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Chapter 1—The HollowAerinas ran through the fading streams of moonlight, barely clinging to the last bit of consciousness. He strode on, dashing left and right, feet light as they danced over rocks and fallen moss-covered trees. He could feel the cold rush of the night air bite at his lungs as he breathed, and the warmth of his own blood on his face. Every now and again, he would pause and look behind him for the pursuers, three wolves that caught him sneaking around the forbidden grounds of El-Caras. One of them had slashed his right arm, tearing through the cloak that covered his tunic. He had managed to strike that one down with his sword, but two more were hot on his trail. His goal was to reach his horse in time before he blacked out or the wolves overcame him. The blood saturated his sleeve and the pain was almost unbearable as his pulse throbbed in the wound.
Branches cracked and leaves crunched as he sped over them. He leapt over creek beds, and climbed up the sides of steep embankments, only to lose his footing and roll down the other side. His bruised body ached with every step he took. He pressed on, for he knew that his hunters were not as battered. Despite the blinding, stinging sweat in his eyes, he could make out the looming shapes like crooked teeth pasted against the dark horizon. They were the Dragon Mountains, refuge of the fortress of El-Caras and border to the cursed land of Dunandor.
He paused to catch his breath and heard the sounds of pursuit close behind him. It was painful to notch an arrow and draw back on the bowstring of his reliable recurve. It was a homemade longbow that his father gave him when he drew of age. Despite its worn appearance, his father was renowned for his impeccable skill at making the Elvish weapons of the ancient days. The bow was well-crafted, and the arrow's quality was an equal match. The silvery tips glinted in the few remaining rays of moonlight that searched in vain to find their way through the canopy above. In the encroaching darkness, and through his blurred vision, it was a welcome beacon to him.
Suddenly, all fell silent. Aerinas held his breath in fear that it would startle the stillness from the air. He anticipated a howl or a bark to tell him which direction to release the arrow, hoping to scare off his foe at the very least. Alas, nothing came. Blood and sweat poured down his brow. He sighed heavily, weakening with every passing moment. He relaxed the string, turned, and scurried off into the night.
Before long, the world started to fade and whirl around him. The beaded sweat on his forehead felt ice cold and on fire at the same time. Pain took residence in his arm, creeping throughout his entire body. He shuddered and stumbled forward, landing on his hands and knees. He knew that he was in trouble if he could not get to his horse. He looked to the night sky, but all he could see was a swirling mass of blackness streaked with fragments of light moving swiftly overhead.
It cannot be too much further, he thought to himself as he pressed onward.
Crawling through the thickets, he heard the sudden sound of hustling footsteps beating against the soft earth. Aerinas stood as fast as he could, turned with bow drawn, and in a heartbeat let the arrow fly. The loud thud in the dark signaled that it struck a tree with fury. A low growl rumbled through the blackness; its resonating tone made the hair stand up on the back of his neck. In the dark, his vision was trustworthy, but this blackness was thick, almost as if ill will veiled the night with a broad blanket. He strained to see the stealthy assassin, but was already sure that at least one of the wolves was upon him.
He could smell them.
Aerinas strained his eyes as he scanned the surrounding area frantically. He finally caught a glimpse ahead of the broken stone edifice at the edge of the forest where he had tied the horse that carried him deep into the forsaken hollow. He hoped that the fiends had not taken its life.
Direwolves pursued him. They grew three times the size of normal grey wolves and many times fiercer. Not known to roam the forestlands, they preferred the wide-open spaces of the plains near the foot of the Dragon Mountains to the south. Their stealth and speed felled many great warriors. Few dared to venture too far without proper weaponry and company. Recent reports from abroad marked these beasts straying from their homelands, as if being called by an old master.
Aerinas darted to a nearby arm of the moonlit structure and again drew back his bowstring with arrow stretched. He heard rustling to his right, then his left. His breath was heavy and his heart beat like drums. Looking over his shoulder, he spotted the stallion, Jjanasi. Even in the low radiance, his presence was white and commanding. Bound to the inside of one of the large walls, he tugged and pulled at the rope, seemingly distraught at what lurked in the night. Aerinas whispered a few words to calm the horse, but it worked only temporarily.
"Show yourself,” he shouted into the foreboding mist with as much ferocity as he could muster.
Just then, a faint light unmasked the menacing shape. About forty yards in front of him stood the large wolf, illuminated by light from a small source floating in the air. The wolf's eyes glowed a soft yellow in the darkness. From where Aerinas stood, he could see the large, white fangs set in its gaping mouth as it growled and pawed at the air. It was distracted by a hovering light above. The light quickly disappeared into the darkness and the beast melted back into the night once again, as if it were toying with him. The foul stench of the wolf clung to the air, which, fortunately, was putrid enough to keep Aerinas from passing out.
Another growl pierced the choked air. Either the light from the moon was shaded by cloud or Aerinas’ vision was betraying him. He saw movement everywhere. The forest seemed to come alive. His senses were deceiving him, no doubt from the loss of blood. He shook his head to keep himself awake and alert. Suddenly, a bright light shone once again directly in front of him. As he turned, the beast leapt toward him with mouth wide open and muscles rippling beneath the gray fur. Aerinas could almost smell its breath as he let the arrow fly into the chest of the predator. Death seized it immediately, and the wolf crumpled mid-flight. It crashed through some hanging vines and brambles, then landed with a thud at the foot of the outcropping upon which he stood. Aerinas wisely drew his sword, and leapt from the rock down to the soft forest floor. With great caution, sword shaking in his hand, he slowly crept toward the still beast, which no longer drew breath, its eyes void of the golden luster they once had.
Aerinas stood and wiped the streaming blood and sweat from his face. Now that his foe was dispatched, he looked up at what shed light on his shape in the dim wood. Above him, shining like a star, flew a sprite, one of the small, winged creatures of the wood. It was no more than the size of his hand with its wings outstretched, which flapped so rapidly that he could not tell how many it had. Its face was fair, complete with pointy ears similar to his. Sprites seldom remained still in the air, and rather enjoyed bouncing to and fro on the small pockets of current that swirled about them. They were peaceful creatures, not like the savages that crawled in the night seeking out weaker prey. All the battered elf could do was bow his thumping head before he crashed to the ground in a bloody heap.
There was a hustle amongst the sprites as some of them buzzed frantically around Aerinas’ ghostly form. In a chorus of voices, they spoke together. Turning westward, they shot through the trees on a twisted course. They carried little hope, aware that too much time was needed to take them to their destination. Most of them remained behind to watch over Aerinas like hawks. Their glowing vivacity gave his body the lifesaving warmth it would need until help arrived, if at all.
It seemed like hours before the others returned. The leader of the group, Sindari, brought good tidings to the rest, who conveyed their difficulty in concealing the elf from the remaining direwolf still stalking him.
"We have flown far thus to fetch the man from beyond the Misty Falls. He comes ever swiftly upon his steed with water and dressings, being led here by Adana. We will care for Tristandor's kin until his coming,” ordered Sindari.
The cluster of teeming lights danced with acceptance at the news and resumed huddling around the still body of Aerinas. The sound of howls echoed closer.
Time was running out.
The fear consuming the small creatures did not last long. Out of the darkness came a small light followed by a large horse bearing the man that Sindari spoke of. Adana led him to the body of Aerinas, who had by now fallen deep into darkness. The cloaked rider dismounted from his horse and knelt by Aerinas’ side. He forced the elf's eyelids open with his fingers to check his eyes. They had rolled back, and had a tint of unnatural color to them.
It had begun to rain lightly. The man finally rose and spoke to the flying creatures in a tongue common to their own.
"Sindari, we must get him to my home and quickly, for the enemies are close that want this elf's blood. I need your light. Can you offer it to me for the trip?"
The small sprite agreed earnestly, as did the others. All were concerned for the elf's well being.
The man nodded and went to Jjanasi, tied up and nervously stomping the ground. He held out his hand, and slowly approached while speaking to him in the language familiar to the steed. The horse calmed. The man took the rope binding the stallion, and led it over to his own horse. He secured the rope to the back of the saddle, allowing enough slack between them. Effortlessly, he scooped up Aerinas, threw him over the front of his horse, and then climbed up himself. He turned to Sindari and spoke in a raspy tone. “I thank you for your calling. Now, lead me on to my home so I may save him from the dark."
"As you wish,” Sindari replied.
The sprite's light shone brightly, cutting a hole in the rising mist. With a swift kick to the belly of his horse, the man made off with Aerinas thrown across in front and Jjanasi bound by rope to an iron ring on the saddle. With danger lurking closely, he knew he had little time. Aerinas continued to fade deeper and had not long to live, but hope had found him. From a distance, a thunderous scream rang out and the trees shuddered and moaned as it invaded the night air. Aerinas started to drift in and out of consciousness, picking up only bits and pieces of the journey. As they crossed the Tunin River, the roar of the Misty Falls was his last memory before he slipped completely under.
Something peculiar stood out to the man as he glanced down to the face of the elf. He knew that he would have to work quickly to save his life. Once across the Tunin River, he ribbed his horse along faster and rode until dawn to reach his home on the border of the Mernith Forest.
* * * *"Where am I?"
The world spun around him, his head pounded, and his arm was cold up to the shoulder.
"You have traveled far and have fought well, but you have lost much blood and need rest,” a voice echoed in response.
"Who are you,” moaned Aerinas.
His eyes were filled with a haze that muffled the world outside. Through his broken vision, he could see a figure of a man leaning over him. A cold, wet sensation came to his forehead that eased the splitting pain. The world went dark once more.
"The answers are coming. Rest now, Master Aerinas."
The voice was soothing and Aerinas did not have the strength to beckon another question. He drifted off into a dreamless sleep and his pain was, once again, temporarily forgotten.
After an unknown amount of time passed, Aerinas finally awoke. He moaned in agony, his right arm wracked with pain that shot like needles throughout. Blood had soaked through the bandage that wrapped the wound. Unsure of his whereabouts, or of how he had gotten there, Aerinas attempted to open his eyes. The chamber stopped spinning and the pounding in his head, the only thing he seemed to recall with any certainty, had subsided. Beside where he lay, stood a stool with a basin of water set atop. Lying next to it was a blood-soaked cloth. He guessed it to be his own blood.
He shut his eyes tightly, as the memories of his encounter started to return to him. He shook his head to stifle the vision and sat up in the bed, which was little more than a large cloth thrown over a bed of straw. The fresh air of the forest sped into his senses through an open window. His eyes, which were no longer filled with the blinding haze, adjusted to the light that emanated from candle and fire light.
The one-room house was complete with bookcases and a larger bed in the far corner. A large wooden desk sat near the center of the room. Upon it sat many manuscripts, stacks of books, scrolls, vials of potion in splashes of color, and a variety of medical instruments. Two large windows, one at each end, were carved into the walls of stone, offering a liberal view of the outside. Candles flickered in unison as the air stirred. A fireplace embedded into the far wall hosted frolicking flames that snapped and popped, tossing sparks up the flue. Most of the walls were hidden behind large wooden bookcases that seemed twice as tall as Aerinas himself. Each shelf was stacked end to end with books, a couple hundred of them by his estimate. He continued to gaze around the room until he finally caught a glimpse of a figure at the desk behind a stack of books. A faint snore could be heard at regular intervals.
Despite the pulsating pain in his arm, Aerinas rose, catching himself from falling due to the ever-present vertigo. He gained his balance and started to creep toward the source of the snoring. He saw his sword, longbow, and quiver of arrows propped against one of the desk's wooden legs. Aerinas knew that he would not last long, no matter where he was, without his weapons. Like a man possessed, he ran to them.
Aerinas was about to reach down and gather up his belongings when he hesitated. The man at the desk stirred and knocked over a goblet, spilling wine across the desktop. Aerinas could barely contain his laughter when the wine soaked the man's sleeve. He then noticed that the source of the snoring was not the man after all. Puzzled, the elf looked around the room for another person that he must have missed before. He found none, which made him even more perplexed. He ignored the urge to figure it out. All he wanted was to leave quietly, without disturbing whoever was there. He knelt again to get his things, when he paused again.
"No need for those, Master Aerinas,” spoke the man. He stirred from his slumber and picked his head up from the book. “You are in friendly company here."
Aerinas jumped back, spun, and started for the door without his weapons after all.
With a quick stroke of the man's hand, the door slammed shut. Aerinas spun around, breathing heavily. Even with that small effort, sweat had begun to pour down his face and he became more nauseous and incoherent.
The man chuckled, and then looked begrudgingly at the mess he had made and at his moist sleeve. He was unconcerned at Aerinas’ attempt at escape. “Hmm, looks as if I got a bit rowdy in my dream, eh?” He chuckled as he stood up and rubbed his eyes clean of the sleep. He rounded the desk to steady the sickly elf with his skilled hands.
His voice was commanding and low-pitched, yet gentle enough that Aerinas relaxed a bit; although still somewhat shocked.
"My name is Aeligon,” he finally offered. “and you are in my home.” He smiled at Aerinas with a youthful face that bore a peculiar black scar. It started at his chin, coursed up across his right cheek, and ended on his forehead.
This man, Aeligon, was a wizard of great power, and thought to be well over a thousand years old. Few knew for sure. Aerinas had never seen him before, but the skills of this great mage reached far beyond the borders of the Forest of Mernith. Occasionally, other elves were brought to him who were wounded in battle and were in need of healing. His home rested in a deep valley just west of the Misty Falls, between the Cursed Glades and the northern edge of Mernith Forest. It was written in the ancient texts of Aeligon's involvement with the Great War and his healing hand curing the would-be fatal wound that Tristandor, Aerinas’ father, had suffered. He was dressed in a simple cloak, dark green in color, nearly matching the tint of the trees of Mernith. His hands were stained with dirt and other materials unfamiliar to Aerinas. Years of skill were evident in them.
Aeligon took a hard look at the son of Tristandor through tranquil eyes and said, “I see that this day brings you to me in far fairer a condition, Master Aerinas."
Aerinas looked down at his arm, and began to rub it. Still, he said nothing.
Aeligon peered at Aerinas, and moved toward him slowly. Quietly, he disassembled the blood-soaked bandage from the lesion. Aerinas recoiled with pain, but was quickly subdued by Aeligon's grasp.
"This was no mere accident was it? It was the work of a direwolf, was it not?"
Aerinas stammered as he spouted his first words to the wizard, “Yes, Sir ... it was.” He hung his head. He suspected that Aeligon had seen more than he could hope to ever see, and knew well of the creatures and inhabitants of any forest. He was astonished that he had sniffed out Aerinas’ attacker so quickly and accurately.
"How did you know?” Aerinas asked.
"I can smell it in the cuts and on your garments. Not only that, you did not sleep well the last three nights. One can learn a lot by listening to someone talk in their sleep.” He smiled playfully and continued, “You are fortunate that the Sprites of the Wood came to fetch me when they did, or you would not be here alive now."
Aerinas raised his brow, and nodded as if he remembered the small creatures.
A host of the sprites flew through the open window, as quickly as his thoughts turned to the winged creatures. They buzzed and danced around. A frightened Aerinas took cover under the desk. Aeligon laughed aloud at the elf. “Do not be afraid, Aerinas. It is only your sprite saviors!"
Sindari flew close to Aerinas’ face when he finally emerged from under the desk and regained his composure.
"I am deeply in your debt, little one,” confessed Aerinas.
The sprite fluttered up and down and from side to side, pleased with Aerinas’ gratefulness. She flew even closer to his face, and spoke.
"It is thee who art the protector of the woodland realms of this world Aerinas, son of Tristandor, and it is to thee that we owe this debt. We helped ye slay the fetid direwolf of the mountains for this debt. Thus, ye will always have our aid in such times."
Her speech was light and high-pitched, similar to the tone of a flute, and changed intonation, almost as if she were singing to him.
Aeligon continued to inspect the elf's wound, while Aerinas gave an account of the evening. Strangely, Aerinas’ tale seemed void of a believable reason for him to be so far from home.
"Visiting gnomes?” said Aeligon sarcastically. “A far distance to travel to visit those jollies, eh?"
The wizard fell silent from then on, muttering only enough words to conjure a spell that stopped the bleeding indefinitely. He handed a small vial containing an earth-colored liquid and instructed Aerinas to apply it to the wound daily until it healed. Aerinas sat down at a table near the door, where Aeligon fed him a meal of hearty vegetable stew and pumpernickel bread. The elf ate as one who had not seen food in a month.
"Direwolves in Hollow Wood?” Aeligon finally said aloud, “Why would they have returned there?” Grimness loomed across his face as his thoughts wandered deep into recesses that he thought buried long ago.
"Aerinas, you must tell me what you have seen,” ordered Aeligon.
Aerinas slopped up the last morsel of food and gave the mage a puzzled look as he sucked his fingers clean of splattered soup and breadcrumbs.
"Seen where?” He never imagined that Aeligon knew.
"At El-Caras, Master Aerinas. Where else?"
Aerinas looked into Aeligon's piercing blue eyes, aware that he knew as much. He sighed and confessed, “It seems as though nothing gets past you, does it?"
"No, it does not. The forest tells me all I want to know, Aerinas. The creatures of your world speak in languages and tongues in which I am well versed, and you are not. I knew of your coming to El-Caras as you were stepping out of your door."
"Then why did you not aid me or follow me, at the very least? A wizard of your power would have stopped that evil wretch before he had a chance to do his deed” accused Aerinas.
"It is in my interest to come to the aid of a foolish elf who chooses to ignore his father's bidding? I cannot see all things, and your purpose was shrouded from me. I had to let destiny run its course and use you as it saw necessary. Yet, this same destiny saw fit to have me play a role after all."
"How is that?"
"Because, if I would not have been home at that exact moment the sprites came to me, you would not be alive."
Though Aerinas’ face showed frustration, his body remained still. The Krayn Elves were different from their elvish kin. Their skin was not pale or devoid of color. It was much darker in nature, though not as dark as the skin of the Dark Elves of Kelorn, who lived far to the south. The Kraynish complexion was more tan, with hints of crimson blushing their cheeks when emotional or physical stimulus was present.
"So you know then of that sorcerer that I crossed?” asked Aerinas.
"I do. His name is Haarath and he hails from Resforian, the floating city in the sky suspended above the Farrin Downs to the west beyond the Mernith Forest and the plains of Fornidain. He rules over that island with an unseen power. Most know of the hostage situation, but there are few wizards or warriors left in the world who can confront him."
"But you could. You could challenge him and lay him to rest,” said Aerinas.
"It is not my purpose to challenge a foe who dwells on a floating prison. It has been told that he has not shown himself in ages. He is a recluse, and not very bright in the matters of magic and lore. He had just enough knowledge to be dangerous. It was thought that his foolishness would render him little more than a nuisance. It seems that we have underestimated him, for he grows stronger day by day. A new power is swelling inside him and feeding on his will to rule, using him for a dreadful function. I fear that Vaalüna may be in danger."
"Vaalüna?” asked Aerinas curiously. “What is that?"
"Vaalüna is the Plane in which we dwell, Aerinas."
"What!” Aerinas spouted in shocked revelation.
"Yes, Aerinas. We live in a world of Planes, unseen and uncharted by the physical manifestations that inhabit this Plane. Vaalüna, the physical Plane, is but one of many such as these, or so some believe."
"I cannot believe this,” Aerinas stammered. “How is it that I have never heard of such things?"
"Many do not know this. The ones who do, guard this knowledge safely. Your father is one."
"My father? But how? How does he know?"
"He has been entrusted with this knowledge due to his stature in your land of Anwarna, and also his role in the Great War of Calaridis. I fought along side him during the last days of the war ... at El-Caras."
"Yes, I knew of that. It is chronicled in great detail in the House of Lythardia, and in our libraries."
"Surely you felt the earth quake and groan with a mighty roar nine days ago, even in your nightmares?"
Aerinas shook his head.
"Haarath broke the containment spells that I placed on those ruins long ago,” Aeligon explained. “His counter was so powerful that it cleaved the barrier in two, and melted it down so that none of it was left to be counted among the evidence. I felt it rip through the earth. Some influential voice pervades his thoughts and stirs his determination. Even now, it is feeding his brain with devastating plots the likes of which I cannot even see. I have been traveling abroad through Mernith and Merchindale. My business is unimportant to you, but beware that great evil is stirring and we are in great peril even as we speak. You had better be off, young Aerinas. The morning is late and you have much travel ahead of you."
Aerinas rose quickly and gathered his things. He slung his bow and quiver across his back. The sword was bound about his waist, strong and clean.
"Thank you, Aeligon, I am deeply in your debt, and that now makes two counts of obligation that I owe,” said Aerinas. He flung his hooded cloak about him.
The wizard smiled, and showed the elf to the door. “And do not forget your valiant horse,” he reminded him, gesturing toward the small stable a few yards away.
Aerinas looked around with a puzzled look. “Which way do I go, Aeligon? I do not know the way from here."
Aeligon pointed, “South. Follow the Tunin River on this side until you reach Mynandrias. I know this is not the way you came, but it is far easier to go that way from here."
Aerinas nodded, and readied Jjanasi. He had been tied up in the stable next to Aeligon's horse. There was no need for a saddle or reins, since Jjanasi would not tolerate either. With little effort, Aerinas swung atop him and rode into the forest once again. It would be another day's trek until he reached the borders of Mynandrias. Aerinas’ heart pounded as his thoughts now turned to his father and mother. He tightened his grip on Jjanasi's mane and urged him with his heels. The horse obeyed, and quickened the pace.
Aeligon watched until the elf disappeared into the tall oaks of Mernith. He stepped back into his one-room house and sat for hours in silence. The fire of the hearth reflected in his eyes as many thoughts and visions roused in his mind.
His time had come.
He rose and packed some provisions into a cloth bag. A leather case draped his shoulder with books, pouches containing an assortment of powders, concoctions, and various other trinkets. Out of his closet, he drew a long glimmering sword, Reaper, and his staff. He shunned the customary pointy hat of the wizards, and instead kept his shoulder length hair tied back and covered with the hood that accompanied his cloak.
The trees of Mernith's final vision saw their Healer and Protector riding out against an approaching darkness, one that crept toward them from the northeast. Aeligon's path was east, crossing the Tunin to search the ruined fortress that had been reclaimed by a waking evil. Aeligon knew that Haarath had seen enough in the mirror to guide him in his unholy ambition, thus necessitating Aeligon's own haste.
* * * *The Forest of Mernith was the largest forest west of the Tunin River. It covered an area over one million acres from the southern edge. From there it followed southwest along the banks of the Tunin until it met the White Falls. There it faded as the Farrin Downs were born in the land of Fornidain. Mernith Forest traversed various landscapes and was home to many types of creatures, both foul and fair. Some parts were dark, and were said to be evil, while other sections were beautiful and teeming with life. Counter to this body of arbors, the Forest of Spirits picked up across the Tunin and continued to Merchindale.
Mynandrias, city of the Krayn Elves, resided on the edge of the Forest of Mernith near the riverbanks. Few knew of its beauty. The land was difficult terrain to cross and the Tunin was wide and mighty, consuming many travelers during a year's time. The great oaks and maples were a welcome canopy, yet were accommodating when light or rain was needed. The Krayn thrived by taking refuge high in the trees, where they were safe from most earthbound creatures. They kept to themselves unless trade occurred with outsiders. Houses, bridges, platforms, causeways, and other such structures were constructed of wood. Lanterns hung about most every place, providing the light at night. Inside these were the Lenthan crystals, a gift from the dwarves who lived in the Dragon Mountains. Lenthan crystals had mystical powers and gave off a blue glow that was as cool in color as snow on a moonlit night. This light was said to never fade or die, unless some unearthly force bade it to do so. They were a good sensor of evil, but little was known of their true purpose.
The border of Mynandrias was protected by the keenest of archers. They took sanctuary in watchtowers, which were set far above the wall that wove its way through the trees around the city. From there the sharp-eyed sentries had all the room they needed to spot intruders from the sky, or from the ground.
Standing bravely on one of these towers this night was Foran, Aerinas’ closest ally and friend. He was about the same build as Aerinas, but had shorter hair that was a tad darker. Feathers were woven into his braids, signifying his skill as an archer. He wore a green-tinted, hooded cloak that surrounded his entire body. This enabled him to blend in with the trees and keep out the brisk air. His sheathed sword stood in the corner of the dais, and light sparkled from the hilt as the shafts of moonlight moved about. His longbow was close to his side. His left hand gripped it tightly and his eyes moved about rapidly, keeping watch. The air was cool and tranquil, transforming his breath into crystals in the chill. Foran, known as one of the best marksmen in the city, held the West Gate along with a half dozen others posted in the other towers. His young elvish eyes were acute and could see long distances, without any loss of detail.
In the faint moonlight he saw a flash of white on the forest floor. The sound of hooves against the soft earth was evidence that someone, or something, approached the city. He watched, muscles tensed with adrenaline, as a figure on horseback drew near to the gate. Foran reached for the ivory warning horn that hung next to him. An arrow pierced it, shattering it from his hand and throwing him to the floor of the tower. He rose swiftly, while drawing back his bow, and trained his eyes on the shape straddling the white horse below. The arrow almost left its poised position when suddenly a familiar voice called to him.
"Foran, son of Arathin, do not fire!"
Though his hand was steady, his target plain, and the arrow poised, Foran hesitated when he heard his father's name. “Aerinas?” he called back.
"Yes, my friend, it is I. Will you open the gate for me and let me ride in silently while time is our ally?"
"You know we are not supposed to open these gates for anyone after nightfall, Aerinas, not for anyone,” Foran responded emphatically. “How am I to know that you are not some wretch gifted with Voice, and are trying to trick me?"
"I am also in need of your trust, my friend. Cannot your eyes plainly see my countenance and know me full well?” asked the figure. “I was attacked and I need your help. Jjanasi and I have traveled far and I must be allowed to enter now, Foran."
"All right, I will be there in a moment.” Foran left his bow at the threshold of the tower entrance. He swiftly descended the spiral stairs that circled a large oak, then drew his sword quietly and nodded to the other guard in the neighboring watch tower. They trained their arrows on the form cautiously.
Foran slid open a small, wooden peephole cover near the main gate and peered out. The face of his friend was clear, and unmistakable. He unlatched the gate, and quietly swung it open. Aerinas rode in on the white stallion. The gate was closed and latched securely once more.
Once inside, Aerinas led Jjanasi to the stables and secured him. When he finished, he quickly returned to the West Tower where Foran was pacing about on the platform above.
"You had better have a good explanation for yourself, Aerinas,” growled Foran as Aerinas entered the guard house, “you almost took my hand off."
He pointed to the shattered remains of the warning horn scattered across the floor, and to the arrow lodged in the tree. Bits of the silver bonds that wrapped around the ivory horn glinted in the moonlight.
"My apologies, my friend. I could not allow you to sound the alarm. My aim was true, and I did you no harm. Harm would have been greater had your breath disturbed the air with warning,” said Aerinas. “We will just have to ask the merchants for a replacement."
"Well it is quite clear to me that you were not roaming about visiting gnomes this time, Aerinas,” accused Foran. “So where have you been?"
Aerinas’ face became weighty. “El-Caras, north of Merchindale."
Foran's eyes grew cold and bleak. “El-Caras? Why did you go there alone?"
"It is of little consequence now, Foran. I did what I did, and there is no changing it now. I cannot speak of it anymore here, my friend. You must trust me. Does my father know of this?” There was sense of urgency in the question.
"I do not know, Aerinas. The Council has been convened again; your father called the meeting. That is twice this week alone. We are told nothing more than to keep a watch going every hour."
"I have discovered why it is so, Foran. I cannot speak of this here, though. I must go see my father, for there is much he may not know.” Aerinas’ eyes grew wide with fear. “Although I disobeyed and journeyed to Merchindale, it may be good that I did so."
Aerinas shook his head, as if pulling his mind out of deep thought, and gazed into the still air. “His dealings with Lythardia may be unknown to Mynandrias, but I know now why the Council is convened so frequently as of late.” His head hung once more, the expression on his face more grave. He put his hands into his pockets and fingered a tattered piece of parchment paper.
"Yes, I must see him immediately, even if it means interrupting the Council,” said Aerinas. The thought of disrupting his father struck fear into his heart. Aerinas’ father, Tristandor, was not the easiest of the Krayn to deal with. His Kraynish blood was pure, but his long years of life through the dawn of the age had set curse to his sight with the many rank things abroad. Aerinas knew that his father would not have approved of his meddling in such affairs, nor would he want to hear his son's tale of it, lest danger befall the city. Perhaps that was the cause of the meeting, but unfortunately for Aerinas it was too late to worry about the consequence of bursting into the Great Hall.
Foran barely got a chance to bid his friend good luck. Aerinas hustled from the watchtower, and down the staircase. Foran watched after him until he could no longer see him through the dark, then turned to resume his watch.
Below Foran, on the forest floor crept ominous shapes among the brambles and undergrowth of the forest, hidden from the keen eyes of the watchers above by the blinding night. They had slipped in while distraction was their ally.
The House of Lythardia was the largest structure in Mynandrias, and its entrance took refuge at the root of the largest oak in the surrounding wood. It was a circular structure, representing the never-ending cycle of law and order of Kraynish culture. A dome cap topped it off. Entering the House meant one was either an Elf-Lord, or a member of the Council itself. It was named after the first Krayn Elf to hold the throne, Lythardia Oruma, captain of the army of elves in the Great War of Calaridis a thousand years before.
Upon approaching the House of Lythardia, Aerinas was always captivated by its unparalleled architectural beauty. He was not an Elf-Lord, and was saddened that this was the way that he would be able to see the interior.
Aerinas knew that twenty-one of the wisest Elf-Lords gathered there to discuss happenings in Mynandrias, and the surrounding lands. Law was cast, and decisions made as to the involvement of the Krayn Elves in the politics of the Realm. Sadly, though these facts were well known, Aerinas had never seen the inside of the Great Hall.
Tristandor sat quietly on the throne with his elbows resting on the arms of the chair, and chin lowered to his clasped hands. A respected Elf-Lord and holder of the throne, he was by day a renowned craftsman of the finest Elvish weapons. No two weapons were ever alike, and the work was truly exquisite. His face was riddled with scars of wars gone by, yet the rough edges of his demeanor were balanced by gentleness in his voice. Like most of the Krayn dwelling in Mynandrias, his hair was long, silvery, and sparkling. Amongst the strands were small braids, decorated with ivory beads. His skin, common to the Krayn Elf race, was the color of desert sand.
Tristandor was in deep thought and shifted in his seat on occasion, letting out a sigh. The others in the Council sat in his silence, and gazed at their leader. They knew that the news they had just delivered would trouble him. His own son had disobeyed him, and journeyed to the forbidden land of Merchindale. That much he knew. What he did not know was why, and what consequences were destined.
Finally he spoke, “My son has strayed from his path. For some time I have known this, for his spirit is untamed. He traveled far to the land of Merchindale, and found trouble there. The Forest has told me this much. What has not been told is what purpose he sought out there and what he may have awoken in that desolate place, for there are now stirrings amassing."
Tristandor finally stood and slowly began to pace the plush carpet near the throne. With his hands clasped behind his back, he glanced up at the walls of the Great Hall to look upon the runes written by the hands of his forbearers. He often searched for wisdom there.
The floor of the Great Hall chamber was laid with another gift from the dwarves: lavish gray-and-white marble containing patterns that swirled about in no discernable scheme. On either side of the room, starting at the entrance and continuing around the outer wall, climbed stone staircases adorned with lush, crimson linens and a heavy railing brandished with Elvish runes scribed in the ancient tongue. Each staircase reached its end, about half height of the wall, and flattened out to a balcony that overlooked the chamber below. These were held in place by two large stone pillars wrapped in green ivy plants that grew on their own from the floor. Ten handcrafted stone chairs sat on each balcony, totaling twenty. At the far side, across the sparkling floor, another staircase climbed up and ended at the foot of the throne. Drawn and carved into the walls were elaborate paintings and runes that chronicled the history of the Krayn. Large golden sconces holding candles cast eerie shadows about the room. As the walls crept higher, the dome formed and brought them all together at the pinnacle. From its center hung a chandelier of grand stature. Familiar soft, blue light emanated from the Lenthan crystals that were mounted on the spokes. The dwarves would have been proud to see their gifts so aptly flaunted.
"My Lord,” Arath, one of the Elf-Lords spoke, “he is as you have described him, yet this does nothing for the danger that may have been unleashed on our peaceful city. If this evil has followed him or trailed him to our borders, then we are in danger even as we deliberate over it. You know what fate has in store for him even though he is your son."
Tristandor nodded. “He broke not only our laws, but my own command to stay away from the troubled land until we learned of its treachery.” Anguish came over his face, and his eyes became dark with memory. “That fortress was sealed by Aeligon and the wizards for a reason; until that reason was found or destroyed, it was to remain so."
"We have no choice but to banish him, my lord,” said Arath again. This time he stood as he spoke.
Tristandor bowed his head, eyes closed as he mumbled, “So it is written in our law, so shall it be done.” Just then, the door burst open. Aerinas appeared at the threshold of the Great Hall. He stood astonished as he took in the vast beauty of it for the first time. It was unlike anything else he had ever seen in Mynandrias, or elsewhere.
"Aerinas!” his father shouted. “What are you doing here? This is just as forbidden a place for you as Merchindale itself.” His father, draped in his robes, stood firm and seemingly darker as his rage grew.
"Father,” said Aerinas, unmoved by the shout, “let me speak, please. You do not know what I discovered at El-Caras, so do not judge me before you have heard my plea.” He straightened himself, trying not to allow his father to break him like he had done so many times before.
Two guards adorned in elegant ceremonial armor grasped his arms, one on each side. His sword and his bow were stripped from him; the guards forced him down on his knees, then to his face.
Tristandor scowled and descended the staircase. He made his way across the shimmering floor to face his son directly. He walked around him with his hands clasped behind his back. Aerinas quivered. The bravery and boldness that he possessed a moment before was gone in a heartbeat. He kept his head up and stared straight ahead, never faltering his gaze. Tristandor motioned to the guards. They lifted him roughly, then released his arms. They took a few steps back to allow the heir of the House to stand before his father.
"Let me hear of it, then,” Tristandor ordered, transfixing his son with his stare.
Aerinas delved into the story without hesitation, while his father and the Council listened. Tristandor continued to pace around his son in a circular line and did not interrupt him once during the account. Aerinas told of his theft of the horse Jjanasi from the stables, and of his hidden route out of the city. Arath finally sat down.
When Aerinas got to the part about the Fortress, they queried him further for detail.
"When I arrived at the Fortress of El-Caras, I ran into trouble,” Aerinas admitted. “I was snooping about the ruins searching for whatever evidence I could find, although I must confess that I did not know what it was I was searching for to begin with."
The Council stopped him.
"You came upon the Fortress with seal broken?” one asked. They all were extremely attentive and leaned forward in their chairs with heightened interest.
Aerinas answered, “Yes. The seal was broken and the ruins were open to the outside air. Staleness was upon it as if it had been sealed from the air for ages. I could tell that there had been the barrier present that you spoke of, for all living things had retreated back twenty paces from the ruin's edge."
Mumbling rose amongst the elders of the Council on both sides of the House. Accusing glances were cast at Aerinas, which made him feel uneasy. Despite this, he stayed focused and continued, “I searched the remains intently, carefully, and finally came upon a chamber that was buried beneath some rubble. I could not tell how it was formerly accessed, for the surrounding structures had been beaten down. Surely it could have been overlooked easily. All I saw was a faint light emitted by an unknown source, springing from a hole in the ground at the center of the stronghold. I had little to prohibit me from entering because a path had already been carved out to it. I left my sword and bow at the mouth of the hole and squeezed into the opening. In the darkness, my feet found a staircase leading down toward the soft radiance. I could hear voices and echoes. I moved cautiously forward. The voices grew louder, as the stairs fed a larger room. I peered around the corner and saw something my eyes had not been made to look upon."
Aerinas paused momentarily. His irritation was evident to the council members.
"Continue!” snapped Tristandor, his visage growing grimmer.
Aerinas swallowed hard and spoke again, “As I peered around the corner, all I could see was a small room. I guessed it to be twenty paces from end to end, and twice as high to the ceiling. It was candlelit and the soft amber glow cast shadows on the dusty walls. The walls looked to be built of thick stones. I had little time and less light to allow for more detail. It was then that I spotted a tall form clothed in a hooded robe as black as the night. It stood with its back toward me, so I could not see the face. Its hands were twisted and wrinkled; long nails jutted from the ends of skinny fingers. In one hand was grasped a long, wooden staff, and the other hand was cycling through what appeared to be a scroll. This was set upon a pedestal before a great mirror mounted on the wall in front. As the finger glided along the parchment, its speech followed suit, as if it were reciting the lines. The staff was raised high into the air and the mirror was swirling with blue and black lights. Clouds of smoke rolled down, searching along the floor of the chamber for some unseen exit. Then, suddenly, it turned toward me, staff outstretched."
Aerinas lowered his head and breathed hard. His father paused in his tracks and laid a stern hand upon his son's shoulder, steadying him. Pity, it seemed, had finally entered his soul to allow him to feel his son's suffering. This seemed to calm Aerinas and he continued.
"His face was horrid, long, and hard looking. What the light revealed was minimal. The hood shrouded much. The form was that of a man, taller than me by a head, but half as fast. The man shook the earth as he lunged, teeth dripping with saliva. He was possessed by wrath, not of his own accord. He was an old man by all outward appearances. I jumped out from behind the wall just in time. A vile madness was unleashed from his staff that struck where I had just been standing. I slid to a stop realizing that I was unarmed, a foolish mistake that I won't make again. The cloaked man shot another bolt of crooked red light from his staff. I narrowly dodged that by the time I had approached the side of the room where the pedestal resided. I glanced over and there was the large scroll set upon it. I figured that I must have interrupted the cloaked man's ritual, for the mirror had faded. Quickly, I dove behind the pedestal as another bolt struck near, reached around and pulled at the scroll, and tore a piece off. I ran as fast as my feet would move around the room and up the steps. From below, I heard still more screams, curses, and explosions.
As he finished his account, Aerinas withdrew the portion of frayed parchment and handed it to his father. Tristandor sighed as he took it, and looked upon it. He frowned as he ran his fingers along the worn parchment, then looked at the walls of the Great Hall where runes were engraved to chronicle the vast history of the Krayn. His face wore expressions that suggested that he was reliving past events that carried savage memories.
The runes chronicled the age when the Warlock, Hydrais, claimed his dominion in the Plane of Vaalüna long ago. A great darkness and shadow filled the surrounding lands, and its people were enslaved by spells and creatures. Armies of goblins patrolled all realms of Vaalüna, and direwolves claimed as their own the Forest of Mernith and the Forest of Spirits to the east. Orus Dragons took flight and flew west across the Tunin River to the land of Fornidain. They caused chaos as they went, assaulting the island city of Resforian and other lands. Armies of hideous trolls invaded the dwarves, buried within the safety of their mines. They also soiled the Farrin Downs in their sweep through the land. Hydrais was thought defeated by the peoples of Anwarna, one of whom was Tristandor himself. Likewise, the Fortress of El-Caras was destroyed. Aeligon, the wizard, sealed off the land to any outsider. His containment spell endured many years of tampering and prying by the ever-present evil forces that lurked throughout the Vaalüna Plane. Evil was always present, though none of the Vaalüna-borne creatures knew how or why.
Tristandor finally turned his attention from the walls and addressed the Council directly. “We must do something. My son has broken our laws and stirred evil, but that is of little consequence in finding this to be true."
He faced Aerinas with a renewed look of confidence in his eyes. Aerinas still kept his focus straight ahead.
"My son, perhaps your disobedience has not been in vain. Go, for the Council must now decide a course of action for our people. The things you have seen here are not to be spoken of to anyone outside of this room. Do you understand?"
Aerinas nodded silently. He bowed to his father, then to the Council, before being escorted out by the guards.
Tristandor looked down at the section of parchment that his son had given him. Not much could be discerned from the weathered script, but it was inscribed with runes from a language thought to be long forgotten. He glided back across the marble floor and up the staircase to sink into his chair, the throne of Oruma. He dismissed the Council and remained there alone in the House well into the night. He pondered the details to awaken memories of ghastly things buried in the recesses of his mind long ago.
* * * *The city's inner domain was constructed so as to not close off the beauty of the forest and sky. Rooms were not thatched at their tops, so the air and light could invade them at every angle. The trees provided protection from above, where the canopy loomed, forming a silvery roof when the sun's luminescence hit just right. Most of the treetop rooms had a minimum of three different causeways, allowing both entrance and exit. The walls were simple spindles of fine wood separated from each other by mere inches. This offered little defensive protection, but these rooms were for rest. The trees shielded these rooms when the rain fell and not one drop would ever fall inside.
Aerinas walked along the causeways, deep in thought from the events that had just transpired. His blood boiled with fear and aggression, and his arm still ached. It was a grim reminder of his intrusion at El-Caras. Why had the guards grabbed me so tightly, as if I was a common thief? He thought of his music and his lyre as he tried to push out the flooding melancholy from his mind. He decided to take a break while he could. Music, after all, calmed his senses like nothing else. He retreated to his quarters to fetch his instrument.
The night faded and the sun broke the cold with its golden arms, reaching into the forest through the arbors. Birds started to sing and fly about the forest coming alive with activity. Gray squirrels scurried up and down trees with their cheeks full of nuts. The autumn season was upon the land and many animals were getting ready for winter's full onslaught of frozen air and snowy drifts. Leaves had begun to fall and cover the forest floor with an array of colors ranging from brilliant reds and oranges to shimmering golds. The air was warm when kissed by the sun, so most of the people stayed out of the shadows and dark places.
Aerinas stepped into the room that he called home. It contained a soft bed of goose down, enclosed with linens stitched together. It also had some furniture that his father had crafted long ago: a bookcase, and nightstand, that stood proudly next to where he slept, and a bureau for his garments. His home resided far above all others in the city, secluded from the eyes and ears of his brethren.
He looked around and, satisfied that he saw no other soul, quietly reached for his lyre propped against his nightstand. Suddenly, a beautiful, soft voice broke the hush.
"Aerinas, my dear, Aerinas.” The voice brought relief.
Aerinas turned to the sweet, familiar face of his mother, Nimoni.
Nimoni was an elegant elf lady with an ankle-length veil of white hair. Her skin glistened with a touch of silver, which was common to the female Krayn Elves. She wore garments of light green and blue that draped about her, and aided her in navigating the wooden platforms high up in the trees. Her leather sandals were emblazoned with designs that wrapped around her feet like ivy vines, enchanting them with grace. Aerinas adored his mother, who had taught him to sing and to play the lyre. Many nights he played the instrument amongst the leaves high atop the trees, letting the soft tones of the strings fall down to grace the ears of his people. Music and singing was a staple in the diet of Mynandrias, and Nimoni taught him well in these arts at an early age. Many knew of Aerinas’ talents, and he was asked to play as often as he could spare. This displeased his father greatly. Tristandor thought that Aerinas’ time would be better spent reading about leadership, or weapon crafting. “Those skills will prove to be of far greater worth to our culture,” he said often.
