himself. Then, with some effort, he turned his blood-spattered face toward his horrified son. Though he could no longer speak, the message in his eyes was clear. I have failed. You are King now. Then he died, slumping over the body of his beloved. Even Lord Wrothgar was silent—his laughter died with Aincor. This was most unexpected.
Aincor’s shade could see his son, Asgar, kneeling beside his friend Aldamar, both obviously overcome with what they had witnessed. It was apparent that they could neither see nor hear the Shadow and had not shared Aincor’s illusion—all Asgar had seen was his father murdering his mother. Asgar would not understand why Aincor had cut his own throat—he would wonder if it was an attempt to escape his guilt. He would wonder if his father was a coward. Why had he done such a thing? Why had he left his people in a time of greatest need? Aincor knew Asgar would never understand, but he could not concern himself with such matters. This wasn’t about him anymore.
The Spirit of the Fire-heart rose up as it left its  body,  launching itself at the Shadow. No one but the Shadow could hear the cry it made, nor could they see the vile creature quail back as that mighty spirit went straight for its throat. No shade had ever dared attack him before! Aincor met the Shadow with all the power he was capable of, and the Shadow had no choice but to release the captive spirits it had fed upon—it could not afford the energy needed to restrain them. As they fled, Faelani fled with them, crying out for Aincor.
Come with me, Beloved! You must come with me or be doomed to darkness! I love you—I will always love you. Come with me now!
But Aincor knew that, if he relented, the Shadow would continue to consume his people as Wrothgar’s greatest ally. His only chance to defeat Wrothgar was to ensure the Shadow’s demise.
I cannot. I must keep this evil at bay long enough for you to make your escape. Go, now!
The Shadow grappled with Aincor, even as it taunted him. Yes, Fire-heart! Let us dance in deadly embrace, for I am the stronger! Thou hast freed the souls I have fed upon, but I am still hungry. I shall enjoy feasting upon thee, Mate-killer!
Aincor snarled. I think not.  I sense  the  fear  behind  your  threats. You  are  not  even  a  whole  being,  but  a  shadow  of  Lord  Wrothgar.  Let’s see  what  he  makes  of  my  next  intention! Aincor  looked  across  the Shadow-plane—the half-light between life and death—at the black void beyond. This was the nothingness of Eternity, a place from whence there was no escape, and Aincor knew it. Not even Wrothgar’s power could overcome this barrier. Here the Fire-heart would taste of victory at last. He heard Faelani wailing, and knew that she had guessed the dreadful, final sacrifice he intended to make.
As Aincor forced the Shadow ever-closer to the edge of the black chasm, a mind-numbing dread nearly overcame Lord Wrothgar. If the Shadow was lost in the void, Wrothgar would never recover it. Would he ever be able to summon such a fearsome ally again? Would he even survive its demise? Wrothgar did not know, and he was terrified.
He called to the Shadow: Let go! Give up the fight and return to Me! He cannot follow, for he is dead. Come back to Me!
The Shadow struggled, trying to escape Aincor’s grasp, but in this realm it was spirit against spirit, and Aincor was strong. The Shadow could not evade him. Aincor pressed his advantage, drawing even closer to the edge. Almost there …
Wrothgar panicked. Do you realize what you are doing, Fire- heart? You will be trapped with a part of Me for all eternity, and you will never see the Light again! Is that what you want? You will never see the Eternal Shores, you will never hear the voice of your Beloved. She calls to you now, begging you not to leave her forever. You would sacrifice so much to defeat me? You are a fool!”
I know…whispered Aincor. I have always been a fool. But I cannot let you escape this justice. You must pay for what you did to my people…and to her.
I did nothing to her, said Wrothgar, the last words Aincor would hear before he cast himself, still holding tight to his enemy, into the black depths. From that moment, his ultimate fate is unknown. One thing, however, is certain—he would never be alone. He would always have the Shadow for company.
 