"Mother,” said Aerinas as he approached and embraced her. “We have been worried sick about you since you turned up missing, me most of all. Why would you do such a thing?” questioned Nimoni. “You know your father has been troubled greatly these past months with all of the strange and vile talk out of the country."
Aerinas turned and walked toward the wall, looking out between the spindles of elaborate wood as he spoke. His patience hung by a thread that Nimoni could almost envision from his actions.
"I had to find out, Mother. I had to learn what was happening around the Realm. No one will speak of it, but Father calls secret meetings, watches are being kept on a round-the-clock vigil, and we are told nothing.” He grew more aggravated, and then turned once again with his face disdainful.
"My dear Aerinas, I knew you had your father's fire in you. Fate, it seems, is more of a forceful matter than is known to us,” said Nimoni.
"Whatever do you mean, Mother? I am not my father, just heir to his throne, nothing more. What has fate to do with it?"
Nimoni said, “You bear the blood of your father and he was quite like you in his fresher years: on fire, passionate, and curious. His only hope was that you would not follow in his footsteps. He has seen much, my son, and wanted to protect you from the cruel things of this world."
Aerinas snapped, “That is not for him to decide, Mother. I am not a child. I can make my own judgments, and it is time for me to test my resolve."
"But, your judgments have caused you to stray from our laws and our way of life,” stated Nimoni calmly. “This may have brought us great danger."
"I have heard enough of this, Mother. If it is great danger I found, then may it be prevented or stopped! With my prying eyes I have done this city a service. Perhaps the Council can argue over something more meaningful. I am going now,” snarled Aerinas. He grabbed his lyre, stormed past his mother, and retreated out the door.
Nimoni sighed and shut her eyes.
Outside, Aerinas ran to a nearby staircase that wound around the belly of a large oak. The long climb upward brought him to the very top. A sigh escaped his lips as he sat on the branch of the oak and leaned back against the trunk. He arduously fought against the many thoughts that ran through his mind. Picking up the lyre, he began to strum on the wiry strings. The tree shuddered a bit, as if it greatly approved of the exotic tones. Aerinas played most of the afternoon, as the sun made its course across the sky above. This was a tranquil time for him and it was cherished among the Krayn, for they desired little more than peace and harmony with each other and nature. The tree held him in its grip as he slowly drifted off to sleep. The great oak, solid and dominating in its world, yet meek enough to care for this smaller creature that was solid and dominating in his world, slept as well.
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Chapter 2—The Sorcerer and the MirrorA shadowy figure crouched down in the bushes on the side of the wide road leading south of the Cursed Glades. The place was aptly named for the quagmires that filled the terrain there. Dusk was upon the land and the scent of pine grew on the frigid wind, as it whipped through the foliage and the trees. The figure snuck from one spot of cover to another, never setting foot on the road, and kept hidden as much as he could. Riders had stopped roaming on the road, but it was still risky in the fading light to travel. He had no horse, and his solo journey was bound by foot. After all, it was his duty to use stealth and cunning to complete his mission for his master. For six days he had traveled far, crossing the Hollow Wood, the Tunin River, and now the Mernith Forest. His horse had fallen in this forest from exhaustion.
Keeper's going to kill me if I'm not there by dawn, he thought as he jumped from shadow to shadow. I must hurry with the news I hold. Curse that steed!
He quickened his pace while the scudding clouds turned the once clear sky into a soupy mix of swirling light. The stars were shining brightly to the south, but in the north they seemed to disappear into the vortex. He did not care about that sky, for his path was south to Resforian in the land of the Farrin Downs.
All night he made his way through the trees. They started to thin out and the forest was ending soon. Cover was sparse, but the darkness concealed him. He would be exposed if he did not reach the outer gate of Resforian before daybreak. At last, he came to the edge of the forest where it abruptly ended and the rolling grass fields of Fornidain began. He hunkered down to one knee, and silently scanned the open fields. He could neither hear, nor see, any creature upon the road that he so painstakingly avoided. Having little choice, he continued the rest of the journey on the road in the dark.
Luck had better not give up on me yet, thought the man making his way as quickly as he could in the scarce light. He would still have to make it past the
* * * ** * * *gate guards, board a transport up to the floating city, and get past another set of guards. He sighed. This won't be easy.
The Farrin Downs were named for the rolling hills and furrows that dotted the land of the southwest. Most of the downs were fairly large, and navigating them meant little visibility of what lay ahead due to the constant rise and fall of the landscape. It was legend among the peoples of the Earth that a clan of huge giants once roamed this land. Because of their great size, their footsteps caused the earth to sink where their paths lay. The ground was not fertile, and hence, no trees or crops would grow. On a clear day one could see a great distance if standing at the crest of a down. Only grass of the sturdiest kind grew there.
"Yes,” he said aloud in a raspy voice. “There it is at last!"
He had caught a glimpse of faint lights in the distance. He quickened his pace, aware that the journey, and hence, the mission, was closing. He ran full-tilt down into a gully, and up the other side. Sweat was pouring down his face when he sucked the last of his water from the leather skin he carried on his belt.
The main gate emerged from the darkness. Torch lights in the guard towers flickered wildly in the wind. He barely took notice, since he had seen them many times before in his service. The road turned from dirt to cobblestone on this last mile stretch to the gate.
The guard towers here were just a small part of a larger stone structure that formed a tight square around a small sector of land. The city of Resforian was built on a land mass that hung suspended in the air a few hundred feet above the Farrin Downs. The only method of transport to the floating island was to take the lift system built in response to the sudden change in geography of Resforian. The lifts worked by using hot air to fuel a balloon buggy that was attached to large sections of rope track. The tracks were held steady by protruding arms that were fastened to the island's main rock underbelly. High winds were a constant nuisance; therefore multiple ropes were needed to keep the balloon buggies steady as they ascended and descended. All citizens, visitors, and cargo were charged a tax to use the lift system, providing a major source of income for the city from travelers, both incoming and outgoing, who were dependant on it. The guard towers at the bottom were put in place to control the flow of people, cargo, collect taxes, and to operate and maintain the lift.
The man approached the main gate to the lifts and presented his pass, which was issued to all citizens of the city for a reduced tax rate (since the citizens traveled far more frequently than non-citizens). The guard simply grunted and motioned for the door to be opened. Grinding of stone and metal was heard as the gate opened for the man. Inside, he was met with the sounds of hot air bursts from a balloon buggy rising up on its rope track. The energy converter rapidly turned crystals into heat energy. One was also being unloaded and prepared for another ascent. Hurry up, come on, I need to get up there before the sun comes up, thought the man nervously. He could see fires burning around the grounds of the interior, and lots of rough looking men hustling about. Crystals were being wheeled from some underground storage room to the landing pads of the buggies, where they were then loaded into the power converters. The smell of perspiration, dirt, burnt wood, and other putrid fumes pervaded. The man feared the worst as the eastern sky started to change color, the sign that the sun would soon be rising.
"Ok, all aboard for the next ride to the sky!” shouted a man in a tattered uniform from atop one of the landing pads. “Put all a yer belongings on the carts as you board to make sure it gets packed! Come along, hurry now."
The man agreed only in thought with the officer. Yes, let's hurry it along now. Mustn't upset Keeper.
Luck was with the man. The boarding went swiftly, and the experienced crew loaded the cargo with equal speed.
"Hold yer ears!” yelled the buggy pilot as he threw the lever of the power converter. As the crystals combusted, loud pops sounded. After a few seconds, the buggy ascended into the sky along the rope track. The man, having seen these contraptions countless times before, was not overly impressed anymore. He was more concerned with getting to his destination on time.
Once at the top, the buggy was unloaded and yet another line formed at the main gate to the city. The skinny man purposely remained at the tail end of the line to make sure he drew no attention to himself when he approached the guards. He didn't want his reception by the guards to single him out.
The man's heart beat swiftly by the time he reached the final gate guards. The sun was almost up when he heard a clanking sound at the front gate. The two gate guards readied their weapons, as they unlatched and opened a small door in the main gate. A weather-beaten face appeared on the other side.
"Who goes there?” asked the first guard in a sharp tone, the other with his hand on the hilt of his sword.
The voice quaked, “It is I, Benafor, and I come with news to give to Keeper. Allow me to pass now, for the sun is my enemy."
The small door was shut and latched once more. A louder clang signaled that the gate was opened. Benafor stepped inside, and the gate was quickly shut and barred. The guards returned to their posts without any further word to the gangly man.
Just as he entered, the sun broke upon the floating mass and ignited the dew clinging to the grass of the knolls. Benafor weaved his way through the crowded streets, an unimportant face amongst the folk. Aside from the large walls of the city, no other structures stood out. The cobblestone streets aligned like slithering serpents throughout the interior of the city. This made navigation difficult and annoyed Benafor. Even at night the streets teemed with people, vendors, and livestock. The markets ran day and night there to meet the demand for the city's import and export of supplies. Citizens were not allowed to leave on their own accord. The ruling body of government placed controls over them; only a select few knew Haarath was solely responsible. With demand higher than supply, the markets stayed open at all hours so people could have access any time to the wide variety of goods when they arrived. Even the jesters, fire-breathers, and entertainers of all sorts paraded up and down the streets performing for audiences of children. Giggling and laughter ricocheted between and around the shops and houses.
Hastily, Benafor made his way to the center of the city and ducked into a dark alley near the foot of a small, rundown hut—an unnoticeable dwelling at best. Squatting down against the west wall of the alley, he pulled a stone from it, which revealed a small lever. As he pulled it, a small panel slid away in the darkest corner. He returned the stone to its home and disappeared into a dark tunnel, after making sure he was not followed. The panel slid back into place.
He hurried along the dark and twisting tunnel. The entire passage was lined with foul-smelling water and slimy mold. The air was moist and hot, making it laborious for the scrawny man to breathe. Oil-fed torches that hung on the walls about twenty paces between each other burned and flickered, casting dim light down the narrow space. It was a difficult place to pass through, but it was better than being seen entering the front entry of Keeper's house. His mission was unknown to anyone but his master. He kept on until at last he made it to the staircase. He sighed, and descended the stairs that wound in a downward spiral.
Once at the bottom, he no longer wondered why he was frail and skinny, recalling the trip back to the top. He took one more deep gasp of air, and shook his head with displeasure as he left the threshold of the archway leading out of the stairwell. He crossed a short hallway to a door and, after unlocking it with his key, opened it and stepped into a larger room. It was stuffier than in the tunnel, but he was closer to Keeper and his goal. There were little more than some wooden barrels and crates strewn about the stone floor. Benafor cursed to himself when he navigated the maze of debris and stubbed his toe hard on one of the barrels. He hopped a few steps, but soon overcame the pain and continued to the last flight of stairs in his quest to the bowels of the underground chamber. At the bottom he halted, lifted his clenched hand, and knocked on the large wooden door.
A booming voice came from within the chamber. “Enter, Benafor!"
The door opened slowly and Benafor stepped inside. After he took a few steps forward, the door behind him slammed shut, startling the already petrified man.
The chamber was lofty and hollow in the rise up to the apex above. Being void of windows, the underground chamber was lit only by a red glow. It was springing from a large ball of energy suspended between two metal prongs on the far side of the circular room. There were numerous stacks of books on the floor, looking to topple over at the slightest disturbance. Many devices and implements adorned the room that was of the sort possessed by wizards of the age. Layers of dust covered the entire place. Here and there were clean spots carved in the grime, where items had once lain or stood.
Benafor moved slowly between the towers of books, making his way toward the hooded figure sitting at the desk. The other was clothed in a black, hooded cloak that masked the rest of his features. A quill pen moved quickly across a piece of parchment paper, pausing only to drink from the ink jar. It was seemingly guided by thought alone. Benafor paused with a chattering jaw, barely able to utter words.
"Keeper, I bear news from the North,” he stammered.
The pen stopped writing, and returned to the ink jar to rest. The figure raised his head slightly, and rose from his chair. He turned calmly. Benafor swallowed hard, trying to cure his throat of the lump.
"I bear news from Merchindale, Keeper,” he repeated.
"I heard you the first time, you halfwit,” shouted the wizard. He withdrew the hood and his features became more apparent to Benafor.
The wizard's facade was cold and unwelcoming. A few large warts had taken residence on his cheeks, and his eyes were like those of a snake, narrow and green in color. His disheveled hair was black with strands of gray running throughout, and his overall appearance was unkempt and worn. He called himself Haarath, but to the elves he was Gannündir, or “Servant of Evil.” It was told that he appointed himself ruler of Resforian by using the people as hostages. He would protect the city from destruction—his own, no doubt—in return for safe haven from outsiders who would try to overthrow him. This kept the people at a loss for choice, thus his dark dealings were tolerated.
Benafor fidgeted and rubbed his hands nervously together at the insult, but remained where he stood as the wizard approached.
Haarath folded his hands behind his back and, with a scowl on his face, asked, “Well let me have it then ... What of Merchindale and the Fortress of El-Caras?"
Benafor stuttered, “M-m-my lord it is as it has been said, closed off and sealed by a containment spell of high potency that bars any entrance to the grounds of the Fortress even from above. My tests of this barrier have proven vain in finding a way inside. However, the barrier is invisible. I took note of every inch of ground within the forbidden section so that my eyes would not be fooled by the spell."
"Indeed, they may have been. It takes little effort to fool the weak,” sneered Haarath, cracking a smug smile. The sight of the stained teeth almost turned Benafor's stomach. “Was there anything else?"
"Yes. Along my travels I came upon an old house set into Mernith Forest. It was one hundred paces or so and about two days’ walk from the Fortress, dwelling in the depths of a shallow valley. I ventured to take a peek, but I found no one to be at home, nor could I find evidence of a resident. The house was in good repair, but that was all I could tell given the urgency of my current mission. There was also a stable, with fresh hay and clear water."
Irritated, Haarath huffed, “That is the domain of that fool of a mage, Aeligon. He travels abroad mostly, but he does call that place his home from time to time. That confounded forest aids his cause.” He rubbed his long chin with a skinny finger that was tipped off with a protruding nail. “Never mind that for now; you have told me all that I need to know. Go to the stables tonight and make ready my horse. Clad him well, for it may be to danger I ride. I will be ready to ride out in one day's time."
"But Keeper, the stables are all the way back down the lifts. How am I to fool the guards again?” moaned Benafor.
"Leave that to me. Now go."
Haarath bade Benafor away with a wave of his hand, and returned to his desk. After some time the pen once again withdrew from its ink bath, and began to scratch its impressions into the paper.
The sorcerer's trance resumed.
* * * *The day passed, and not another word was heard from Benafor, who raced to do the bidding of his master. Far below the surface of the floating island, Haarath prepared himself for the inevitable journey. “I must search the ruins of El-Caras,” he spoke aloud to himself. “It has to be there, for the clues spoken to me whisper as much. The Mirror of El-Caras ... none have seen it nor have any searched for it since the Great War. It is no longer a rumor!"
A haughty laugh echoed throughout the hollow chamber as the wizard donned a leather satchel filled with the rolled paper that was sealed with an energy field spell, other tools, and vials. He also clutched his finely crafted staff and slung the hood of his cloak over his head, masking his face once more. Up the hidden staircase he flew, then crept through the narrow passage. Once in the alley, he waited for the cover of darkness before piloting the streets to the lifts. No guards were aware of his presence, foiled by a mere motion of his hand. He descended the lifts, and found Benafor asleep. The man sat on a stool in the stables next to the stall where a foul-looking stallion awaited. Haarath thwacked the snoring man with his staff, abruptly waking him.
"Your horse is ready, my lord, and has been well fed as you wished. If you will not be needing anything else, I will retreat to my home to catch shuteye,” said Benafor, as he rubbed his bloodshot eyes.
Haarath snapped, “More shuteye than you have had already? Be gone with you and speak nothing of my leave, lest your mouth be shut permanently with my wrath."
He saddled up, and led his horse quietly to the gate. With a move of his staff and a hush word, the guards fell fast asleep. The gate opened, and Haarath set out with a purpose. His horse was fast. Beneath the dim moon in the sky, he set out northward toward El-Caras.
Benafor quickly retreated to his home, where his service to the wretch remained hidden from all.
* * * *Haarath sped across the Farrin Downs, and reached the edge of Mernith Forest in less than a half day. His path was the same as Benafor who came before him, although Haarath's black stallion was much swifter. It would be about a day's journey to the other side, where the Tunin River split the great forest into its two parts. He rested along the edge of the woodland that night since it was not wise, even for a sorcerer, to wander alone in the dark of the wood.
When dawn came, he set out on the road. Though it took him the better part of daylight, he reached the place Benafor had described. The house of Aeligon, set in a small valley, was little more than a divot in the fairly flat ground there. He knew that he had traveled far to the northeast, with the Tunin River no more than an hour's ride away. The resonating roar of the falls could be heard. Cautiously, Haarath dismounted and tied his horse, Drez, to a nearby tree just inside the edge of the forest wall. Light had faded to dusk, and the sun was now little more than an orange firelight hidden behind the horizon line. The season was growing late, and the air carried a cold that smote his face and hands until he had to at last throw his hood over him and wrap his hands in his cloak as he crept along. The grass in this land grew in clumps and was long and soft. The brown color told of the encroaching winter. Through the trees ahead, smoke rose from a brick chimney jutting up from the sagging roof of the small house. There was not much visible, but the scent of burning wood would have given it away had he not seen it. Aeligon was very wise, and Haarath knew he could not pass here without the Healer knowing. Fighting with the mage would have proven futile. It would be a waste of time to try and circle around it, for it was growing darker with each passing moment, and Mernith Forest was just as unforgiving as the Forest of Spirits to the southeast.
Clutching his staff tightly, he continued slowly toward the shack. Drez stood behind in the distance, still as a statue, a becoming task for the stallion. He did not even take to grazing the plentiful stock of honeysuckle nearby. Haarath reached a wooden fence and hurriedly climbed, setting his feet down into the mud of the stable area. There was no horse or creature present, though fresh tracks were apparent in the mud leading from the gate. He crept to the window on the west wall that held the last reflection of the last golden rays of the sun as it sank hopelessly down behind the mountains. Gazing in, Haarath could see little. There were no candles or other light sources present, except for the hearth bearing the glow of a dying fire. Not a soul was inside, but it looked as if someone had been there not long before.
That was enough for Haarath. Now was his chance. Quickly he made for Drez, who was still standing as if dead on his feet. Haarath did not kick his mount for fear of startling him, so he leaned down and spoke some command in a different tongue that Drez understood. Cantering lightly, they made their way past the uninhabited house of Aeligon. It looked as if it guarded the entire edge of the forest that overlooked the vast swamps of the Cursed Glades, named for the festering creatures and drab interior. Stars had awoken from their slumber, and shone brightly in the darkening sky. The moon was little more than a slice in the sky, resembling the squinting of a great eye. With the house of Aeligon behind him, Haarath made for the Bridge of Fwalin. Made of stone, the bridge connected Anwarna with Merchindale over the Misty Falls. After the waters plummeted over the falls, the Tunin gathered them up swiftly. Vast and wide, it was rapid, and the current pounded against stone and bank. Though many folk of the day visited the falls for their might and beauty, Haarath could not help but scowl as he approached. “One day,” he said as he looked upon the moonlight mists, “I will have the power to withhold even your mighty force.” The river seemed to pay him no mind.
Haarath dismounted and lead Drez across the bridge, despite the horse's unwillingness. Once on the other side, Drez's hooves touched the solid ground. They sped off again with the inundation of the river behind them. They traveled along the southern edge of Merchindale. Far to the east, the Dragon Mountains rose up and touched the sky with their black tips. Clouds shrouded the summits, but as the mountains fattened toward their bottoms, the caps faded and the dark green tree lines formed. The land was green with life at the foot of the mountains, but Haarath knew that this was nothing more than an illusion. The forest contained a hollowness that had crept down the mountains near El-Caras during the time of Hydrais’ dominion. It was now his target. El-Caras lay just beyond the line of trees in front of him.
It did not take Haarath long to make his way through the brambles of the Hollow Wood. No creature was seen, nor did any impede his approach. A force that he was completely unaware of laid his path before him. Now that the last remaining obstacle was far removed from his path, Haarath targeted El-Caras with even stronger will. The evil stirred in the dark recesses of his mind and voices called to him, giving him speed that was not of this realm. Impatience grew in his heart as the line of the forest started to move east, gradually. It cannot be much further, he thought to himself. Haarath had ridden non-stop since the crossing of the river. The night, though long and frigid, started to wane away, and a new dawn was creeping slowly up in the east ahead of him. As the sun broke the horizon, its rays painted the smooth landscape with golden color that burst upon the landscape and torched the chilled air. A warmer wind whirled about.
Haarath forced a grisly smile at the sight of the shattered shell looming ahead. The trees thinned out to his right as the line of the forest cut drastically south. Eastward, the land flattened and became barren. The grass retreated and the dark, rich soil turned sandy. Clouds of wind-swirled dust carried a stale aroma. The few remaining trees of the Hollow Wood stopped a good fifty paces from the border of the ruins, a stout reminder of the spell that held all within in its grasp. The wind blew particles of dust and sand. Haarath saw them striking something wildly in the air, rolling down an invisible incline of power. Leaves were cast against the barrier, and stuck there until another wind picked them from it and whisked them away again.
Haarath clambered from Drez, and walked slowly toward the fallen fortress. A rock was lying at his feet. Picking it up, he hurled it against where he thought the barrier may have been, only to have it repelled sharply. A rippling wave, similar to one shaped by a stone cast into water, formed. It twisted and writhed with the force, the sun catching the different angles of the invisible field causing the light to refract. This cast an array of colors wildly about that faded just as quickly as the subsiding ripple.
Haarath grinned. The field held strong, but it seemed of little concern for the sorcerer. He stepped back a few paces and drew out from his leather satchel the small sealed piece of rolled parchment. After dispelling the energy field that bound it, he unrolled it and gazed upon the runes. His voice started in a low chant, barely audible at first. The wind hushed and died down. Suddenly, his voice grew more intense and loud, and the wind whipped across the land recklessly. Two trees were cast down in its violent path. The force field barrier started to glow with a hot red tint, which revealed the full outline. A dome shape, large enough to encompass the entirety of the ruins and high enough to cover even the tallest of towers, was now molten. The echo of Haarath's fallen speech shredded the very fiber of the powerful barrier, and cleaved it in two from the top down. With a violent shake and a coughing gasp, the barrier gave way, crumbling into pieces that crashed to the earth. Once they struck the ground, they dissipated as if the air itself had consumed them. The wind died down and the ground ceased its trembling. The ruined city of El-Caras breathed the fresh air again, despite being torn by destruction from forces of long ago.
All fell quiet on the land. Neither bird nor beast could be heard. Not even a rustle of leaves by the breeze was present. Haarath stood spellbound. His eyes were still wide with awe and power, for he had done it. He had broken the containment spell. How he conjured up such force, he did not know. The spell was written not by his hand, but by his will, which seemed to have its own mind and purpose. He did not question it any longer. The promise of power was within his grasp, and he could feel it pulsating in every thread of his being. He had a new quest to undertake. “The mirror is here! It must be here, for why else would I have been called to this cursed place?” he said aloud.
Haarath paid no mind to Drez, who finally decided to wander off and graze, since his master had found that for which he had so tirelessly searched. The sorcerer entered through the remnants of what used to be a great gate barring the passage inside. It was shaken to the ground and the huge iron hinges and bars were twisted and bent, as if they had been bashed in with great force. The wizard stepped carefully over and between thick pieces of wall and debris. The air was able to touch this cursed place and whispers could be heard occasionally whipping by with the wind. An uneasy look fell across the wretch's face and his eyes moved about rapidly, searching with an ever-growing urgency.
Something was calling him, almost moving him methodically through the wreckage with memories of war vividly lying at his feet and beyond. He was near the core of the city, the axis point where a great tower once stood with bulwarks surrounding its might. It was there that Hydrais stood and fought his last battle, his last stand. He saw his army crushed under the might of the elves and giants and Enath-Hüdain, or “Earthbound.” The very thought of those creatures caused Haarath to shudder and grit his teeth together in torment.
Haarath made his way to the fallen tower that once seemed to touch the sky. It stood in a heap no more than twice his height altogether, but lay twice as wide as it once did. Haarath stopped before it, and stared into the open air. The sun could no longer be seen; clouds rolled in, eager to squelch it. His mind started to race; he could not tell why. Whispers urged and tugged at his psyche to continue on, to find a way beneath the rubble.
With a renewed vigor, he emerged from his mindless stupor and raised his staff high. His eyes grew wide and wild, his staff aglow at the tip with the soft green light as it had done so many times before unsuccessfully. One by one, rocks and boulders were tossed this way and that, hurled with a mere motion of his outstretched rod and hand. A grin etched into his face that drooled with pleasure; his own might astonished him. He took one small step at a time on a path opening into the heap. He finally stopped cold in his tracks and the staff was put to rest; he had reached the heart of his journey. He thought he heard a sigh tickle the air, as if something was let out from the hole in the earth before him.
It was not a large hole, barely wide enough to enable him to squeeze through with his loose-fitting garment. He had to take off his leather satchel and lower it into the hole after it caught on the edge when he attempted to enter. Drez, most likely, heard the curses from where he stood grazing. Eventually, Haarath entered the dark hole. His feet touched barely a few feet below the surface, and he had to crouch down low to move along the narrow and musty tunnel. He only had to suffer for a short distance before he came to a staircase leading downward. All the while, the only light provided was a faint emanation coming from somewhere down below. He pursued it. He was not afraid, but kept his staff ready and unsheathed a small dagger hidden inside his robe. He plodded down the stairs. The ceiling had risen slightly, so his crouch turned into a stance that he was accustomed to. He went seeing little detail of his surroundings, save for the dim light that kept him company, leading him forward.
He finally reached the bottom, and the passage widened. A few more steps produced a room. It was not as great as his own space, but great nonetheless. Candles were everywhere, casting a golden glow across his beaming face.
"I have done it!” he shouted in reverence of his own greatness. From deep within, laughter emerged, while his snake eyes jittered back and forth with excitement.
In the middle of the room stood a stone pedestal, a podium of some kind that looked as if sermons could be given from it. Haarath made his way over to it and blew the thick layer of dust off that covered its flat top. He coughed and choked in the cloud, but finally it cleared. Nothing was upon it, but there were runes emblazoned across the surface that read: Gaze into the mirror and your eyes will be opened. Haarath had not noticed it before, but it was there. He looked up from the pedestal, and found his destiny. Hanging on the far wall, in the direction the pedestal was facing, was a large mirror. He could have sworn it was not there a moment ago, but here it was, reflecting his own image within. Its oval shape was set in a beautifully crafted frame. The designs were like rolling ocean waves and billowing clouds; brilliant were the images. Haarath stood in awe of the artifact; all his doubts had culminated into this one moment of clarity.
He once again produced the parchment that he had used to crack the barrier down and placed it flat on the podium, covering the engraving. All nervousness fled him and a new confidence welled up inside; he imagined the greatness and splendor he was about to control. The voice inside him kept chanting “Yes, yes, the power is yours, seize it!” Haarath stood at the plinth, with staff raised, and began to recite the runes written upon the parchment. A low, reverberating echo filled the room. The mirror lost its luster and reflection, then went black, solid black, darker than any night could best. Then, as Haarath continued to bring forth the spell, a haze started to swirl slowly in the mirror. The candles flickered wildly when a rush of air sprang from its depths. He had to put a hand on the parchment to keep it from being swept away. He kept reciting but, gazing into the mirror, he soon realized that he was not using the parchment any more. The language filled his mind and the longer his sight was fixed to the raging storm on the mirror's surface, the better it fed his soul and the clearer the vision became.
The mirror had cleared somewhat, although the borders still raged with shadow and a glut of haze. In the center there was clarity that illuminated the looking glass. Haarath stared in ecstasy; mountain and forest, river and valley, were moved before him and a land unfamiliar to him was revealed. He knew it by name: Dunandor, the Ancient Lands beyond the vastness of the Dragon Mountains far to the east. The mirror became a looking glass into this land for some purpose, but the vision was stifled quickly and the clouds moved back in to snuff it out. Haarath had a heightened sense of awareness, and spun around at the command of the voice within. His eyes caught a snooping face near the mouth of the passage leading into the mirror chamber.
"Gah!” yelled the sorcerer as he thrust forward his staff, unleashing an energy form not of this world toward the intruder.
Much to his surprise, the stranger's gift of dexterity foiled the destructive force. He darted out from the safety of the wall, as the bolt struck and ravaged it to pieces. Haarath could plainly see the figure—long silvery hair, dark skin, and a slender build, without weapons.
"An unarmed elf?” questioned Haarath gleefully. “How delightful."
He laughed as yet another bolt of red fury, similar to lightning, was hurled at the elf. Again he dodged it, and more of the floor was uprooted and broken with the impact. The elf positioned himself closer to the wall, opposite where he had entered. The podium split the two enemies. The stranger closed in near it, using obvious wit. Suddenly, the elf did something that Haarath did not expect. He reached up and clasped the parchment with his right hand while crouched behind the stone pulpit. Haarath screamed and quickly dispatched a third bolt near the elf's foot. The elf flew violently to the floor and lurched away again. The pulpit shattered and a small piece of the parchment was torn away, possessed by the elf. The rest of it fell to the floor. With that, the elf seized opportunity, and bolted to the opening leading to the stairs; his light feet carried him swiftly.
Haarath was filled with wrath, and hunted the thief. Up the stairs and out from the hole he emerged. Climbing onto a large boulder to get a better view, he spotted the spy fleeing rapidly through the mass of destruction. His possessed staff addressed the sky, and from the north, across the plains, came three direwolves dashing with blinding speed. They were upon the elf as he passed through the broken gate.
"The fool now has weapons?” mused Haarath from a distance. “Fortunate I am for bow and sword with too much girth."
The first of three wolves had already gained the upper hand. One slashed violently with its paws and struck its prey hard on the right arm. His tunic opened and blood rushed out. The counter came swifter than the animal could expect as the glimmering sword swooped down hard against its skull, cracking it open. The splintering sound of metal against bone caused the other two wolves to back off slightly. The elf turned and fled with inhuman speed toward the dark forest to the southeast. The unfortunate wolf sank in a pool of blood, dead before it hit the earth.
Haarath shouted to the two remaining wolves, “Kill him; do not let him live to see the dawn!"
The huge beasts growled, and sprang toward the forest to murder their master's adversary. Haarath grinned and retreated back down the hole to the mirror chamber, satisfied that his minions would finish off the meddling stranger.
The room had been torn to shreds, but the mirror was untainted and unscratched. Its reflective properties had returned. Haarath felt as if something was looking into his own soul, for he beheld his own image once again. Bending down, he picked up the parchment that had fallen to the floor. The upper right corner had been ripped away.
"Fool,” he said aloud. “He will not receive such luck from the wolves. They will tear his entire body to pieces.” He then laughed and placed the scroll back in his satchel, since the podium had been reduced to rubble.
Because the vision faded altogether from the mirror, he had to restart the ritual. The missing corner did little to stop the chanting. It was not a crucial piece of the puzzle, since the words were a vivid memory in the sorcerer's mind. The clouds and mists revisited the mirror's glossy surface, turning it dark and casting wind from its bowels. This time, the vision was clearer and the land of Dunandor opened before Haarath's wicked eyes. Pleasure dripped from them as the cloudy and colored lights of the mirror reflected on its surface. The power of the mirror caught him like a mouse in a trap. His purpose and quest was clear to him. A thundering scream bellowed from the chamber, and darkness began to cover the sky over Merchindale.
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Chapter 3—Peril at the GateDarkness fell upon the city quickly, and choked the stars. Aerinas had stopped playing his lyre at dusk, though it seemed that the forest was still rapt with his sound. No other sounds were heard. It was as if the trees were intently listening for one more note. The chill crept back into the air, and nipped at the skin of the Krayn Elves. The birds and squirrels had run off into their little hiding places, and water falling through jagged rocks emitted soft monotones in its fall on an ever-downward course. A dense fog, settled near the ground, slithered along eerily through the shrubbery.
Foran again guarded the West Gate, as Aerinas joined him. Together they sat and talked, bundled in their cloaks to shield themselves from cold that seemed far more bitter and assaulting than it had been.
"So what happened with your father?” asked Foran.
Aerinas bowed his head. “I do not wish to discuss it, Foran. The Council would also not wish for me to divulge any information regarding this, yet. I am sorry, my friend, and it pains me to conceal it from you."
"Fair enough,” said Foran. “I understand the sensitive nature of your journey. However, I suspect that some foul things are at work and you stumbled upon them."
"I did not just stumble upon them, I roused them.” He removed his cloak and displayed his wounded arm.
Foran started. “Aerinas, what happened? And why did you not tell me that you had been wounded?"
Aerinas threw his cloak over himself. “Foran, you must understand that I could not at the time. I had no time to show it to you, but I show it to you now so you realize the severity of what happened at El-Caras."
"You must consider telling me all, Aerinas,” said Foran, clearly feeling dejected. “I get tired of sitting here all night by myself. My cause is worthy, but you have been on journeys that I myself have wanted to be a part of for so long.” He turned and stared into the empty, still echoes of the trees.
Aerinas, noticing his best friend's look of disdain, smiled and proceeded to tell him of his trip to El-Caras. Foran was happy and listened intently. At one juncture in the discourse, Aerinas grabbed his arm as pain shot through it, having relived the horrid encounter with the direwolf that had almost killed him. Foran's face was angry at times, though excitement boiled his blood at the story's unfolding from one event to another.
"I would much like to go with you if you ever visit the forest again to repay its kindness to you, Aerinas. What did you call those winged creatures—sprites? I would very much like to meet one of those small wonders."
Aerinas agreed, “Yes, you will travel with me if you wish. I owe this forest a debt, Aeligon most of all."
"You met Aeligon?” Foran was indeed impressed with all his friend had seen thus far.
"Yes, I did. I must say he is as powerful as they say, but he has the personality of a playful youth.” Aerinas chuckled at the memory of Aeligon's wine-soaked sleeve.
"He is very wise indeed and counseled me greatly, Foran. It was like he could read my mind and see the future. He spoke of a great many things, including the Great War of Calaridis and of my father."
The two talked far into the night until they both grew silent. As they kept watch over the forest on the west side, the fog grew thicker, similar to those that covered the quagmires and bogs to the north called the Cursed Glades. Thankfully, the moon forced its will against the night, piercing through the lid of dark, causing the fog to shimmer and glisten in places. The night was still somewhat thicker than it had been, and the two seemed to notice the stiff staleness of the air they breathed.
"Keep your eyes alert, Foran,” said Aerinas softly. “I feel that something is amiss in our peaceful forest."
His words were barely on the ears of Foran when, all of a sudden, the forest began to stir. Some sinister force had been using the murkiness to shield the creeping adversaries from the keen eyes posted near the west wall of the city. Amid the swirling and stirring haze, silhouettes outlining large forms rose up and continued to stalk toward the gate. Aerinas and Foran looked in disbelief as a group of fifty or more direwolves revealed themselves at the brink of the West Gate. They had slipped past the faithful guard of the elves. Perhaps the forest aided the moon on its quest to penetrate the veiling darkness to reveal the creatures.
Aerinas drew back his bow, and fired an arrow down into the chest of one of them. It fell to the ground with a sickening howl, its lungs collapsed. Foran grabbed the new warning horn that hung against the tree and blew it forcefully. The warning was met instantly with a return call in the direction of the House of Lythardia.
The city came alive, not with panic and screams, but with the silent rush of the Krayn running toward the western perimeter of the city with bows and swords ready. A storm of arrows rained down into the fog. Horrifying screams and howls shattered the air as death fell upon the wolves. The elves of Mynandrias had answered their calls and were upon them with a speed that no wise man could have predicted. A few of the direwolves fell back out of range, their yellow eyes glowing in the distant dark of the forest. Even the wolves who held their ground did not last long during the assault. They fell promptly to the arrow's bite.
Suddenly, a shrill cry rang out that was different in pitch to the wolves’ howls. The rank of the wolves broke, and widened like a stream to a wizard's word. Out from the mist, a horde of goblins came rushing. With scimitars held high and shields held close in hand, they ran in a tight formation.
Aerinas cried out, “Goblins!! Goblins are approaching from the west!!” The people of the wood paid full attention to the threatening mass of screeching beasts. The goblins had hewn down a large oak and carried it in their center, huddling close to it as many of them bore its weight.
The sound of arrows being released rang out. Many of the goblins fell in unison. Some fell and were trampled underfoot by the legion that came from behind with the charging tree at their front. Their aim was the West Gate itself. Another storm of arrows sliced the air and struck their foes, but it did not stop the full force of the battering ram against the gate. Shudders ran through the wall, and shook the army of elves. Several were shaken to their
* * * ** * * *death as they lost footing and fell over the edge. The gate held strong, so the device backed up for an attempt at another strike. More streams of arrows pierced and tore at the goblins. This time the effect was far more damaging and the tree swayed to and fro before finally crashing down hard against the ground, routing some of the goblins under its weight.
With that, the gate opened, and a swarm of elves poured out. The twang of bowstrings and hiss of fletching were the only sounds to be heard, between the shrieks and death screams of falling goblins. The Krayn Elves were as deadly as they were silent.
Aerinas and Foran were among the aggressors pushing the line of goblins and wolves back into the forest. Satisfied that they had all fled and fearing to run into the darkness too far, they halted. About the land lay bodies and carcasses of fallen enemies. Arrows were buried in trunks of trees, while others stuck out of the earth like pricks on a porcupine's back.
"Hurry,” urged Aerinas, “we must gather our dead and get them inside our walls. Goblins are known to return with reinforcements.” He turned to Foran. “Help me, my friend."
Foran had drifted off as he gazed into the forest, still breathing heavily and eyes full of anger. Aerinas clutched his arm.
"Foran, it is over,” said Aerinas calmly. “Help me with our dead."
Foran blinked and, saying nothing, made his way back toward the gate where his comrades had fallen. After aiding the others in dragging the dead back into the city, the two friends helped close and seal the gate.
Aerinas stood atop the gate, peering out into the night. The moon was full and had cleared the hold of the cloudy sky to the east. Just then, a blinding surge of lightning shot down and struck a point in the forest in the distance where the pack of minions had headed. After that, all fell silent once more. Aerinas descended into the city to face the sorrow of the fallen.
Aerinas stopped at the foot of the gate: horse-drawn carts escorted the bodies to the place where they would be prepared for their final journey. A great sorrow clung to his heart, that was far worse to bear than any affliction he could imagine. He stood in a stupor that kept the others silent in questioning him. Finally, he set down his bow and followed the carts that rolled down the path into the heart of Mynandrias.
Twenty-three lost their lives and ten were wounded at the hands of an unprovoked attack, or so most thought. Counted among the dead was Duhaden, son of Drohan, a great craftsman and friend to Aerinas and his family. Mourning and grief swept over the city while the dead were laid upon the engraved stone beds, as was the custom to honor them. The Krayn called the holy place the Grove of Souls due to the ever-present spiritual energy there. Several granite stones, flat on their tops and gray in color, lay evenly spaced in a meadow of well-kept grass directly in the center of Mynandrias. The area was enclosed by a short, stone wall that ran around it in a circle, with a gap at the western edge. It was used as an entrance to the holy ground. Shorter trees, saplings that never grew tall, adorned the outer banks and the soft light of Lenthan crystals shone down into the grove. A small waterfall was carved into the northern portion of the stone wall. Water trickled down until it spilled into a stone basin. Once the dead were prepared and laid atop their resting places, water was taken from the pool and sprinkled over the bodies in a fine mist. This was done to release their souls peacefully to the Plane of the Dead, or the Zamas Plane, one of the many otherworldly realms that made up the fiber of the world. A lament would be sung by the people, with the trees themselves seeming to bow in bereavement. The bodies were kept there only until the ceremony concluded, then were taken to be buried.
The ritual was almost too much to bear for many, but the custom was highly respected. Though it brought many tears, the dead were cared for in this way to accent the importance of life well-lived. Aerinas’ soul was uneasy and that night his sleep was interrupted frequently with nightmares.
* * * *Nothing was heard or seen of the mob that had attacked the city, despite the number of scouts sent out to gather reports. There were still whispers of many creatures running wildly across the lands to the north and east. It was natural for the elves to not meddle in such affairs, unless it became too impossible to ignore. Evil had come to their peaceful city, though for some time after no one spoke of it. Aerinas blended in with the daily life that he was accustomed to and soon the battle was put out of mind, so that the dead could rest in peace.
The month of Ovrün arrived, two months before the end of the elvish year, according to their calendar. The fall season grew late. The pyre of the trees was fading; the leaves continued to fall to their doom. It was in these spots of piled leaves that Aerinas played his lyre. The wind and snow were too much to bear near the treetops. The elves, though they had lived there for so long, could never grow accustomed to the bitter cold. The sounds were not as pervading as they were when they fell from above. The hollowness that came to the wood still carried his tunes far. He longed to venture outside of the city again, but he knew he would be chastised and lectured at the mere mention of it to his father. How he missed the gnomes that he adored, and he wished to find the winged sprites who had aided him on that dark night that seemed ages ago. Dreariness and longing filled his heart, yet he kept steady with the alliances he had made. Many of the elves that stood atop the west wall, who had helped slay the goblins and direwolves, were brave lords and maidens, but Aerinas had known little of them previously. He and Foran spent many nights telling tales and discussing the happenings abroad with them.
Several hours later, Aerinas sadly said goodnight to them all and retired to his space for the evening. Fatigue had taken its toll, and his body was not fully healed from his encounter a few weeks earlier. Aching returned to his limb and his eyelids struggled to stay open long enough to get him into his bed. Once his head hit the pillow, it did not take long for him to fall fast asleep.
That night, a sorrow perforated the thread of his dreams that took him into the darkness of his subconscious. It had been plaguing him ever since the “Battle at the Gate", but that night, and that dream was vastly different.
He stood amidst a barren wasteland, littered with the slain of a great battle. Bodies dotted the carpet of a cursed land. The ground was flat as far as his eye could see in every direction. A thick fog hung in the air above him that formed a ceiling of despair. Each lifeless form that lay about his feet was cloaked in solid black garments covering every inch of their torsos. Their arms were laid across their chests; black gloves covered the hands. Also common to each was a sword that both hands grasped at the hilt, with the blade laid with the grain of the body and pointed toward their feet. Only their faces could be seen with any detail. Eyes were all opened, but had turned solid white. Fear swept over Aerinas, but he soon realized that he was lying among them, clutching his own sword in a manner fitting that of a valiant death in battle. He rose quickly, cast aside the weapon and hideous rags, and screamed as he never had before. The blade and robes hit the earth, and turned to dust and dissipated.
He slowly walked through the maze of corpses, becoming aware of a presence around him, and through him, brushing his dark skin with a cold finger. Self-consciousness overwhelmed him and his naked body shivered in the cold. Across the wasteland, a figure appeared from the void and approached slowly. Aerinas, responsive to his condition, reached down and peeled the covering off one of the dead and swathed himself with it. The form drew nearer and his heart pounded harder and faster. A sword! He would defend himself with one of the many swords around. He reached down again, taking his eyes off of the figure in the distance and gasped; he stood alone. The bodies had disappeared and nothing stood between him and the black shape that shuffled toward him.
Aerinas’ breath heaved in and out, the exhales turning to frozen vapor in the dark air. Finally, the figure stood before him, clad in fiery raiment. Garments of vivid colors clothed its body. The darkness that shrouded it before had disappeared, and a new life breathed fresh upon it. A hood still shielded the face from view. Aerinas guessed this to be the spirit of a dead elf that had come to seek retribution for the bringing of evil to Mynandrias. Was this a male? Female? Aerinas did not know. He dared not speak, wishing that the dream would end and that the waking world would bring him back to light and sanity. Hopes were in vain. There was no end in sight to cleave the silence that held both in each other's gaze.
For what seemed like hours, each stood without motion or word, tension thick between them. At last, the form made a gesture. Hands emerged from within the drooping sleeves, and reached up to grasp the hood that covered the head. Aerinas noticed the hands, silky smooth with slender fingers beautifully shaped. Well-trimmed nails crowned the tips and Aerinas knew they did not belong to any male creature. The hood was thrown back. A face fairer than any his eyes had ever beheld was revealed. Hair of gold cascaded down across her shoulders and her skin glistened in the minimal light. Each line and curve of her face held Aerinas captive. His trance continued, even as this stranger no longer hid. No ring, necklace, or garnet cluttered her exterior to distract Aerinas’ stare. How he wished this was not a dream.
When she spoke, all of his strength was needed to keep him standing against the spell of her voice. Powerless in her presence, he grew frightened of her and the control she cast with her eyes. His knees quaked, and felt like they would give way at any moment.
"Aerinas, you have come,” she said. Her voice was but a whisper, yet its strength was greater than a blast from a thousand trumpets.
"Long have I waited for you, heir of Lythardia,” she said.
"You are not real; I am dreaming this,” he said, “for no more beautiful a face would I behold if I lived to see another ten thousand years of this earth."
His words produced a smile on her face. “My name is Krüna,” she offered. “Some call me Niconüin, which means Seer. You may call me what you will."
Aerinas remained quiet. His heart still could not decide if she meant him harm, or not. Her hand extended across the vast, dreamy, bottomless pit between them, coming to rest upon his shoulder. It was welcoming and warm; the chill that spread across his thin skin vanished along with any fears of being harmed. In the dream world all was possible; natural laws obeyed their master's commands.
"You are dreaming, but your mind only sees what darkness has befallen you these past days. A journey has taken you to forbidden places, yet hope remains even in these. I have come to help you in this time of need, but the hour grows late. An evil is growing far to the northeast, and well beyond our borders. The threat ever draws nigh. Surely you and your people felt this plight when evil tried to destroy your peaceful city. This did not seem to have the effect that Haarath wanted, but there will soon be more, more like you saw before you a moment ago."
Aerinas looked around again, straining with all his might to peel his eyes from the wonder in front of him. The chasm between them had closed and they stood in a grassy plain a few inches from each other. The fog had lifted, dissolving into a grey sky filled with clouds speeding fast overhead. Lightning struck in the distance, and the claps of its noisy brother were not far behind as a gathering storm approached.
"Why have you chosen to visit me in my dreams?” asked Aerinas nervously, noting the ominous darkness looming toward him.
Krüna answered, “Because thou hast been chosen, Aerinas. Your fate is no longer to be suppressed by your unwillingness to accept it. Just as the evil sorcerer Haarath has been chosen by darkness to delve into perilous things, you have been chosen to undertake the task of leadership. Your spirit has prepared you for this moment your entire life. Your father has also foreseen this."
Aerinas threw his hands up shouting, “But I do not know yet what evil comes, nor what I have seen! My father has only allowed me to know that which he deems fit for me to know, yet I feel there is more to understand. You appear to me in my mind's nightly roaming, and now I am to embark on a quest to rid the world of this curse?"
The storm loomed closer to them and lightning crashed down, with thunder booming. The wind whipped wildly to and fro, twisting and tangling the maiden's hair. She only smiled and never faltered her gaze at Aerinas, while he grew restless and raised his hand to shield his eyes from the blinding light of the storm.
"We must get out of here! Release me from your spell, and let me wake!” cried Aerinas. Aerinas stepped back a few paces, and found himself surrounded by the violence and torrent of the maelstrom.
"You are the chosen one, Aerinas. Prepare yourself, for evil awaits you,” said Krüna, still unmoved by the assaulting winds and deafening thunder.
Suddenly, her face lost its beauty and shimmer. The skin melted away revealing a bone skull. Her hair fell out and was carried away by the wind. The mouth opened, and out swept a scream that knocked Aerinas to the ground. He looked up quickly to see the once lovely creature turn hideous in an instant. A lightning bolt streaked down in a crooked path and struck her, shattering her bones instantly. The blasting thunder nearly split his ears. It was in that moment that he shut his eyes and woke in his bed with a start that sent shudders through the bed and floor.
He sat up in horror, his breath heavy and laborious. Sweat poured from his brow and he soon realized that his entire bedding was damp; his whole body reeked of perspiration. Grateful it was only a dream, he sat there while his heart slowed to its normal rhythmic pattern. He then put his head into his hands, trying to discern what it had all meant. The Chosen One? Why me? Why now? His mind raced along the tracks between fear and doubt. His pondering finally landed him on the face of Krüna, this Niconüin, Seer of All. Though the aching in his head and the darkness that had saturated his heart remained, his thoughts were fixed on her beauty.
Aerinas knew that there were other worlds beyond his own eyes, but had never been brought into one before. He felt that his dream was not just a dream, for he had had lots of them before that did not carry such a burden with them as this one did. This was no dream. It was a venture into another world, another Plane, or perhaps another time altogether. So many questions now, yet few answers. The young heir of Lythardia had much to research and study in order to find them.
* * * *The next day Aerinas returned to life in Mynandrias. The funeral of the fallen had passed and it was not long before the West Gate was repaired. The dream had been tossed aside to the furthest reaches of his mind, but the image of Krüna still awaited him at every turn. He could see her in the water, hear her whispers in the air, and feel her presence in the trees. He suspected her to be one of the feared Enath-Hüdain people that were rumored to dwell in the Forest of Spirits to the east. Little was known of these beings. The information in the libraries and tomes of his people lacked details about them. One thing was for certain, no one could help him.
Elves were keen at keeping records for most every being and locale in all the land. Back in the days of the Great Wars, many elves were scattered about and sent off to the furthest points of many maps of the age. Those that returned had brought with them many journals and charts that plotted out their courses and encounters with any beast or creature, no matter how fair or foul. These were kept in an archive that was decided would remain in the last great Elvish city, Mynandrias. Adjacent to the House of Lythardia was the Library of Songs. It was there that great tales, songs, and maps were open to any elf with a passion for history. In fact, it was encouraged greatly. Aerinas spent most of his free time there when he was not working for his father, since another of his affinities was for history. Over time, the Krayn had adopted the Library for themselves, but still allowed outsiders to access its resources for a small fee.
It was in this library that Aerinas found only bits and pieces regarding his visitor of the night. This did not stop him from scouring most of the library in search of anything he could find. Her face had paralyzed him, and all of his will was bent on seeking the meaning of his dream. Maybe she existed in true form and had found a way to cross mountain and forest through the chasm of the surreal to find him. He could only imagine how long she may have searched in vain for him. Aerinas shook his head in disbelief at these questions and brooded over them tirelessly. Alas, despite his relentless search for clues, he came up short.
About to retire after an evening of searching, he noticed a large, leather-bound book. It sat atop a wooden stand, tucked inside a dimly lit cubbyhole. He took his candle over, and snuck a peek inside. The book was an atlas that contained almost every map made by travelers long ago. As he leafed through it, he came upon a badly stained, brittle map page. Just to the east of Mynandrias, across the Tunin River and through the Forest of Spirits, was a lake. The graphic depicting the body of water was simply labeled “Lake of Spirits". Down toward the bottom of the map was scribbled some notes. One of these notes read “Near the Lake of Spirits a people dwell that can read your thoughts and change shape at will—BEWARE!!” This greatly excited Aerinas because it had to be what he was striving to find all along. He tore out the map and carefully slid it between the pages of another book he carried. Hurriedly, he made his way out of the library back to his abode. There, he poured over the map attempting to memorize each path and creek surrounding the area of the Lake. He knew the lake to be called Fenduin Lake. Many of the surrounding bodies of water, cities, and even territories were renamed after the Great War of Calaridis. This was the turning point in the history of the physical realm of Vaalüna, as was told in the annals contained in the Library of Songs.
Fatigue had gotten the best of him, and the map was laid to rest by his bedside. He dozed off in what he had hoped would be another restless night, with anticipation of seeing his fire-eyed beauty again in his dreams.
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Chapter 4—Secret MeetingsAeligon rushed his horse along as fast as he could toward El-Caras. He had not spoken of this to Aerinas. He needed to seek out the answers for himself, before it was too late. Aerinas was on his way back to the safety of his home, but evil was brewing stronger than ever. It was growing in the mage's heart like a swelling wave of the ocean. His cabin was not too far from the ruins, by his estimate a half day's ride. As he rode along, he heard hisses and howls off to the south, deep in the forest. He stopped at one point to gain direction, and that is when he heard the hideous sounds to the fullest.
Aeligon had been riding along the path just outside the northern border of Mernith Forest, the same that Haarath had used some days before. To the south, Aeligon's acute ears could still hear the clanking of steel, the hisses, and the barks of a body of creatures moving swiftly southward. This dismayed Aeligon, but he had no way of getting word to the elves fast enough.
Haarath must have dispatched these creatures to deal with Aerinas, he thought and once again hustled his steed eastward. The darkness continued to wrap his thoughts in a blanket of evil, the closer he got to El-Caras.
The horizon loomed while Aeligon's mind was loaded with thoughts about a great many things, least of all his immediate surroundings. A familiar voice suddenly rang out. The wizard was startled from his ponderings and became cross, almost as if he expected the annoyance that broke the silence.
"Confounded Pux, do not alarm me like that again lest you be turned to splinters by my hand,” Aeligon shouted.
"Splinters?” cried the shrill voice, many registers above any normal voice and twice as nerve wracking. “Now why would you want to do that?” The voice came from Aeligon's staff that had been silent up until now, seizing the opportunity of surprise. The soul of a young man, nearly a boy for all intents and purposes, resided in the fiber of the wizard's staff.
The staff started to quake in the hand of its master out of fear, yet there was a playful tone evident in the voice. Suddenly, the staff twisted and turned to face the wizard.
"So that's what I get for all my troubles, is it? To be sat facedown this whole trip and be whacked into trees and those thorny bush things?"
Aeligon ignored him and simply eyed him crossly, glaring as if truly disgruntled with the lad. The face that formed in the larger end of the staff turned from playful to frightened, realizing his master was not happy with his gimmicks.
This became too much for Aeligon to bear, and he burst out with a hearty laugh that caused a flock of birds sitting nearby to disperse quickly. Pux breathed a short sigh of relief, and chuckled along with the wizard.
"Your face bore the weight of a thousand doomed soldiers, Pux,” laughed Aeligon.
Pux snapped, “Yeah, yeah ... just you wait ‘til your soul and mind are trapped in a mere piece of wood and possessed by a cross man. You would want to be comical at any chance given to you, or that you could steal."
"Now Pux, when you are a mighty wizard and are cursed with a prankster for an apprentice, then maybe you will find it necessary to be cynical to him at times,” Aeligon mused, wiping the tears of laughter from his eyes. “Especially when you are deep in thought and he decides to startle you.” Aeligon raised an eyebrow like a father would to a mischievous child. The two understood each other very well, and had quite an extraordinary history together.
Aeligon had once held a high position with the Order of Light in the city of Lünathar. It was north of the wetlands and quagmires that separated Anwarna from Salanthanon. It was customary for the Order then, that each wizard was to keep at least one, but no more than three, apprentices working in the laboratories and studies in their service. Aeligon had one, the minimum requirement, and one too many for his taste, to be sure. He liked to work alone, for apprentices were known to be clumsy and made frequent foul-ups while learning the ancient arts of magic and lore. Still, it was required by the Order because the benefits of apprentices, albeit unappreciated by Aeligon, far outweighed the minor inconveniences posed by their idiosyncrasies.
The young man chosen by the Order to aid Aeligon was Pux Miriadis. He was similar in alignment to Aeligon, and had a real passion for conjuring. In contrast, Aeligon's abilities aligned with healing and curing and did not, at the time, require the help of a conjurer. Pux was quite good and made a habit out of playing tricks on Aeligon. He would conjure up vermin of all sorts, allowing them to play in Aeligon's bed. He would conjure up frogs that would rise out of his soup bowl. Aeligon was known to be very difficult and testy, not taking kindly to this brand of humor, if any at all. His art relied heavily on intelligence, concentration, and much study. One ill turn could cause massive infection or even death, if spells were mixed incorrectly. The healing arts were sensitive in this way to the accuracy of ingredients and timing, in some cases. This clash of ideals caused Aeligon to become frequently disconcerted at the young conjurer. More often than not he'd throw him out of his keep to find some peace, or seal his mouth and bind his hands around his back to stop the pranks. This worked temporarily, but, after being let loose, Pux would continue the turmoil. During this time, Pux grew very fond of the powerful mage and admired him beyond any other in the Order of Light. Secretly, Pux practiced his art tirelessly in the hopes of one day impressing his master with his rapidly growing skills.
It was in these schemes that Pux grew foolish. One day he went out of Lünathar, and journeyed south to the marshlands of the Cursed Glades lying between the city and the vast land of Salanthanon. It was rumored that there was a Djinn, a powerful genie, which lived near there. The genie was told to have massive intellectual prowess. His most powerful attack was an assault on the mind, in some form or another such as insanity, mind drains or telekinetic forces. Most Djinns of that age were bound to some oath, or piece of mythical jewelry. Pux was off to foil the Djinn to prove himself worthy to the Order, but most of all to find favor with Aeligon. Conjuring up a creature to either free or defeat the Djinn would have certainly won him respect and favor, or at least that was the sought after effect.
Fortunately, for Pux, wizards have clairvoyant abilities. Though they cannot predict events with any degree of certainty, they can see outcomes of one's future decisions (especially since Aeligon had known Pux for so long). The night Pux left this came to Aeligon in a dream, and to a few others in the Order. Aeligon, bothered by his apprentice's foolish attempt at worth, volunteered to go and return him to the Order single-handedly. He was granted this, and set out to find Pux. Not long after, Aeligon came upon Pux near the outskirts of the marshes. Aeligon approached with the Djinn having Pux suspended in the air nearly forty feet up. The young apprentice was completely helpless in his efforts to escape. The Djinn had his arms crossed and was mocking Pux, while the young conjurer could do little more than drool at the mouth like a rabid dog. Aeligon stepped in, and bartered for the life of his apprentice. Apparently, something about Pux had caused Aeligon to open his mind with regards to him, unbeknownst to Pux of course. It was in this moment that a choice was placed before Aeligon by the Djinn.
The Djinns were an ancient force that dwelt in the Vaalüna Plane many ages before any other race. They tended to leave others alone as long as they were left alone. Their powers were far beyond that of any wizard, including Aeligon. This particular efrit offered a wise bargain, not a commonplace tactic for such a deity. He offered to spare Pux's life as long as Aeligon would swear to protect him and be his master until a day came when Pux proved himself worthy of mind. Aeligon accepted. The Djinn was not quite as foolish as Aeligon had hoped. Pux's body was left suspended in the air, and out from his mouth and eyes poured a gray smoke-like fume. It swirled around a bit, then was cast at Aeligon. The wizard held up his staff in defense and the streak of cloud disappeared into it. With a loud crack, the force knocked the wizard to the ground. The Djinn told Aeligon that the soul of Pux resided in the staff, binding Aeligon to his word. If he wanted to keep his treasured staff, which was gifted to each wizard upon their graduation from their school of study, then he would have to care for his unwise apprentice until the time came when Pux displayed both honor and wisdom. Although taken aback by the Djinn's deception, Aeligon could not argue with the wisdom in the decision. He wisely left the marshes and returned to Lünathar with the life of Pux, whose physical body was kept by the efrit. This relationship, thought at first to be devastating and totally irrational to both Aeligon and Pux, turned for the better. Pux's mind was still willing to learn, and his foolishness was kept at bay by the constraints of the wooden prison. The young apprentice learned all he could about using language and mind-over-matter methods to conjure spells. He became quite powerful, causing Aeligon's might to grow ten-fold in his presence. Aeligon could practice and perfect his art while feeding off of Pux for more powerful defensive skills, and visa versa. Wizards were not known for their teamwork abilities, but this was a mighty exception. It saved both of their lives countless times in battle, with the best example being the Great War of Calaridis. Plus, Pux's imprisonment kept him from aging. His physical body was preserved by the Djinn, and the curse, until due time.
* * * *Aeligon and Pux sat on the brink of the former fortress, near the mangled gate. Fresh tracks of horrid creatures were pressed into the choked earth, and trees laid about knocked down and hacked to pieces. Small fires burned here and there. Black smoke curled its way to the blackened sky. Aeligon had seen this type of destruction before, but his mission would not allow distraction at this stage. Death's stench was in the air. The two came upon the carcass of a fallen direwolf, head split open and rotting in a sea of red.
The mirror.
He knew that Haarath was responsible because the mirror's location had been discovered. He just hoped that it wasn't destroyed during a fit of insanity. Heading toward Mynandrias Aeligon thought of the danger, and realized that Haarath's insanity was inevitable.
Dismounting, Aeligon led the horse by the reins toward the center of the city, scanning every inch of ground along the route. Over fallen stones and around deep ditches, he succeeded and finally came upon his aim. Carved into a large pile of rock and rubble, was a path to the hole where the chamber rested.
It was there; the horse could go no further. Stealthily, Aeligon stepped down into the bowels of the earth, to the chamber where evil resided. Haarath was gone, but his foul stench hung in the air like the fume of a poisonous gas, burning as it was breathed in. It greatly relieved the mage that none of his minions were to be found either. Once inside the chamber, his hopes dimmed and brightened at the same time.
The mirror had not been destroyed, but a new dread fell upon the wizard. His task grew graver and far more dangerous. To find out what Haarath was being called to do, he knew that he would have to gaze into the mirror. Aeligon closed his eyes. The memories of evil long ago invaded him, caused him to shudder, and he fell to his knees. He did his best to cling to his staff, but felt fierce hands grabbing him. He let out a groan, and fought it with all that was in him. Standing up once again, he faced his own reflection in the mirror and prepared for the journey he knew he had to take.
* * * *Aeligon stared into the face of the mirror, which dared him to step into a world unseen by human eyes for over two thousand years. It was mounted against a wall of stone waiting to devour the soul that came calling to its evil purpose. Strangely, it had never aged. He couldn't believe the mirror was here and yet, somehow, felt in his heart that it had always been. Spider webs had taken up residence in the darkest corners of the room, the air giving away its age with its stale personality. It hung there shining like a beacon into the night of a violent storm on the sea, a castle built upon the rock. Its deceitfulness swayed even the wisest of hearts, and Aeligon was no exception. What power dwelt beyond this thing? Was Hydrais’ spirit truly banished? Is this just some new evil rising out of the ash of a twisted Plane? These and many other questions were vomited into the mind of the Healer, and a cold sweat broke out on his brow. He had heard the call of the Master of the Mirror, but knew he could not obey, for it had already laid its egg in the mind of another. The spell to unlock the secrets found within was unknown to Aeligon. It had been gifted to Haarath alone by the hand of his new master. The evil thing could read hearts and minds and would know of Aeligon's wish to destroy it, whatever it was.
"Haarath,” Aeligon muttered aloud, after a long period of silent pondering. Closing his eyes, he began to despair. Silence fell upon his heart and he knew not what to do. He had the mirror right there, but he could not find a way to see what Haarath had seen. Though bestowed with plentiful and willing knowledge, none suited his current quandary. Then, he had a thought. “Perhaps I should shatter this artifact. Casting a stone into its center would surely rid the world of this shiny swindler of hearts."
"Yes, yes, shatter it, shatter it!” yelled Pux as the staff shook. Pux's face could not be discerned in the staff, for he hid in fear. Aeligon did not realize that he had spoken aloud.
Aeligon's frustration manifested itself. He drew a rock from the floor near the pedestal. His arm wound back and, when he flung the stone toward the reflection, something happened that took him by surprise. With the rock halfway on its course, the mirror protruded a long, skinny streak of fog, similar in shape to an arm with five thin fingers at the end. They stretched open and caught the rock midway, stopping it. The fingers wrapped tightly around it. Aeligon stepped back a few paces and grasped his staff with both hands. The fog hand drew back and thrust the rock toward the wizard at a terrifying speed. Aeligon dodged and swung his staff. He struck the rock, and sent it flying to the opposite wall. The blow would have shattered a tree, but Aeligon's staff was blessed with a bit of strength from a shield spell, Pux's doing for sure. The slithering hand hovered in the air, fed by a swirling cloud that had engulfed the shimmering surface of the mirror. A voice came from within, low and resonating. Aeligon had seen many fell things in his lifetime, but this evil escaped his memories. His brows furrowed, and his eyes narrowed to focus on the apparition.
A long, horrid laugh vibrated the walls of the chamber, sending more cracks through them. Then, the voice rang out from the churning mirror.
"Aeligon, last great wizard in the Order of Light, your meddling will surely be your undoing. I will rip your body limb from limb, and scatter your remains across Vaalüna and the seven realms. Fool! You are too late!” The voice was thunderous, and carried a great burden of evil. Aeligon could not tell who or what was speaking, since no visual impression of the creature could be seen in the mirror. He readied himself and responded with his well-known confidence.
"I will not heed such a threat tossed by a being that hides behind smoke and mirror,” taunted Aeligon. “I will not bow to your will as Haarath did. Show yourself and enact your curse of me, or go back to the safety of your prison.” His own voice carried a strength that countered the evil. His form grew, and the tension between the two formidable forces rose to stifling levels. More cracks formed in the walls; pieces started to break apart and shatter on the already broken floor. The mirror shook, the force within it growing angry at Aeligon's defiance.
The force that held the mirror captive to its might must have realized the folly in fighting with the wise mage. The gliding arms recoiled into the mirror, and the swirling fled with a hiss. Aeligon had called its bluff, and the foe retreated back into the depths of the dark and fetid world beyond the glass. As it turned, no detail could be discerned. Cloud and ash masked the form, but in its flight Aeligon could see it trailing off into the distant Northlands. The image first made west toward the bogs and marshes of the Cursed Glades, or Quagmirth as it was commonly called, then it carved a path slightly eastward toward Dunandor. It was then that Aeligon knew that which he had so mercilessly pursued. Though his strength faltered considerably due to the strain of struggle with the evil phantom of the mirror, his mind was fully aware of his quarry and his quest. The mirror became darkly opaque. Spent, Aeligon sank to the ground, although his half-smile hinted at his revived hope.
* * * *For a good while, Aeligon rested against the pillar until his strength returned and begged him to rise. Prior to departing, the wizard knew he had but one chance to destroy this mirror before it could ensnare another. His wisdom led him here, or perhaps it was the foolish prying of Aerinas. Whatever it was, there was a pressing in his heart to do what Haarath could not ... destroy the mirror. Though its full purpose could not yet be determined, Aeligon had seen and heard enough. No amount of study or research could save even the most hardened, wise minds of that age. Perhaps if Ashinon were alive, he could pursue such a task. Aeligon's mind was wandering, swaying from fatigue. He picked up the rock that he had thrown at the mirror an hour before. This time, his toss went unmatched. It struck the mirror's center, sending streaks outward like the web made by a spider. Pieces flew as the glass was unseated from its frame. The shards came to settle on the floor of the chamber, and Aeligon noticed something peculiar. The edges of each piece and sliver glowed with a greenish tint. Aeligon stepped closer, crouched down, and examined them.
"Interesting,” he said aloud as he withdrew a small cloth from his bag. He wrapped one of the larger shards in it carefully, making sure to not expose even one tiny fragment to the light.
"Perhaps there is a use for you yet,” he spoke to the shard, and turned for the staircase leading up to his horse. Outside the hole, Rajan stomped and kicked the ground knowing that his master, the only master he cared about, could very well be dead. Horses of those days were very gifted in mind as well as in spirit. In the service of their masters long enough, they became extensions of their souls, bound together by some unseen link that spanned many leagues. Some, like Aeligon, could even speak to the horses in languages that most had long forgotten, and thus the bond was even stronger. When Aeligon emerged from the hole, Rajan knelt down on his front knees, lowering his saddle to within inches of the ground to make mounting that much easier for the man. Greatly pleased, the wizard pulled from his leather pouch a sugar cube prize, which Rajan quickly scooped up with his lips. Aeligon patted him on his neck and conveyed his thanks. With his fortitude replenished, the wizard proudly sat atop Rajan and urged the horse southwest through the debris and the twisted gate. He was determined to follow the band of creatures headed for Mynandrias.
Rajan galloped as he never had before. He bore Aeligon back through the Hollow Wood, and across the Tunin River by way of the Bridge of Fwalin. From there, it was not long before they reached the path into Mernith Forest that the minions used.
"Quickly now, Rajan,” said Aeligon in a hurried voice, “we mustn't linger in these woods either, for the elves are in great peril, or will be very soon. I can feel it."
The despair that had captured Aeligon when he looked into the mirror faded altogether. A new fear sprang up inside him, elevating his senses on the path toward Mynandrias. He could tell that the creatures were goblins and their tracks mingled between those of direwolves. By Aeligon's estimate there were about two hundred beasts in all, maybe more. These two breeds of creatures were unholy, but together wielded a power that was unstoppable by most civilizations, especially in so great a number. Goblins never marched in companies, or in formation; they just ran about wildly, never making an effort to hide their tracks. It wasn't difficult to guess their path; their destructive nature could be told by the slash marks in the trees made by their scimitars. The tainting of Mernith had begun, but Aeligon did not know to what end. The horde had at least a half day's lead, and with the rough terrain there was no gaining on them.
It was near evening when Aeligon had to stop. The sun took its last few remaining breaths before it sank below the line of the mountains. He and Rajan were weary from pursuit. They halted near a small brook that fed the Tunin River. Quickly, Rajan drank large draughts of the cool water, while Aeligon pulled chunks of bread apart and ate them. A few plump carrots were fed to Rajan, and were greatly appreciated. From where the duo stood at the edge of the small stream, Aeligon could see tracks smashed deep into the muddy banks on either side.
"This is where they crossed, Rajan,” he said. “And look!” He stooped down and reached into the clear pool of sluggish water, pulling a piece of metal from it that still shimmered in the fading light. There was no mistaking that it was a shard of metal from the armor of one of the goblins.
"They are equipped for battle, not just for pillaging or robbing,” said Aeligon grimly.
Rajan nickered softly and Aeligon said nothing more. They were off again with renewed vigor and spirit. No more than a few hours from the city borders, they took on a new caution in their steps. Eyes were of hawk's precision. Rajan aided in the search. Carefully they stepped into the realm of the Krayn Elves.
They continued on.
In the distance, there came the sudden rumble that resembled thunder clapping without lightning. The earth shook. Aeligon readied his staff, and drew his sword from its sheath, all the while moving forward. Wild screams were heard in the distance. Aeligon knew that the city was under siege at that moment. He rushed Rajan along as fast as he could, but he knew that he was too late to stop the onslaught that had been planned by Haarath. They continued forward through the forest, but with less hope and more fear of what lay beyond their sight. If he could just make it to a peak or a rise in the land where the battle could be seen, perhaps he could summon a fury from the sky to aid the elves in their purpose. The land was rocky and bumpy; no such summit existed. They neared the city of Mynandrias and, hence, the borders of the Mernith Forest before it ran into the Tunin River.
An hour had passed slowly. The screams had hushed. The battle had either pushed its way through the gate and into the city, where the screams would probably have been deafened by the high walls and thick trees, or ceased with the elves victorious. Intense anxiety and hope filled Aeligon. He still carried his sword in his right hand, feeling the power throb throughout his fingers. This sword, dubbed Reaper, had been passed down to him by the High Mage in the Order of Light. It was said that many magical endowments were bestowed upon it by the Order during its forging, gifting the steel with a supernatural essence. It was part of Aeligon. It would have no other master. Its glimmer had been lost, for the air was thick this night and a peculiar fog clung to the ground, consuming all but the head of Rajan in its grip. Its purpose only served to aid the pair, as it concealed them also.
Aeligon heard the clanking of metal again, coming toward them from off to the right. No screams or wicked cries were heard, but a bustling that sounded unlike any animal or fowl. He halted Rajan and listened intently, straining to hear all that he could. Sight was becoming a better ally since the fog had thinned, but it still clung stubbornly. The moon crept back into the sky and shed a bluish light down on the befuddled earth. Then, he saw them. Running silently through the trees, a horde of the remaining wolves and goblins were struggling to break free from the forest. Aeligon sat perfectly still atop Rajan, watching, yet unseen. Their expressions were a mix of fear and terror, mingled with anger. They stopped to catch their breath, huddling together while looking around frantically. Aeligon was concealed by brambles, and took to eavesdropping on the unsuspecting group.
"Bah! Curse those elves,” barked one of the grungier ones. “And curse that Haarath for sending us here."
A roar went up among them and the arguing ensued.
Another yelled, “All this for one blasted elf? What fer? If Haarath would've done the job right, we wouldn't have to be ‘ere."
"Yeah, yeah,” they all yelled together in unison.
"Those elves are great indeed, and it would take an army greater than this to destroy such a wall,” screamed yet another.
"Gah, you know nothing, Gorgithon,” accused the marked leader of the pack. His armor was emblazoned with decorations of war that surpassed any of the others. “These elves are not great, but this one, this Aerinas among them ... he is the fear of Haarath and the fear of our Master. The resistance was rallied by him, and the cause of the destruction of our brothers."
Gorgithon scowled and more arguing assaulted the peaceful night air, which was already filled with a mixture of curses and hollers. The wolves paced around the perimeter. Their language was different from that of goblins, and they were not accustomed to holding counsels.
During this, Aeligon stood absolutely still, watching and waiting for the right moment. He knew that he could not let this gang pass without retribution for their attack on the city, no matter what their orders. He needed to find out as much information as possible before he dispatched his wrath upon them. He lowered his sword and stuck it in the ground, since sheathing it would have proven too noisy. His staff was in his firm grasp and the birth of a spell was already beginning to shape, thanks, in part, to Pux. The wind picked up slightly, but the fighting goblins never noticed it. The wolves began to sniff the air, and their pacing stopped. Their keen senses were sharper than the goblins', since arguing was not in their blood to distract them.
Finally, the mass stopped their squabbling and readied to make off again to their tarnished lands. Aeligon saw resolve emerge, and his staff stretched to the sky. The net of twisted branches that concealed his presence were cast aside, and his form cut through the darkness like a knife. The goblins and wolves spun around, and gasped at the new enemy before them. The wolves crouched low and growled, their yellow eyes beaming at the wizard. They never had the chance to spring toward him, nor did the goblins ever get a chance to tell their story to Haarath. A rush of energy flowed from the sky and crashed into Gorgithon. It shot out from him in all directions, using his body as a conduit to the others. One bolt turned into many, as the web of fury was cast through them. Sizzling and popping could be heard; the goblins boiled, and the wolves burned. Smoke and fire consumed the horde and none were left alive. Once the lightning ceased, neither goblin nor wolf could be found alive and none escaped. No word of their tale would be told to their master. The wind carried away the smoke and scent of burnt hair and flesh, and the earth absorbed the rank carcasses so that no trace of them would be found.
"That felt good, didn't it, Aeligon,” asked Pux, proud as could be.
"Yes,” answered Aeligon with a smile, “yes it did."
Aeligon quickly grabbed his sword, sheathed it, and once again rode toward Mynandrias. He trod carefully, for the politics and the condition of the city would be in hiatus since their attack. There would be no one allowed to enter their borders. It would be difficult enough trying to sneak past the alerted guards in the watchtowers. Aeligon knew of a secret entrance to the city on the northern side that was used for purposes like this. He now turned that direction to seek a meeting with the House of Lythardia, and the wisdom within. Hope grew in him, knowing that the elves had pushed their attackers back into the forest.
* * * *The North Gate was well guarded, but one entrance to the city still remained secret to all but the Order of Light and select High Elves. The passage had been built by members of the House of Lythardia in response to threats from the east during the Great Wars. If the city was besieged, the passage was wide enough to accommodate a wide stream of people, since chaos would be a problem in a narrow one. The doors to the entranceway were set in an outcropping of rock formations that jutted up in many places on the north face of the city. There were three exit doors in total. Each was invisible from the sky or from land, unless a passerby was actively searching for them. It was believed that having three doors to access the passage was wiser than having only one. A large passage restricted by one narrow exit would mean certain death if it were blocked. In case enemies were waiting for them, each of the doors exited in a different part of the rocks to split the mass. The thick steel doors were securely bolted and locked from the inside. A clever device was cast to allow one to simply move a lever, and the door would be unlocked and thrown open. It was an intricate plan at the time, having been long forgotten since the wars ceased and the city grew to have large gates at each of its four sides. The secret entrances were not decommissioned. They were left there for the select few who knew of them to use.
Aeligon arrived at the north door, the other two looking east and west respectively at different points in the rocks, and found it tightly sealed. No keyhole or hinge was apparent and the metal had rusted to a brownish ruddy color with green moss growing over a portion. This helped the door blend in with the surrounding environment. Its age had its benefits. If another had come upon a door in this condition, it most likely would have been left to simple curiosity and passed by. Aeligon had other plans. He held out his hand and turned his fingers with a motion that looked like he was turning and twisting at the empty air. A whining creak was heard as he continued to turn his hand. Finally, the door flung open toward him. Rust and dirt flew about, and a musty smell emerged from the passage. Aeligon wasted little time, secured the door behind him, and was quickly devoured by the dark, stale channel. Along the path he felt his way in the dark. His thoughts at the moment were of how the elves made their way in the dark, but then the answer came to him when a flame burst in his hand. The light cast by his magic illuminated the road, and along the walls were bolted elaborate torch sconces that held rotted branches. Some had burnt ends, but many did not, indicating that the passage had never been used for its intended purpose. Aeligon tried to find a dry stick to light, but they were all damp and moldy. He had no choice but to hold the small flame, and keep up the spell for as long as he could before it dissipated. That he did, until at last he started up a small flight of stairs that ended at a fairly wide door. This time, there were no locks or hinges visible on the inside. This must be barred from entrance on the outside, thought Aeligon. Since he could not see out to determine what blocked the door, he had to let the flame spell die so he could conjure a seeing spell. He determined that the door was both chained shut, and barred with five large iron bars positioned from right to left where it then was fastened to a stone edifice. “Much more work than I intended,” he grumbled.
Pux, who had remained very silent while his master sought a way out, added his two cents. “You know, Aeligon, we would have stood a much better chance of hailing the elves at the gate rather than challenging their defenses. If they catch you, they will be more inclined to stick you with arrows than if you arrived on friendly terms."
"I am aware of our predicament, Pux,” said Aeligon. “But we cannot risk being prohibited from entering. Guards are not easy to break, especially after their borders were attacked, as they were not more than a half day ago. No, we mustn't alarm them, but I have you to aid me. I will need a spell, Pux. So if you don't mind, I need it now!"
Pux quickly retreated into the staff. He needed full concentration to help Aeligon with the task at hand.
The creaking and sliding of the bars, and the loosing of the chains without a presence visible, caused some disturbance among the elves that witnessed it. When the doors creaked open and the wizard's head popped out curiously, smiles played on the faces of those gathered to see what was making such a fuss. Aeligon set calm and hushed them from speaking a word of his arrival. They went their way again, forgetting all they had just seen. The other end of the passage opened up from a structure that was built by the Library of Songs, near the back and mostly out of sight. The House of Lythardia was at hand, and Aeligon knew that his initial encounter with the Council would be met with disdain and misunderstanding. He made haste in sealing the door, and hurried himself to the causeway leading to the door of the Great House.
* * * *The door to Lythardia's domain was guarded when meetings took place, and barred shut when no council was convened. Dawn was young and the meetings of the day had yet to begin, so Aeligon knew that guards did not yet lie in his path. It had been close to twelve hours since he had heard the cries from the West Gate. The air was colder, but with the passing night came the warm hopes of a sun upon the land. His dark blue robe glistened with dew drops clinging to the home they had found. As Aeligon ducked to remain hidden from sight, they fell to the ground with tiny splashes. He knew that he could not barge in or pick the lock of this place, for that would be most unwelcome. He stood at the foot of the staircase leading down to the entrance and, with the light rap of his staff, a hollow echo passed beyond the door and into the dome. The sound receded, but no approach could be heard. Again he tapped the door with the heel of his staff. Again, nothing. He was about to give it a solid pounding out of sheer frustration when, at that moment, the door cracked open and out peered the fair face of an elf maiden.
Pux mumbled under his breath, “Bless you, fair maiden, for I was growing tired of being banged against your door."
"Excuse me?” the elf maiden asked, puzzled at where the comment came from.
Aeligon jammed the butt of the staff into the ground hard to hush Pux.
"Nothing,” lied Aeligon with a half-smile, embarrassed.
Aeligon never had the pleasure of meeting many of those who dwelt within those walls and this troubled him greatly, for there were so many faces, like the one before him, that he would have much liked to look upon at leisure. He cleared his throat.
"Ahem. Pardon me, my lady,” said Aeligon smoothly, “I call upon you to fetch Lord Tristandor, Ruler of this House."
A smile grew on her face when she answered, “No one is permitted here unless invited or called to stand before the House on trial."
"I understand, my lady, but you must understand that I bring news from Merchindale and need to speak with him. Time is not on our side. You may tell him that Aeligon the Healer begs his counsel.” With that, Aeligon bowed his head slightly out of respect, a gesture that won fine admiration with the elves.
The maiden asked him to wait while she sought out the answer to his question. The door closed, but Aeligon did not have the heavy heart he once did.
It was a long while before the door cracked open and the lovely face appeared on the other side again.
"Tristandor will see you, Aeligon, and was greatly pleased when I told him that it was you who called upon him,” said the maiden gently. “Please come in."
Aeligon had taken a seat on the lowest stair, but rose with the invitation. The door opened and he slid past the maiden, the flowery scent of her hair and the aroma of her skin pleasing his senses. He nervously bowed to her again out of thanks and respect. It was then that he noticed the elegant Vrünyn Guard, the elite guard regime of the House. Four of them, two on each side, guarded the short foyer that led into the dome structure ahead. Crimson carpet lined the center of the marble floor, and a marble pillar stood behind each guard. They were dressed in elegant red cloaks of the finest linen that draped most of their body, starting at the shoulders and cascading down, almost touching the floor. At the neck, a broach pinned the cloak together, which split open down the center of their bodies, allowing the armor underneath to be visible. Each also wore a helmet made of a metal that held a golden luster, and grasped a long lance in their right hand. In their left, they held a shield wrought of the same metal and intricate design scheme as the helmet. They never made a movement. Their presence made Aeligon feel both safe and uneasy at the same time. He moved past them along the red carpet, and came to the chamber that housed the twenty chairs and the throne of Lythardia Oruma.
Aeligon entered, noticing that no other council member was present, yet Tristandor sat on the throne as if a great council was already summoned.
"Aeligon, my old friend,” said Tristandor with the most appreciative smile. “What brings you to my house under such secretive conditions?"
Tristandor stood and walked down the steps at the foot of his chair, meeting Aeligon in the center of the chamber. The light from the above chandelier bounced off the marble floor and reflected around them both, blanketing them in a sea of blue light.
Aeligon's smile quickly turned sour, since the reality of his news would soon unwind Tristandor's friendly welcome.
"I have treacherous news from Merchindale, my lord."
"Aeligon, you may call me Tristandor; you have honor here without the burden of calling me by my title,” offered Tristandor.
"Very well, Tristandor, I will call you what you wish, though out of respect for this House and yourself, did I refer to you as ‘lord’ just now."
"It is because of you that I and this House continue on, Aeligon,” said Tristandor proudly. “Or have you forgotten already the events of the past?"
Aeligon bowed once again. His memory of customs and behavior were impeccable at the very least.
"When I heard it was you who knocked at my door, I was greatly pleased and overjoyed that you came. Things have been troubling lately, and it was refreshing to have a welcome face like yours to grace this place,” said Tristandor.
"Your words are kind and generous, and fitting for a leader of your stature,” said Aeligon. “However, it is with bad news that I came here this early hour, my friend."
Tristandor's face grew troubled, as if he already knew of what Aeligon spoke without hearing a word. He turned, walked a few feet from Aeligon, and spoke finally after a brief stint of silent deliberation. “My son returned from Merchindale not long ago, and nearly got himself killed. He interrupted the Council several nights ago when he told his tale to me. The story was disturbing, and it did not take long for him to show signs of stress while telling it."
Aeligon listened intently to his friend, memorizing the words that dripped out of his pained lips. The scars on Tristandor's face reddened from the recollections manifested. He started to pace slowly around the floor as he spoke. Light from the mysterious Lenthan crystals cast a montage of shapes and shadows around the dome.
"He reminds me so much of myself when I was a youth, Aeligon,” confessed Tristandor. “I believe that mortifies me more than any other single trouble that may grace our lands in these days. It was in my foolish times that I, my flame, nearly died. You remember it, do you not?"
Aeligon lowered his head. The recapturing of that time was all too real. All he could do was nod in silent agreement.
"You cannot let this path that he has chosen allow your lead of these people to fail. Your strength to fight the despair must prevail, Tristandor.” He walked toward the tortured Elf-Lord, and laid his hand upon his shoulder.
"You are right, my old friend,” said Tristandor softly. “I cannot be a leader if I let this despair lead me into darkness. My son's path is his own to choose, or for fate to lay before him.” His face became brighter; as quickly as the despondence fell upon him, it vanished. He offered his outstretched hand, and, while shaking it firmly, the wizard smiled.
"So now we come to the business of what we are to do. We are at a crossroad of decision, Tristandor, for the city may be in greater peril than we know. The Order of Light is no longer capable of dealing with such a force as Haarath intends to resurrect, whether that be Hydrais himself or another. We must act quickly."