Epilogue—the Aftermath
 
Aincor’s sacrifice was not in vain. Wrothgar, certainly, felt it most dearly. His most powerful manifestation, the part of himself he both feared and valued most, was now lost. Wrothgar’s strength was tied in large part to the Shadow. Without it, he had no choice but to retreat.
In Tal-elathas, Léiras felt the loss of Aincor, falling senseless to the floor of the Council-chamber, overcome by a nameless dread and sorrow from which he would not awaken for days. Dardis, Aincor’s younger son, wailed and covered his pale face, weeping inconsolably. He had felt Faelani’s death, as well.
In fact, every Elf in Alterra felt Aincor’s Light go out, though few realized it. To most it was like a brief pang of loss. Tears came unbidden to the more sensitive souls, and a few nearly swooned as a veil  of sadness briefly clouded their sight. The  Bödvari  felt  it;  their  strength grew as they reveled in the loss of the one enemy they had not yet overcome.
No one on the battlefield really understood what  had  happened. Asgar and Aldamar had witnessed the King’s actions, but could make no sense of them. Had he gone mad? Only Vathan, who had personally felt the Shadow’s influence and had some sense of it, would have been able to shed some light, but he did not survive the battle.
When the bedraggled survivors reached their encampment,  they found their horses had been slain and their supplies plundered. All who had remained in camp were gone. The Elves had to return to Tal-elathas on foot and with few supplies, the northern winter tearing at them as they retreated before it. Very few made it back to stand before the Council.
Meanwhile, the First Uprising raged on despite Wrothgar’s weakened condition. It would continue for nearly twenty years before the last of Wrothgar’s forces were vanquished. Vathan was proclaimed a hero; it was only because of his willingness to defy Aincor that the realms of Light had any warning of the impending war.
Asgar, who had not understood his father’s actions in the end, deemed himself unworthy of carrying the scepter, declaring that Aldamar should be made High King. Reluctantly, Aldamar took over the leadership of the Èolar. He ruled Tal-elathas for many an Age until his death in battle during the Second Uprising.
Aincor’s name and reputation sank deep into the shadows forever, sent there by his own pride and stubborn willfulness. His reckless disregard for others became his legacy—the true nature and extent of his sacrifice was neither known nor appreciated. To be compared with him became an insult of the highest order.
Asgar, who lived in shame, kept mostly to himself. Though he was still counted among the fiercest defenders of Tal-elathas, he could not face down a Bödvar as had his father. It is said that the last word on his lips at the moment of his death was his mother’s name.
 



Glossary
 
Aincor (INE-cor): Elf of the Èolar, a great scholar and warrior, known as the Fire-heart. He was among the most skilled and passionate of his people, but he was prideful, and his reckless acts bore terrible consequences. It is unflattering to be compared with him in terms of willfulness. He produced two sons, Asgar and Dardis. Name means “fire-heart”. (ain-fire, cor-heart)
 
Aldamar (AHL-da-mar): Èolarin Elf, son of Vathan. Aldamar was close in friendship with Aincor’s elder son, Asgar. His name means “majestic and noble”.
 
Alterra (Al-TAIR-ra): The World That Is; the Realm in which these tales take place. From terra (earth) and alta (being).
 
Asari, sing. Asarla (Ah-sah-REE): Immortal beings endowed with great knowledge, sent to enlighten the Children of Aontar. Also known as “magic users”, each held affinity for a different element—earth, air, fire, or water. They were generally of the Light, but could be turned. Name means “teacher”.
 
Asgar (ASZ-gar): Elf of the Èolar and elder son of Aincor. Asgar was like Aincor in temperament. Fearless before his enemies, strong and tall, he loved the thrill of battle. He mastered nearly every form of weaponry, especially the heavy two-handed sword his father favored. He was close in friendship with Aldamar, son of Vathan. His name means “the bold”.
 
Baelta (Bah-EL-tah): Asarla of Tal-elathas, friend of Kotos, he is known as “The Bright”. He is an air spirit. Baelta is cheerful, eminently likeable, and trustworthy. His name means “bright light”.
 
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).
 
Caladon (CAL-ah-don): Name given to Aincor by Duinar, the Asarla. Name means “One who is deep”.
 
Cós-domhain (Coss-Dome-Ha-EEN): Dwarf-realm known as the Realm of Caverns or Great Cavern Realm. From cós (cavern) and domhain (domain).
 
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. Dardis made the mirror given to Gorgon Elfhunter; he also created the Stone of Léir.


Duinar (DOO-ee-nar): Asarla who founded the northern realm of Men known as Tuathas. He appeared to be very old, with a long snow-white beard and a lined, weathered face. He fostered Aincor Fire-heart as an infant, naming him Caladon, and later sent him to Tal-elathas. An earth spirit, he is known as “The Guide”.
 