Tristandor asked, “What allies do we have, Aeligon? Who can we turn to for aid? Mynandrias is powerful with the most skilled elves in the Realm of Anwarna, yet they alone cannot intercept the army that Haarath will no doubt bring forth."
"We must send out parties to seek it out, for I fear I know little of what is left of any ally, save for the scattered mages and wizards to the north. There may be some giants remaining of Farrin's force to the west of Fornidain. These areas are far, and difficult to reach. We may have little time to arrange and dispatch large legions to these locations, so I suggest bands no larger than seven members. Each of these will be given horses of the fastest breed. They will have two objectives: first, to persuade each race to aid in this conflict, and second, if they succeed in that, to bring those forces to the regions most in need."
"You have given this much thought, my friend,” said Tristandor, impressed with Aeligon's fast and thorough response.
"I have had much time to deliberate and ponder such things. My foresight aids me, and I feel the good aligned in me, steering me,” Aeligon responded. “I would also suggest that a team of your stealthiest assassins be sent to Gudred to seek the aid of King Hrathis. This will be most crucial in gaining the support of men to mount against Haarath, and whatever bends his will against us. I believe you already know how that company will be assembled,” added Aeligon with a wink.
Tristandor noted the wink and with a sigh said, “Yes, my son will lead that company west to Gudred. I would much like you to be with him in that party, Aeligon."
The wizard's eyes became wide. His foresight did little to prepare him for Tristandor's proposal. He chuckled as he answered, “I think not. I am no assassin, and my best years are behind me. I would only serve to slow them down. I am not yet old but, even so, I am not the youth I once was."
"I would want you by my son's side much as you were at my own long ago. Best years or not, you are the most powerful wizard roaming these lands and your healing powers would be best used in this party, especially for the danger involved. Your knowledge of the peoples of this Plane is unparalleled, and will be put to their greatest test there. Please reconsider, my old friend,” persisted Tristandor.
Aeligon's lips tightened, and he sighed. He knew in his mind that this was a most noble task being asked of him by the noblest creature inhabiting the Plane of Vaalüna. He had never let down another creature in need, and this was no different.
"Yes,” he finally answered, “I will accompany your son, Aerinas, and the other members of your choosing."
"Then rest tonight, Aeligon, for you have traveled far and your mind is no doubt fatigued. Tomorrow we shall convene here at dawn, giving one day's rest and no longer. It will take me that long to call upon the needed warriors for these parties. You are welcome to stay in the room behind the House here.” Tristandor pointed to a doorway behind him tucked away under one of the balconies.
"I am much obliged, Tristandor, and the gesture is much appreciated,” answered Aeligon gratefully.
The elf maiden who had answered his knock at the door an hour earlier returned and showed Aeligon to the room. Aeligon retired his body and mind to the bed, famished to the fullest extent. Pux was quiet and his face could not be seen on the staff's surface, as he too, was equally spent. Many hours passed before they woke, and prepared for the dawn meeting.
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Chapter 5—A Party of SevenThe night crept into Mynandrias slowly, but thoroughly. Lenthan crystals cast an eerie glow about the interior. Every now and again an elf would cross the causeways with torch in hand, causing the golden light to break the chill of the soft blues and greens. Almost every night was like this since the Siege at the West Gate. Many visited the Grove of Souls to pay silent tribute to both fallen friend and kin. Sometimes, a quiet sobbing carried in the air as sorrow continued to plague the Krayn people.
Aerinas retired to his loft far up in the trees, paying little mind to the quiescence below. He was pouring over the map that he had torn from the book in the library, studying everything that he could, memorizing every detail. I will go there someday, he thought to himself as he looked around nervously, fearing retribution for having taken it without permission. His concentration was frequently interrupted by thoughts of his dream a few weeks ago. Being greatly disturbed, yet at the same time captivated by Krüna's beauty, was more than enough to keep his mind whirling. He folded the map and drifted off into a daydream about her: her fiery hair, her thundering whispers, and her soft touch. She seemed to know more of him than he even knew of himself, and this puzzled him greatly. “She was not real, Aerinas,” he kept saying to himself over and over again, fearing that some fit of aberration had taken host within his psyche. It felt real to him, like she peered right into the essence of his very soul, the fiber of his strength becoming unraveled at the slightest breath she asserted.
So there he was, a great warrior being shaped and formed before his very eyes, yet he did not have the wits to see it then. How could he? He knew little of the implications of his trip to El-Caras and the events that had started to form around that single incident. Much to his disappointment and delight, that night he slept without the visitor to his unconscious.
* * * *Overnight winter had moved into Mernith Forest and the surrounding lands. The sun was sealed from the world below by wintry clouds carrying a light snow and cold winds. Beneath the canopy of trees, however, the elves remained protected from the full force of the icy gusts. A few silvery flakes fluttered down, and lightly graced the ground. The air of fall gave way to the fragile peace of winter's gentle entrance, and Mynandrias welcomed it warmly. The city woke with the morning light and the activities of the day began as usual, albeit a bit more bundled up with warmer garments than days past.
Aeligon stirred in bed at the light rap upon his chamber door.
"What is it,” he grumbled, rolling over from his left side to his right. “Can't a wizard get the rest he deserves without being bothered at such an early hour?"
"Well, my lord,” came a voice from the other side of the door, “I would not have woken you, but Lord Tristandor bids you come to the meeting hall."
Aeligon lifted his head and cleared the mat of hair stuck to his face. “Is it time for that already,” he complained. He muttered something inaudible as he stood reluctantly, and walked to the door. Opening it he realized that it was the elf maiden again that was sent to fetch him.
"I'm terribly sorry,” he awkwardly offered. “I had no idea..."
"It is all right, my lord, I understand completely,” she interrupted coyly as she surveyed the wizard's unraveled brown hair.
She blushed and left the threshold of his door. The weathered wizard smiled as he closed it behind her. Suddenly, he realized that he heard an awful snore resonating from Pux. He picked up his staff and tapped it against the bed post lightly.
"Ouch,” bellowed Pux. “There is no need to wake me up like that Aeligon; it's just not right."
"Very well, next time I will carry you in to the chamber of Lythardia snoring like a goat. We will see how that goes over with the elves."
Pux cleared his throat, and became silent while the two readied to join the Council in the Hall.
Aeligon entered the Hall; the entire Council had already arrived. The air was much colder than it had been. He made his way across the glossy floor to the staircase of the left balcony. After sitting down in the chair brought for him, he apologized greatly to the members, embarrassed for sleeping most of the morning away. Tristandor cast a smile in the wizard's direction, and started the meeting.
"All of you well know that this city was attacked several days ago by a small band of goblins and wolves. Our judgment was swift and our resolve conquering, but the consequences of our actions will not go unnoticed. I summoned Aeligon here among us because he alone holds information vital to the peril that swells around us. I only learned of it just this past morning. The missing pieces of our reports are now falling where they may, and it is time to act upon it or face our doom."
A rumbling of voices and turning of heads went around the group. Tristandor called for order.
"I ask the Council's blessing in arranging a party of elves to go out into the lands beyond Mynandrias to seek out allies for a brewing war. We have kept to ourselves for long enough since the fall of Hydrais many years ago. It seems a new evil is rising up against us, using the Sorcerer Haarath to perpetrate its will. We must unite the peoples of Vaalüna, or we will fall. It has come to that."
"But winter is upon us,” said one member. “Traveling will be treacherous, and much will be risked in sending out our own. What if we are put under attack again, Tristandor? Our best lords and maidens will not be here to defend Mynandrias, if indeed you are willing to send our best."
"That is why we are only sending one party of our best: one party bearing seven warriors with different skills. Aeligon will be one of them; so will my son Aerinas."
More murmuring could be heard at the mention of his son's name.
"My lord, with all due respect, your son is the reason this has happened to our peaceful dwelling,” yelled Arath.
Tristandor sternly replied, “If it were not for my son's folly, this peril would not be known to us save for the suspicion of it alone. It is because of his disobedience that we may yet survive whatever grows against us in the East. Speak not of him disdainfully, or leave this House in shame."
Arath sat down without uttering another word. Aeligon sat quietly still, always listening fixedly. He finally stood, and took the floor.
"Tristandor is right. I was there that night when Aerinas collapsed on the forest floor. A sprite of the wood sped the news to me, and I was led there by the creature. I found Aerinas close to death. If it were not for a great pot of good fortune, he would not be here today to speak of his findings to us. His fate is not in our hands, and it is leading him where it may serve best in these times. I do not think that he has or wants the knowledge of this.” He looked at Tristandor sharply.
Tristandor turned from Aeligon's piercing glance and continued. “The company will also include me."
A great rousing and turbulence went up among the Council. Even Aeligon did not foresee this proposal, the look on his face most surprised. Many rose and shouted in protest of this decision. Tristandor called for order sternly.
"My brothers, long has this House served as a body of order and governance for the Krayn Elves of Mynandrias, and long has it served to protect this great city. We now stand upon the edge of a vast chasm within which we cannot see any outcome, for we know little of what awaits. We must act in accordance with our laws and our principles. I am a warrior, appointed to hold the High Throne in honor of Lythardia's line. We now face a rising evil in our midst. I will not stand by and do nothing while my son is sent out to face it. It was fate that sent his spirit searching for truth, and it is fate that is guiding me now to join him if he is to accept this responsibility. Aeligon and I will now go and speak with him, and offer him this challenge. You are all free to go."
A silence fell upon the Council members, who stared at their leader with mixed thoughts of fear and doubt. Tristandor removed the silver crown that rested upon his brow, and set it down to rest on the red cushion next to the throne. His robe was laid across the arms and his rings, save one, were removed and given to an elf boy who promptly retreated to a back room where they were stored in a beautifully crafted box of silver. He descended the staircase, joining Aeligon by the entrance. Through that, past the Vrünyn Guards and out of the House, the pair went, leaving the rest of Council to talk amongst themselves.
Outside, Aeligon and Tristandor walked along the paths toward Aerinas’ abode.
"Why did you decide to send out just one company,” questioned Aeligon.
"Because one company will cause fewer disturbances than three or four. We will cover less ground, but we will suffer fewer losses and leave more behind to defend Mynandrias if a strike comes again."
"Then you are aware of our task set forth, are you not?"
"Of course, we are going to seek out each race and ally, Aeligon. Better it be you and I together to persuade them than any other. I fear that some who would give my elves trouble would not treat us with the same disdain."
"Very well, but it will take us longer to complete than the time we have been given."
"Perhaps, but we know little of what we seek out from the start. I could not stand to waste needed warriors if it turns out to be little more than a rousing of minor consequence."
"And if it turns out to be Hydrais, or one far worse?"
"Then our hopes diminish with every race that we cannot persuade to aid us. Too long has Vaalüna gone without conflict. Few people know of combat anymore, save for what may lie in the regions we eye. And according to legend, Aeligon, this is Hydrais’ doing. His mirror has been found and used to locate the hidden city of Trünith, the lost resting place of the Levünithain, the scroll written by the hand of Hydrais himself. Its sole purpose is to summon him back into this world if his body were diminished. This requires our most immediate attention."
"Tristandor,” Aeligon said, looking most impressed with his elfin ally, “how is it that you know of this lore? I know we fought side by side in the Great Wars, but Hydrais’ body was never found. The tale of his doom is only a shadowy rumor whispered amongst thieves and murderers."
"I know because it has been foreseen as far, Aeligon. I cannot begin to tell you of the knowledge of my elfin ancestors, nor my bloodline, but it runs deep as the ocean of Arthea. Many beings have crossed this earth since the time of Hydrais. Some bear news from his former land of Dunandor, telling us stories of armies being seen near the borders of the Dragon Mountains in the east. When scouts were sent out, none returned with any news or traces of such legions. Hence, we have not delved too deep in these matters, so as to not waste the resources of our people. It seems we have waited too long. The stories may yet turn out to be true after all. Such wasted time!"
Tristandor's wisdom out-shadowed even Aeligon's in some things—the most prominent being the lore of his own people. Despair or not, Tristandor knew history better than anyone in Mynandrias, or so he claimed. The elves were enmeshed in many conflicts in the ancient days. Tristandor was involved in most of them, since his younger years held more anger and bitterness than the wisdom he obtained. The mirror had been found after all the time that had passed. After so many years of searching the lands and Planes for it, even the wizards of the Order of Light could not find it. Aeligon had gazed into the mirror, but not to the extent that Haarath was allowed, mostly due to the differences in alignment. Still, they had enough to go on to start a probe into the matter, and enough heart to succeed. It would take a long time for Haarath to amass the legions necessary to carry him across the Realm to seek out Trünith, if it existed, and its evil. Time was somewhat on their side. First, Aeligon and Tristandor both knew that their small band would have to go west into the Farrin Downs, in the land of Fornidain, to seek out the giants and men that battled the trolls in the Great Wars. Then, northeast to Lünathar they would seek out any remaining force of wizards. The hazards along their route were unknown, but expected, as there were many changes that had occurred since the elves roamed the land.
* * * *Tristandor and Aeligon found Aerinas absent when they entered his domicile. Nimoni was standing in the middle of the platform staring out into the open air of the wood. A slight breeze, carrying a frosty bite along with her embellished scent, embraced their acute senses.
"Nimoni, where is my son?” asked Tristandor as he entered with Aeligon close behind.
She stood there, never moving, although her robes tossed in the breezes. “He has gone to the Library of Songs again. Shall I go fetch him for you?"
"That will not be necessary. I know where it is."
He turned and went out of the room with Aeligon trailing. The mage did not dare ask why the coldness was so apparent between them.
* * * *Nimoni, with her wisdom unreeling, stood fast upon the floor. Her husband and the wizard turned their sights to the Library of Songs, where her son spent much of his time lately. A place of wonder, learning, and retreat was that place for he who was no longer a child to seek the counsel of his mother. Yet, she felt a great despair sweep over her heart, one that clung to it and held fast, like the deep chill of the present winter. She knew, as most elves of age and enlightenment did, that her son was to embark on a great quest to destroy the plague that was silently seeking retribution upon the Plane of Vaalüna. Still, she could do nothing with her strength except to keep hope alive and burning within her soul. A thought, a plan, turned over and over in her mind, one that begged to escape and be known. She did not know what Tristandor was planning, so she repressed the plot until the time came when he came to her to confide. Quietly she walked out of Aerinas’ abode and descended the winding staircase, her hair trailing behind her, caught on the very wind she made with her movement.
* * * *Tristandor and Aeligon entered the Library of Songs, and scoured it thoroughly to find Aerinas. They found him seated at a table, and hunched over as he carefully studied something by the flickering candlelight. The pair approached him quietly, but with a stern presence. Aerinas looked up from the parchment that he was admiring, covering it slyly with his right arm. A stack of old, leather-bound books stood in front of him.
"Father ... Aeligon” he acknowledged without a hint of surprise, though he was taken aback slightly. “What brings you here? Looking to take up reading again?” His eyes bore confidence in them, as if something more powerful resided in the pale blueness.
"We come to ask you to a meeting of the Council, so that you may decide your fate for yourself. We cannot speak here in this place. Please come with us, if you will,” Tristandor offered.
Aeligon did not speak, but his visage told Aerinas that this was serious and called for his strict attention. Aerinas rose without speaking a word. He folded the map, put it in his tunic pocket, and made for the door with Aeligon and his father behind. The elf working the lobby desk simply cast a curious glance in their direction, and then went back to his business.
Aerinas turned suddenly toward his father when they were outside.
"You and your Vrünyn Guard treat me like a common thug, yet now I am asked to have council with you?” Aerinas asked with anger flashing in his eyes.
"It was a mistake, my son,” confessed Tristandor, humbling himself with a bow of his head, unthinkable from father to son. “We have heard much-needed news of the north from Aeligon, and it is imperative that you listen to his insight now, even if your faith in me has been betrayed."
Aeligon stepped forward, putting his hand on Tristandor's shoulder to relax him a bit.
"It is true, Aerinas,” said Aeligon. “I came to this city seeking your father's wisdom in this matter. The battle at the gate was but a tip of something far more evil about the lands. I have seen into the mirror that you found at El-Caras, and I believe there to be a far greater threat growing than any of us may have imagined. It is, however, not without a sense of doubt."
"What do you mean?” asked Aerinas.
"I came upon the mirror and encountered an evil that nearly took me, nearly broke me. I did not see what Haarath may have seen, for his purpose is wielded for an evil that he himself cannot fathom beyond this world. His undying search for power has manifested itself in the tampering with a force that was to remain isolated. The ruins of El-Caras were sealed for this reason, yet now this seal has been broken, as you well know, and its bowels plundered. The earth has been in great turmoil. The animals are in an uproar, frightened into submission by creeping things. The Mirror of Trünith has been found and used, Aerinas."
"I do not know of the tales told of days long ago, though my heart has been searching lately for answers that drove me to the ruins that night; answers that nearly destroyed me."
Aeligon said, “It is those driving questions that guide you still. Your spirit is not yet willing to undergo the task that is placed before you. You were meant to go against your father's will, however unwise it seems to him now. You were also meant to stumble upon the wretch Haarath, and to end up in my house that night. Without this turn of events, this would be falling on deafened ears and blinded eyes, beyond even the foresight of the wisest of beings. I believe the mirror has pointed Haarath in the direction of the lost city of Trünith, the fabled resting place of the Levünithain. That was the rumored name given to the scroll of Hydrais. This warlock needs only this scroll to be recited for his plot to be beheld. Though I know not the exact location, I know the land ... Dunandor."
"Dunandor?” asked Aerinas. “I have not had the pleasure of traveling to that land. Of course, from what I have learned of our history, that is not a land that I would ever want to visit."
"Your brief delve into the deep lore of your history has served you well. That was the territory that Hydrais ruled with domination over all of the land of Vaalüna. It took a miracle, and one last battle at the city of Trünith, to push Hydrais from there to El-Caras, his last fortress. It is also the hiding place of the last piece of the great riddle that he formed to call his resurrection. It is only in this sense of irony that his last stand would be the first clue to unlocking his secret. He knew that his soul would not die while his power was woven into the magical scroll hidden deep within the vastness of Trünith. He created the Mirror at El-Caras as a guide, to point his chosen one in its direction, so that one day he could be awoken again. This is our peril, and our resolve must be to follow Haarath into the pits of the earth and beyond if we are to stop this cataclysm from happening."
Aerinas nodded in understanding. The reality of the duty he was being called to do now was very imminent. He answered in the most unexpected way.
"Then I must do what I feared most in the past. I will do what you wish of me and go where you bid me to go,” he said.
"Son, it is not I who bid you to do this thing,” said Tristandor. “You have chosen to do this even before we came to you tonight. You have known it in your heart, even if it has come to you suddenly or in a dream. What you may not know is that we are sending a party. You will not be alone."
"Will I choose, or has the Council already chosen this party?” asked Aerinas.
"The Council has decided only two, and the rest will be decided with your aid. I am with you,” said Tristandor.
"Father, you are coming with me?” Aerinas asked in surprise. “But why? Who will lead our people if you fall?"
"Our people are strong, and have endured long and harsh times. The House of Lythardia has many elders capable of leadership. I will appoint a member of the Council to undertake my duties until I return. My own fate has led me to this decision, and its presence cannot be avoided, I'm afraid,” Tristandor said.
Aeligon interjected, “And I go at the behest of Tristandor. It seems that my usefulness from the past has given me another chance at fate. I hope my role will prove its value in days to come.” He smiled and winked at the father and son.
They all chuckled together. The tension between Tristandor and Aerinas seemed to have receded somewhat given the common goal of the quest at hand.
Aerinas asked, “So whom will we choose to go with us?"
"You may choose whomever you deem worthy,” answered Tristandor. “You will be a leader someday, and with that comes the responsibility of choosing your allies carefully and wisely. Do not make great haste in doing so, for this party will only consist of seven members. I will expect you to convene at the Grand Terrace as soon as possible, so that plans may be made for the road before us."
"Very well then,” said Aerinas, “I will choose the other four members and meet you here tonight when the moon is at its highest.” He bade Aeligon and his father good night before he dashed up the nearest set of stairs leading to the causeways. His father gazed after him for a short while.
"He will make a great leader someday, Aeligon,” he said solemnly, “if the blood running through his veins does not lead him astray."
"I doubt that it will, my friend,” offered Aeligon calmly. “His blood is of the noblest of all elves, hence all beings on this Earth. Fate has yet to tell his story, but I assure you that it will go down as one of the greatest tales to grace our chronicles. Legends, whether fallen or prolonged, are legends forever, Tristandor. Trust me on that one. I have seen many great legends already in my lifetime, and there are songs sung and tales told each day about them. No, they are never forgotten."
Tristandor nodded, but said nothing in response to Aeligon's optimistic outlook. They walked along the path slower than they had before, since Aerinas had gone to claim his companions.
* * * *Not far above them, hidden carefully amongst the branches, a small form waited until they were out of sight, then slipped away quietly in the direction that Aerinas went.
* * * *Aerinas walked hurriedly along the platforms and bridges of the city that bound the trees into an intricate web of life. Along the way he passed Durythrain, who was patching a few boards of a broken dais.
"Be careful of your footing, young Aerinas,” warned the peaceful voice. “You do not want to step near here."
Aerinas stepped around the open spaces cautiously, giving a chuckle as his feet danced away from the holes. The hammering resumed once he passed.
Foran's house was situated near the outskirts of the city on the north side. Aerinas hoped he was there so the search would not have to be delayed. Luck was with him. He broke the threshold of the larger room that was very similar to his own in many ways. Foran was standing near the far wall, looking down through the spindles at something that Aerinas could not have guessed.
"There you are, Foran. I am in luck that I found you here and not wandering about the city,” said Aerinas without a pant or quiver in his voice.
"Yes, I am here,” said Foran, who turned around to face his friend. “I was watching you ascend from below, and was certain you were coming to fetch me. I saw you talking with your father and some other. Who was that?"
"That Foran, was Aeligon the Healer,” Aerinas answered.
"What is he doing here, and what would he want with you and your father?"
"That is why I have come, to ask something of you that you have secretly wished to hear for a long time, my friend."
"And what is that?” asked Foran.
"I have been chosen to embark on a journey with Aeligon, my father, and four others of my choosing. The attack on the city was a mere signal that evil has returned to our lands, one that now begs our swift resolve. I came to offer you this task first, being foremost of my greatest allies and closest of friends. Will you not come with us?"
Foran's eyes widened, full of delight and wonder. He answered quickly. “Yes, I will go with you, Aerinas. I am certain that you already knew the answer to the question before you asked."
Aerinas smiled, “I suspected as much, Foran. I knew that you would not let me down. Let us make haste, for there are three others that we must choose to go with us. There will be seven in total, no more, no less. Aeligon is one, my father is two."
At that, Foran stopped and grabbed Aerinas’ wrist tightly. “Your father is going too?” he asked with astonishment in his voice.
Aerinas lowered his head and nodded. “He is, Foran, and I have already questioned why. Perhaps he feels that it is his destiny. He believes so highly in such things that he is blinded by it. I go to satisfy my own curiosity, just as I did when I journeyed to Merchindale. I have longed for adventure, and now it has come to me. Whether I go to great peril or glory, I care not."
"Surely you must have some concern? If Hydrais is plotting to rise again, have you not the wits to see that you are being chosen to lead?"
"I do not ask for this calling, Foran, and I despise anyone who would tell me that is anything more than coincidence. I am the heir to the House of Lythardia by my bloodline, nothing more. Fate has not put me here; my father has, and he has bound me to it mercilessly. My heart longs to be free from this place, to roam about and journey to far away lands, to discover hidden places and folk long forgotten. If evil I meet along my road, meet it I shall and defeat it I must. That is a natural part of being a wanderer."
"Aerinas,” said Foran, “I have never heard you talk like this. Do you not see that it is your bloodline that makes you strong, that makes you who you are? It is a gift, not a burden to bear."
"This discussion is over, Foran, and never again will it emerge between us. I did not ask for this gift, which has been chained to me without remorse. Never will I rid myself of it unless I spill my blood upon the earth. I will never choose death over life; therefore, I will go on this quest and defeat the evil if I must. It is, however, the means to the end. This chance I will take if it grants me the ability to flee this city and my father's grip. Mortal are the elves, but long will he sit on the throne. Only until the moment he falls will I then claim my spoils, and what will that accomplish? Must I sit here enslaved, awaiting that moment, only to then be enslaved again by political ruin? No, I have not the patience nor the desire to rule a people. My father is ashamed of me, Foran. Make no blunder in that assessment."
Aerinas was calm in appearance, yet raged in spirit. Foran came nearer to him and placed his hand on his right arm.
"My friend,” said Foran serenely, “I have been by your side through all of your trials thus far. I would hope that you would not abandon our friendship as hurriedly as you would your own destiny?"
"Of course not. I would not become blind to our bond. I would find it selfish to ask more of it, however, in asking you to come with me after this task is complete."
"Do not presume to know all of my own inner thoughts. I too have had similar desires. If you asked it of me, I would follow you wherever you would go, for you would not make it alone. Your skills are great and your bloodline strong, but foolish is it for any creature to think that this realm is forgiving to a solitary traveler. I will come with you when this is done, if fate is favorable to us both."
"We will surely see this in time. Let us go then, and seek out the remaining lot for this quest,” said Aerinas with renewed confidence.
The two grasped each other's forearm, symbolizing a bond of unbending fortitude.
Foran quickly asked, “By the way, who was that smaller creature I saw following you down below? I could not make out the face."
"I had no knowledge of a tracker, Foran,” Aerinas said, looking over the surroundings, piercing the barrage of twisted limbs with his vision. “I see no one now, though my sight may be tricking me if this creature is using strange magic. Are you sure of what you saw?"
"Yes, but it disappeared before it got too close, almost as if it knew I was watching from above,” said Foran.
"Well, it is of little consequence. With the strange happenings abroad, it is to be expected that some of the younger elves are snooping to get any news they can. I am not concerned unless this one decides to give us trouble."
Foran donned his cloak, slid his sword into the scabbard; then the two elves headed out. As they left, a shadow ducked behind a large tree close by and melted into the backdrop, remaining unseen to the ever watchful eyes of the two elves.
After a short time, Aerinas and Foran wisely gathered two of the three remaining members of the party; Lynais Ganadain and Arn Hrynethis were both highly skilled archers who had exacted swift death upon many goblins at the Battle of the Gate.
"Come,” said Aerinas. “Let us go find my father to seek his wisdom in choosing the final member, for the moon is now in the highest phase of its journey across the sky, a warning that time is out."
Together, the four made light steps across the wooden crossings toward the meeting place, which was the Grand Terrace high up in the trees and away from all other dwellings and structures. It was where battle preparations were made when time allowed. The day had aged and passed far more quickly than Aerinas imagined. It had taken him only hours to find three companions, yet the fourth eluded him like the dark as it retreated from the rising sun. He would have to face his father with three upon the Grand Terrace.
The Grand Terrace was named simply after the structure that was built in the center of four large trees, nearest to the center of the city, and highest at that. It was there that the secrets of war were sought, and the fire in the hearts of young Krayn Elves harvested. The terrace was little more than a wide, circular platform built of wood and accessed by only one set of stairs at its northern most point. The staircase wound all the way down, uninterrupted by any other causeway. It was a long trek to the top, but the concerns contained in the air at the pinnacle were preciously valued, and hence not easily accessed.
Aerinas and the others reached the top, and were welcomed by Aeligon and Tristandor. They rested casually in wooden chairs at the center of the terrace. The four stood before them proudly, with the wizard and the Elf-Lord looking upon them with admiration. Tristandor rose from his seat.
"Well done, my son,” he said to Aerinas. “You have chosen wisely, if only one too few."
"It could not be helped, Father. I could not find another in time, for I feared I would be tardy if I attempted any further searching."
"Fear not, Aerinas, you chose carefully. Rather that than ten chosen in great haste. We will find another elf worthy in due time."
Suddenly, a cracking of branches came from above them. They all looked quickly and, in reaction to the clamor, drew their swords, some their bows. A figure emerged from the barrage of branches and falling twigs. Landing on its feet, it found itself in the most precarious of dilemmas; two glimmering blades, two silver arrowheads, and one staff were pointed directly at it, begging to be unleashed. However, before this unleashing, a voice penetrated the stiff air.
"Wait, do not strike me down; you know who I am."
"Ithyllna?” shouted Foran. “What in Ashinon's name are you trying to do? You are going to get yourself killed one of these days doing that.” Bowstrings relaxed, swords retracted, and Pux mumbled something about the sneakiness of elves.
The elf maiden revealed herself by removing her cloak. She was shorter than the rest, but very cunning and agile. Her abilities were well known, albeit overshadowed by her mischievous reputation that preceded her most often.
"I would like to be the seventh member of this party,” she brashly claimed as she stepped forward among them.
"Ithyllna, this is no place for you to be sneaking around, and equally foolish of you to descend upon a party of well-armed and well-skilled elves in the dark,” scolded Tristandor. “You are fortunate to be alive to be able to make such a bold statement. Tell me how you came to know of this in the first place."
Ithyllna said, “I overheard..."
"I told her,” thundered a female voice from behind the group. They all turned suddenly and fell silent when they saw who it was that stepped out of the shadows.
Nimoni stood before them, sparkling hair and flowing garbs thrown about her. Her eyes were full of heated flame; she stared at the six lords who stood in shock at her sudden appearance. She approached, and stood before Tristandor in the midst of the others.
"I overhead all of this plotting, and it was I who chose Ithyllna to accompany the party,” Nimoni said with authority. “Is there a problem, Tristandor?"
Tristandor bowed low, a symbol of respect and affection for his wife. “No, there is no problem. However, I must warn you that our quest will not be easy or safe, and Ithyllna is young..."
She interrupted him abruptly, “She is older than my son and equally, if not more, skilled in the arts of war. You expected me to sit idly by while you took my son, let alone yourself, away from here? When were you planning on allowing me to know of this quest, this trap?"
"Nimoni,” Tristandor said calmly, “Our way of life has been threatened, and evil continues to grow in the east. If it is not faced, we will surely meet our death. I can feel it in my bones, and can smell it in the air. The trees whisper of it with their shaking limbs and the creatures scurry about with anxiety, a sign that evil is coming. You knew of Hydrais and have read the chronicles faithfully; why now do you question my ability to lead our people?"
"It is not your ability to lead that has me worried, but your inability to see that your son has the ability to lead if you would just let him follow his own path. Whether he believes it or not, fate will decide where to have him go.” Her eyes turned from Tristandor to Aerinas, who stared at her poignantly.
Tristandor became cross, “Fate has chosen him to follow in my stead, and follow me he will. Do not challenge my authority in this matter, Nimoni. We go to seek out the menace that plots to destroy us, and it would be folly to let him go off on his own accord."
Aerinas turned and walked to the edge of the terrace, looking down into the city with rage filling his heart. Nimoni and Tristandor were surprised by this and, with a glance to each other, knew it was time to stop the fruitless argument. Nimoni went to her son and, with a soft kiss, bade him farewell.
"Farewell, my son,” she said delicately. “Do not let your heart be troubled, for you are destined for things that you cannot yet see. I am sorry to bring you despair."
Aerinas took the kiss, yet held steadfast. A mother was cherished among the elves as the wisest and fairest of all. The female Krayn represented all that was gentle and fair in their society. Aerinas knew this, yet had grown up enough to respect her without showing weakness. Nimoni knew this as well, and did her best to shirk her desire to treat him like the child she wished he still was. She turned away from him, softly kissed Tristandor, and bade them all farewell except for Ithyllna, whom she pulled aside.
"Ithyllna,” Nimoni said, with concern in her voice, “do take care of yourself. Your skills are vast, yet far will you travel from home with a party of Elf-Lords. Alone you will feel, but alone you are not. Please send word of the happenings on your travels."
After glancing around quickly to ensure no one was watching, Nimoni pulled a small whistle from inside her white garment, holding it in her silky hand. The whistle was made of ivory with silver castings carved into it, a beautiful craft.
"Give breath to this whistle in your hopelessness, and help will come,” said Nimoni as she handed it over to her.
"I understand,” Ithyllna answered. She took the whistle gratefully and put it into a small, leather pouch on her waist belt. Her hair was short and white, like strands of grass blessed by a light snow. In body, her stature was even more impressive. Still, being a female, many of her foes foolishly mistook her for a weakling. Only in their dying breaths did admission of her power come forth, while she stood over them smiling. Her fire-wrought Elvish blood made her one of the deadliest members of the Vrünyn Guard. She had a keen interest in the rules of war and the like. Ithyllna also rode with the sons and daughters of ages past during the Great War, carrying many tales of strife and pleasure with her. Still, she never allowed them to be chronicled, keeping the stories for special occasions when too many draughts of wine were consumed (as she was known to do from time to time).
* * * *One incident with a foul being ruined her trust in most creatures during the chronicling sessions.
The elves were known to make special arrangements for war-torn members of the city to sit and talk with folk gifted with the talent of writing fast, taking down all that was told, who then went back and re-wrote them. These chronicles were cast into large books of many pages that were brought back to the Library of Songs where they were then reviewed and verified. Such folk were brought in from the outside to do such work. One day a stranger came calling who specifically asked for Ithyllna, wanting to record her lore for the archives. The being turned out to be an imposter of great wiliness, and nearly killed her. Ithyllna was far too versed in war to be swayed. Even after suffering a large wound in her left side, she struck down the scoundrel with her might. She vowed to never again allow her guard down to anyone who was not her kin, or brethren in arms.
* * * *Nimoni smiled and brushed the side of her maiden friend's cheek softly, a gesture not taken lightly by Ithyllna, who smiled and nodded her head.
Aerinas had turned to see his mother off. When she turned away from Ithyllna, Ithyllna looked toward Aerinas and caught him staring at her. She offered only a polite nod, to which he replied with one of his own. Even unspoken, the mutual respect between the Krayn went far beyond the bonds of normal men, or any other race for that matter. An elf would have had to go far outside the law to lose this reverence.
* * * *The small council was finished and set to move forward at last. Aerinas and Aeligon descended the great stairs together for the first time since the healing at the house many weeks before.
"How is that wound of yours?” asked Aeligon.
Aerinas rubbed it with his hand and replied, “Getting better I think. It is not aching like it was even a few days ago."
"Good."
In his mind, Aeligon knew that the wound would take a long time to heal. The poison swimming in the wolf's saliva was of horrible potency, and well beyond any wizard-born antidote. It would not have been that way had the dark powers steered clear of the beasts of the world, upon whom their evil deeds and spells were cast to create the hideous minions of their cause. This saddened the great wizard and was the reason he placed his home inside Mernith forest, where he could care for the trees and the remaining unspoiled creations.
"What is wrong, Aeligon?” asked Aerinas, who took to noticing the wizard's distraction.
"Nothing ... nothing at all."
The two walked along the forest floor, not talking much about the dealings they were undertaking the next day. They came upon the Grove of Souls, to which they each gave their respects, and stood long gazing upon the headstones of the fallen. The beautiful aura that surrounded the place was something to behold that night, when the resting souls seemed to come alive and smile upon the two great ones standing in their midst. The spirits of the dead, when rested, knew the very thoughts of the living and could approve or disapprove. These spirits looked with revelry at the pair, whispering words of wisdom and encouragement into their ears. Aeligon and Aerinas stood there, taking in the attention of the ghosts.
Suddenly, a mist swirled and curled around in front of them, took the shape of a being, and remained suspended in the air.
Aerinas grabbed Aeligon tightly on his forearm. “I am afraid, Aeligon,” he whispered, voice shaking.
"Do not be afraid,” Aeligon whispered back. “It is safe.” Aeligon turned out to be right. One of the spirits of a fallen elf of long ago manifested before them in the misty crystals hanging in the air. Its mouth never moved, yet it spoke aloud to them, binding their eyes to it as the melodic tones gushed from its thoughts.
"Aerinas ... Aeligon,” it said to them in a hypnotic, whispering voice. “Step nearer to me now."
They stepped closer, yet did not speak. They only wished to obey, for it was said that a visit by a spirit-world apparition meant either doom or fortune. A sense of fear boiled in Aerinas’ heart when they drew nearer to the ghost. Aeligon never faltered.
"Do not be afraid, Aerinas, son of Tristandor. You have more than such as I to fear in this world,” said the phantom as it smiled at the elf.
Aerinas stood up straighter, and cleared his throat. Still, he did not speak. The phantom turned to Aeligon, and continued, “I came to offer something to you, Aeligon, Great Healer of Vaalüna, leader of the Order of Light. The spirits of the dead roam these lands seeking rest. Their screams can be heard whipping through the plains, and echoing between mountains. The power of the ones who never rest is great, for their curse is to walk the spectral Planes until rest is found. They cross boundaries, and can break barriers set before them with greater ease than those of us who have found peace. I offer to you this talisman...” The specter held out its icy hand to the wizard; a charm hung on the end of a chain looped over a finger. It sparkled as Aeligon took it, bowing in return. “This is Phantom Dawn, Talisman of the Shadow Plane. I impart it to you, Conjurer of Spirit,” concluded the specter; the mist parted, the face dwindling from their view.
Aerinas was astonished, and Aeligon stood in silence as he looked upon his gift.
"Phantom Dawn ... Phantom Dawn,” he said over and over again. “I have heard of this amulet, Aerinas. This is said to grant great power to the wielder, a power that can shatter the barriers of Planes beyond the scope of our own here. This is a gift among gifts, and one that I will carry with pride.” Aeligon held it up, the red crystal in the center of the gold disk glowing with increased radiance, and placed it around his neck.
* * * *Night and its silence settled upon the city and its Grove. Everyone retired to their homes, tired from the activities of the day. Even the warriors, who were about to embark on their long journey, took the opportunity to get one more night's rest in the comfort of their great city. Aeligon, too, took rest again with Pux in the House of Lythardia. Tristandor spent what he thought might have been his last night with Nimoni, his wife of a great many years. They held long talks of Aerinas, who was soundly asleep in his bed, a good distance away south. Many tears were shed by Nimoni at the thought of his possible death or worse, enslavement by the savage molester infesting the Plane of Vaalüna.
[Back to Table of Contents]


[bookmark: chap5]
Chapter 6—Forest of SpiritsThe wind picked up that night, casting its bitter freeze through Mynandrias. Aerinas pulled his covers over him as he slept, aware subconsciously of the cold breath of winter. He shivered under his layers of blankets, drifting in and out of sleep. His mind was restless again, much as it had been the night of the dream when Krüna came to him.
Then, he could see his body. He was outside of it, and looking at it from above. It was pale, like death had taken residence where warm blood once flowed to make it suffused with life. His eyes were closed. Suddenly, as he gazed upon his own form, the eyes opened and flames burst forth with a great laughter bellowing from the open mouth. Aerinas tried to turn his gaze from himself, but could not. He felt something grab him from behind, covering his mouth so he could not scream. Then, suddenly, the laughter stopped, and the fire receded back into the sockets. The ‘something’ that had covered his mouth was gone. He turned to see what was behind him, and there she was!
Krüna had come to him at last! After all the longing to see her again, there she stood, adorned in all the splendor he had imagined. Her fiery hair writhed about like snakes caught in some ritual dance and her hands, those beautiful hands, were outstretched to him. She smiled, and walked closer to the elf. The space around them was black and empty, or perhaps he was so spellbound by her that he did not notice any other feature of the surroundings. He did not care, for she was there and more beautiful than he had remembered.
"Krüna,” he said. “You have come to me again. Please tell me that I am not dreaming. Tell me that you are real, and are here with me to stay."
"I am sorry, Aerinas, for that I am not. I am here to guide you and to warn you."
"But, I cannot be warned or guided beyond that which I already am. There is a party arranged now to depart when the sun is ripe tomorrow. We
* * * ** * * *go to find the wretch Haarath, and to try and learn of this evil that is seeking to destroy Vaalüna."
"This evil is far more dangerous than you can imagine, Aerinas. Your lack of faith in yourself is bringing you to your knees. I have come to warn you, not of this evil, but of your own fear. The fear of becoming the leader of your people and the fear of your father will cause you much trouble unless you face it now. Face it while you have time."
"I am going with my father to help destroy this menace ... what more do you ask of me?"
"I only ask that you have faith in your ability to lead, which will be your power in dark times. You have the will of ten thousand great warriors, yet your fear of facing your destiny diminishes you."
"I do not ask for this leadership. My father is holder of the throne. Who am I to think of taking his place?"
"A time will come one day when you will be tested, Aerinas. When all hope has failed, you will be asked to rise to meet the challenge of facing your fear, of facing yourself. You need to be ready."
"What do all of these riddles mean?” yelled Aerinas with attitude. “I did not ask for this task, yet I faced it willingly. What more am I required to do? I have faced my fate, and have longed for this quest. It is here, and I do not desire to go back."
"You will be asked a great deal more in due time. You need to be prepared."
"You have told me nothing about who you are, or how you are visiting me in my own thoughts, invading my dreams. I found out where you reside, Krüna. Niconüin, Seer of All in Fenduin Lake, you are due east of my city. Dispense with the riddles and tell me what you truly want."
Aerinas grew cross with his golden beauty, yet he felt that he had to. He must have answers.
"We have a vested interest in your success in this matter, since you are the Chosen One. You are to bring the Realm out of darkness, much as your father did in ages past. You must succeed, or this world will fall."
"Can you not answer questions for me, Krüna? What of the Enath-Hüdain? I need to know what you are—tell me!"
* * * *Krüna did not answer him, but faded into the blackness slowly with Aerinas still standing there, calling out to her. She felt deceiving as she left him there, but she had to do this thing to allow him to find the path—or hope to find.
* * * *Aerinas awoke the next morning without the cold sweat on his body, yet with the same heavy mind full of unanswered questions. Her beauty was clouded by the notion that she was toying with him, twisting his thoughts for a fell purpose. He sat up, clutched his hair in his hands, and let out a heavy sigh. I must find her. I must find her before my destiny is decided, he thought. He stood, threw on his garments and fled to find his father before the party departed.
* * * *Aerinas found his father and mother sitting on their bed talking quietly together, hands clasped together. Tristandor stood as Aerinas broke their discussion.
"What is it? You have a troubled face this morning. The fear of our journey has claimed you?"
"No, father, it has not. I have decided to break from the party."
Tristandor approached him slowly, raising his eyebrow as he moved across the floor. His mind was teeming with reasons why his son would abandon the group before it even set out.
"And what reason will you give for this?"
"I must seek out my own path, and a path lies before me that I cannot chance to miss. I will travel to Fenduin Lake to find what I seek. I can send word, and rejoin you and the others when my task is complete. I did not come to ask blessing, only to let you know of my plans."
"A course has already been set, Aerinas. I do not appreciate this sudden rash decision to abandon our company in search of something that will not aid our cause."
"For someone who delves so deeply into the realm of the unknown fate that steers our course, how is it that you have come to the conclusion that what I seek is of little value to our cause?” Aerinas’ face bore the anger of a thunderous storm brewing to take up issue with a peaceful sky.
Tristandor answered, “Because, I feel that my moves recently have been guided by the unseen hand of fate in this matter. I think your role will be best played out with us."
"I am not a child anymore, Father, and I do not fathom the reasons behind you keeping me caged up like an animal, but it ends here. I am going to Fenduin Lake with or without you. I believe that something has been calling to me that I cannot ignore, something that you cannot control or take away. If that bears the consequence of going without your blessing, so be it.” Aerinas’ position was like a castle built upon the rocks, unmoving, never failing.
"Very well,” Tristandor agreed, “It seems that your mind is made up. I will not stand in the way of your choice. I will take the others, and begin the road to Gudred. You know the path we will take. When your task is complete, seek us out there. Make haste with your business, for you will be needed if Haarath and his minions are found."
"I understand, Father, and I will not linger needlessly,” said Aerinas. He turned to his mother, who had taken to looking at him with wonder and curiosity, and bowed. He fled out of the door and back to his own abode, where he packed the things he would need.
He stuffed a leather satchel with some food, including dried fruit, meats, and breadcakes. He donned his brown, linen tunic with the repaired right sleeve. Over this, he strapped his quiver across his back. The leather bonds hugged his chest tightly. A leather satchel was secured to his waist. From a large, wooden chest he drew his sword. It was a one-handed sword, slender and sharp, with a leather-bound hilt. The gleam of the blade reflected all angles of the sun's rays, happy to be in service again. Aerinas slid it into the sheath, which was built into the underside of the quiver at an angle so that the hilt did not stick up above his head. He also fetched a bundle of his finest arrows, the same ones he had with him when he went to Merchindale. The tips were washed clean of the wolf's blood. Tristandor's amazing handiwork was wrought in them, and he felt oddly proud of his father right then. His long, silvery hair was brushed back. He braided the sideburns, and in them tied black beads used to keep the hair from tangling or sweeping across his face during battle. Once he was ready he descended the stairs to the lowest causeway, crossed the bridge connecting two large trees, and finally stepped onto the forest floor. He made for the East Gate, reaching it when the sun was just starting to peek over the line of the horizon. The gate was opened, and he set out on his journey toward Lake Fenduin. His first task would be to conquer the great Tunin River.
* * * *The Great Hall of Lythardia was silent when Aeligon awoke. No elves were scurrying about preparing for a council. No more council was needed, at least no more than necessary to keep the city breathing. He rose, let out a great yawn, and allowed his eyes to adjust to the clear light of the new day. Once he was satisfied with his lazy awakening, he rose and went out into the Hall. Pux was with him, though he was quiet. The wizard took him everywhere, more to keep his eyes on him than anything else.
Once Aeligon climbed the stairs leading out of the House, he suddenly realized the severity of the quest before him. Far to the east, despite the full face of the sun shining down on Mynandrias, darkness swept over the skies. His experienced eyes strained hard to see what approached from the horizon. No details could be defined at that distance, but he knew that there was nothing contained therein for any good purpose. He tightened his grip on his staff, and made his way to the house of Tristandor.
When he arrived, he found the Elf-Lord kissing his wife on the cheek, then the forehead. A sack made of the finest linen was stuffed full of provisions, a sword propped against the foot of the bed, and a cloak thrown about his shoulders. Tristandor gave one last look upon Nimoni. A tear burned a path down her cheek, where his lips had just pulled. Even in her strength, she had fear for her family in times of danger. He whispered something to her about promising to return, and then gathered up his items and met Aeligon outside the door.
"Shall we go?” Tristandor asked.
"I feel that something is amiss here,” said Aeligon.
"Your heart tells you correctly, Aeligon. I let Aerinas go."
Aeligon simply nodded, almost as if he already knew.
"He came to me last night, told me that he was setting out on his own, and I let him go. He said he was going to Lake Fenduin to find answers to questions that had come to him recently."
"Tristandor, the Enath-Hüdain reign supreme in that region. Did you not know of this?"
"Of course I know, but I am not going to stand in the way of his fate, Aeligon. I cannot. I have tried in vain too long to keep his spirit boarded up in the confines of our peaceful city, but something strains the fiber of our way of life, its evil pulling out the rug from under us."
Aeligon lowered his head, sighing deeply. “Very well, we will continue on as planned then?"
"Yes, we leave immediately for the land of Fornidain to the west,” said Tristandor. “We seek out the refuge of Farrin's Giants, if they still inhabit those mountains. Many towns and villages of men have sprung up around the suspected place. We must tread carefully. It will be a few weeks until we reach the threshold of the mountains. We will have much time to prepare. Come."
Tristandor moved past Aeligon, who was staring at nothing while his mind cycled through vision after vision.
"Aeligon!” shouted Pux. “Let's go before he leaves without us."
"Silence, Pux,” said Aeligon crossly. “You do not know what peril young Aerinas rides to, or what it is doing to his father and mother."
* * * *At the West Gate the party assembled, each of them adorned in their own personal war finery. Each of the elves, except for Ithyllna, had a bow. Each one had been passed down through generations of the Krayn people, and each one had a story to tell to ears open to them. Ithyllna had chosen to bring a set of her finest throwing knives, for she was able to tack a fly to the wall of her vault from thirty yards away or more. These were carried in a leather belt that hung about her waist. Aeligon had Reaper at his side. Pux had also joined the party, his smile bold and commanding from his wooden prison.
Horses were brought to them by the stable hands, who worked the stables night and day to care for the wise beasts. The horses were all brown in coat except for Jjanasi, who shone white like the Pillar of Arünir in the land of Salanthanon, land of the wizards. Tristandor sat upon him, strong and proud, leader of the Krayn Elves of Mynandrias. The sight was wonderful to behold, with many of the people coming to the brinks of their doors, and standing frozen upon the bridges to gaze upon him. He was the greatest leader in the entire surrounding lands of Vaalüna, and his presence was the talk of every creature, spreading like wildfire between mountain, valley, and mightiest of rivers. Each member of the party bowed to honor the mightiest of Elf-Lords. He stood at the verge of the city's gate, and turned to face the others.
"My great brothers and sisters, we are summoned to answer the rise of evil, with the warlock Hydrais as the chief suspect. Long is the road before us, but more difficult is his path now. He has chosen the Sorcerer Haarath to fulfill the prophecy that he set forth so long ago, to which I have firsthand knowledge. We do not yet know where the scroll dwells that contains the spell potent enough to raise him up from the depths of the Netherworlds. Aeligon has been allowed a glimpse of it, but that is not enough to show us the path. We must seek out each ally that can answer this threat, for our fate will be theirs, if Hydrais is not defeated and his fortress destroyed. We will head west to the land of Fornidain to seek the alliance of men and giants. That is the first. My son has chosen a different path, and is now riding east toward Lake Fenduin to seek out more aid, I hope."
A break rippled through the concentration of the group as the words of Tristandor spilled forth.
"Do not be dismayed,” said Tristandor, when he saw the looks of fright. “Perhaps he possesses knowledge of the Enath-Hüdain that we are not privy to. Let us all pray that this is the state that he finds himself in when he locates them. Ride now with me to Gudred, to the land of men and giants!"
At the command, the gate was swung open, and out charged the six thundering horses into Mernith Forest. The heavy hooves could be heard for some distance before they faded, and the gate was closed. An enormous silence fell upon the city as fear fell upon them, a sadness that could barely be explained by the council members for many months thereafter.
* * * *It took the better part of a day for Aerinas to find a way across the Tunin River that was safe for him and his horse. Finally, a narrow, swift section farther to the north offered its rocks for stepping places. The water receded as if it expected him. The river protected those that it found favorable, and Aerinas was most grateful that he was deemed worthy by such a mighty force. Once safely across he made camp on its western bank, choosing not to venture into the northern section of the Forest of Spirits until the light of the next day. He woke the next morning, but before he set out again he looked into the western sky and thought of the party. I wish you all the best fortunes, he thought to himself while he strode deep into the eeriness of the forest.
On foot, it would have taken him many days to cross through the forest to Lake Fenduin. However, he had a horse, not Jjanasi, but a good horse, nonetheless. The woods were darker than the Mernith; the trees hugged closer together to choke out the light. The path was faint and hidden in most places by leaves and fallen debris. It was a sign that none had traveled upon it in quite some time, or that the forest had not done its best to conceal the path itself. The air was thick with humidity, though the winter season was upon the land. Without much light the ground remained dark and muddy, void of plant life, save for the moss growing out of the moist shadows on the rocks and trees. Aerinas saw these signs as a warning signal to get out and beware. He stayed the course for the rest of the day, hoping to reach a clearing in the forest by nightfall, for he did not want to know what crawled in the dampness after darkness fell.
There were many incidents where whole parties seemingly disappeared without a trace in this ancient wood. Travelers spoke of beings dressed in white, glowing garments floating through the trees, only to then vanish into the air a moment later.
It was told in tales that the spirits of the innocent walked here, still seeking the settling of scores with their enemies. The Great War had claimed many lives across the entire land of Vaalüna. Battles were fought in each land, and some fell more forsaken than others. Families were slaughtered without reason or purpose, save to hew the heart of the enemies of Hydrais. Though time passed and the land healed, the innocents’ deaths went unlamented and unavenged. The phantoms’ resolves were now fixed on exacting the death of any who set foot into their precious province. Angry at their kings of old, even more so at their enemies, the phantoms dissuaded all but the most depurate or spell-protected from traveling their realm.
Aerinas’ gaze measured the forest before him. With little knowledge of what lay beyond the ever-present wall of trees, he continued forward. The ground grew softer, muddier, and harder to traverse. The choking swarm of trees and brambles pressed out the light from above. Aerinas lost all concept of time, since he was not able to use the sun for direction. He withdrew a small instrument from his satchel, a compass given to him by a traveler from the north beyond the land of Salanthanon. The man claimed to be a pirate of the sea, but few believed his tales. This device, however, proved his story to be true. Aerinas held it in the palm of his hand. As he held it, the small needle inside started to spin a bit. As it settled it pointed to the “N", which Aerinas remembered stood for “north". The direction he was facing was southeast. Aerinas smiled as he pulled out his map. Comparing the setting from his little navigator, he deduced that he was heading in exactly the right direction. A sigh broke the stiff silence. The map and compass were put away, and Aerinas led his horse onward.
Even with the delight he felt when he learned that he was heading in the proper direction, Aerinas’ heart began to worry as light faded with the sun. No clearing was in sight, no rise in the bog of writhing weeds, thistles, and nettles. The idea of spending a night in this wood, without the benefit of firelight, meant certain death. With more sweat cascading off of his face, he urged the horse harder and faster through the thickets. Fog started to settle in; the cooling of the night air chased out the welcome warmth from the day. It made it even harder for Aerinas to discern the much-needed detail beyond. He continued on, only stopping once to feed his horse a quick carrot and sugar cube, the favored mid-trip snack of the Krayn horses.
With the last breath of the sun, Aerinas finally caught sight of his savior. Ahead of him, about twenty paces through the fog, the land started to rise up out of the sinking earth. Hurriedly, Aerinas pulled his horse out of the sopping mud, and clamored up the rise. Once upon it, Aerinas spared no time in building a fire. The twigs and branches were not as damp as they were down below on the forest floor.
Aerinas turned to his horse with a smile. “We must be in the only clearing in this entire forest.” The horse let out a small whinny in agreement.
Though howls were heard far in the distance, and Aerinas swore he saw figures moving through the fog at one point during the night, the elf and his horse were never bothered. Aerinas slept when he could on the knoll.
The next day did not find Aerinas in any better of a situation, nor did the next. Each day he found some place to make camp, convenient, as if it were made ready for him. After the third day, he started to suspect something was awry, ethereal, about the forest. No creature impeded their travels, spooked his horse, nor tried to take them in the night. It was if an otherworldly being kept watch over them, concealed them, and protected them. He felt as uncomfortable as he did comforted. Still, he slept as best he could.
The marshy earth began to retreat as drier ground became the mainstay. Aerinas took to saddle gladly. Just before the sun sank beneath the horizon on the fourth evening, Aerinas caught sight of the last remaining sparkles of light reflecting off the lake's surface through the trees. He smiled, and patted his horse lightly on the neck.
"Good boy,” he said kindly, rewarding the animal with a few broad strokes of his hand across his velvety skin.
While breathing a sigh of relief, as the journey neared its end, the beast reared high into the air on its hind legs, tossing Aerinas off the saddle to the ground. He hit hard. The wind was beaten from his lungs; the horse tore off through the woods. Aerinas gasped for his breath while he pulled himself up using a nearby tree for support. His chest pounded and the forest grew silent. The horse's racket abruptly fell quiet. The bow was in hand, and an arrow drawn as the air forced its way back into his searching lungs. The stillness in the forest was reminiscent of the night he almost fell to the power of the wolves. His wariness had grown since then, and the steadiness returned to his hands. He slowly stepped forward. The light was fading fast, though not gone entirely. He did not have much time to reach the edge of the forest. What startled him? He thought frantically of the horse, which was almost certainly dead.
A blur shot past him to his left, and he turned quickly to try to catch the menace. Nothing. Another blur to his right. He steadily kept his bow ready and arrow eager to strike out on its own, to find prey. There! He thought he saw the shape of a large predator, a wolf maybe, a bear ... no, a man? Aerinas’ breathing increased and the familiar pounding in his chest returned as the chemicals sped through his blood that heightened his senses. And there, with another look, was the shape of a grimacing, salivating warrior dashing toward him, sword held high. Aerinas’ arrow sped from the bow to shatter his foe. Though pierced through the chest by the arrow, the adversary yet stood, as if shocked, then turned to dust. Aerinas quickly ran over to the spot where it was the moment before. Nothing but a small heap of dirt lay upon the ground with his arrow casually lying amidst. He picked it up, and saw neither blood smeared across the shaft nor pieces of flesh hanging from the head. Though his face would not tell, his mind was puzzled beyond belief. Fearing the worst, he put that arrow back and readied another. He now caught eye of a grizzly shape forty yards straight ahead of him. A bear, huge and broad-shouldered, stood up on its hind legs. Aerinas ran a few paces to the right, separating him from the bear even further. The bear took this as a sign of weakness, and fell to all fours and began charging after the elf. Aerinas began to run, but soon realized that the speed of the bear was far exceeding his own. He whirled around, and let another arrow slice the failing light. The bear growled in pain. Yet again the shape cracked, turned to dust and ash, and crumbled to the earth.
Aerinas could barely comprehend what was happening. Were the Enath-Hüdain upon him, or was it another force? The Enath-Hüdain were rumored to have terrible shape-shifting powers, and were the reason no one traveled this way. He suddenly realized his folly, and longed to turn back to join with Aeligon and the others. Even his father would be a welcome ally right now. He held up his fist to the sky and shouted, “Curse you, curse you for sending me here."
At those words, the forest seemed to come alive. Wolves faded into view, trees groaned and creaked as they swayed back and forth, and men with axes rose up from the ground around him. He shot arrow after arrow in desperation at them all, each enemy turning to dust, only to have another rise up in its place. When Aerinas ran out of arrows, he drew his sword and thrust it into the face of one who drew too close to him. The face dissipated, but it was only dirt from the earth. These beings were not anything more than that. Aerinas found himself in a most desperate situation. Thoughts of death were now claiming his mind, just waiting for who would succeed and tear him to bits. It was in that moment that he was grabbed tightly by a wet tentacle around his waist, and hoisted into the air. The creatures and beings around him froze in their steps, all of them suddenly blown to dust by some force. As Aerinas continued to be lifted up, a familiar voice called to him.
"Aerinas,” the voice said. “Do not be afraid, we were expecting you."
"Krüna?” Aerinas asked, surprised.
The thing that grasped him spun around his body, and he saw before him a terrible monster. Its appearance was foul and rancid, but while Aerinas looked upon its face in horror, his eyes widened. It was not a face of a monster at all. In fact, he could have called the face beautiful. He could see her hair, though it was muddy like the color of a tree's bark; it flowed and waved about like the flailing tentacles that wrapped him up tight. It was then that the familiar voice rang out to him.
"Now you see the answer to the question you asked me in your dreams, do you not?” Krüna asked him as the monster kept him suspended.
"Yes, I see,” he shouted at her. “But why? Why are you doing this to me? I thought you were a guide to me, a helper. What are these creatures that surround me?"
"They are my brothers and sisters, my people. Why do you fear us, who sheltered you from unfriendly eyes in the forest?"
Aerinas said, “So it was not my own good fortune that gave me a place to lay my head or build my fire? There was something else out there?"
"You are asking questions that already gave their answer to you, Aerinas."
"Then, if it was your people, why did you attack me just now? Why would you let me get within fifty paces of your lake before revealing your true forms?"
"We have no true forms, Aerinas,” she admitted at last, as if he already had not guessed by now. “We are the Enath-Hüdain, Earthbound Folk, Spirits of the Light, and keepers of all that is sacred upon, below, and above the Plane of Vaalüna. It is we who balance the world, who bring life to all within, and who see all. We are the blood of Sheevos, her protector and her shield. We follow in her steps to protect the earth from the Nether, the Shadow Plane."
Aerinas was all but speechless. The reality and breadth of what was being told to him was almost too much for his elfin mind to comprehend. In all the history of his people and the surrounding realms that he knew so well, he knew little of the Planes. He knew that the physical realm, the world that could be seen and touched, was called Vaalüna and encompassed all the lands and seas. It was the air he breathed and the ground he walked upon. It was the squirrel, the rabbit, and the sprite. What he could not fathom were the worlds beyond the boundaries of Vaalüna. In fact, no one to his knowledge could ever answer those questions. However, it seemed that those worlds could still be felt. He felt it at the Grove of Souls. The spirits and ghosts of his forefathers still dwelt there. And now the Enath-Hüdain were before him, spirit-borne and manifested in the Vaalüna Plane.
"Then, why am I here?” Aerinas finally asked, weary from struggling against the might of the tree's grip, and too exhausted from much travel. Before he fell unconscious, he saw the face of Krüna smile at him, and say, “To become..."
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Chapter 7—Of Kings and GiantsTo some, men represented all that was wrong with the world. The Wars of Calaridis, the former name given to the surrounding lands during the Age of Darkness, brought many races of men down from distant lands. Celegraths were from the lands on the opposite side of the Farrin Mountains in the west. Volgoths were from the southern plains that lay beyond the White Falls. Worst of all, Senantor Pirates came from the seas in the north. These races and clans of men were savage. The Senantors were the least desirable foes, pursuing little more than loot or booty in exchange for their services.
Few of these tribes were loyal to anyone but their own. Yet, they aided unknowingly in the battles on the plains of Calaridis, after word of Hydrais’ attack was received. Few races could stand alone against these murderers as successfully as the giants that thrived in the “Western rocks". (They were left without an official name during that time). It was in these battles that Farrin, the leader of the giants, led the charge against the rabid tribes, crushing them.
Then Hydrais, a clever and powerful warlock, dispatched an army of trolls from Sharumar across the land of Calaridis under the cover of darkness to intercept the giants. Trolls were large beings, similar in stature to giants themselves, but had regenerative qualities and dark weaponry. The trolls were unleashed upon the giants unexpectedly, nearly destroying Farrin's entire army. When all hope had seemed to fade away, Farrin rallied his remaining force, driving them forward against the trolls. It was Farrin who kept them occupied long enough to allow the wizards to break the covering spell that shielded the foul beasts from the fatal sun. Once the cloud cover dissolved, little was needed of the giants’ axes; the sun used its own blades to hew down the entire rank of Sharumar's damnation. The trolls and savages were defeated, and Farrin returned to his mountain home, a hero. The mountains and downs upon which the battles were fought were given his name, and forever more would stand in permanent testimony to the war's turning point. Soon after, Hydrais was defeated at El-Caras.
With time's passage, Calaridis was broken up among the many different races of folk. Races of civilized men moved into the foothills in the shadows of the Farrin Mountains. The elves returned to their woodland homes in Anwarna. The wizard city, Lünathar, was rebuilt in the land of Salanthanon.
Out of this ever-changing age, kings were born and sworn into reign; law and order was restored to all regions. The elves created the House of Lythardia, named after the captain of the Elvish forces who aided in the opposition of Hydrais. The wizards reformed the Order of Light, named for the light that shone down on Sharumar's Trolls.
A king was born in Vaalüna, an apt name for the former Calaridis (one translation of which meant “Drained Earth"), who was said to change the course of life throughout the entirety of all the realms. His name was Hrathis Thameon, sworn protector of Vaalüna. He took oath to protect all lands and peoples. Armies were stationed in every part of the realms including Anwarna, Merchindale, and even Dunandor. One such keep was the Drezdain Keep, named after the general who commanded King Hrathis’ army there. The keep lay just outside the borders of Dunandor, near the Ünodin Pass, under the shadows of the Dragon Mountains. There, Drezdain made war with any and all forces that tried to slip through the Ünodin Pass into Merchindale. During the rebuilding of Vaalüna, many scattered clans of orcs and goblins still caused havoc in the surrounding regions. Pillaging and burning as they went, they sought to avenge their lost leader, Hydrais.
One such raid surprised Drezdain, whose men were foolishly swimming in a sea of drunken brawls and merriment. Orcs from Dunandor swept through the battlements during the night, killing all of his men in a violent bloodbath. The orcs then took Drezdain captive. After they killed him, they displayed his body at the foot of the Ünodin Pass to frighten any army or enemy attempting to enter Dunandor. The effect worked. News of Drezdain's beheading spread like wildfire. The Drezdain Keep had been destroyed, its ruins left to rot in the Hollow Wood, never to be rebuilt. After that, King Hrathis sent no more troops into the far reaches of Merchindale, where the threat of more violence from Dunandor slept.
Hrathis, from his own stronghold in the Fornidain town of Wiltrout, vowed to never again let an army of his be taken by surprise. Men were weak. The king knew that, at that distance, even his own generals would not take him seriously. A decision was made that would change the course of his fate, and the fate of his people, forever.
* * * *The following events occurred twenty-one years prior to Aeligon and the elves leaving Mynandrias:
The king had caught wind of a rumor that Drezdain's Keep had been destroyed. Wanderers and merchants, who'd gone to Gudred and Wiltrout village, talked about it frequently. No proof was ever discovered. After a while, the regular reports sent in from General Drezdain ceased. King Hrathis sent out five of his best scouts to travel the lengthy distance to the Keep to find out what, if anything, was wrong.
"Calm down, Timothy,” Hrathis groaned.
The nervous twitch of the king's aide, Timothy, was enough to send shivers down anyone's spine, save the king, who had grown quite fond of his aide's squeamishness.
"I grow weary of hearing this news every hour! I have sent riders to speed word to me, so that I may learn from my men's mouths that it is true. Relying on word of bird or beast is folly. I am king, and I must have stronger news than what we have already heard, before I act. Please, have a seat and have a drink of ale. This brew will most certainly calm your senses."
Timothy ardently agreed, taking a seat where directed. Another servant of the castle slowly poured him his draught. After Timothy had taken three huge gulps he set the goblet down on the table, his breathing finally slowing beneath panic levels.
"There, is not that most pleasant to your pallet, young Timothy?” questioned the king with a smile. Hrathis was a large man, not fat, but rather tall for a man of that age. His stature added more to his presence as king, giving him a menacing advantage. His white beard was neatly combed, stopping just below his neckline. From there, his red robe covered the rest of him. He chose to wear no crown on his head, though it was commonplace for kings to do so. Crowns symbolized great power and influence, but Hrathis was not that kind of king. His will was unfaltering; his wisdom and judgment far exceeded what was considered “average", and his love of the people and Vaalüna was unmatched. He possessed no greater powers than these, yet used them far beyond the levels of far more gifted individuals. The reign of King Hrathis was considered to be the cause of the rapid rebuilding of the realms, and this greatly pleased him.
Timothy shook his head in silent response to the question posed by his king. His fidgeting had ceased, but his heart grew heavy as he suspected that the news was true either way it was found out. The king could sense this fear in him.
"Do not fear, Timothy. In a war, such things can happen. I was a fool to think that I could send an army that close to Dunandor without retribution or conflict. That was not for me to foresee, for I possess no such gift. If it is true, then I must go before the people and face the consequences. There will be many fatherless homes here."
His words echoed throughout his throne chamber, the largest room in his castle. The village of Wiltrout was not a spectacular village by any stretch. Men, women, and children with the aid of livestock and other tools tilled the land. Wiltrout graced Fornidain near the feet of the Farrin Mountain range in the west, at the corner formed where the mountains suddenly turn directly eastward in their path. King Hrathis chose this village as the location of his stronghold. The mountains reached out into the plains of Fornidain with their mighty arms outstretched and the castle Gudred set between two of them. Protected from behind and from each side by the mountains, the only way to spearhead an attack was straight through the front, where the defenses were the strongest and the land the widest. Strategists thought there was no way that the city could be taken by any force posing a full frontal assault.
A few weeks went by without any sign of the riders that the king had sent out to fetch word of Drezdain's fate. Hrathis was known to be an untroubled soul, waiting until bad news was found to be bad news before worrying. This, however, had him slightly amiss. He was often seen pacing near his throne, finger rubbing his chin while his other hand was thrown behind his back. He worried that his attempt at controlling the East's evil had gone awry. Still, he waited as patiently as he could.
Finally, one day, his riders returned. All of them were unscathed and fit; not a mark was upon them or their horses. The king, who was watching from an open window that overlooked the main courtyard, was relieved. Hurriedly, they sped through the cobblestone streets with the news they bore. After checking their weapons with the chamber guardians, they were allowed to enter. They fell before their king on one knee, bowing with one hand clenched into a fist across their chests. There were five of them. Once dismissed from their homage, they arose tall and proud.
"Sire, we bear news from Drezdain, and it is what you have feared. Drezdain and his Keep have fallen, its members scattered across the Hollow Wood, and Drezdain himself...” The scout paused for breath, the thoughts seemingly bringing sickness to him.
"Go on,” urged King Hrathis.
"Drezdain has been beheaded, Sire. His body was on display at the head of Ünodin Pass, and his head was lanced and placed next to it."
The king's eyes narrowed. Anger swelled in him like the ocean's tide.
"So that is the level of their resolve, is it then? How do you think it happened?"
"Sire, there were many mugs and barrels of ale strewn about. The whole place reeked of it. We arrived not much more than a week after the rumored incident, so the scent was still strong. Many animals of the Hollow Wood were feeding on the remains of the dead. It was awful, My Lord. We had to scatter them just so we could bury what was left."
"This is most damning,” said Hrathis. “My authority could not keep them under control, and their foolishness has been paid in their blood. This is surely a sad day. Call a village meeting for tomorrow in the square. I will address my people on their own ground, not from up here. They must be told the truth, and the families of the fallen compensated for their losses."
He turned to Timothy, who had resumed his nervous twitching once again.
"See to it that it is done."
With that, King Hrathis dismissed the five scouts from his presence. He walked over to a window that faced east. Timothy showed himself out quietly, taking care not to disturb the thoughts of the wise king.
Out the window, the plains of Fornidain spread out before Hrathis. The sun had licked the land with its last rays of gold, before it once again fell beneath the horizon line. As the dark shut the light out of its presence, small campfires sprang up in the moorland. Travelers from all reaches of the realm felt the safety offered by the king. They'd chose to once again roam the wide flats in search of business, or adventure. The king rested his hands upon the sill and sighed, pondering the illusion of safety offered by his presence.
"How long I fought to keep these lands safe from foul things,” he muttered to himself. “Now, the time has come again for me to bring bad news to my people. Peace no longer abounds in these lands, much to my dismay."
The king retired to his chambers for the night, heart waning under the strain of what he must do on the morrow. Even for a king as great as he, sleep was a hard commodity to come by.
* * * *The next morning he woke to the sound of the roosters crowing their morning praises from the town below. He prepared himself for the town gathering. A few hours later, Timothy appeared in the war chamber where the Council sat at a long table with the king at its head.
"I beg your pardon, my lord, shall I give the signal for your arrival?” questioned Timothy.
"Yes,” answered Hrathis in the most somber tone. “It is time."
He rose to his feet, his counselors with him. Together they formed a long parade down the staircase of the citadel to the courtyard below. Guards took position along the upper battlements overlooking every angle of the court. The town had gathered within the large gate, pressing into each available nook. The people of Wiltrout, along with the many other races of men, adored their king. There had never been a need for any guard to strike down any member of a crowd that assembled for the king's speeches or addresses. No assassination attempts had ever been made. Still, the guards saw no need to let their senses falter in his presence.
Hrathis chose not to stand behind a pulpit or anything that shrouded his stature. Instead, he always chose to stand nearest the edge of the raised platform, and only so those in the rear of the crowd could see him. He would have liked to be down there with them, his own feet brushing the ground that theirs did. The members of his war council stood away from him to allow him to stand out. Many cheers and tossed hats went up when he took his place. Although he wore a smile, the pain showing in it was seen by all, and they knew that bad news was coming.
"Citizens of Wiltrout Village and beyond,” he began. “I summoned you here to this place not for praise or glory, not for victory or glad tidings. I summoned you here because a great despair has been laid upon this town, thus upon you."
He paused before continuing, the weight of what he was about to say nearly powerful enough to suck the voice from within his own chest.
"Drezdain Keep has fallen."
Gasps shot through the crowd; some women screamed and clutched their children's ears tightly, as if to shield them from great danger. The king and his counsel did their best to calm them, and to allow him to finish.
"Please,” he begged calmly. “Let me finish, my people."
The mumbling stopped. Tears streamed down the cheeks of many who were barely able to contain their sorrow.
"It is with a heavy heart that I come before you now, to give this news to you. An army of orcs from Dunandor ambushed them during the night. We do not know how or why, but it is of little consequence now. I assure the people of Wiltrout that I will use all of my power to bring this army to justice by any means necessary."
"What good is that to the children who haven't got any fathers?” yelled one woman from the crowd, hand stretched to the sky in anger. This fueled the folk's thirst for revenge and blood. Much hollering and cursing roared up among them, overwhelming the king's attempts at silence.
"You have my word, Wiltrout. I will not let this rest until they are avenged. I promise you that."
The king turned and left the platform, his followers behind him. The rest of the soldiers were left to clear out the townsfolk as they clamored and raged at their king.
Back in the war chamber, King Hrathis took off his robe and laid it on the throne. Frustration resided all over his face. He addressed a member of his counsel.
"Rone, I want you to assemble a troop of our finest soldiers to be ready on the morrow. Their mission will be to go into the mountains at our backs to fish out the giant whose name they bear, and summon him here to me for counsel. Time is crucial; it begins now."
There was a scattering of papers and a hustle of bodies when they dispersed quickly to carry out the strict orders given them. Timothy stayed behind, his nervousness almost too much for the king to bear.
"Timothy, if you do not stop that annoying twitch of your hands, I am going to tie them up behind your back,” the king shouted.
Timothy, as timid as he was, simply put his hands behind his back and continued the fumbling of his fingers. He said nothing, just looked down at the floor awaiting his orders, which he knew would be deliberate and short.
"Go fetch me some fresh wine, Timothy, would you please? Your presence is making me feel uneasy right now."
Timothy rushed out of the door, thankful to be given such an easy escape. He hurried to the kitchen, which was located down below the castle in the bowels of the passages there. Fetching a new wineskin would leave enough time for the king to calm down.
Hrathis was sitting on his throne, but not asleep, when Timothy returned with the wine. The timid boy poured some of the fragrant liquid into a golden goblet, and gave it to Hrathis. Hrathis took it, smiled and said, “I am sorry, my lad.” Nothing more was said, since Timothy understood full well what the apology was for, and accepted it graciously. Before Timothy left, Hrathis stopped him.
"Timothy,” the king said as he swallowed a large gulp of wine. “Did you attend the gathering at the court?"
"Yes, Sire, I did."
"Did you feel the anger swell up inside you too? Anger at me, for being so naïve about Drezdain's demise?"
"No, Sire, I did not. You are a brave and mighty king. The things you have done for the people here and abroad have greatly diminished any doubt about your decisions. You can't be blamed for Drezdain's misfortune."
"Even so, I should have known not to send my best general so close to Dunandor and its evil."
"With all due respect, Sire, Drezdain was a drunk and everyone knew it."
The king raised his eyebrows at the boldness of his young menial.
"Well,” the king grunted, “so the truth springs to life does it? A drunk?"
"Yes, Sire, he was always in the taverns when he was off duty, drinking until he passed out or was kicked out for starting brawls. He was a great general, but when he was not at war he was tipping the cup."
"More like tipping the barrel. The area that the scouts found was littered with broken barrels and mugs, and the stench of ale polluted their noses for quite some time. I suspect that this did not surprise the Orc army. No doubt they were scouting them for weeks, which worries me even more. This was no random run-in with these creatures. They planned the raid, perhaps for months."
"It was not your oversight that caused this, Sire. It was their choice to break the rules, and disobey orders at their post. Alas, this does nothing to help their souls now."
"No it does not, Timothy,” said the king sternly. “But, it does aid my cause in bringing this army to its knees once more. This time, I will crush them."
"And how do you intend to do that?"
The king went on to explain the reasons he dispatched the troop of soldiers to the mountains. “The plan is to find Farrin the giant, the one who aided the armies in the War of Calaridis, the name given to all of the lands in the dark times when Hydrais tried to claim all for his own. Those particular battles took place on the plains of Fornidain, even as far south as the downs where the floating island of Resforian dwelt. Farrin still reigns, though sadly he is inclined to stay out of all affairs of men for reasons unknown,” Hrathis said. “I am casting that privacy aside in seeking his aid. Drezdain's force was the strongest we had, and we cannot amass another legion as great to push Dunandor back underground."
Timothy had his chin resting on both of his hands, enthralled at the stories of his master. He looked up to King Hrathis greatly, his twitching a side effect of the desire to never make a mistake in his presence. These stories always calmed his spirit, though they spoke of war and terrible things. The boy was in awe, and he wondered why the king confided in him so.
Hrathis sipped more of his wine, and the effects of the draught started to show. Timothy eased the goblet from his hand before it slipped to the floor. The king fell into a deep sleep that he had rejected for several days, and began to snore lightly. A solution was being formed; the matter was to be handled. At dawn, the fate of men would start to change.
The sunrise in the east was a sight to behold from the chambers high above the village of Wiltrout. Few ever had the chance to gaze upon such beauty. Green grass dotted the plains across Fornidain, the rises and falls of the land like smooth ocean waves. The small tree lines that ran along some of the lower valleys were home to many creatures, both common and rare, both fair and foul. Nature was savage here, with deer being stalked by wolves, and large birds, called rocs, descending on prey from above. The serrated mountains that loomed behind the castle were formidable at best, taking the most skilled climbers to their limits. It was in these mountains that Farrin and his giants resided.
Down below, the men of Hrathis gathered the strongest of the army that resided inside the castle walls. They stood in the war chamber, adorned in their war-ready best. Most of them had studded leather armor, light yet strong enough to shield them from sword blows. (The blow of a giant's ax would be enough to crush them, no matter what type of armor they wore, so the appropriate armor was chosen). Each had a sword, the weapon of choice for a man of that time period. No horses were needed, since the mountains began almost where the path out of the rear of the castle left the safety of the walls
Hrathis gave a small speech to his men before they left. “Men of Gudred, you travel a perilous path to seek the aid of Farrin's giants. These beings aided our ancestors’ cause years ago during the battles that won our freedom. It is their aid I call upon again, since word of Drezdain's demise. I fear that the evil that my forefathers worked so hard to conquer has not yet been vanquished. For that, we were foolish. Many lives were lost due to this. Now you go to avenge the souls of your brethren, your friends, and your family. You will be unable to send word of your progress, unless any of you possess a magic of which I am unaware. Each of you is bound to the other; let nothing stand between this bond of courage. If Farrin is found you are to give to him this note that is sealed with the crest of Gudred, which he will undoubtedly recognize."
King Hrathis handed the sealed scroll to the leader of the group, Birefin, who bowed his head as he took it from the king's hand.
"Inside are the terms of our offer to him,” the king said proudly. “He will not refuse."
The men were dismissed to depart, as the sun climbed over the eastern horizon. It was the spring season then, with the scents of new flowers pushing up through the rain-soaked grounds. The drizzling drops had started again, falling straight down, as no wind disturbed the showers. The sun had shone its light through them, forming a rainbow in the sky above the mountains. King Hrathis took this as a sign that good was aligned with them, and he bade his soldiers farewell with renewed hope. From his lofty chamber he gazed up at the mountains, silently eager that Farrin would be pleased with the offer his men bore. All he could do again was wait and hope.
* * * *The trip up the mountains was a tough one. The rocks were unforgiving, and the paths were barely visible from lack of travel. Ledges were loose and they encountered many rockslides, causing the company to trek around them to find a safer road. Still their hearts were with their fallen comrades and their king, for whom they would die, if asked. Hrathis had that effect. No complaints were heard, and teamwork flourished as they made their way through the clefts. They only had a general direction to guide them: up. The mountains did not flatten out somewhat until about three-quarters of the way up, near the peak of the tallest mountain in the range. This is where Farrin lived, far from the grips of the world below, knowing that giants could not mingle with common men. Giants were hunters, preferring the harsh conditions offered by the challenging mountains.
The company traveled for two days, stopping only at nightfall to make camp. They slept in shifts and maintained a rotating watch to keep one another from rolling off the edge of the cliffs, or in case a Cray or wolf should stumble upon them.
They saw no such creature, only heard the distant howling of wolves in the night. With so many crevices and ravines, the echoes made the howls sound as if they were surrounded. They expected as much, thus it worried them little.
On the third day they reached a plateau in the mountain, a flat area not seen from the land below. As the men stood near the edge, they could look down and view the land of Fornidain. The castle was seen as well, though much smaller than they had remembered naturally. They turned to face the mountain, and to gain their bearings.
"Well, we've reached the level part of this beast,” Birefin said roughly, his weathered face covered with scratches from the climb. He was dressed warmly, like the others, but his long mane of black hair spilled out from under his thick, wool fedora. “Let's have a look-see, shall we? Spread out, and figure out where we are to go next to find this Farrin fellow."
He had barely uttered the words onto the chilled air, when, from around a huge rock formation against the side of the mountain opposite the flat, stepped a menacing creature. Not one now, but two! A third! The men stood in astonishment as five large giants emerged from their hiding places, axes in hand and huffing deeply. With each step they took, the ground shook. Pieces of rock and stone broke loose, and fell down the mountainside. The men, who had begun to search the vicinity, ran back to regroup with the others. They outnumbered the giants two to one, but each giant was at least twice as tall as any one man. Backing nearer to the edge of the flat, the men drew their swords. Horror rushed through their blood as they felt their lives were about to end. Birefin yelled, “We bring news and an offer from King Hrathis! Will you not hear us out before you destroy us?"
At the mention of the king's name, the five stopped their advance. Two of them turned around to look behind. This gesture caused Birefin to turn his gaze between the massive bodies to what they were looking at. Standing in the darkness was a shape appearing even larger than the other five giants. The eyes glowed soft white, and the heaving breaths of the giant were heard stirring the thin air.
"King Hrathis?” growled a deep, resonant voice that coiled the nerves of the men.
Out from the shadows stepped a huge giant dressed more elaborately than the other five. The line of giants broke to make way for the obvious leader.
This is Farrin, without a doubt, thought Birefin as the giant made his way across the flat toward them. He stood almost fifteen feet high, with massive arms tipped off by iron wristbands jutting out from the fur skin that covered his torso. His hands were the size of a man's chest, and clutched a massive double-sided ax. The chosen headdress was a leather helmet with impressive rune characters inscribed upon it. They were similar to the dwarves’ designs, though not at all related. His scowling visage was like chiseled granite, its roughness softened not at all by his thick, wiry beard. He looked at the men in disgust, and huffed a deep grunt.
The other giants lowered their axes, and leaned on them like walking sticks. Their fur wrappings, stringy mops of hair, and scruffy beards blew about in the wind. The men still held their swords, until the leader advanced, and they decided it best to lower them. Birefin sheathed his own as a sign of peace. He tried to remain calm.
"Are you the one named Farrin?” asked Birefin sternly.
The brute marched forward, grabbed Birefin, and picked him up with one hand effortlessly. He pulled Birefin's face close to his own, squeezing his cheeks tightly together.
"Who are you to ask such questions, Thief?” the giant raged. “I should crush ya’ like a worm right now fer trespassing in these mountains. Thieves brandishing the name of King Hrathis should meet a painful demise."
He took another step forward, and suspended Birefin over the edge of the plateau. Birefin tried to wrench free, but was powerless under the hold of the massive giant.
The other men stood horrified, but could do nothing because there were still five other giants standing over them.
Birefin hid his fear well. Calmly, he said, “Let me down so I may prove to you that I represent whom I claim. Do not be foolish."
"Foolish,” toyed the giant. “There are nine more of ya’ here. I could toss eight more over this edge after ya’ before I find out from the last why ya're here."
"But, I am the only one who holds the proof of the king's terms. Who will render them to you if I should be thrown to my death?"
The giant's face grew questioning, as if he started to ponder truth in the man's tale.
"Very well then,” the giant reluctantly said. “Ya’ may present me the truth now, or be tossed ta’ yer doom."
The giant held him still while Birefin produced the scrolled parchment with the king's wax seal. When the giant saw it he brought Birefin back over onto the safety of the ledge and released him, then took the scroll.
"Guard them,” he said brusquely, and walked some distance away to read the scroll.
After some time, he returned.
"These men speak the truth. They represent King Hrathis of Gudred, and he is in need of our aid. He offers gold and furs ta’ us, and his continued alliance, if we aid him in his cause. There seems to be an orc nuisance still roaming the lands of Dunandor."
The giant scratched his bearded chin with his hand, grumbling while he thought.
"We shall consider over a feast tonight. What do ya’ lads say ta’ dat?"
The giant's tone turned merry, almost as quickly as it had turned deadly a moment before.
The men, still in shock from the events, nervously accepted the invitation.
"Wait,” Birefin said. “What is your name, giant, if I may?"
"Ha! Scared ya’ a bit, din I?” laughed the giant in a far more casual language than he had used before. “My name is Farrin, and you are in the land of the giants. For years we have called these hills our home, but we choose to stay out o’ the king's affairs. I will tell ya’ more later over ale, and a few roasted mountain goats!"
The giants wasted no time in leading the way toward their home. It was hard because they could take one step to a man's four, but they were patient enough, considering they were giants and not known to be proper to guests. These guests were different; they were soldiers of Gudred, King Hrathis’ finest. Far more consideration was given than usual.