Eádri (Ay-AH-dree): The Evening Star. Also a rune meaning “Light”
 
Eádros (Ay-AH-dross): Elven-realm, also known as the Realm of Light. From eádra (light).
 
Elàni (El-LAN-ee): Elves.
 
Èolar (AY-oh-lahr): High-elves who achieved the highest level of learning and skill. They were the largest and most powerful Elves, and were known as “Warrior-scholars” because of their intense curiosity and love of learning. From Èolas (knowing).
 
Faelani (Fay-LAH-nee): Eolarin Elf, sister of Vathan, life-mate of Aincor Fire-heart. Her name means “feminine”, from “Faela”(She-elf).
 
Kotos (KO-tos): Asarla of Tal-elathas, known as “The Persuader”. He can see into the hearts and minds of those he encounters. Kotos is a fire spirit. His hair and eyes are raven-black, and his complexion is golden-brown. His name means “powerful”.
 
Léiras (LEH-ee-ras): Asarla, friend and mentor of Dardis. He instructed Dardis in the making of objects that could be endowed with magical properties. A water spirit, Léiras possesses powers of premonition—his visions almost always come to pass. He is a ghostly-white, slender figure with long, pale golden hair and nearly colorless blue eyes. Name means “The Far-sighted”.
 
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).
 
Shadow (the): A terrible, evil manifestation of Lord Wrothgar, the Shadow frightens even its Dark Master. It surrounds enemies with clouds of illusion, causing them to turn on one another. The Shadow is invulnerable, and it devours the souls of its victims.
 
Shadowmancer: Wrothgar, the Dark Power of Alterra. He is thought by many to be an extremely powerful, black sorcerer, hence the name. His true nature and origin is unknown. He can appear in nearly any malevolent form he chooses, but he prefers to appear from within a peculiar black fire which is seen nowhere else. He is also sometimes referred to as the “Black Flame”.
 
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).


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 no less than three Asari residing there: Leiras, Baelta, and Kotos. From tal- (realm) and elathas (wisdom).
 
Talon: Closest friend to Aincor Fire-heart, Talon always fought at the right hand of the King.
 
Tal-sithian, (SITH-ee-ahn): Green forested island in the great Lake known as the Linnefionn; the Elven-realm of the Asarla known as Arialde. From sithion (deer). It means “realm of deer roaming.”
 
Thayel (THAY-el): False name taken by Faelani in an effort to conceal her identity from Aincor. Faelani disguises herself as a wagon driver and speaks in a false, gravelly voice.
 
Tuathas (TOO-ah-thas): Greatest of all realms of Men, Tuathas alone possessed an Asarla. Because of this they were more enlightened than other men. The Tuathar were commonly known simply as “Northmen”. From “Tuath” (north).
 
Tuathar (TOO-ah-thar) sing. Tuathan: Men of the Northern Realm of Tuathas, lost in the rising of the Great Fire-mountain. Name means “north-man”, from tuath (north) and aridan (man). Because of the influence of their Asarla, they are tall and comely, hardy and strong.
 
Ulcas (UL-cas), sing. Ulca: Evil servants of Wrothgar, they are undoubtedly perversions of other races. They are varied, and some are quite formidable in battle, but most can prevail only through sheer numbers. All are ugly and completely hairless, with mottled, diseased skin. They dislike sunlight and live in dark places, marauding after nightfall.
 
Vathan (VAY-than): Brother of Faelani and warrior of Tal-elathas. Vathan has served since before Aincor was born. He serves faithfully in Aincor’s army, but does not particularly like him. His son, Aldamar, is the closest friend of Asgar, Aincor’s elder son.
 
Wind-walkers: Stealth messengers sent forth by Vathan to warn the enlightened realms of the upcoming war. Vathan does this in utter defiance of Aincor.
 
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).
 
Wyrrin: (WIR-rin): Healer of Tal-elathas who serves as Aincor’s second during the challenge of single combat.
 



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 two decades teaching Biology and Equine Science. She is currently a Full Professor at Saint Mary-of-the-Woods College in west central Indiana.
 