After what seemed like a distance of over several leagues through the roughest terrain, the group finally emerged from the rocky trail onto the softer earth of another flat hidden deep within the recesses of the mountains. Giants were mostly cave dwellers, but these needed to have some open space as well. They thrived by using the resources of the mountains to their benefit. There were caves, but they were used mostly for storing goods, supplies, and for sleeping. There was little sun there, for it was not needed for growing things or for any magic. Giants did not use magic in any form. They relied on brute strength and sheer size to overwhelm their enemies. When attacked, they utilized the surrounding environment to their advantage. Uprooted trees and large rocks became any enemy's nemesis, no matter their size. The men spent the rest of that day meeting and greeting the entire clan of giants, which only numbered twenty-eight.
When night fell, the sounds of their feasting could probably be heard for some distance. High winds of the upper peaks surely carried it away. A large fire was built in the center of the flat. Birefin and his company sat, ate, and drank with the giants, and told tales of war and of events happening in Vaalüna. After a bit of time, Farrin was quite taken with the happenings abroad. The severity of the current plight was the final topic.
"So tell me, Birefin,” said Farrin. “What would King Hrathis want with us to offer so rich a purse? It's not our charming personalities, I cun guarantee ya’ that! Ha!” His laughter caused him to spill some of his ale into the fire, and the flame flared up suddenly. More laughter ensued.
Birefin answered as straightly as he could, knowing his king would not approve of this celebrating, as this was the cause of Drezdain's demise.
"We had a legion of our finest posted just outside of Dunandor. Drezdain was the general there. He was a fine man of great power, but his foolish pride blinded him and his purpose. They went soft, disobeyed orders, and paid a dear price for it."
The giants forgot their laughter, becoming silent out of sympathy for the lost men.
"Orcs from Dunandor took them in the night by surprise. They slaughtered them all, left them to rot, and displayed Drezdain's head at Ünodin Pass."
"Bah,” shouted Farrin as he threw his mug into the fire angrily. “Those blasted orcs; din we teach ‘em a lesson the last time?"
"We believe these to be new orcs, Farrin: stronger, fiercer, and faster. I was one of the five scouts sent out to report what happened when word from the Keep was lost. We arrived a few weeks after it happened, yet the stench of the ale and death was fouler than could be imagined. Some dead orcs were among them, though not of a sort we recognized prior. These had horns that grew from their scalps, two of them. We did not examine their bodies any closer, for the stench would have killed us. We discovered Drezdain's body not far away, head torn clean from the cadaver. It was placed on a lance, as was his body, at the head of the pass to Dunandor. It's a threat to all. Drezdain's Keep was destroyed, the ruins left to rot with the rest of the bodies. No word of the orcs has ever been reported since."
Farrin jumped to his feet. “Let's not waste time. There is no need to think longer of this. We go in the morning. Pack only what you need for war! We go to avenge Drezdain for King Hrathis!"
The giants raised their axes high in the air, and bellowed cries of war and orc blood.
Birefin looked at Trenagon, his second in command, who had been watching silently while the talks were going on.
"Here I thought it would have been harder to convince them."
"Nah,” Trenagon chuckled. “They're giants. The only thing that convinces them is what King Hrathis offered, gold and furs. He knew they would never refuse."
"Yes, but what need has a giant for gold?” asked Birefin.
"They do come out of these mountains, Birefin. They engage in trade with surrounding clans and tribes of men and dwarves. They seek precious metals and tools for creating their implements of war and weapons for their hunting. Gold is the shimmering metal that no creature can refuse."
Birefin nodded and said no more.
"I am off to catch rest,” Trenagon said. “It would be wise of you to do the same."
Again, Birefin simply nodded. Trenagon marched off to where the rest of the men were to stay for the night. Birefin waited by the fire until it completely died out, and then retired himself. He knew that in the morning, his king would be mighty pleased with him and his company. A smile played on his lips as he drifted away into the first peaceful sleep that he had in a long while.
During the night, a slight breeze kissed the recess of the mountain where the giant domain resided. The air was cool, clean. Stars shone above in the cloudless sky as they danced and twinkled along their courses. A few faint howls of mountain wolves broke the placid silence, able to paralyze the bravest of hearts. The men of Gudred never stirred from their slumber, lost in their own dreams and snores. A few of the giants kept watch at the borders of the village. On the north side they were protected by a tall cliff face. This was where their caves were carved. To the south, the lip of the mountain came to an abrupt end and plunged down to the jagged rocks below. No foe could approach from either of these two directions, but west and east were accessible by the hard roads that had been cleared by the giants. Though few remaining creatures dared to enter their range uninvited, entry had to be prevented. Even the wily wolves kept their distance, knowing the sting of Farrin's axes too well.
Birefin did not sleep with the rest of his men, leaving them to their own slumbering hisses and drools. He instead chose to fall asleep next to the fire as the shimmering embers died down from lack of fuel.
Suddenly, a slight scraping sound woke Birefin. Though it did not startle him, it was annoying enough for him to lift his head to glance around him. The two giants, who guarded each side of the flat, Treigan and Ganzif, had dozed off. Birefin had no intention of waking the sleeping giants, so he threw off the blanket that he was wrapped in. Standing up slowly and quietly, so as to not wake any others out of fear of being the subject of a bludgeoning due to mistaken identity, Birefin made his way to the edge of the flat. The scraping noise was more audible now that his head was not buried in his homemade pillow. It sounded as if something was scratching at the side of the mountain.
Birefin quickly poked his head over the edge to find what was making all the racket. The creature was upon him. Birefin was struck hard in the face and knocked clear back, landing in the ashes of the former flame. The clamor quickly woke the giants. They drew their axes fast as they whirled to face the intruder. A creature stood over the body of Birefin hissing and waving its pointed claw near his neck, where it was rearing to finish the kill. The creature was a Cray, an insectoid creature that had four legs that were used for walking and climbing. Two more arms bore hooks on the ends that were used to grasp and slash prey. Their long necks were topped off by a small head with a pair of round, yellow eyes. They were the most hideous beings that crawled upon the mountains, and the cause of most of the problems in the region. Cray were cunning, choosing to attack at night when defenses were lax. They could also easily scale the sides of the rocks, making them far more dangerous than wolves or even winged enemies.
The Cray positioned itself over Birefin, threatening to finish him off at any moment. Its glowing, yellow eyes flashed wildly at the approaching giants. Its hisses and screeches told them to stay back; business was not finished with its prey. Treigan and Ganzif stopped in their tracks, full of rage that the Cray held their newly found friend hostage. Some of the sleeping men and giants had woken, but froze when they saw the monster with Birefin's life in its grasp, if he was not dead already.
The creature had enough. Its hairy arm rose, ready to put the final mark upon Birefin. Suddenly, a cry stirred among the giants. Farrin emerged from a cave, ax raised in his right hand. He let it fly with all of his might. The ax spun toward its target, and struck the creature hard, hacking the arm off at the joint. The Cray let out a horrid scream; greenish blood spouted from the stump. As it stood in agony and shock, Birefin pulled his sword from his side and drove it into the belly of the fiend. Not yet dead, the Cray lurched back as it continued to scream wildly. Birefin gave a swift kick to its gullet, still grasping the hilt of his sword, sending the body careening over the edge. The Cray disappeared, the echoes of the terrible screams bouncing from fissure to cliff. Birefin rose, his face badly bloodied from the open wound that ran from his forehead to his cheek. The Cray had not been killed without first leaving its mark. Though he survived, Birefin never rid himself of the scar, a memento of his trip for his king.
"Thank you, Farrin,” he said wearily to the giant.
"Ah, no trouble at all. Those Cray think they own the place. We havta teach them a lesson every now and then, don't we boys?” He turned to his “boys", all of them roaring in agreement, shaking their axes to the sky.
"I'm sorry you had to lose your ax though,” Birefin confessed as he wiped his sword clean of the green slime.
"That's no trouble either, Birefin. I have plenty more where that came from. Ha, ha!” He laughed loud, seemingly unmoved by the Cray's attempt.
Birefin did not wish to sleep outside any longer, and finally chose to sleep inside the cave with the rest. The next day, the company of men was accompanied by the fighting force of giants, led by Farrin. They began the three-day journey to the foot of the mountains to Gudred Castle. The giants would have been there in one day, but men cannot cover great distance with their stride, especially since Birefin was in no condition to push too hard down the treacherous paths. No Cray were encountered the rest of the trip, word undoubtedly spreading amongst them of Farrin's fury. During the first day of their trip, something seemed to bother Farrin about Birefin's encounter.
"Now that it comes to mind, my wounded friend, there hasn't been an attack on the giants by a Cray for a long time. I wonder what their tiny brains were thinking last night."
"I don't know,” Birefin said. “Maybe they figured, since we are a great deal smaller than a giant, we would be easier prey."
"Yeah, that was my first thought too, Birefin, but it jest don’ make sense to me,” Farrin growled, displeased and perplexed. “Evil surely is stirring again here, more proof that you brought truth with you. Surely King Hrathis will be happy we have come."
"He will be,” Birefin said with an easy grin on his face, pleased with their success, moreover, their king's success.
* * * *The villagers of Wiltrout had never laid eyes upon such immense beings. At first, the sight of the giants approaching from the stony paths above threw panic and fear into the hearts of the village. Women dropped their baskets of freshly washed linens, men dropped their tillers, and children let their kites float off into the winds.
"We're under attack by giants. They're coming!"
King Hrathis could hear the uproar from his war chamber. He rushed to the window facing west. Sure enough, there was Farrin and his followers, being led by his company of men. The king was overjoyed, and made his way down the tower so fast that his counselors were cursing and yelling for him to slow down. Once in the courtyard, Hrathis ordered the gate open, and went out on horseback to face the discombobulated people.
"People of Wiltrout,” he shouted. “Do not be afraid! They come to aid us!"
The people who heard him stopped dead in their tracks, and gazed at him. After a few questioning mumbles, a hush went out over the townsfolk.
"This is the resolve that I spoke of, Wiltrout. Will you now understand and be glad? I have summoned the giants here to bargain with us, so that they may aid us in tracking down the evil that still plagues the East! Will you not welcome them along with your courageous men who traveled long to find them?"
The crowd remained hushed, but glanced at each other. Finally, one man spoke:
"We understand, Sire, and we trust you."
With that, the crowd started cheering. The giants entered the courtyard from the rear gate to the sounds of praise. They were welcomed warmly, and King Hrathis knew that this day would be one of great legend. Giants and kings united as one to bring Drezdain's slayers to justice. From underneath a dark cowl, a smile formed on a rugged face.
"Just as you had foreseen. Now, it begins."
The snickering laughter could not be heard over the roar of the crowd as it pushed forth into the courtyard to behold the wonder of the huge giants.
* * * *The coming weeks were full of festivities as both races of men and giants gathered to celebrate the reunion of Farrin and King Hrathis. The might of the union echoed throughout the lands, spreading like a feasting fire. Bounty hunters from afar came to Gudred Keep to offer their special style of service to the king. Though bounty hunting was frowned upon by nobles of the age, it was tolerated in such situations for obvious reasons.
The day came when the festivities ended and talks began between the giants and the king. Gudred was a stronghold built by men, for men. The passageways, though large and wide, could not contain the behemoth bodies as they tried to make their way to the war chamber. Giants were not known to grow taller than eleven feet, but Farrin's breed towered well over thirteen and a half, with Farrin himself hitting fifteen easily.
"Bah,” Farrin grunted. “We're never gonna be able to fit through here, Hrathis."
The king let out a hearty laugh that reverberated throughout the interior of the tallest tower of the citadel. “Do not be discouraged, my lumbering friend,” Hrathis said playfully. “We shall make accommodations fit for you and your giants. Come, let us retreat to the courtyard. The air is open there, there is plenty of space, and we are guarded. The gates shall be closed so we may have privacy."
The courtyard was the most airy spot in the keep. It was made large enough to contain the full population of Wiltrout in the event of a siege. The storeroom doors opposed each other so supplies could be distributed without having to push through the massive crowd. Much thought and preparation went into its design, another testament to King Hrathis’ devotion to his people. The floor was cold, but the giants sat down on the hard stone anyway without complaint. Timothy fetched a wooden stool for his king. The meeting began. The guards did not see the form crouching low in the shadows of the tower, a remnant left behind when the crowd was removed from the courtyard.
"Giants and men of Vaalüna,” King Hrathis began. “You have been summoned here for a purpose that most of you know full well. A plan needs to be formulated now on how to deal with the menace that grows once again in the East. Drezdain has been slain and his keep destroyed by what appears to be orcs of Dunandor."
Scowls appeared on the faces of the giants; grunts of disgust sprang forth from their lungs.
"There's not much to discuss here, Hrathis,” Farrin said with impatience in his voice. “Just send us to Dunandor to destroy them."
"Haste and overconfidence are two mistakes I do not wish to make a second time, Farrin,” Hrathis said. “Though I do not doubt you and your giants’ resolve, we have no confirmed knowledge of the whereabouts of the orcs, nor of their purpose. Hydrais was destroyed at El-Caras, the fortress was destroyed and sealed, and the underground hold of Trünith forgotten. It seems that the time for rediscovery is at hand. We know the Ünodin Pass is being watched for the first time since Hydrais’ disappearance. This may be a simple case of the remaining force of loyalists making their last stand, or it could be something more."
"Even so, it doesn't make much sense for us to sit around and talk about it now, does it?” said a frustrated Farrin.
"It makes even less sense for us to send a force of giants and men into that land, when that might be what the enemy wants from us after all."
Farrin paused his thoughts, as he shifted his seat on the stone floor. “I think I just want to get off of this cold, hard floor, Hrathis,” he said jokingly. “Let's make our arrangements and be on with it."
"As you wish,” Hrathis addressed Farrin directly, “I would like you to lead your giants, save five, to Dunandor. With you will be fifty of my men. Together you will seek out, and destroy, any remaining force of Hydrais or that wretch Haarath! If possible, locate the secret entrance to the underground realm of Trünith. That was the fabled resting place of Hydrais himself."
Farrin stood, his giants all standing with him. The king stood too. Farrin took a look around, and picked the five who would stay behind to guard the city from attack. When the choices were complete, he turned back to the king.
"At dawn, we leave. Until then, we will rest on the grass fields outside the walls."
The king nodded. As the giants turned to leave through the main gate that was being prepared to open, a sinister form appeared in their midst from the shadows. With a whisk of a hand, the guards raising the gate were thrown aside. The gate came crashing back down. Swords and axes were drawn in an instant. Another gesture of the hand froze each weapon in the hand of its bearer. King Hrathis looked horrified as his men and the giants were rendered powerless in a heartbeat. There was nothing he could do! The being in their midst, like most practitioners of dark magic, wore pitch black robes that covered every feature except for the hands that twisted and formed the spells at will, and the evil smile that stretched across the face beneath the shroud. King Hrathis tried to move toward the form, but his feet were bound to the stone tightly.
"You will listen now, King Hrathis,” uttered the other in a chilling voice that sounded as if it came from the bowels of the earth itself. “I have the upper hand here. With the s-s-simple twist of my hand, your men and giants are dead."
Farrin's face was reddening, though he could not turn his head or move a muscle. The sorcerer chuckled aloud.
"So this is the great Farrin? Nothing more than a simple-minded twit, your size means nothing to me."
"Who are you?” asked King Hrathis.
With a swift motion of the wretch's hand, the king was picked off of his feet and pulled close to the menace quickly. All that the men and giants could do was stare in horror while the wretch manhandled their king.
"You do not ask the questions of me,” hissed the writhing voice. “Your mouth would be better if it were shut."
With that, King Hrathis’ mouth was sealed shut, lips closed tightly, never to be opened again.
"Your mouth will trouble you no more,” said the other. “And one more thing,” he added. “Your force will never be dispatched to Dunandor."
Hrathis’ eyes opened wide with terror. With another move of the hand, the king was raised up high and cast into the open window of the tallest tower, which was then sealed with a barrier spell.
"And as for you,” he said as he turned to the giants and men. “Your simple minds will be made simpler, so as to never trouble me again."
The giants were released from the hold spell, yet they still did not move. Stupefied looks spread across their faces as their axes were lowered to the ground. The sorcerer held his hand up as he said aloud, “You will remain here as my slaves. Your job will be to tear down these walls with your own hands. Uproot the very fiber of Gudred, but leave the tower containing your king intact!” The giants dropped their axes and moved toward the walls slowly, like zombies of the Netherworld who obeyed the commands of their
Master.
He turned toward the men now. “And lastly, you will come with me. I have much use for you where we are going."
A shrill laugh rang out into the night air. Outside, Wiltrout village heard nothing. Their sleep was peaceful, full of dreams of pleasant things. In the morning they would be oblivious to what transpired, as their curse was ignorance of the truth. The gate of the stronghold would remain closed until the interior was gutted. The sorcerer knew that it would take a lengthy amount of time for any outsider to figure out what had happened. They would be powerless to reverse the spell. It would be thought that the giants and men went to Dunandor and were slain, never to be heard from again until the walls came crashing down.
* * * *Years passed. No word ever left the castle walls, though work progressed. Hrathis was banished to the highest point in his tower, left alive purposely to watch his precious castle be dismantled piece by piece by the very force that once brought him hope. His cries for help never fell on wise ears. Timothy was permitted inside Hrathis’ chamber, but could do little for him. He stayed close at hand, and never abandoned his duty to his king. Once the king was banished to the tower, the seal around his mouth dissolved, which relieved Timothy. At least he could feed his lord.
All hope had drained from Wiltrout and Gudred. Evil grew in the East daily and the land grew darker as life was drawn from it from somewhere unknown.
Twenty-one years passed by slowly, each bringing more pain and suffering to Wiltrout and all regions of men, as no news of the giants was forthcoming. Hrathis could not be reached. His people had fallen into darkness; the light of Vaalüna was fading. The trees stopped whispering, falling silent as dismay filled their hearts as well. Little did the world know that, from the depths of Mernith Forest in the land of elves, a hero would arise to decide their destiny.
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Chapter 8—SeaborneCaran, the land of the sea pirates, sat between the borders of the Farrin Ranges of the west and the ocean of Arthea. This land was home to a wide variety of folk, many of them merchants and peddlers trying to sell their wares to the vast amount of travelers who graced the free shores of Vaalüna. Almost entirely separated from the other realms by mountains and the hideous beings dwelling therein, Caran was more advanced in technology than other regions. Large ships carrying weapons of great destructive power dotted the water. It was a world all its own, and on its own. Pirates and other sea-loving men roamed the vastness of the Arthean Ocean in search of treasures. Some kept to themselves, choosing to ignore others unless, of course, their services were needed. A few bands of Wave Raiders lurked on different paths and chose to pillage, burn, and murder to get what they desired. While these were dangerous, the most dangerous were the Senantor Pirates. Most travelers cared not for the awful stories of pirates, or for the foul creatures that plagued Caran. The promise of a better opportunity called to them, in part due to King Hrathis’ legacy.
The notorious seaport, Drameda, sprawled along the edge formed by water and land on the westernmost point of Caran that stretched out into the ocean like the arm of a great giant. Drameda, like most seaports of the region, was infested with an unhealthy dose of thieves, gamblers, and, of course, pirates, who were merely a mixture of the two former. The town contained a few inns, warehouses for storing goods from merchant ships, and several taverns. These ale houses were the gathering places for the gangs of “madmen", described by the locals who lived and worked in Drameda. Many ships docked there, bringing merchants to sell goods from all over the world. People came from near and far to Drameda, risking their own lives, to trade and buy from the foreigners. Few of them traveled alone through the mountains. Groups were formed with armed escorts, who were paid handsomely for such service.
Sitting alone at a corner table at the infamous Dew Drop Tavern, Mortwar Brendain took a long drag from his smoke pipe, the glowing ash illuminating only his eyes for that brief moment. Long locks of messy, dark hair flopped down about a face that looked like it had been beaten by sun and sea salt for a great many years. He leaned back in his chair, and watched the crowd closely for any sign of his quarry. His dusty leather overcoat looked golden in the soft firelight emanating from the center brick oven. Activity was all around him. The house chef was busy flipping his knife and spatula around like a juggler at the traveling circus shows. He was quite good, tossing sliced pieces of fish and grilled beef onto customers’ plates playfully. The drunkards laughed as they spilled their ales on each other. Yarns and tales, as tall as mountains, were told between them, exaggerated beyond realistic measure. Although Mortwar did not join in the general ribaldry, a smile graced his face as he puffed again on his pipe. He smoked a weed called lynathia, a sweet smelling herb that was pleasurable to the nose as well as to the palate. Fortunately, it was not intoxicating in any way, or Mortwar would have been under its spell for a long time to come.
Mortwar was an escort guard, a tracker, known to have a sense of direction and kinship with the earth that was unheard of in other races of men. He did not fit in the world of the pirates and heathens, so he kept a low profile when he was called to Drameda. Mortwar enjoyed life's simple joys, like the lapping waves and the freedom of travel on the land, sea, or by air if called to do so. His travels took him to the farthest reaches of the world, and into most of the existing realms. There were few creatures, magical or otherwise, that he had not encountered. He had no need for plundering riches, and certainly no need to drink himself into a state of utter paralysis like most pirates and sea dogs. No, he much more preferred to sit and watch others mingle and make fools of themselves while he smoked his pipe. To mistake his mild manner for weakness was another matter altogether. On his left hip, hidden underneath his waistcoat, was holstered an instrument of immense power. To ask of it anywhere else in Vaalüna would have been met with confusion and ignorance, even from wizards. It was little more than a piece of beautifully crafted wood that contained a cast iron metal tube cradled inside. The gold-accented hand grip was elaborately engraved. A small piece of metal stuck out from its bottom, guarded by a wider piece to seemingly prevent accidental use. Its full use was unknown, since Mortwar never had to draw the weapon. A unique contraption, it was much rarer than even the diamonds or Mythrill mined by the Dwarves. The tracker also carried a large scimitar in plain view on his right hip. It was a common weapon around town.
Just as Mortwar took the last puff of his pipe before he would have had to repack it with lynathia, the door to the tavern was flung open. A storm had started outside, the wild rain pouring in violently as the wind wasted little time in finding the opening. Some of the people standing closest to the door moved quickly away. One man, passed out from far too much ale, let the rain soak his back. The figure stood in the doorway a bit longer before stepping inside. Mortwar had abandoned his pipe already, and pulled his large hat down over his eyes. This was the man he had been told to watch, to track. He had been paid extra to do so. The story was confusing to him, but he was not one to ask questions when the purse was hefty.
The man grunted and slammed the door hard behind him. The man's boisterous gestures and strident command for a drink replaced the howling winds. The happy atmosphere of the tavern died. The young chap tending the bar shook as he fixed the drink as ordered. Mortwar stared hard at the man from his dark corner table, never moving as the other sat down on a tall stool with his back to his watcher.
The man, named Callaway, was known to be a bold pirate of a different sort. Not only was he a looter and a thief, but he also, on occasion, took liberties with women in any town where he was seen. He often disappeared before any justice could be enacted. Most bounty hunters would not come within fifty miles of Drameda due to its less than appealing reputation, so his crimes went unpunished. Callaway knew this and fled to Drameda often to escape his pursuers, who were always watching and waiting for him to show up elsewhere.
News traveled quickly where the very earth and its creatures took to spreading it, and Callaway was bad news. Elves and trackers like Mortwar, who had an ear in every port, could make sense of the limitless information thus provided. It certainly was not difficult for a tracker to receive any news swiftly. None of Mortwar's peers would have ever dared to meddle in the affairs of a reprobate like Callaway. Even the Fleet Guard kept out of his business. Bribery burrowed deep in the politics of Caran, and so the unjust went unpunished while the just paid dearly. Mortwar, however, took the liberty during these few days to do some searching of his own for Callaway. He abandoned the group that he had escorted down the Tunin River so he could devote his time to this newest request. And now Callaway sat there, drinking his ale and belching loudly.
Recently, it was rumored that Callaway had come into possession of a rare item that he stole from an Elvish temple in the city of Lünathar. During the rebuilding of Vaalüna, the races had worked together to recreate their homelands. The dwarves donated beautifully handcrafted stone pieces and marble rock to the woodland elves of Mynandrias, which was used to build the House of Lythardia. For their part, the elves helped erect a temple in the wizard city of Lünathar, which became the resting place of the magic Elfstone, containing Sheevos, Spirit of Light. Thus the Order of Light was aptly named, and the power of the gods held strong with the wizards throughout history.
Mortwar wondered how a blundering pirate like Callaway could waltz into Lünathar and steal such an item without the wizards becoming aware of the theft until it was too late. To these and many other questions he sought the answers, and this was the chance he had been waiting for. Just one more ale, Mortwar thought to himself as he pressed his lips together, almost willing Callaway to buy another.
And he did.
Callaway reached into his coat pocket, drawing some coins out, and tossed them on the bar. The tink of the coins could be heard above the roar of the fire and crowd.
"Here you go, Mr. Callaway,” the boy behind the bar said as he slid another tankard of ale to the pirate.
Callaway grabbed the boy by his shirt abruptly and, after pulling him closer, snorted, “Don't ever use my name in ‘ere again boy, do you understand!?” The question needed no answer as the stunned look on the boy's face told him “yes".
Callaway looked around slowly. His eyes gazed at those who had seen the scuffle, causing them to turn quickly in fear. As Callaway returned to his ale, he flinched when he noticed Mortwar seated next to him.
The two knew each other vaguely, more so by appearance and name. They had never before spoken.
"Mortwar is it?” asked Callaway pointedly. He scooted down to another stool, putting an empty one between them. Apparently he did not want his question answered.
Mortwar nodded as he turned to face Callaway. “Yeh. And you're Callaway?"
Callaway looked crossly at the bartender, who was cleaning tankards and pouring other customers’ drinks.
"If you hadn't known me prior, this fool boy would've surely given you my name. Yeah, I am Callaway; now leave me be. I don't like long conversations."
"If the conversation turned out to be a profitable one, would you reconsider?” asked Mortwar. Appealing to his wallet seemed the only way to coax this half-drunken sailor to talk.
Callaway raised an eyebrow as he turned his weathered face once again toward the tracker. Amongst the unshaven beard and scars sat two eyes as green as dragon scales. His hair had been pulled back tightly into a tail that was about six inches long. He wore a round-brimmed, black hat that curled up on the sides. He took another long sip from his tankard and burped. The stench was enough to curl the nose hairs of Mortwar.
"And if it was profitable,” Callaway replied, “what's in it for you?"
"All I'm asking for is information."
"What kind of information?"
"Profitable kind,” Mortwar sarcastically replied.
The ale started taking its toll on the remaining wits that Callaway had. “Show me the money, and we'll take it from there, eh?"
"Not a problem,” said Mortwar, reaching into his leather pouch. Out came ten gold coins that sparkled in the dim light of the tavern. He could hear the shuffling about the place when some others caught a glimpse of the coveted metal.
Callaway's eyes grew wide, though his pupils were becoming dilated as they swam in a sea of potent ale. This was enough for him.
Mortwar placed the coins back into his satchel quickly, giving enough eye candy to tease Callaway's senses. He knew it would overwhelm the pirate, for whom money and riches were the ultimate prize.
"Now, I want information on the whereabouts of a certain item, one that surpasses the beauty of those coins a hundred times over. It used to grace the temple in Lünathar."
Callaway's glassy, bloodshot eyes narrowed. “Why do you want to know?"
"I was hired to find it, and to return it to the Order of Light. They pay well for such things."
"What makes you think I know where it is?"
"Because, I know that you sail into that region of sea. Salanthanon holds no news back regarding the pirates that sail there."
Callaway diverted his attention back to his tankard. He began fidgeting nervously with the handle, and sliding it back and forth on the smooth wooden bar counter.
"I suppose you know that it was stolen then?” Callaway asked, his right leg starting to bounce nervously now as well.
Mortwar simply nodded, knowing that a short response would rattle the liar even further.
Fortunately, Mortwar's reactions were not slowed by ale as Callaway's had been. Callaway suddenly threw his tankard forward, shattering the other bottles on the shelf across from him. He stood and drew his sword, challenging Mortwar to do the same. The other people cleared the floor quickly, tripping over their chairs in the rush. Silence fell through the crowd.
* * * ** * * *Mortwar slid his right hand down to his knife, unseen and unknown to the drunken Callaway. Mortwar acted calm and collected, waiting for an advance. He still needed Callaway alive to get what he needed.
"It seems to me you know more than you let on, Mortwar,” growled Callaway as he tightened his two hands on his sword. “Out with it."
"I know you possess the stone I want, and I am willing to pay handsomely for it, Callaway. I am in no mood to kill you this night."
Callaway ignored the taunt. “My buyer is willing to pay for it as well, and a sum large enough to be out of your reach, Tracker.” Callaway snorted, a nasty smile on his scruffy face.
"And who might my competition be then?” Mortwar asked, knowing almost surely that Callaway would never reveal that information.
Callaway just let out a low laugh. “Oh no, you won't get it outta me that easily. Just know that your reward could never suffice. You won't get it from me ... ever!"
Suddenly, Callaway rushed forward and raised his sword. When he swung it toward the tracker, Mortwar kicked the stool that stood between them. It hit Callaway squarely in the stomach, causing the brute to gasp and buckle over. He crashed to the ground hard, but still held his sword as he scrambled back up to his feet.
Mortwar was standing as well, knife still sheathed.
"There is no need for this, Callaway. At least listen to my offer. Is this prize enough to lose your life over?"
"It is not my life anymore. I am sworn to this wretch! I must give it to him!"
"Who are you talking about?” Mortwar shouted, pleased that he had kept his cool long enough to let Callaway leak his knowledge.
Callaway did not answer. His face grew darker than it had been, as if he were influenced by a force more intoxicating than ale. The sword came up again, and was quickly swung in Mortwar's direction..
At the last moment, before the sword struck flesh, Mortwar dropped to his knees and drew his knife. As Callaway's sword sailed over his head, Mortwar swung his blade. It struck Callaway at the wrist, severing it cleanly from his arm. A bellow of pain rang out; the hand flew across the room with the sword still gripped tightly. The nerves struggled to remain in control even after the limb landed in the brick oven fire, torched immediately by the hungry flames.
Callaway held up the bloody stump and continued to holler madly. He turned and pushed past Mortwar; cursing at him, he fled out into the torrential night. Mortwar put his knife away. The crowd had curiously gathered around the fire, but moved away quietly with the approach of the tracker.
Mortwar drew nearer to the flames, and noticed that the blade of Callaway's sword turned red hot as the fire fought to dismantle the weapon. The hand had almost completely burned, and that is when the shout came.
"Hey mister, you'd better have a look at this,” one man said, pointing into the oven.
There, shining brightly amidst the charred remains of skin, lay a ring. Mortwar had not detected a ring on Callaway's hand, even after he drew his sword against him.
Mortwar gasped as he suddenly recognized the circle of gold. He quickly grabbed the metal tongs that hung on the outside of the oven, reached into the fire, and pulled the ring out. He called for water as he placed the ring on the stone hearth surrounding the oven. It was much cooler there. After dousing the ring with water, and after the hissing steam cleared, Mortwar examined the band closely.
It was a simple design, not elegant, not gaudy, but a symbol of a simple life similar to his own. A black stone stuck out from the top of a plain gold band—not a smooth stone, but a jagged one, similar to the Dragon Mountains far to the east in the land of Dunandor.
Mortwar could hardly comprehend how this ring had gotten there, let alone how it had ended up on Callaway's hand. It was the heirloom of his family, passed down through generations of men. It was a symbol of things past, of things forgotten, of the darkness that once clouded the entire earth. The stone in the ring's center was a Black Moort, the native rock found in the land of Dunandor. A passing stranger had given the ring to his father one day. Mortwar was only a young boy then, alive, vibrant, not bound to the life of the vagabond he had since become.
Mortwar stood like a carved statue, unwilling to move along the path that had instantly been laid before him now to pursue. His mind was gripped by doubt and fear, horrified at what fate brought to his family. Just when he thought he had some answers, more questions had been thrown at him. He continued to flip the ring over and over again in his hands while the crowd watched.
Finally, he put the ring on his finger, paid the boy behind the bar, and walked out into the stormy night. His goal was to find the wounded Callaway to press him for more answers, to find out who this other “buyer” was, and to do it silently. There was no other option.
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Chapter 9—Fenduin LakeAerinas awoke much the way he had many months ago when he found himself in the house of Aeligon. His arm had not been gouged this time, but his ribs ached when he moved. He grunted as the pain shot through his lungs, and stole his breath away momentarily. The realization soon came to him that he was not lying in a comfortable bed with a roaring fire and a dozing wizard, but he was lying in a pool of mud upon the forest floor. His clothes were soaked and he was cold. A slight rain had started, though it could have been raging outside of this forest, since all that fell within was choked. Aerinas stood as best as he could. An eerie silence enveloped the wood ... No chattering squirrels. Not a bird chirped. His horse was nowhere to be seen grazing in the distance. The creatures that had attacked him were gone as well, save for remnant dust piles scattered about. Aerinas walked over to one of them and noticed that, even in the rain, this particular dust never turned to mud.
The sun had clearly risen even though the light was diminished greatly by the towering trees. Aerinas could see the lake through them not far in the distance. Stumbling through mud and fern-covered ground, he made his way toward the clearing that opened just beyond the tree line. The rain stopped suddenly. The sun broke through the clouds in a fight to illuminate the surroundings. A light mist hung just above the plane of the water. Beneath the surface, creatures swam along, creating waves and ripples that stirred the peaceful vapors. Small insects skimmed along to try to escape being eaten.
The calm silence shouted louder than any thunder clap or sword clank. It was too quiet. It seemed to Aerinas that all life was drained from not only the surrounding land, but also from himself. This began to frighten him, making him question whether or not he had slipped into the abyss.
Just as his thoughts pressed their unseen vibrations into the air, a voice called out to him and echoed along its trail.
"Aerinas ... Aerinas."
The sound of the voice was enough to cause the hair on the back of his neck to rise. Fumbling for his sword, he found his sheath void of the polished steel. He realized he was also missing his bow and all of the crafted arrows. He possessed only the map, the old tattered map that would prove useless in a hand-to-hand confrontation. Though obviously outmatched, Aerinas braced himself for another onslaught.
"Aerinas,” the voice whispered again, trailing off in a different direction than it started. The voice moved around him, through him.
"What is it you wish of me?” he finally shouted into the air. “I am exhausted at all the riddles. Why not show yourself to me now that my defenses are diminished and deprivation inevitable?"
"Because you are not diminishing, young Aerinas. You are merely being tested for that which you are to face.” The voice remained fixed in one spot, hovering in the air above the water and mist. Through the lifting fog, Aerinas could see a shape forming.
Aerinas continued to gaze upon the apparition, frozen. He could not tell whether it was fear or astonishment, but he could not move a muscle. Out of the vapor rose a figure that rivaled any in beauty that he had ever witnessed in his lifetime, except for Krüna herself, and he was sure that this was not her. The mist broke and the water parted at the command of the being. As the spirit coalesced, Aerinas could make out the face. It was Krüna after all. Out of his dreams, and into reality, she had come. More questions flowed through his mind in one beat of his heart, maybe less. The same fear that gripped him in the dreams manifested itself at the banks of the lake.
All grew silent once again. The water calmed to a glass-like appearance, and the mist resettled. Above the surface, a glowing spirit of earth and flame shone with a brilliance equal to the sun, in most respects, yet able to be fully beheld with his elvish eyes. Krüna was there, and Aerinas could barely acknowledge it, fearing he was surely dreaming. Krüna came closer to him, still suspended in the cool air.
"Now do you understand some of what I came to tell you in your nightmares?” asked Krüna softly.
"I do, yet I do not at the same time,” confessed Aerinas in bewilderment. “I feel almost as if I am dreaming once again, and that you will not be here when I wake. Long have I feared those dreams, yet I desire nothing more than to return there with you. My mind is full of questions unanswered and answers to questions that I do not yet know."
Krüna smiled as she said, “Then you have taken the first steps in finding out who you are, and what you mean to this world. Do not forsake these feelings inside you, young elf of Mernith, for they are what guide you in these rough times, and what will guide you into the unseen future."
"But, why me?” asked Aerinas; he went down to one knee on the soft ground.
"Because you alone possess the strength and will to devour the evil that plagues our peaceful lands,” answered Krüna. “Not long ago, evil returned to these lands after laying dormant for so long. It has awoken now, like a sleeping giant, enraged and bent on spreading its domination once again."
"What is this evil that you speak of?” Aerinas asked. “I need to know."
"It is Hydrais, Aerinas. The rumors are true, yet your father and Aeligon the Healer do not yet know that he is the enemy before you."
"Hydrais?” gasped Aerinas. “My father and Aeligon both had suspicions that it could have been that sorcerer."
"He was thought by many to have been destroyed during the War of Calaridis by your father and others. While the giants disposed of the Trolls of Sharumar, a small band of wizards and elves returned to El-Caras where Hydrais fled once his armies were overrun. There, they fought bravely to banish the wretch to the Nether. His fortress was then destroyed and sealed off before due council could be given. If only they would have been patient, they would have been able to see what Hydrais planned."
"What did he plan? Tell me now.” Aerinas’ eyes narrowed, ire flooding his veins at his father for not telling him these things. So much was concealed from him, and he could not fathom why.
"Before he was destroyed, Hydrais hid a scroll in the bowels of his underground domain called Trünith. This scroll contained the spell necessary to raise Hydrais from the Nether if ever he were banished. Such a spell was never thought to be possible by the races of this earth. However, it requires more than just a simple recital of the words written upon the parchment."
Aerinas asked, “What does it require? And what does it have to do with me?"
Krüna continued, “Hydrais, after hiding his scroll, fled then to his last fortress of El-Caras near the borders of Dunandor so that he could see the last of his forces being decimated by the races of men, elves, and giants. There, Hydrais forged the mirror, the looking glass into the Nether. The purpose of this mirror was protected from most prying eyes, so as not to be discovered by mere mortals. The mirror could only be used by one possessed by the spirit of Hydrais, or at least used to the full extent meant by the warlock. A pure soul could not gaze into the mirror long before being drained of all power. The mirror was also bound by forces unseen by any eye above ground. Even when broken, any shard of the mirror carries enough dark force to enable the possessor to gaze into the Nether. That mirror was used by the wizard Haarath, who was chosen by Hydrais to carry out this deed. Its full purpose is also unknown, though soon a soul will stumble upon answers."
Aerinas listened carefully to Krüna's words, almost in disbelief at what he was hearing. His heart was burdened with the news of the evil overshadowing Vaalüna, the land he wanted to wander and explore so adamantly.
"Of whom do you speak?” questioned Aerinas with lips pursed. “Is it I?"
"No, it is not you, Aerinas,” answered Krüna, “but one with whom you have developed a friendship."
"That could be any number of people,” said Aerinas. “How am I to know who will look into the mirror?"
"I am not obligated to give you answers to riddles which you yourself will soon solve.” Krüna smiled at Aerinas as he hung his head once more.
"Do not let your heart be troubled by these events, Aerinas,” said Krüna, intent on intercepting each sorrowful thought of Aerinas before it consumed him. “You have been chosen to undertake the task of finding out where Haarath is going, and where the entrance is to Trünith in the land of Dunandor."
"But, what of my father and the rest of the members of the party? I cannot abandon them to strike out on my own. I need their help."
"It is not in our power to force you to do this, let alone tell you how to begin. We are the protectors of the earth; our powers are great, yet they have limits just as all things do. We can foresee these things, examine them, and decide a course of action, but ultimately it must be carried out by a mortal son of Vaalüna. Our task is to aid the chosen one on his journey, and that I shall."
For the first time since he had started dreaming about her, Aerinas felt that he knew the spirit-borne lady in front of him, and could trust her. She meant him no harm, but only meant to guide him in his path toward an end that he could not bear to think about. His thoughts turned to his father and Aeligon traveling to danger, toward the Farrin Mountains.
"My father! Aeligon! They are in danger, Krüna. I must find a way to reach them,” Aerinas shouted. “I will never get there in time."
"Be patient, my dear Aerinas,” came the soothing tranquility of Krüna's voice. “You have yet to witness things of this world, while remaining ignorant of their power. Do not let this be your nemesis."
Screeches rang forth as Krüna raised her hands to the sky. Down from the clouds soared a large bird, with its wings outstretched as it glided serenely to the ground. The bird was enormous by Aerinas’ measure, much larger than even Krüna's spirit form suspended above the water. As the bird landed, its wings retracted and it belted out another strident screech.
The bird was a roc, one of the winged protectors of the sky and ally to the Enath-Hüdain people. It was said that anywhere a roc was spotted the Earthbound spirits roamed. Rocs could hold several passengers and their belongings upon their backs, and wing their way across the sky gracefully. With one fellow warrior bearing no belongings, a roc was a great ally and warrior as well. With huge talons and a pointed beak, it could ravage an orc army to bones with little more than a twitch. Hunting and fishing came easily too, and this made young Aerinas smile at the thought. A saddle was laid across the back of this roc, which Krüna called Wesnoc.
Krüna spoke to Wesnoc. She commanded him to be Aerinas’ guide, to protect him as much as possible, and to take him wherever he wanted to go. Wesnoc nodded his head and said, “I will obey your commands, Mistress Krüna."
Krüna turned to Aerinas at last. She let her feet touch the ground near where he stood.
"My dear Aerinas,” she said with a smile as she graced his cheek with her empty hand. “I have one more task to challenge you, so that all doubt may be laid to rest. At its end, you will be assured of your strength."
Aerinas stood proudly, shoulders back, awaiting Krüna's challenge. From the mist drifted a small boat on the water. It was unmanned, yet veered directly for the shore toward Aerinas.
"I bid you to sail to the center of this lake, Aerinas,” Krüna said as she gestured toward the craft; it came to rest. “There, you will be granted a gift that will open the doors of your mind for this journey."
Aerinas, though fearful of the unknown, felt an inner fortitude swelling in his heart. He knew what he must do. Something inside called to him.
Once he jumped inside the dinghy, he realized that he was still without his sword or bow. Without his having to utter a word, his sword appeared before him.
"You will not need your bow, but you may need this,” Krüna said to him.
Aerinas gripped the hilt of the blade as it floated toward him in the air. Across the blade were emblazoned runes that had not been there before.
"My people have strengthened this blade for you, and have given it a special power that only you can unlock. You are now as one,” Krüna said.
He nodded to Krüna, gave her one last serious glance, and started rowing toward the center of the misty lake.
Aerinas rowed through the deepening water as his mind waded in his thoughts. The sun, broken fully from the clouds, shone its golden beams down upon the water. The mist retreated quickly as the rays evaporated the sparkling droplets from the warmed air. Wind currents teased at his long hair as they sped along the surface of the water, blurring the mirror-like state of the placid surface. Wesnoc could still be seen on the shore when Aerinas turned to look back. He had no idea of how far he had to go until he reached his destination, but he knew he must be close.
Aerinas reached a spot on the lake when he could row no further, no matter how hard he pushed the water aside with the oar. The craft now rested at the center of the lake. He looked around. He could no longer see the shoreline in any direction. No more could he hear the sound of birds or land animals. He removed the oar from the water and waited for what was to come next.
Suddenly, Aerinas spun to the sound of churning water. About a hundred yards away from the boat, the water broke violently. Aerinas gasped in terror at what headed straight for him. Though he could not fully see the creature, the large dorsal fin that pierced the glassy surface told Aerinas what pursued him. It was a Carcaradon, the protector of Fenduin Lake spoken about on Aerinas’ map. Though these creatures were known throughout Vaalüna as the carnivores of the sea, this one had been brought here long ago by dark forces to try and rid the lake of the Enath-Hüdain. Of course, their enemies did not realize the true nature of the Enath-Hüdain, and the menace was simply forgotten. Over the years, it had grown to an immense size that was unheard of anywhere else in the explored regions of the world.
Why did Krüna send me here? Aerinas’ mind raced to find a way out of the water. His thoughts were abruptly interrupted by a hard twist of the boat as the Carcaradon slammed into its side. The elf grabbed for the side of the craft to keep from tumbling over the edge into the infested water. The boat spun violently. In desperation, Aerinas drew his sword. The beast made waves as it turned to make another attempt to upend the stranded elf.
In that moment, Aerinas found his strength. His eyes narrowed while he waited for the beast to pass again. All of his emotion and wit welled up inside him, coursed through his veins, empowering him greatly. Unbeknownst to him, his blade began to glow as red as a flame. Some hidden inner power had been unleashed. The blade fed off the energy, unlocking its new strength given to the metal by the Enath-Hüdain. The Carcaradon sped swiftly toward Aerinas at an amazing speed. Waves crashed in around it as it lifted its head out of the water, with mouth wide open. Sharp, white daggers lined the mouth, dripping with water and entrails of prey recently consumed. The sword shone brightly in Aerinas’ hand, throbbing with the rhythm of his heart. Just as the beast was upon him, ready to clamp down with tons of force, Aerinas jumped high into the air. The boat was devoured in a barrage of splinters as the teeth tore through it. Aerinas, airborne, flipped his sword upside down in his hands, blade targeting the top of its head as he descended upon the beast. Before the creature splashed beneath the waves, the blade found its mark. The sword pierced the rough skin of the fish, driving the red hot metal easily through the bone and brain tissue. The Carcaradon thrashed viciously, its eyes rolled white to black then black to white. Aerinas was thrown clear and splashed into the cold lake, knocked unconscious. After the thrashing ceased, the razor-mouthed menace floated limply on the surface of the lake, dead, with the blade sticking out of the top of its head. The metal had lost its radiance now that Aerinas had released his hand from the hilt.
Aerinas felt his body being lifted up out of the water, then laid upon the soft ground. He opened his eyes, and the blurred vision of Krüna standing over him rushed into his senses.
"What ... what happened?” groaned Aerinas wearily.
"You are back on safe ground now,” said Krüna softly. “You fought bravely, and have defeated the Carcaradon of Fenduin Lake."
Aerinas sat up. Dripping wet, he asked, “Did you send me there knowing of the guardian?"
"Yes, I did,” admitted Krüna. “Only in the direst of moments do the true gifts one possesses manifest.” She looked down at the blade that she had withdrawn from the carcass and laid at Aerinas’ side. “You know of what I speak, do you not?"
Aerinas lowered his head, paused for a moment, and then raised it while nodding to her. “Yes, I do. I never felt such power before. What is happening to me, Krüna?"
"You are a High Elf of the realm of Anwarna, Aerinas, and a descendant of Lythardia's line of Krayn Elves. Your blood is wrought with the essence of a magic thought long ago wiped from this earth. We suspected that it had been reborn. I have felt it all these long years in you, yet now the test has proven it so. Only a High Elf can possess such magic, since it is not a practiced art, such as a wizard's craft. This magic is the fabric of the Vaalüna Plane, and once was plentiful. However, the warlock Hydrais and his minions have long since destroyed any trace. The spirit of the land, sea, and air has once again bestowed this gift upon a Chosen One ... you, Aerinas. The gift you were given was one that you already had. Always present this magic has been, but left untested and unchallenged, dead would it be to you now."
Aerinas was speechless, yet somehow knew her words to be true. His blade was not magical, though the runes upon it granted strength and quickness. Instead, it merely acted in response to a command given from within this untapped power he possessed. The runes reacted to him! The elves of long ago had forged this blade in the heart of the city of Lünathar to the north, in the land of Salanthanon. Back then, magic was not just a learned craft, but one that was gifted from the earth to those who were deemed worthy recipients. The Enath-Hüdain were the arbiters of these endowments.
It all became so much clearer to Aerinas. He spent a few more days at the shore of Lake Fenduin talking with Krüna and others of the Enath-Hüdain race, and learned more of his innate abilities. He then helped destroy the body of the Carcaradon. He asked many questions of the earthbound spirits. The elf learned that his horse had died trying to escape through the bramble when it panicked that night. This greatly saddened Aerinas, but there was nothing he could have done to save him.
"He was the finest of horses,” said Aerinas sadly.
"We know, and his spirit now roams the land,” said Krüna. “Do not worry. He is well taken care of."
Suddenly, his horse materialized in front of him, comprised of smoke and wind. It went galloping by him, then dissolved into the air once again. The elf smiled.
The next day Aerinas left Lake Fenduin on the back of Wesnoc, and together they headed west toward the plains of Fornidain to find his father and Aeligon. He had much to tell them. Aboard Wesnoc, the lands of Vaalüna looked vastly different than Aerinas had ever imagined. They flew along, with Aerinas hoping that Aeligon had not had an ill turn of luck.
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Chapter 10—GudredAeligon and the others trudged along through the squishy soil. Mernith had been the sight of many natural rain storms lately, even with the onset of winter. Warm fronts settled in now and again, to turn the lightly falling snow into a bitter, cold sleet. The ground was not cold enough to repel the rain, so it became very soggy. The horses had an even rougher time with it. One horse slid down an embankment when it gave way underneath him. Fortunately, no bones were broken. The forest floor made little sound since the rain saturated every crunchy thing. Leaves were flimsy and twigs soaked to the core.
Very little was uttered during the early stages of the trip, save for Pux, who always had something to say. Most everyone prepared their minds for what might lie ahead, and kept alert for any lurking danger.
"Hey, watch it,” Pux shouted as Aeligon stuck the staff into the cold mud. “I don't have shoes on like yours!"
"Mind your tongue, my wooden friend,” Aeligon retorted. “There are many fouler things abroad than cold mud on one's feet. We have not yet even crossed the threshold of danger, so save your complaints for that time."
Pux simply gave his master a smug look, and quieted his tongue. He knew it unwise to test Aeligon's patience when he was truly concentrating on matters.
Repeatedly, Aeligon's thoughts went back to the Grove of Souls in Mynandrias. The sight of the talisman he wore about his neck caused him to shiver in disbelief.
The Phantom Dawn ... he thought as the party quietly slogged through Mernith. His mind drifted often to the mirror fragment that he secretly held in his pocket. Those two artifacts together held more power than any other mortal man could wield without being consumed by evil. The mirror was the looking glass into the Nether. Phantom Dawn was a talisman that gave its wielder power over the Planes beyond the sight of any earthbound creature's eyes. That much Aeligon knew. What he did not know, and what his mind pondered greatly, was why the elfin spirits had bestowed this gift upon him. Humph, gift? he thought. This item may be another trick of evil for this unsuspecting wizard. He dared not think of the consequences of staring into the Nether again, or what wretched sights would befall his eyes.
"What's the matter, Aeligon?” asked Pux after a moment of staring at his silent master.
"Nothing, Pux. I am merely thinking of which way to turn so we do not lose our way.” He smiled at his apprentice, who simply nodded.
* * * *Pux knew better. He had been studying with the Healer for many years. Aeligon was unaware of how many times Pux had taken to spying on his master from secret hiding places, watching and learning all he could. That was even before he was imprisoned in Aeligon's staff. Afterwards, he could more easily watch the mage, since he was always at his side. Pux knew when his teacher was distraught about something and, given the nature of that trip, knew that whatever he was brooding over was not pleasant. He decided to keep his quizzical tongue silent.
"Aeligon,” said Tristandor, breaking the stiff silence, “are we near the edge of this swamp?” Tristandor, out of practicality and chance of ruining them, had shed his elegant robes for light, elfish armor and a tunic. He had the look of a common elf warrior rather than the leader of the entire race of Krayn Elves.
"Yes,” answered Aeligon. “Beyond those tall trees, there.” He pointed west, where the line of trees started to thin as they stood tall to guard the border to Fornidain. The trees had their ways of protecting themselves, and a sinister border was one way.
Finally, the group emerged from Mernith onto the grassy fields of Fornidain. The misty fog had broken, bringing relief to them all. Before them rolled the vast open space of the plains. With the Farrin Mountains seeming very small on the distant horizon, the rolling flatlands spread out as far as the eye could see.
The exhausted party gazed over the plains in awe. Some of the elves had not laid eyes upon this ground at all. Some had not seen it for years, while others, like Aeligon, traveled upon it often. The lush grass grew tall and leaned over in unison as the winds blew along. Scattered rock formations sprang up randomly across the landscape. The day was crystal clear, typical of the crisp winter months. Elvish eyes could see long distances even in nastier weather, so it was easy to see the floating isle of Resforian scraping the horizon to the south. The city's white walls gleamed as the sun reflected off the surfaces.
Aeligon finally spoke aloud, “Our aim is not Resforian yet, for Haarath will be alerted to our approach long before we want him to know of it. We go northwest to Gudred, stronghold of King Hrathis. I have not been to see him in quite some time. My exploits have not granted me passage to his land. I feel that something has kept me from that land, where I now sense great sorrow."
Aeligon, clear of the sloppy ground of Mernith, mounted his horse, Rajan, and cantered off on the path to Gudred. The others followed suit and joined him. It would take many days to cross the wide dangerous plains.
Like a lone spark from a flame we are, Aeligon thought, while the long blades of grass brushed across his exposed feet and lower legs.
"We must take advantage of the rocks of this land,” Aeligon said, addressing the group as he turned in his saddle. “When darkness falls, it would be unwise for us to make camp in the open. Many creatures roam these open prairies that are far wilier than any of you.” He spun back around to face front. The elves looked at each other, but said nothing.
"We will follow your advice, Aeligon,” said Tristandor, nudging his horse along quicker to catch up to Aeligon's. He rode next to the wizard in silence for a long while.
* * * *Aerinas had never been atop a roc. In fact, he had never been airborne before at all. He had heard of these legendary creatures. They graced the pages of the annals in the Library of Songs many times over. His father had even spoken of them every now and then when Aerinas was a child, fascinating him with the stories. The thought of it made him think of home, his lyre, and most of all, his mother. The wind's cool kiss on his face reminded him of her warm ones. He blinked as the vision faded.
"Where are we going?” asked Wesnoc, breaking the odd silence that had fallen between the new allies.
"West to Fornidain. We must find my father and Aeligon. They seek the wisdom of King Hrathis, though I believe they are walking into treacherous company there. Something speaks to me of it. We must find them and accompany them if at all possible."
Wesnoc banked to the right sharply, turning his trajectory westward. Aerinas’ grip tightened on the leather handles that were secured to the saddle. The roc flew high, the land unfolding before them as they flew just under the clouds. The view was breathtaking for Aerinas, who had never dreamed prior of such flight. Rolling hills were dotted and outlined with trees that formed barriers between the forests and the grass fields. Winter had come, so the burning fire of autumn was giving way to the barren indications of dying leaves and hibernating trees. The only animals seen roaming were the larger animals, much more suited to fight the shattering, cold winds that swept across the land. In the fading sun, the sparkling ice crystals continued to cast the land in a shimmering sea of soft light.
The airborne team sped along the currents of wind and pockets of air toward Fornidain. The sun began to wane in the west.
"We are going to have trouble finding them in the dark, Aerinas,” said Wesnoc.
"They will most likely build a fire, my winged friend,” Aerinas said with a smug smile, “which should be easier to spot in the dark."
Quirking his head, from Wesnoc's beak came snappy retort, “And here I thought you were going to be my most boring passenger. Very good, Master Aerinas, we shall search the ground for a spark amongst the vastness of Fornidain. I must warn you, don't hope too much. Many folk take refuge in the rocks out of fear of the creatures that roam about the countryside."
Wesnoc added, “And you are counting on undying strength. I cannot fly all night long without rest. Besides, this bitter cold is surely bound to have its effect on you, young elf. You wouldn't want to risk my wings collapsing from frostbite at this height, would you?"
Suddenly, Wesnoc stopped flapping his large wings and pointed his nose to the ground sharply. The sudden movement dislodged Aerinas from the saddle. The bird, with a horrified Aerinas falling free, dropped some distance. When Wesnoc was satisfied that he had made his point, he opened his wings, and the elf came thumping down once again on the saddle, breathless and shaking violently.
"That was not at all humorous, you filthy bird,” shouted Aerinas angrily. “I understood your point without the need of demonstration."
Wesnoc continued to laugh hysterically, barely able to keep his heading. “It was only a small lesson in the ways of a roc, Master Aerinas. I meant you no harm, nor would I allow any harm to come to you. I have had many passengers crawl onto my back in my time, and none of them had your spirit. You amuse me."
Aerinas’ grip was so tight that his skin turned white at the knuckles from then on, as they glided ever nearer to Fornidain.
* * * *As it had done countless times before, the sun sank behind the crooked line drawn by the Farrin Mountains on the burnt horizon. It cast the plains of Fornidain into a profound darkness that was wide and enveloping.
The party had already chosen an outcropping of rock earlier, and had made it there with some time to spare. Tristandor wanted to make sure that no creatures had already selected it as their own refuge for the night. It was searched thoroughly before they retreated underneath the stone lid jutting out to form a crude roof. A fire was built near the mouth, but far enough back to keep their presence as secret as possible. The fire would be helpful if direwolves came calling, for wolves hated the thirsty orange tongues.
Aeligon retired at the farthest point inside the small cave. He used his leather bag for a pillow, and tried to go to sleep. The others did the same, except for Ithyllna, who sat near the edge to keep a watch outside. She seldom slept, the distrust within her keeping her ever wary of predators.
The air was thin and cool, and the wind made slight howling noises when it periodically whipped through the rocks. A few snow flakes started to clutter the air, a strong sign that the harshness of winter would soon be there.
Suddenly, Ithyllna sprang to her feet and stomped out the fire with her foot. Tristandor roused and crawled over to her quickly, as she scurried back under the cover of the rock.
"What is it?” asked Tristandor, trying to look in the direction she was looking.
"I saw a shadow pass by overhead. The moon and stars revealed as much. It made no sound, as if it held power against noise."
Schnick! Ithyllna readied one of her deadly blades, keeping it hidden so the moonlight would not betray her. Her form was poised like a snake ready to strike. In addition to the small throwing knives she wore hidden beneath her garments, she also had two longer knives. They rested in leather sheaths under her cloak on her back, angled upwards so they formed a “V” when they jutted out behind her neck. It looked as if she had horns, though little mention was ever made of it, since it seemed part of her garb. Little did anyone know that when she crossed her arms to look at you crossly, she was gripping the hilts of the knives, readying to strike at a moment's call.
Tristandor woke Lynais, who was closest to him. The elf stirred, but awoke quietly.
The three sat and looked at the star-filled sky intently, waiting for another pass of the shadow. It never came. No sound or trace of any creature was seen that night, though much sleep was lost by Tristandor and Ithyllna.
"Our first night, and already we are seeing shadows,” said Tristandor softly to Ithyllna, who simply nodded to her leader.
Her focus was on the sky, and her body never moved much except for the deliberate movements of her head and eyes. She was far too distrusting to allow her senses to become dull with fatigue. Lynais fell back asleep quickly.
The next morning, they awoke to the fresh scent of lilac and sweetgrass, named for the fragrance that emanated from its stem. It grew in small clumps near the rock bases, choosing not to mingle with the other grass. The sweetgrass used the scent to entice insects to come partake of the liquid, only to find that they were being consumed by the creature, concealed by the frock of red blades in its center.
To most other creatures, the sweetgrass's aroma was a pleasurable tease for the nose, and was a welcome sign that winter had not yet been able to squash all creatures into hibernation.
Mingled with the smell of the sweetgrass, was the smell of potatoes and breadcakes. A new fire was built to replace the one that Ithyllna had put out the night before, and on it sat a cast iron griddle with the tasty morsels. When breakfast was ready, Tristandor called for everyone to gather. Ithyllna was not with them. She was sitting on top of the largest rock in the formation, staring up at the sky much like she had done from below during the night. Tristandor called for her.
"Ithyllna, come and eat. You did not sleep last night, so do not think you can pass up a good meal to start the day. You will be drained enough by the time the moon wakes again tonight."
Ithyllna sprang down from her perch gracefully, and sat with her legs crossed before the fire. She grabbed a helping of the cakes and potatoes, and began to eat. She remained quiet and intent, never uttering a word during the meal.
"I heard we had a slight problem with a shadow last night,” piped Aeligon amidst the sounds of eating, more so his own.
Ithyllna stopped eating and looked at him, nodding to the wizard in silent confirmation. Aeligon simply nodded, and went back to his food.
"From now on, we do not build a fire in the rocks,” said Tristandor. “Whatever soared above our heads last night surely knew of our whereabouts. We must be cautious, for the enemy will creep up on us if we are not."
Tristandor finished his breakfast, then stood and put away his plate and eating utensils. “We waste no time. Finish eating, then we go."
After all had finished eating, Lynais and Arn prepared the horses. They had been bedded down in the tall grass overnight since the cave was too small to house the six of them. Grass had been hacked down, and thrown over the horses to conceal them. The animals did not disagree. They were saddled and then allowed to graze until the party made off again.
* * * *Night had fallen on the land below, but the moonlight paved the sky with illumination as Wesnoc and Aerinas slowed their speed over Fornidain. Wesnoc's eyesight was far beyond the talent of even the elves, and he knew the lands well from years of service.
"Fornidain is below us, Master Aerinas,” said the roc, and ceased flapping his wings to silence the huge rush of noise they made as they pulled at the air. “I can glide for long periods of time in silence."
"I'll bet you can,” said Aerinas quietly, afraid to kill the attempt at stealth with his own voice.
Together, they searched for the lone light shining faintly on the surface below. Alas, with all the skill hidden within both pairs of eyes, no light was found.
"Perhaps they spotted us after all, and put out the fire,” said Wesnoc as he came to rest on the grassy plain.
"That, or maybe they were well hidden in the rocks and did not have need of a fire,” said Aerinas, dismounting.
"Atop my back you will be far more secure, Master Elf. This land is no place to put your feet on alone, and at night. If you are atop my back, far more secure will you be."
Aerinas heard a wolf cry in the distance, and quickly clambered back onto the roc's back. “This will be warmer for me anyway,” he said comically. He rested his head in the rough feathers of Wesnoc, and the two slept soundly the entire night without so much as a bug bite.
Before daybreak, Wesnoc and Aerinas went scouring the land for any sign of food. Wesnoc was a large warbird and carnivorous by nature, hence his appetite was quite immeasurable. Aerinas ate some breadcakes he had along while Wesnoc searched. Finally, they caught sight of a pond. Wesnoc swooped down fast, wings outstretched and talons lowered. As he skimmed the surface, his talons tore into the water and plucked from it a large fish. It wiggled about, but was no match for the long protrusions that had lanced into its body. Wesnoc's large wings flapped wildly to gain altitude once more. He then landed on the crest of a large rock, which was the best place to feast.
After the two had finished eating, they took to the sky again to search for the company of elves lead by Aeligon. Wesnoc knew the road to Gudred well and flew its length tirelessly, taking few breaks along the way. Finding no sign of the others, they stopped to talk.
"Wesnoc,” Aerinas said tiredly, “we have been searching all day, and found nothing."
"Yes, I know, Master Aerinas. They must not be traveling upon the road between Mernith and Gudred: a wise decision, though a tiresome one for us. They obviously have taken some other route to get to Gudred castle."
Aerinas pondered for a moment, and then had an idea.
"Let us just fly ahead of them to Gudred. We can scan the stronghold and village from above to assure that no trap awaits them. If all is clear, we can simply wait there until they arrive. You can take all the rest you need, and I can council with King Hrathis, before my father gets there and silences me. I am sure that he will take us in gladly. What do you say?"
"I would not like to travel there alone, Master Aerinas. But, in lieu of our current predicament, it would seem the wiser of the two choices before us. In this light, we risk danger flying around this land. I am a large target, and many foul creatures scour this land that never used to. Thus, I will heed your bidding."
Aerinas climbed back aboard his winged escort. Due to Wesnoc's large wings flapping hard to lift the pair into the sky, they did not hear the wild screams from below in their westward flight toward the Farrin Mountains. It only took them a few hours to reach the stronghold of Gudred.
* * * *Aeligon and the elves plodded along toward Gudred, though not upon the road that was laid to aid travelers on such a journey. Instead, he chose to lead them through the taller grass of Fornidain west of the path. It was slower going, but the sage and brush concealed them all the more. The elves wore cloaks that enabled them to blend in seamlessly with the thick carpet of green and brown.
* * * *The company was still in good spirits in light of the shadow passing overhead the night before. Aeligon and Tristandor talked together while the others kept watch over the sky and land.
"What do you know of King Hrathis?” Tristandor asked of Aeligon, after small talk of the shadow passed.
"I do not know as much as you would wish me to,” confessed the wizard. “I only know of the history surrounding his kingdom. Of his current whereabouts or dealings, I know very little, for I have not been to see him in quite a long spell."
"Perhaps you should fill me in on what you do know, Aeligon,” said Tristandor sternly. “I do not think that I should behold Gudred with little knowledge of who hosts us. My awareness of the man is far less than even your own."
"To speak plainly, he is the one king responsible for the rebuilding of the realms of Vaalüna after Hydrais was banished and Calaridis fell. The realms were once again established, Sheevos restored balance, and the races helped one another rebuild. It was a time of peace and victory. But something was missing, Tristandor, that no one spoke of until now. I felt it along with many others in the Order of Light. Something was growing and feeding off of the doubts that Hydrais was not properly disposed of. Long debates were held after the War ended, ones that should have taken place before. There were many, including myself, who thought it strange that Hydrais was banished instead of destroyed. The Nether is capable of rendering any soul powerless, but Hydrais’ power was far different from any normal creature. His power fed off of death, destruction, and evil. How could we have known what the outcome of his banishment into the Nether would be? Something pulses inside the earth that I can feel, sense. You, yourself, have felt it, have you not?"
Tristandor nodded. “Yes, all of my people have felt it. Spirits visit our Grove of Souls from time to time. Although most of the souls are those of lost elves, every now and then a new soul comes along. It was one of those souls that caught me off guard one evening as I was walking along. It told me that the spirits are disturbed, and that a great force was amassing within the swells of time. I did not know what was being told to me, but I knew of what it spoke since I could feel it deep inside my own soul. Despair had come to the creatures of the forest, and even the trees felt its presence."
"What happened after the apparition warned you?” asked Aeligon.
"Nothing. It disappeared, and I kept the warning to myself all these long years."
"You had your reasons, Tristandor,” Aeligon said. “You are not a Seer, and could not see the full purpose of your visit. For that you cannot be blamed. I am grateful you have told me now."
"Please go on, Aeligon. I need to know what you know."
"Your visit, coupled with the fact that your son disobeyed and traveled to El Caras, was more proof to me that there was something far more sinister at work here. I fear the worst, Tristandor.” Aeligon looked at Tristandor with troubled eyes, more of regret than fear.
"The worst? From what?"
"A great cloud is sweeping over my mind the closer we get to Gudred, like some force holds it captive already. We must be extra careful, for Gudred is hard to approach from its face. I think we should risk the extra time to survey the stronghold from afar, before we get too close."
"Do you feel that King Hrathis has switched sides?” Tristandor asked.
"No,” Aeligon said, “but I do believe he is not who he used to be."
"You have not told me all that you know regarding the Order of Light,” Tristandor accused suddenly. The remark caused Aeligon to turn to him with brows furrowed. Tristandor held his gaze before justifying his pressuring.
Aeligon turned from the elf's heavy glance, pausing a long while before answering. “Tristandor, do you know of the Sorcerer Haarath who hails from the floating isle of Resforian, the city that you can see upon the horizon to the south?"
"I have heard of him. He was thought dead some years ago, due to reports that he has not left the island in quite a long time. No one has heard of, or seen him. No evidence of his presence is discernable in the towns’ spirits. Trade and commerce have also increased there. Mynandrias has traded goods with Resforians recently as well. The entrance to his lair is sealed. Unless there is a hidden passage leading to it that he uses without being seen, we should assume that he is either dead or not at full mental capacity any longer."
"And that is where your folly lies, my elfin friend,” said Aeligon with sadness in his voice, much departed from his usual witty humor.
Tristandor shifted in his saddle and sat tall. “Well, I see that one sour remark deserves another."
Aeligon nodded and continued. “Haarath was once a wizard like me in the Order of Light. He held a high position next to my own in that Order long ago. Once having good alignment, he chose to study the Healing Arts of Palon, the wizard after whom those arts are named. He had taken a trip to broaden his mind, and knowledge of the earth. He was only gone for a few months, yet when he returned he changed drastically. He was less tolerant, and more violent. The arts he once toiled over tirelessly were now disregarded as he delved into as much of the Black Art as he could."
"Black Art? But why would the Order of Light allow such study?” Tristandor asked, puzzled more than ever.
"Black magic is not evil in and of itself, Tristandor,” Aeligon said. “The Black Arts have uses in the world too. However, they were to be studied with the utmost caution and respect, for they were the most volatile of the magic we taught. One had to possess a clean mind empty of all doubt, fear, and aggression. Haarath knew that his new attitude would not warrant such study, so he deceived those in power with his willingness to follow the rules. Needless to say, he did not. He stole the Black Book of Wrantha, the only one of its kind."
"Wrantha?” asked Tristandor, both perplexed and amazed the wizard knew of such things.
"Wrantha is the Keeper of the Nether, Tristandor, and one of the gods that balance all of the Planes that form the fabric of time. The book was written by his own hand. Within this book are the instructions of chaos, of death, and of destruction. It is balanced only by the Book of Light, which the goddess Sheevos guards. Her spirit dwells in a magic Elfstone, named after her, that resides in the Temple of Arünir, where a pillar of light keeps Sheevos suspended at the top. We refer to it as the Pillar of Arünir."
"All of that must have been constructed after the elves were in Lünathar,” Tristandor added. “It is good to hear that our Elfstone gift has been put to good use."
"There is something more, Tristandor. I fear that Sheevos has been stolen."
"What?!” Tristandor shouted. The company halted, and all stared at the two. Some birds flew away nearby, startled at the sudden rage of voice. “How is it that you come to that conclusion, Aeligon?"
"I cannot be certain, but I suspect as much. I can feel things that you cannot, Tristandor. Until we find out, there will be much turmoil ahead. I believe that to be the cause of the spread of evil upon our lands again."
"Then, once we secure the aid of King Hrathis, we must go to your city. If it is as you suspect, we could be in more danger than we can fathom."
"I believe it is also the reason I was gifted this,” Aeligon added, his voice softer. From beneath his robes, he drew out the Phantom Dawn and showed it to the Elf-Lord. “This talisman is a window into the Nether. Why it has been gifted to me, I know not.” He unhooked the chain, and let Tristandor hold it.
"It is a fine gift,” Tristandor said as he flipped it over and over in his hands. The heart of the green gemstone splintered the midday sun into myriad reflections. After he had his fill of it, he handed it back.
"Yes, it is, although I do not welcome it as easily as you do."
Just then, Lynais yelled from the back of the line.
"Look, up ahead!” He pointed to a large outcropping of rock.
There, sitting atop the largest stone in the pile was a roc. It had a large fish in its grip and was biting at it ferociously. The party dismounted their horses and quietly made their way to some cover as they watched. No other creature could be seen in the area. The elves readied their bows. Rocs were not known to take kindly to a visit anytime, let alone while they dined. They decided to wait it out.
"What is a roc doing in these parts, Tristandor?” Ithyllna asked, watching in awe.
"I do not know that answer, but I do know that it is there now for whatever reason. There have been stranger things happening lately. We will just wait until it flies off before we head out."
The bird, after finishing its meal, cast the bloodied carcass down from the stone it was perched on and leapt down to the ground. Though it was harder to see from there, the wizard and elves caught site of a person jumping onto the back of the huge roc. Tristandor and the others gasped when they realized at the same time who it was.
Aerinas!
Bewildered, they watched the elf climb aboard the immense bird and lift off. Suddenly, Tristandor realized that he was still standing silent. He emerged from his hiding place and started yelling wildly for his son. The rest of the elves followed suit, screaming and running toward them and waving their hands. It was futile. Aerinas was gone, borne upon the wind by the wings of the roc.
"His direction is northwest,” said Aeligon, his hand sheltering his eyes from the sun as he gazed after the fleeing pair.
"That is the direction of Gudred. It was probably that roc whose shadow we saw last night,” Tristandor noted.
"Looking for us no doubt,” Ithyllna interjected, sheathing her knives.
"Indeed,” said Arn, mounting his horse.
"We cannot worry about them,” Aeligon said to the group. “We must make greater haste and reach Gudred. They will no doubt be waiting for us there. We must travel upon the road now. It will be more dangerous, but we are strong in numbers. At nightfall, we will seek shelter off the path. We should arrive at Gudred within the week."
Aeligon turned, kicked his horse hard and sped off toward the land of King Hrathis. It would be a few days’ travel before they reached the outskirts of Wiltrout. Tristandor hoped that his son would not meet any fell creatures before he and his elves arrived. All throughout the remainder of the day the Elf-Lord of Mynandrias gazed at the sky, silently seeking Aerinas.
* * * *The sun had started to wane away by the time Aerinas and his roc reached the stronghold of Gudred. Through the darkness, they could make out the enormous shape of the castle with its single parapet reaching up into the sky to greet them. Far below, near the foot of the walls, small fires illuminated the village of Wiltrout. Wesnoc circled, so that he and the elf could take in as much as possible. When they flew over the stronghold, no torches were lit. Only an empty black pit dwelt within the looming walls. Lightless, it appeared deserted. They continued around to the backside of Gudred that rested against the chest of the Farrin Mountains. It was there that they noticed something very peculiar. The castle wall had been broken down quite a bit. It was not fully destroyed, but it was well apparent that many holes were torn into its side.
"What do you think happened?” Aerinas asked of Wesnoc as they continued to circle about.
"It would seem that there has been some kind of attac. I also noticed that there is only one parapet that guards the skies. I know that this fortress had four at one time. Where are the other three?"
"We will not know that until dawn. We have no choice but to set down near the village. We can learn of what happened through the townsfolk."
"Is that wise, Master Aerinas?” questioned Wesnoc. “If something foul has soiled this stronghold, it may still reside here. We must be watchful."
"You are right; we cannot land there. Take me over to the southern wall, the side that faces away from the village and mountainside. From there, I will make my way stealthily into the town."
* * * ** * * *"As you wish,” Wesnoc said, and turned suddenly toward the ground that graced the foot of the southern wall.
From somewhere in the darkness of Gudred, evil eyes kept watch of the circling bird.
* * * *Wesnoc slowly glided to the ground, taking care not to disturb the silence too much. Aerinas jumped off his back and grabbed his bow, arrows, and sword from the saddle's leather bonds that secured them to Wesnoc's back.
"You wait here. If I do not return by morning you are free to go, for your quest will be over."
"Take care of yourself, young Aerinas,” said Wesnoc, as the elf scurried off into the night.
Aerinas crept to the south wall. He ran along the stone until he reached the end, where it turned into the front face of the castle. From there, he peered around the corner and looked toward the village. He could see the moat of water that ran along the castle's front, its front gate tightly shut and drawbridge raised. He looked up at the tops of the walls and noticed that more damage had been taken by the heavy stone guardians. Bits and pieces of rubble were in the water and some on land. Wiltrout lay beyond. He could see the few fires burning that they had noted from the air. With the front gate closed, Aerinas knew that he could slip past without incident. No guards took position atop the high walls, for the tops had been marred as well.
After securing his bow, arrows, and sword into his leather quiver, he emerged from his roost and sprinted toward the village. Like a ghost, his feet were light and made no sound. The grass was short and easy to navigate there. He reached the edge of the village, and ducked behind a large bail of hay.
Aerinas let the air settle down before he peered around to take a fresh look. Nothing. No people or animals stirred, and just a few fires roared. Even these were serving no purpose from all counts. Aerinas needed to look closer.
The night had fully swallowed the landscape. Still, Aerinas’ vision was amplified at night, and caused him no problems as he leapt from one shadow to another between the village houses and shanties.
Still nothing. He looked inside barns and houses, but little more than darkness dwelt therein. What happened here was the only thought pervading his mind in his continued search for any sign of life.
He finally came upon the largest structure in the village—a gathering house, or meeting room. Here was where the town met to discuss village life and other matters. Aerinas had seen similar structures before, but only in pictures in the Library of Songs. An uneasy feeling swept over him as he approached this particular one, and sounds started to invade his senses.
Aerinas crept ever so quietly toward the only windows on the east side. He slowly raised his head to look through the glass, and that's when his senses went dead in horror.
The room was spacious, forty feet wide and twenty feet deep by Aerinas’ preliminary estimates. It was filled end to end with people laid about, some on top of one another. None of them were moving. Aerinas rushed around to the front door, and burst inside. He staggered as he stood amidst a sea of bodies: women, children, and men of all ages. Aerinas began to weep silently, aghast at what he was seeing. It was then that he sensed something out of place.
Not a body decomposed, no blood or wounds were apparent, and no smell of death or decay was in the air. Each body was lying face down. Aerinas bent down and flipped one over to be sure of his assessment. As he did, he fell back in horror at what he saw. The man's eyes had completely rolled around white, and his hands were clasped in front of him. “The dream!” Aerinas exclaimed as he stood stupefied. The man had the same pale look that the bodies in his dream had. Quickly, he sprang to his feet and ran out of the hall.
As he ran, Aerinas heard something screeching behind him, pursuing him relentlessly. He dared not look back, but he could hear the sound getting closer and closer to him. Suddenly, he saw the huge form of Wesnoc sailing toward him, talons outstretched. Aerinas dove to the ground hard and looked up to see the roc fly over his head, missing it by mere inches. Then, he watched as the talons clamped down on a hideous looking creature. It looked like nothing he had ever seen. Before he could get a good look at it, Wesnoc took flight once again with the creature hissing and screeching in his grip. Blood spilled down upon the ground. Then the deafening silence slithered back into place in the village. Aerinas rose, and ran back to the south wall where he hoped Wesnoc would return.
After what seemed like hours, Aerinas heard the rush of air coming down on him from above as Wesnoc landed in the clearing between the arm of the mountain and the south wall.
Aerinas ran to Wesnoc, and hugged the feathers as best he could.
"I owe you a debt of gratitude,” Aerinas said as the roc did his best to return the embrace with his huge wing. “How did you know?"
Wesnoc chuckled a bit. “Well, my young elf, we rocs can hear and see things that you cannot. Something spotted you that I thought lived in the upper mountainous regions alone. Have you ever heard of a Cray?"
"Cray? No, I cannot say that I have had the pleasure,” answered Aerinas.
"They are dangerous creatures that roam about in the mountains that you see before you. They are creations of Hydrais, but were abandoned when thought useless. Now, unchecked, they are roaming about freely across these lands. Farrin and his giants used to keep them at bay; now I worry about their fate as well. We cannot linger here, for more will return and in greater numbers. They hate us rocs, you know."
"Then let us go, Wesnoc. We must find my father to warn him. They converge on this stronghold with little knowledge of what awaits them."
The agile Aerinas sprang onto Wesnoc's back and they rose to meet the clouds again.
"We will rest north of here. At dawn, we will seek out your father and wizard friend."
At Aerinas’ nod the two flew off to seek a safer haven to rest.
* * * *Aeligon's light cut holes into the congested darkness. The party continued toward Gudred long after the sun's last golden tears drenched the blanket of grass and rock that they traveled. He never turned around to see if any of the elves fell behind. His determination was driving him now, pulling at him with every step toward the stronghold of King Hrathis. Suspicion was high; the heaviness in the wizard's heart grew with every pound of the horses’ hooves on the ground. They would reach a point where they could see Gudred by dawn.
The sun returned to look upon a tired and worn company. They had traveled relentlessly to get to Gudred quicker than anticipated. The horses grazed leisurely on the grasses near a small crest in the landscape, overlooking the last stretch of ground before Gudred's borders began. Here, the elves and Aeligon sat, chewing ravenously on stacks of bread and dried meats for their morning meal. They had forgone dinner the previous night to try and catch up with Aerinas and his roc. The golden rays shone like daggers through the morning mists that floated quietly upon the slow moving air currents.
However, the wind was disturbed by the heavy flapping of wings overhead while Aeligon sopped up the last of the morsels. They climbed to their feet, quickly drawing their swords and notching arrows. Crumbs were still falling from Aeligon's mouth as he rose with Pux prepared for spellcraft.
"Put your weapons down,” cried a voice from atop a bird coming to rest on its talons. It was Aerinas and his roc.
The weapons lowered as the elf stepped to the ground. Wesnoc screeched loudly, his wings outstretched in a sign of strength and power. Foran smiled, grateful at his friend's return.
"Father ... Aeligon.” Bowing, Aerinas approached them.
"Son,” Tristandor acknowledged. The Elf-Lord took notice of Aerinas’ changed demeanor. His son's face held wisdom that had not been there before. His stance was as solid as the stone foundations of Lythardia, and his speech was fluid and powerful. Surely this was the work of some force far greater than any the elves possess if it could tame his spirit, he thought, continuing to gaze at his son.
Foran saw it too, and became strangely aware of Aerinas’ new deportment. He remained silent, knowing that there were more important matters to tend to than his own selfish demands to know where his friend had been.
"How is it that you came into possession of such a great beast?” Aeligon asked, cautiously circling Wesnoc. “I haven't seen one of these in many years."
"We no longer reside in regions near here, Healer,” Wesnoc replied.
"It can talk?” Ithyllna gasped; she and the others jumped back, startled by the roc's speech.
"Yes, it can talk,” chuckled Aeligon as he brushed his hand lightly against Wesnoc's large feathers. “They've been able to talk for quite some time, and in languages thought incapable for their tongues."
"Comes from a lifetime of service,” Wesnoc said. “I've carried thousands upon my back in service to my various masters. I've learned a great deal in that time."
"And who is your master now?” Tristandor asked, stepping closer to the bird.
"Aerinas."
"And how is it that you came to be of service to him?” Tristandor pressured for answers.
"There are many questions that lie before you, Master Tristandor, but there is no time to dwell on such things,” Wesnoc said; he looked toward Gudred, which sat bathed in sunlight against the looming curtain of rock.
Aerinas addressed each member of the party, ignoring his father's request for information from the roc. “Cray have descended the mountains, and have taken up residence in Wiltrout. We encountered them last night when I went to search the town."
"Why did you search under cover of darkness?” Lynais asked, puzzled at his brethren's decision.
"We could not see a soul within the stronghold, the town, or moving about between the two. The courtyard was a black pit, the walls broken and scarred, which you can surely see from here now.” Aerinas pointed to the top of the entry wall, where the breaks in the stone could easily be seen. “I made the decision to land, and take a closer look."
Ithyllna inquired, “What did you find?"
"A storeroom in the middle of the town is filled with the townsfolk. All of them were stacked along the floor face down.” Aerinas looked at Ithyllna hard; all the horror from the sight wracked him still.
"Were they dead?” asked Tristandor.
"No. I do not know what doom holds them. I turned one over to see what the condition was, since there was no stench or signs of death. That is when I saw the white eyes."
"White eyes? All of them?” Tristandor's brows furrowed. He cast a fast glance at Aeligon, who had already been looking at him. They held it momentarily and then broke.
"Yes, all of them. It frightened me so much that I bolted back out of the door. That is when the Cray descended upon me from behind. Wesnoc here saved my life.” Aerinas looked up proudly at the roc, who was basking in the elf's praise.
"Well it seems we all owe you a debt of gratitude, Wesnoc.” Tristandor and the other elves nodded at Aeligon's observation.
"Indeed,” said Tristandor, who continued to cast suspicious looks at his son and the roc. “Anything else?"
"Father, I suspect more to be out of place there. We must find out while daylight is upon us. I could not search the stronghold. The front gate bars entrance."
"Why not then use this roc here for assistance?” Aeligon questioned. “Wesnoc can lift us above the walls and drop us within them. How many can you carry on your back Wesnoc?"
"Five. It's a good thing none of you are of great girth.” The warbird laughed.
Tristandor ordered, “Aerinas, you will go. As will you, Aeligon. We need your great wisdom and, if need be, the magic you and Pux possess. Foran, Lynais, and Arn will go as well. Ithyllna and I will stay outside and guard the gate. Let us go while the sun is on our side."
Tristandor and Ithyllna rounded up the horses, and strung them together before mounting their own. The five climbed aboard the roc, and strapped themselves in tightly. All but Aerinas had never flown on one before. Nervousness and racing hearts were plentiful upon Wesnoc's back. The bird took flight more slowly with the added weight, yet ascended gracefully toward the castle walls. Tristandor and Ithyllna hastened along the ground below. It did not take them long to reach the gate.
From the air, Gudred looked more like a castle under siege than a stronghold of the great King Hrathis. The courtyard was much clearer now. Aerinas and the others gasped at what they saw in the sun's illumination.
Moving along the courtyard sluggishly were giants. Five could be made out for certain, though others could have been elsewhere in the castle. What they were doing shocked the flight more. Each giant possessed a huge war hammer that was being swung against the walls, breaking bits and pieces off. The stone was thick, so the hammers did little damage with one swing. But the more pounding the walls took, the more chunks came flying off.
"That is why the walls are in such condition!” Aeligon yelled to the others. “Quickly, Wesnoc, drop us off down there on that walkway below the parapet."
Wesnoc did as ordered, and dove swiftly toward the perch. As he swung in close, the giants looked toward them and roared.
"Their eyes are rolled white!” Foran screamed in terror.
"Hurry! We must dismount before they get wise to our presence,” Aeligon urged. “They can only see the roc."
Wesnoc perched and stretched his wings out as he screeched, concealing the five, who slid off his back and ducked into the postern at the rear of the remaining turret. Once they were away, Wesnoc shot back into the sky just as a storm of stones came crashing down where he had been previously.
As the bird made off safely, Aeligon and Aerinas approached the edge of the battlements and looked through broken sections to the courtyard below. The giants went back to their mindless work, their bashing against the walls sending shudders throughout the entire stronghold.
"Where is King Hrathis?” Aeligon asked; he looked at Aerinas with concern. “We may already be too late. Who knows how long this has been going on."
"What do you mean?"