She began writing shortly after the untimely death of her father, who was a Professor of American Literature at Butler University. A gifted artist, she has produced illustrations and cover art for all three books. She plays and sings Celtic music and a few examples of her songwriting may be found within the pages of Fire-heart. She enjoys archery, and makes hand-crafted longbows using primitive tools.
 
Horses are her passion, and she is an accomplished horsewoman, having competed in the sport of endurance racing for many years. One of only a handful of Americans to complete the prestigious Tom Quilty Australian national championship hundred-mile ride, she has described this moment as her finest hour.
 
She has been happily married for nearly three decades. She and her husband, Jeff, share their home with ten dogs (predominantly Welsh Corgis) and five horses. They live deep in the forest, where there are miles and miles of trail riding to be had.







 
Ebook available now, in print 2013!
Elfhunter
 
This is the tale of Gorgon Elfhunter, a monstrous, mysterious creature who has sworn to destroy all the Elves of Alterra—until none remain. It is the story of Wood-elven heroine Gaelen Taldin, who has sworn to rid her world of the Elfhunter even as she is hunted by him. The conflict between them creates a tangled web that blurs the line between Light and Darkness, love and obsession, free will and fate. Filled with moments both tender and terrifying, thrilling yet thought-provoking, it is a timeless epic fantasy suitable for readers of all ages. Join the Company of Elves, dwarves, mortal men, and delightfully intelligent horses. Come to Alterra—the “World that Is”. 
 
Newly remastered by Parthian Press, with illustrations by the incomparable Hope Hoover, this second edition will intrigue and delight fans of the series as well as those who have yet to discover it.
 
“Best villain since Darth Vader!”
 
“Truly captivating! The eloquence with which C.S. Marks writes is extraordinary.”
 
“Breathtaking. Brutal. Brilliant.”
 
 
 
 
 
Fire-heart
 
 
In the Second of the Tales of Alterra, the World that Is…
 
 
…the Company embarks on a thousand-mile odyssey through vast lands both savage and civilized, where they encounter a great variety of strange, sometimes hostile people. Their eyes are opened to many wonders, but evil lurks at every turn as destiny takes them onto unexpected paths. Battling through blood, treachery, fire, and thirst, they reach a safe and peaceful haven only to face the ‘Scourge’—a terrible army of the worst dregs ever to roam the desert—and its nearly insurmountable weapon. Meanwhile, Gaelen of the Greatwood has summoned Gorgon Elfhunter to follow after her, knowing that the journey has only delayed their final reckoning. Should he find her, even the strength and will of the Fire-heart might not be enough!
 
 
Ebook coming in 2013
 
 
 
 
 
 
Ravenshade
 
 
In the third of the Tales of Alterra, the World that Is…
 
…the Elfhunter is forced into a confrontation with Gaelen of the Greatwood, setting into motion a tale of deceit and betrayal from which neither may emerge. In an effort to prevail over his wily enemy, Gorgon forms a powerful, poisonous alliance with an ancient, sinister force darker and deadlier than any the Company has yet known. Each side must weave a web of deception that ultimately drives them deep into the ruined northern lands, even as the World of Alterra is plunged into war. Will the armies of Lord Wrothgar overwhelm all who stand against them? Does the fate of the Light rest on the shoulders of one small Wood-elf as Gaelen strives to defeat the Elfhunter at last? At the heart of it all is the Stone of Léir and the mighty but forlorn spirit trapped within it.
 
Ebook coming in 2013
 
 
 
 
 
Outcaste
The first in the new Alterran series:
Undiscovered Realms
 
 
The Defenders of Light despise you.
The Powers of Darkness would doom you.
 
What if you discovered that your ancestors committed the most shameful atrocities in history? What if your only chance to climb from the darkness of the past depends on the good graces of
your enemies? How will you convince them to aid you when they kill your people on sight?
You are the last hope of a struggling race, beset from all sides. No one wants you—everyone wants you dead. You have made your case before the Council of the Wise, but just as the first fragile trust begins to form, it is shattered. How can your former enemies ever trust you again? Will you find your way back into the Light or be forever Outcaste?
The latest from award-winning author C.S. Marks, Outcaste is the first in a new series beginning twenty years after the ending of the Elfhunter trilogy. A riveting tale told in the classic epic style, it is suitable for readers of all ages. Join the Company of intrepid adventurers (and delightfully intelligent horses). Come to Alterra, the World That Is.
 
Coming in 2014
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