"Look at their hands and clothes."
Sure enough, the wizard was very observant. The clothes that the giants wore were torn and ragged, not to mention the plethora of blood stains and dirt covering them. Their hands were swollen and bloody, which transferred to the handles of their axes and war hammers. Carcasses lay about that were unidentifiable at that distance, but the reek was unmistakable.
"We must find him, if he is still alive.” Just then Aeligon looked up at the tower before them. There was no way of telling if any person dwelt within, but it had to be investigated. “Let's start here, shall we? Lynais, Arn, you two guard this entrance. Shout if anything comes along that would not seem welcome.” Aeligon quickly crouched into the postern once again and wearily started to climb the winding staircase. He kept his staff held ahead of him. Pux was alert and ready to unleash fury at the first sight of trouble. Aerinas and Foran followed with swords drawn.
The staircase emptied onto a stone floor at the top, which the three emerged from watchfully. As they stood there, they heard some shuffling off to their left. They spun and ducked just as glass bottles sailed toward them, shattering glass across the floor. Aerinas jumped high into the air, and knocked over the bookcase from where the bottles emerged. He was just about to bring his sword down when he heard a voice call out in fear.
"Don't! Don't kill me! Please! I thought you were him! I thought you were him!"
Aerinas’ peered in disbelief at a creature balled up into a corner behind some old crates and other debris. He sheathed his sword, and roughly snatched up the shaking man, who looked no older than himself.
Aeligon and Foran rushed over to see the boy Aerinas shoved to the middle of the room and ordered to his knees.
"What is your name?” Aeligon asked the boy, who continued to shake and whimper quietly.
The young man had been severely malnourished. His body was little more than a skeleton with some skin hanging loosely on the bone. His clothes were worn, and his hair was greasy, hanging about, and in need of grooming. Though he was not a boy, his young age was still cause for them to refer to him as such, for the elves and the wizard before them had lived for hundreds of years already.
"M-m-my name ... is Timothy,” he said, quaking and nervously shuffling his hands together. “I a-a-m the k-k-king's aide.” He continued to stutter and twitch.
Aeligon saw the boy's need for food, and withdrew a couple of green apples from his pouch. Timothy snatched them up and began gnawing at them, spraying juice and debris across his face and the floor. The wizard and the elves looked at each other with pity as they waited for the boy to finish before pressing him further. The king had to be somewhere if his aide were alive. At least that is what they hoped.
Once Timothy finished, he sat down heavily on his backside. The twitching had subsided a bit, though he still rubbed his hands together lightly.
"Now, we know you can speak. Can you tell us what happened here?” Aeligon whispered out of fear of shocking the boy.
Timothy's voice was broken and quivering. “Twenty one years ago today,” he began with his eyes closed, “King Hrathis ordered a party of five men to go into the mountains of Farrin the Giant.” The boy pointed out the window behind him without opening his eyes, one of the few times he would unclasp his hands during the account. “Drezdain was ambushed near the fallen fortress of El-Caras in the Hollow Wood. He had a fortress there, hidden within the cover of the surrounding woods, to catch any creatures passing between Dunandor and Merchindale."
Aeligon, Aerinas, and Foran gazed at the poor boy, still wondering what fate had brought to the once great king of men.
"Please continue,” urged Foran softly. Concerned eyes were upon Timothy.
"General Drezdain and his men turned to drunkenness while they were away. With their guard down, they were ambushed by orcs, and were slaughtered. We didn't even catch word of it until the king became suspicious when reports stopped coming back from Drezdain and his scouts. A search party was sent out to find out what had happened. Hrathis feared the worst. A few weeks later, they returned with bad news. Word of the slaughter spread through the townsfolk like wildfire once the king broke it to them. The king is an honest soul, and could not withhold the news from the families who lost their loved ones. He called the same five men who searched Drezdain's Keep to go into the mountains and seek out Farrin the Giant. He was a long time friend of the king, but a reclusive one. No more than two weeks later, the five returned with eleven of the largest creatures I had ever laid eyes upon."
"Farrin was found?” Aeligon asked with surprise in his eyes. “Hmm, this is indeed remarkable. I fought beside Farrin long ago, in the Great War of Calaridis."
Timothy continued with the same sour look upon his face, unmoved by Aeligon's triumphant story of victory. “Festivities celebrated their return in friendship to King Hrathis. It did not take long for Farrin to agree to aid the king in finding Drezdain's murderers. Farrin and his five giants stayed a couple of days longer to rest and gather as much information as possible. There were many meetings between Farrin and the king..."
"Why were there only six giants going on such a large quest?” Aerinas interrupted. “Surely there were more of them living in the mountains."
"The Cray live there, Aerinas,” Timothy answered. “Have you ever heard of, let alone seen, a Cray?"
"As a matter of fact, I have, recently."
"Then you already know why giants were left behind up in the hills to guard their homes. The Cray would've taken advantage of the strongest being away from home. They are sneaky and ravenous creatures. Besides, I forgot to tell you that there were more than six giants there. There were also five left behind here in Gudred, to protect the people and the king during that time."
"Please continue,” urged an irritated Aeligon. “There is much more to this story."
"Yes, well, after the meetings were settled, Farrin, his five giants, and an army assembled by the king were summoned to the courtyard. All were in attendance. Every man, woman, and child of Wiltrout entered through the gate that day. It was a sight to see, I tell you. Aeligon, you especially would have loved it."
"I'm sure he would have,” said Pux. “He loves great gatherings where he may be the center of attention."
For the first time Timothy's thin face opened with a smile, which turned into laughter. “And who or what is this?” he asked, still chuckling from the comment. Aeligon wore a look of disgust.
"I am Pux, since I will receive no introduction by anyone in this room,” Pux said, his face appearing in Aeligon's staff. “I would shake your hand, but I fear that I possess no limb with which to do so."
"How about this then?” Timothy patted the top of the staff.
"That'll do just fine, just not too hard, though, because my head still hurts there from Aeligon whacking me into trees and rocks on our journey here."
More laughing ensued from the boy, who was thoroughly enjoying Pux's antics more than Pux's long-suffering master.
"This is all well and good, Pux,” Aeligon said, “but we need to get to the bottom of this boy's mind. Do you mind hushing up so he may finish speaking?” Aeligon furrowed his brow. Pux hushed up quite rapidly.
Timothy was visibly more ready to continue. Color returned to his face.
"Now, what happened after that?” Aeligon asked, anxious to access the vital information stored in Timothy's mind before it escaped him for good.
"It's hard to say, sir,” said Timothy. “The crowd left for the evening. The giants and men were given their own private speech by King Hrathis in the courtyard when the gates were shut. Night was falling, so the shadows grew. When the king was finished, the giants and men were going to the village to sleep. As the gate was raised, a hooded figure appeared in our midst. His hands and voice were his power. With one motion of his hand, the gate guards were thrown aside and the gate came crashing back down, locking us all inside the courtyard. With another motion, the lot of us was frozen, unable to move, speak, or use our weapons. I can't remember what he said, but I do know what power his words held. I became scared. The king was the only one allowed to speak. When he did, the warlock used his power to pull King Hrathis closer to him, while suspended in the air. He sealed his lips and mouth shut, then raised him up to the tallest tower, the one you are in now. The giants you see below you aren't the giants anyone would remember. They've been put under some kind of spell that turned them into mindless slaves, ordered to gut this stronghold piece by piece, no matter how long it took."
Timothy hung his head and started to cry. The pain and suffering he had experienced, not only within himself, but also what he had seen throughout the village, was more than any normal man was meant to bear.
Aeligon bent forward, placed his hands on Timothy's hands, and whispered to him softly. “Timothy, what happened to the king? We set out from Mynandrias on a quest to rid the land of this filth you speak of. I must know where he is so I may study the nature of this spell that locks Gudred in its icy grip. I need to stop this suffering. Please."
Timothy stopped crying, wiped the tears from his face, and rose to his feet. He motioned for them to follow. Aeligon and the elves obliged. He led them around the center stone column in the middle of the floor. When they reached the other side, Timothy pointed toward a large bookcase that stood against the stone column. Aerinas and Foran moved in and slid the bookcase away gently. This revealed a dark hole carved out in the wall. Aeligon snapped his fingers, and a flame sprung up in the palm of his hand. As the light sped into the dark crawlspace, a loud grunting was heard that startled everyone. Aeligon extinguished the light and looked at Aerinas, then at Timothy.
"He hates light,” the young man said. “It hurts his eyes. He can't speak anymore, so he just grunts excessively. We cannot take him from there."
"You must give me some time with him alone,” Aeligon said to the others. “I must break this spell that seals his speech, but it will require time and concentration."
Aerinas and Foran nodded. After they sealed the hole with the bookcase once again, they took Timothy back to the place where they had found the poor lad. Aeligon and Pux were left alone with the wretch of a king, who was once the greatest man in all of Vaalüna. Aeligon felt pity for him, but shunned it quickly, as his task became apparent.
Pux remained silent, since he knew that the wizard's undertaking was not an easy one. Given the amount of time they spent together, their routine in any situation was fairly predictable. Aeligon disappeared deeper into the hole.
Once inside, Aeligon needed no light to see the king. His eyes were gifted with a seeing spell. Repeatedly, the wizard contemplated the possibility of confronting a massive evil infection in the king's mind. This would be difficult. However, he had never tried to banish an evil hex from a human soul. The shock could kill Hrathis. The spell that plagued him would not take kindly to being thrown out of its host. Aeligon would have to be careful. It would be trying for both of them.
Aeligon knelt next to the seething and drooling king. Hrathis’ white eyes rolled over and over again in their sockets. Aeligon noticed that the king still had his royal robe on, though no human eye could have discerned it as such. He was soiled similar in nature to Timothy. His hair was very long and oily from twenty-one years of imprisonment, and insanity. Aeligon looked upon the king, his friend and ally long ago, when Vaalüna was being rebuilt in the lands of the former Calaridis, and frowned. Hrathis knew there was someone there, and flinched when Aeligon brought close his hands. This made the wizard reconsider what was going on.
"Hrathis,” Aeligon whispered softly to the king, “do not be afraid. You know who I am. Long ago I aided you and your people. Nod your head if you understand me."
To Aeligon's surprise, the king nodded slowly; his white eyes momentarily stopped their chaotic spinning.
Very good, Aeligon thought with hope renewed. “Can you see anything, Hrathis? Are you able to see me with those eyes of yours?"
Hrathis shook his head more violently that time. The little bit of light that was coming into the dark space was enough to hurt them. Aeligon figured as much, but the fact that Hrathis had flinched when he brought his hands close had told him that his sight might still be functioning. Aeligon prepared to take the journey into the king's mind.
From a pouch, the wizard withdrew some salves and ointments and laid them out on a leather cloth with which he covered a section of the stone floor. He also drew out a flask with water inside and another clean cloth, which was also laid next to the ointments. Lastly, the Healer took out another flask full of a green substance.
Once he was finished preparing his materials, Aeligon laid the king back and brushed the mop of hair out away from his face. The king was remarkably calm, still resisting the evil inside of him, even after such long exposure. His mind was stronger than any man Aeligon had ever come across, but this was a supernatural display. Hrathis’ face was streaked with old, dry blood turned black from the long years of improper cleaning. Aeligon soaked the cloth with water from the flask, and washed his face and neck clean. After that, the Healer took a vial of healing salve and applied it to the cuts and bruises suffered from fits of rage against the cold stone of the citadel. This made the king wince in pain as the healing power of the high quality ointment penetrated his pain's defenses, and flushed it away. Hrathis’ cuts and bruises faded almost instantly upon application of the salve, bubbling and steaming slightly before sealing up. Aeligon smiled and continued to patch up the visible wounds.
Once the surface abrasions were taken care of, Aeligon moved the leather cloth aside; he positioned himself near Hrathis’ head and placed a soft pillow under it. Aeligon whispered to him, “Just relax for me now.” The king did not acknowledge the request, but remained perfectly still for the Healer.
Aeligon placed his hands on either side of Hrathis’ temples, nodded his own head, and closed his eyes. A rush of visions and memories flooded Aeligon's mind. The wizard shook from the effects of the images that came upon him of pain and suffering, of entrapment, of a hooded menace, of the giants’ mindless destruction of each other and of Gudred, and of Wiltrout's enslavement. Aeligon squinted his eyes tightly, feeling the same pain as the king in one serving. He never broke contact with him. He was searching, looking for a cause, for some residue of evil that still held Hrathis in its icy grip.
"Return me to the hooded one!” Aeligon shouted loudly, willing Hrathis’ mind to obey and return him there. It worked. Aeligon was standing in the midst of the frozen giants and men on the courtyard floor. Even the hooded one was frozen with hands outstretched. Aeligon walked over to the other and put his hands on his. Suddenly, the hood flew back and a shockwave blasted Aeligon away from him. It knocked Aeligon to the floor of the citadel and broke his contact with the king's mind.
"Aeligon, are you all right?” Pux shouted, concerned.
Aeligon grunted as he returned to his sitting position. “Yes, I'm all right. An ancient force holds this man. I cannot identify it for certain, but I think I can break the spell on his mind. It does not take much effort to blind the eyes of the weak-minded and, alas, men by nature are thus. The spell on Hrathis is not particularly strong or dangerous, but has held him captive for so long. It will be the same when we face the giants."
"That will be far worse a job than this,” Pux noted. “Giants are far bigger, and have greater strength than these men here. It will be much more difficult getting them to lie down for us while the others watch."
"We shall see, my humble comedian.” Aeligon smirked and gathered up his things, repacking them. He backed away from the king slightly as he reached for Pux. “You know what we must do."
Pux nodded, and the face disappeared from sight. Aeligon held Pux in front of him vertically. There was barely enough room inside the space to do so. Aeligon closed his eyes again, and began to chant ancient words from a learned language. The king started to writhe and twist, grunting as he did so. Aeligon kept chanting. After a few minutes of it, he opened his eyes. His eyes contained a shimmer of blue light, not unlike the glow of the Lenthan crystals in Mynandrias. Suddenly, the king's own head started to glow the same color as the Healer's eyes. The writhing stopped. Hrathis’ eyes rolled back to their dragon-green pupils of old, and instead of grunting, his throat opened wide and bellowed a wave of voice that the land had not heard for over two decades of time.
The shockwave sent out by his voice shook the foundations of the tower. Aeligon stopped chanting after that, and his eyes returned to their natural blue-gray shade.
"Did it work, Aeligon?” Pux asked urgently. “Did we break it?"
"What do you think?” The voice was not that of his master, but of Hrathis.
Aeligon and Pux laughed, and the wizard happily embraced the king. Hearing the commotion, Aerinas, Foran, and Timothy quickly moved the bookcase out of the way. Timothy started jumping around, wild with happiness and relief, when he saw the king, and forgot his own ailments. The king was alive and unspoiled! This was great cause for celebration. It was then they heard the screaming from below.
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Chapter 11—Demons of the SeaSilently, Mortwar stepped from shadow to shadow amidst the falling drops of hard rain plaguing Drameda that night. The confrontation at the tavern was over, though far from closure. He watched the drunken Callaway closely as he stumbled through the thick blanket of fog along the edge of the seaport. Only the faint light from the lampposts could be seen through the thick mat of rain; the moon was barely able to cling to its illuminating power. The natural cover aided Mortwar's pursuit of his unwitting adversary. Questions tumbled over in the tracker's mind. How had this fool stolen the Elfstone from Lünathar? Who helped him do it? Did he really do it alone? Mortwar knew that he must find the answers soon, or all could be lost. Without the Elfstone, the balance of power would vanish, and the world of the Nether would be opened.
Callaway cursed and stumbled again into the mud of the street, rising to his feet hurriedly. He paused for a moment underneath the light of a street lamp. He peered into the night, gazing about the surroundings for any hint of a spy. Mortwar had ducked into the shadows immediately after Callaway rose to his feet under the lamp. He suspected the fool would look around to see if anyone had seen his clumsiness. The man pulled his coat collar around him tightly, and made off into the night once again. Mortwar slipped from the shadows of the alleyway and pressed on, hoping that Callaway was not just heading to another tavern to drink or make trouble.
Fortunately, Callaway was not in the mood to drink more. The fleeing man stumbled through the misty streets to the looming hulk of a large, dark ship. Docked in the bay, the ship was the largest one in port. Her curves and lines were sleek, the masts tall and thick; fifteen panel doors lined both sides, one for each of the thirty iron cannons. She was a warship, a doom vessel, a creature in and of herself, built for speed, for war and for destruction. The crew that manned her were disreputable scoundrels. Drameda was the only seaport where she was permitted sanctuary. A port like Drameda housed the worst of the sea demons.
Mortwar paused and gazed at the ship, which creaked and groaned with the motion of the moonlit waves. He saw a lone light emanating from the cabin window and heard laughter coming from within. Cautiously he approached, having lost his quarry momentarily from gazing at the vessel. Just then, Mortwar caught sight of Callaway as he walked up the gangplank and boarded the ship. Mortwar hid behind an array of crates and barrels that lined the dock, hoping to take a survey of the deck before climbing aboard himself. Surprisingly, he saw no sign of a sentry posted on the deck or outside the cabin door. Mortwar scanned the tip of the mast in search of a stray crew member repairing the sails or keeping watch from above. Again, nothing.
He emerged from his hiding place, and quickly darted across the planks of the dock and up the loading ramp to the ship. Finding shadows was Mortwar's strongest skill, learned from many years aboard ships and traveling to treacherous places. He watched closely as Callaway was let into the cabin. Peering eyes took stock of the deck before the door was shut, but remained oblivious to Mortwar's presence.
Mortwar crept to the window that shot a beam of light across the deck. He made certain not to interrupt the stream to keep from rendering his own shadow. Ever so carefully, curiously, he stuck the rim of his eyes over the sill and looked inside.
Shadows moved by him, and men paced across the floor. Rash motions were made by pointing fingers; shouting disrupted the quiet of the night air. Still the ship leisurely rocked, ignoring the arguing pirates inside her belly. It was soothing to Mortwar, who much preferred to be sailing the open seas with her than challenging her wretched crew. The thought of Callaway's accomplice frightened Mortwar, whose thoughts turned once again to the group through the dirty windowpane.
There were six of them that Mortwar could see from where he spied. Four were seated and two were standing, one of them Callaway. Mortwar guessed who was the captain of the ship. In the center of the room, he sat behind a thick wooden table littered with candles, mugs of ale, and plates of partially eaten food. The captain wore a napkin around his neck that was stained with food particles. Mortwar strained to listen, his eyes wide with anticipation as Callaway withdrew from his pocket the coveted Elfstone.
"Ah!” the captain exclaimed with glee, rising to his feet and throwing his napkin down on the table. “You've stolen it, eh? Good fer ya', Callaway. Now what do ya plan ta do with it, hmmm?"
"I reckon it's about time I give it to the person who hired me to get it, wouldn't ya think?” Callaway sneered. He quickly hid the stone in his pocket.
Far too powerful a stone to be tossing around with such impunity, scoundrel, thought Mortwar to himself; he clenched his fists together in anger that Sheevos was in the hands of an imbecile like Callaway. He quieted his thoughts once more to concentrate on the conversation.
"Do ya’ know of Sheevos, Callaway? Your buyer knows what he seeks out with that Elfstone, does he?” The captain rounded the table while another stood up and crossed his arms. “I tell ya', lad, what you carry there is nuttin’ I would brag about ‘round here. Ya’ could get yer throat cut. That rock there is a balance stone, meant to keep the world of the Nether in check, or so it is said. But, to unlock the power inside, one must be gifted with the right ... err ... umm ... magic?"
The other pirates chuckled and sneered under their breath.
"I don't care what it takes or what gifts my buyer has. I'm in it fer the money and nuttin’ else. And you should be in it fer the same.” Callaway then reached into his tattered coat.
Two of the pirates suddenly rose from their chairs and drew their knives. The other one standing backed into a corner where Mortwar could no longer see him.
"Easy lads,” Callaway said, as he slowly opened his coat. “Ya’ wouldn't want ta’ be slicin’ the hand that feeds ya’ now.” He continued his search, finally drew a leather sack from an inner pocket, and tossed it to the captain. The captain eyed it momentarily while he squeezed the pouch with his hands. He smiled as he tossed it to one of his mates and laughed.
"So, ya think ya can buy yer way outta here? What's givin’ ya the impression that we are such gold-hungry fools?"
"I've heard as much, Captain. And I've also heard that yer the most feared crew sailing the northern seas. I don't want no company, understand?"
"Where do ya want ta go?” The captain put his arms behind his back after waving his crew's knives down.
"I need ta’ go north along the coast until we round the corner of Caran, where I can then travel west all the way to Dunandor. That's where I was instructed ta go. It's much safer, and easier than travelin’ by land. Besides, there's bound to be news of this rock's disappearance, and I don't want no run-ins with bounty hunters! Now, if that'll be all that you'll be needin', shall we get underway in the mornin'?” Callaway was hoping he appealed to the wallet of this well-known, money-hungry pirate.
The captain creased his brows, then raised one, staring long at the scoundrel. How easy would it be to kill him and take the stone myself? Humor struck him at the thought of the precarious situation that Callaway was in. Six against one, I like the odds.
"And if yer thinkin’ of killin’ me and takin’ the stone, know this: my buyer can see everythin'. He told me to warn anyone who would try stealin’ this rock that death would be upon them swift."
The captain was dumbfounded at Callaway's sudden clairvoyance, and stammered to recover his thoughts. Then he laughed. The other pirates joined him.
"Oh really,” laughed the captain some more, “and how does he plan on doing that when no one's here but you?"
One of the others raised his knife again, and advanced on Callaway. Callaway turned to the door to run away, showing his lack of faith in his statement. The pirate laid his hand on Callaway's jacket to spin him around; his body lurched like it was struck by a bolt of lightning. The captain and the others were thrown back by the force that dismembered the man. Callaway screamed, and fell to the floor in a pool of the other's blood. Mortwar was petrified, and silently thanked the gods for not allowing Callaway the chance to touch him. But there was something that puzzled him. Why was I allowed to slice his hand off? Maybe it was because I struck him in self-defense. That must be why I wasn't ripped to shreds. Mortwar became even more frightened than he already was, and was about to just leave without pursuing Callaway further. Someone else can get involved in this, he thought. But something inside him was calling him to stay, almost forcing him. He took one look at the ring he had taken from Callaway's hand. The ring of his family, the ring of his father, gave him new strength to continue on his mission and find out what was going on.
The captain rose after the horror of the moment passed. The others rose as well. Even Callaway worked up the nerve to stand up and look about the blood-sprayed room.
"It seems ta me that yer tellin’ the truth, Callaway. If yer offerin’ gold as yer prize for takin’ ya where this being wants ya ta go, then I'll take ya there without any further questions.” The captain, with stooped shoulders and a disheartened look about him, shuffled past Callaway toward the door.
Mortwar quickly dove over the edge, and plunged into the cold water below. It was not the best decision he had ever made, but safer than trying to scramble around on an unfamiliar ship to find a place to hide. As he pulled himself up onto another dock in the bay, he turned around to see a cabin boy carry a bucket of water and a mop into the cabin. Mortwar shuddered at the thought of having to clean up that mess.
"I will find out what you are up to, Callaway,” he said aloud to himself. All that night, Mortwar devised a plan to follow the black ship, which was nicknamed Demon of the Sea by the locals, Demoron officially. Mortwar had his own ship. Though smaller, lighter, and not able to fight or carry large loads, she was nevertheless resilient to the sea's relentless ability to swallow ships and crews whole. He and his small crew had put hours of time and labor into making her what she was, and the efforts paid off. The craft had only one mast compared with the three of the Demoron, but the small size would enable Mortwar to remain unseen by the crooked crew of the other, and outrun Demoron in a sprint if need be. Tomorrow they would shove off. They had to be ready.
* * * *Mortwar and his crew of six worked all through the night preparing his own ship, Arünir, named after the light that dawned upon Lünathar. As Mortwar readied supplies and secured the sails of the ship, his mind worked in silent deliberation. His thoughts turned to his family again, who seemed so far away. What fate had brought for them could not be seen with any clarity, and that made him angry. The ring that he wore had only served to be a reminder of their possible demise. New questions surged in his brain, causing the veins on the side of his head to throb. The pressure mounted in his heart over not knowing what had possibly happened to them. The ring had traveled far and wide to meet up with him in that small tavern. How did he come into possession of my father's ring? he kept asking to himself over and over again, until it consumed him with rage. Several times he just dropped crates hard on the deck, sending shudders through its creaking boards, and made some of the crew jump. They said nothing to him, taking great care to steer clear of him as they sensed anger on his weathered face.
All morning he kept his eyes peeled for any sign of Callaway walking the docks. Mortwar knew that Callaway would avoid him, but their encounter would not go unresolved if the fool got the chance to redeem himself. Callaway neither was smart enough to realize that Mortwar was preparing to follow him into the sea, nor would he have a clue that Mortwar eavesdropped on him and his comrades the night before. The bright sun tried in vain to warm the brisk sea air that coiled off the bay's waves. The crew hustled to fill the ship with supplies for the long voyage. None of them had slept, so Mortwar ordered them below to catch some sleep until Callaway and his hired thugs set sail.
Mortwar stayed above decks. Sleepless spells were the norm for him. Many trips around Vaalüna called for him to remain on watch, since he was sometimes the only man with fighting skills on his journeys. He had finally learned to take along others skilled in tracking and combat.
The life of an escort scout was lonely. Mortwar's was no different. Though his childhood was blessed with many fond memories of his immediate family, the many years of solitude had all but washed them away. His father, Milon, was a farmer near the borders of Caran and Salanthanon. There, he raised a family that consisted of a wife and eight children: five boys and three girls. Mortwar was the eldest. They led a simple life, and the bond between them was stronger than any magic could produce.
Mortwar grew and continued to learn the art, as his father would call it, of farming. Mortwar did not particularly enjoy it, but respected his father enough to do his chores without complaint. During those periods of prolonged labor, the young boy learned that he had a gift for tracking, and a wild imagination. He would spend hours tracking all sorts of woodland creatures that graced the forests and fields surrounding the farmhouse. Like a cat, Mortwar would be able to read their signs all around. They flooded into his senses from all angles as if he were reading them from the pages of a book. He pretended that he was on some sort of mission, or quest, to rid the world of the vermin infestation that plagued all farmers. He would not take to killing any of the creatures he followed, since Milon had taught them all a profound respect for the land and its inhabitants. Milon would watch him from afar, and chuckle to himself, at the son who was transforming into the man he knew he would one day become.
Mortwar reflected back on his childhood and his family, his rough face becoming limp with long-suffering emotion. The chill wind whipped his long hair, and caused his eyes to water. He wrapped himself tightly in the blanket. He continued to cast his thoughts to his family, whose whereabouts and fates no longer could be seen with any certainty. His jaw tightly clenched, tears welled in his eyes at the thought of what may have happened to them all. He pulled his hand close to his lips, resting his chin on his hand before kissing the ring in remembrance.
Once the emotion was dealt with the blanket followed suit; Mortwar rose to go sleep in the belly of his vessel, which casually rocked up and down with the flow of the calm waves of the bay. Every so often the ship would bang lightly against her dock, the ever-present reminder that she was unhappy to be penned up. She held her crew safely below decks in their bunks, seven strong including a captain who caught the easiest night's rest that he had had in the past few weeks.
* * * *The next morning came quickly for the crew, who woke before the sun poured its liquid light to break the precious concealment of the wandering night. Cold winds poured into the bay, stirring waves larger than the day before. If the crew had not been seasoned enough, they surely would not have been prepared for the day's rocky start.
Mortwar emerged from below decks. He wore a floppy leather hat that covered his long hair, a brown leather coat thrown over the white shirt beneath, and leather pants that were complete with black boots sporting silvery buckles. Hidden beneath his coat was the weapon of modern descent. Mortwar liked it that way. The weapon gave him an edge that few would ever know, or would ever want to know. He would sit at night when he was certain that his crew were below decks and out of sight and run his hands over the polished steel plates, which held the bonds between the pieces of smooth wood that bore engravings of the world beyond the ocean. It was a world that few in his day ever saw, or would have the chance to see. He remembered how he had come into possession of the weapon by way of a lucky hand at shankra, a game of chance that was played with paper pieces with strange symbols inked onto their surfaces. He had bet his entire savings on one hand, when he thought that all luck had run out, and emerged the winner. This piece was with the spoils, and was thought by Mortwar to be the greatest icon of luck in his life. He had never used it before, and never had the chance or the need. Still, he felt safe with it in his presence. If Callaway had the cunning to do me harm, he began to think, when his thought was interrupted.
"Sir, we're ready to cast off,” one member of his crew, Buck, informed him.
Mortwar simply nodded his head and Buck was off in a hurry, shouting orders and pulling on lengths of rope.
He took his place behind the large, wooden helm near the rear of the ship. The bridge was not elevated, a choice made by Mortwar himself when he built her, so as to not draw unneeded attention to the captain in the event of a battle, or in this case, stealthy pursuit.
The weather was brisk, but the sun bright and full; Arünir eased into the sea, stretching her legs as she went. Mortwar took a quick glance behind him in the direction of Demoron and could see her crew scurrying about at the behest of their captain. It was Mortwar's plan to leave before Callaway so as to draw as much attention away from any hint of a following, at all costs. Besides, he knew of a place where they could hide until Demoron passed them, where they could keep an eye on which direction she was headed, and plot a course accordingly. Mortwar's blood boiled beneath his skin at the thought of Callaway's theft of the Elfstone. Should I risk sending word to Gudred? Mortwar knew of the resolve of King Hrathis, and did not understand how there had been no apparent word sent to him of the happenings. It was obvious that Callaway had help. Mortwar did not yet know what danger awaited, or what had been done to cause all of this. Over and over in his head, he mulled over the events he had discovered so quickly and what end he would meet now that he shadowed evil men. He made a list in his mind.
The events of the past day did not make sense. It troubled him, yet he kept it to himself. He was a loner, a vagabond, cast upon this land to do the bidding of his master, himself. What he had chosen was his own decision and his own path. He believed in fate, in the notion that a hidden power was at work in his life, guiding him, and steering him toward his ultimate end. Whether that was glory or doom, he cared not. He would do what he could to save what he could. The quest set out before him was clear. He would track Callaway and his ship to Dunandor and learn of his deception, and of who was behind the plot to destroy Sheevos.
Arünir plunged against the pounding waves as Mortwar steered her toward the island of Dalen, where he would challenge the wits of a ship that carried a crew more evil than any he had ever known. His thoughts turned once again to another, whom he must contact for aid. The frigid air cracked his lips as he pursed them. A glimmer of hope flared in his dark eyes.
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Chapter 12—Journey to the DarkThe scream could be heard echoing throughout the stone structure like a bell hammer struck at midnight. Aeligon bolted from the king's side and rushed out of the hole, ordering the nervous Timothy to stay with him. The wizard grabbed Pux, and joined Aerinas and Foran before rushing down the spiral staircase.
When they neared the bottom of the stairs, they could hear the sounds of battle raging outside the gate of the tower. The screaming had ceased, but there was a clanking of metal against stone and the shrieking of another creature, as yet unidentifiable to the trio. When they approached the threshold of the doorway, their questions were answered.
Arn was lying in a bloodied heap near the center of the wide walkway that joined the only standing tower with the other broken ones around the wall's outer perimeter. An ax protruded from the center of his broken body, which had been split nearly in two. He had been hit in the back with the implement. Roaring and thundering vibrations rose up from the courtyard below, as more rocks and metal pieces struck the wall and tower hard, chipping even more chunks away.
The screeching they had heard came from Cray that were scaling the walls and overwhelming Lynais, who had somehow managed to get clear of the flying debris.
"Hurry, we must help him,” Foran screamed, drawing his bow and running a few paces ahead. He knelt and fired an arrow into one of the hideous creatures as it threw its hairy claws out at him, sensing the new arrivals. The Cray charged them from all directions.
Aerinas hesitated momentarily, sensing something different. His hand held the blade that had crushed the Carcaradon at Fenduin Lake. He remembered the words of Krüna. She had told him that he had untapped power, which he was now only starting to understand. He had felt it. The sword responded to him, infused itself into his veins, and had become one with his mind and spirit. He could feel it now, throbbing with his heart, as the unseen power once again flooded his senses, and reacting in a microsecond to every instinct he possessed.
Aeligon saw Aerinas’ state of mind, and called out to him. “Aerinas, quickly, we need your help."
In that instant the runes on Aerinas’ sword flared bright red, and the fury invited by them charged through the steel. He growled and sprang from his frozen stance, charging one of the Cray that had turned to face him. The blade struck the beast between the eyes, and forced its way into its head. The infusion of magic and steel burst the skull, causing it to explode violently. Aeligon and the other two elves, along with the remaining Cray, spun at the noise. They saw Aerinas, with his sword glowing with red, hot flame and a dark fury in his hazed eyes, standing over the crumpled body of the twitching wretch. The remaining Cray hissed and scurried away quickly as more debris came hurling up at them from below. The sight of Aerinas, infused with metaphysical power, drew them.
Aeligon was speechless, but did not have the time to care about Aerinas’ newfound power. The giants were clamoring up the stone stairs and bashing their tools of destruction against the walls. He could tell that they were as mindless as the king had been, and had no idea what they were doing. The spell was a mind spell designed to render the conscious of a weak-minded creature into a state of confusion and disarray, rendering the mind incapable of distinguishing between friend and foe.
Aeligon leapt to a nearby outcropping of rock that overlooked the courtyard below, and raised his staff into the air.
"Aeligon! No! Get down from there!” Foran shouted, pulling at the hem of the wizard's cloak. “The giants will split you from head to groin with their axes!"
"Leave me be, Foran.” Aeligon hissed. “And do not interrupt me again!"
Aerinas, having returned to normal after his magic encounter, and although still dazed, grabbed at Foran to get down. A rock struck the wall behind where he had just been standing. The two looked at each other in silent relief, and then watched Aeligon perform his ritual.
The wizard, with Pux held aloft, called into the air. Clouds rolled in rapidly, dark and insidious, carrying a potent weight. The giants looked to the sky, startled by the rumbling sounds and gurgling gestations in the clouds. Their white eyes started to roll around. They were all captivated by the workings of Aeligon, great healer and practitioner of an art that few had ever witnessed.
As the unwitting giants still sent their gaze skyward, a flash of light snapped the air, causing even Aeligon to flinch at its brightness. The giants were thrown down to the stone, blinded by the spell's delivery. They covered their faces with their bloody hands and writhed in pain, roaring and moaning loudly. Aerinas and Foran rose to see what was happening. They saw all of the giants in the same wracked position, tossing and rolling about against the rough texture of Gudred, no longer clutching their weapons and tools.
Finally, Aeligon released his grip on the spell, and the clouds rolled away once more, allowing the sun to shine upon Gudred for the first time in many years. The scrape and clatter of the fleeing Cray was still heard over the rush of silence that settled in the stronghold. The giants’ struggling had ceased, and they simply lay silently still upon the stone. Aeligon and the three elves walked down the passageway leading to the courtyard where they lay. From there they had a much better sight of the horror that befell the great giants.
Farrin himself was ravaged the most. His body was riddled with scars, tears, open wounds that had become severely infected, swollen limbs, bleeding hands, and an unclean face. He breathed heavily. Death was close at hand for all of them. They never would have survived the time it would have taken them to dismantle the stronghold, for it held fast for the twenty-one years of dismemberment. As the party looked around, they caught sight of the rotting carcasses of Cray strewn about the yard, some already melted to the bone. Signs of battle adorned the walls, with dried blood smears and broken bodies littering the passageways and tunnels.
"Foran, go let Ithyllna and Tristandor inside,” Aeligon ordered hurriedly. “I hope they found a safer place to wait us out."
Foran nodded and rushed to the gate. However, he found that the mechanism that held it in place was too cumbersome for him to operate alone.
"Aerinas, give me a hand with this,” Foran asked; he watched his friend scuffle about, no doubt still in a state of shock.
Aerinas sheathed his sword, and moved over to where Foran was struggling to lift the gate. His mind was a cloud of emotion and disbelief. Trying to sort through Krüna's puzzles made his head ache and it angered him further when he thought of his father, who was probably waiting for him on the other side of the gate. Had Tristandor known all along that his son held this special gift of magic? If so, why did he keep it from him and why was he sheltered from finding his own path? Aerinas could almost feel the magic starting to well up inside of him again. Angry, furious energy coursed through his veins. He felt an insurmountable urge to lash out at everyone and everything. He pulled on the chains so hard that the gate rose with little effort. Foran said nothing; he could see the wildness in his best friend's eyes.
When the gate was raised and latched open, Tristandor and Ithyllna came through almost immediately and ordered the gate to be shut once more.
"What would you call creatures of that sort, Aeligon?” Tristandor asked. It was clearly visible that he and Ithyllna had also battled with the Cray. Ithyllna was still wiping blood from her deadly blades.
Aeligon looked up from tending one of the giants and said, “They are called Cray and they hail from the mountains to our backs. These giants you see before you were the ones who kept them at bay for many years, but now they are let loose upon the land in greater numbers than before."
"What are they?” Ithyllna asked in disgust as she approached.
"They were created by the Dark Lord Hydrais in the time when he dominated the lands of Vaalüna. He needed an army to do his bidding, so he called upon his two witches to create a creature with strength and agility unmatched. The result was the Cray. They have no supernatural powers, but possess enough raw physical abilities to dismember entire armies of men and elves. Once Hydrais was banished to the Nether, they scattered. Divided and leaderless they fled to the hills where few people roamed, save for Farrin and his giants. Aside from the occasional mishap, the Cray stayed far away from the giants’ realm since they were the only creature who could match them."
"What happened here, Aeligon? Why is Gudred in this condition, and where is King Hrathis?” Tristandor was visibly distraught at the state of the once great stronghold.
"I do not yet know who is responsible, but there was a spell of unequaled power placed upon this castle and the surrounding inhabitants. The giants and the townsfolk, including their king, were placed in an altered state of mind, rendering them devoid of will, except enough to process the orders given to them by the foe who cast the spell. Your son has foreseen this.” Aeligon and the others turned to Aerinas.
Aerinas hung his head, and did not want to raise his eyes. His father approached him.
"Of what does Aeligon speak, Aerinas? What does he mean by saying you foresaw these events?” The fire shot through Tristandor's eyes, yet Aerinas did not see.
"I had a vision many weeks ago before you set out with Aeligon for this place. It was what made me to go to Fenduin Lake. Something inside was calling me, guiding me, though I was reluctant in following. I discovered more than you could ever possibly know, Father."
"Is that any excuse to not forewarn us before we set off!?” Tristandor shouted, throwing his hands into the air. Aeligon stepped closer to him, fearful the Elf-Lord might strike his son in a fit of rage, not fit for someone of his stature.
"I did not see the place it was to happen, Father. Surely you cannot believe me to be a seer of some sort. In my vision, I saw a swarm of bodies. All of their eyes were rolled as white as the ones we encountered today. There was an approaching figure dressed all in black, with shadows cast into the cowl that shielded the face from my eyes. It was in these dreams that a voice called out to me."
"What voice? Whose voice do you mean?” Tristandor showed frustration.
"The voice of a creature without shape, one whose spirit envelops the
Earth in constant vigil, one that we had never understood, before I confronted her and her kind that day at the lake. Her name is Niconüin. Her name means Seer, Father. So that is why it seems to you that I have seen visions in detail. I have not, but she most likely has. I call her Krüna, at her request. No other mortal being has ever laid eyes on her, but I was permitted the chance."
"And why do you think that is, Aerinas?” Aeligon asked. Tristandor, on the other hand, was too blinded by his own anger to form an intelligent question of his own.
Aerinas replied, “She told me that I possess a skill of the world that thrived in Vaalüna before Calaridis, a magic that runs through me just as natural as my own blood. The longing in my heart to seek out answers and to adventure beyond the borders of my confinement was more evidence that I had it, yet I still did not see. She suspected, as did I, that I am not the only one who knows of this revelation.” He cast a piercing glance at his father, who stood now with arms crossed. Tristandor said nothing.
"We will speak of this later, Aerinas,” said Aeligon suddenly, noticing the tension mounting between Aerinas and Tristandor. “We have work to do here. The Cray will return at nightfall, and we must get these massive beings indoors somehow. I will do my best to heal them. Quickly now, we must hurry!"
Aerinas and Ithyllna went around checking the fallen giants to see who was in need of immediate attention. Aeligon and Pux went to work healing wounds with Tristandor assisting with his own skill of healing. Lynais and Foran brought water to them from a well near the back of the courtyard. Each one worked tirelessly to bring the wounded behemoths inside before darkness fell. Wesnoc had even returned, and kept a watch going from high atop the walls. The Cray would not dare to cross the path of a roc, though one against many would ultimately be a mismatch.
Aerinas warily walked between pools of dried blood, fallen debris, and crooked bone fragments; his feelings turned toward home once more. Visions of Nimoni shuffling along the causeways and platforms alone haunted him, caused him to blink away the tears that were trying desperately to fall. The elf was strong at heart, stronger than he ever knew or thought possible; strength was fed to him by his mother when he was still a child. Her strength was evident to him as he stood wondering about his fate, and how he had acted toward her when they stood in his vault back in Mynandrias. She had tried to tell him something that he did not want to hear perhaps, but was there nonetheless. Aerinas paused and looked up into the night sky imprisoned between the high ramparts as they reached up to form the square perimeter.
Ithyllna watched him carefully, curiously, yet with a sparkle in her eye that spoke of a longing, yet unannounced. She had always been attracted to Aerinas ever since they were very young. Aerinas was too wild and longed for adventures too often to mind much, but he sensed it in her. The strife he suffered with his father kept him from pursuing it further, but Nimoni saw the flare and had secretly nurtured it along. Ithyllna's silvery hair was short and spiked, not the usual style of elf maidens in Mynandrias, but differed chiefly in design due to functionality needed for battle. Her clothes fit about her the same way, tight and snug, to keep any portion from snagging during melee. Aerinas noticed her features regularly, but kept his thoughts to himself so as not to upset his father. His mind was to be on more serious matters.
The two meandered between the rank death and decay of the courtyard. One of the giants was dead, hacked beyond recognition and left to rot. The smell was almost too much to bear. Aerinas reached into his satchel, and drew a cloth from inside. After tearing it in two equal lengths he handed one to Ithyllna, which she used to promptly cover her mouth and nose, and tied securely around the back of her head. Aerinas did the same. Ithyllna cast a smile in his direction that he caught, despite the covering that shielded her smoldering face, which no longer looked as rough as it had to Aerinas many times before.
Ithyllna was seasoned beyond the skill of even the most hardened Elf-Lord, and had perfected her craft to the sharpness of a sword. Her fighting skill was not the typical sort of the elves, which consisted mostly of archery and sword fighting. She had discovered at an early age that she had an acrobatic flair. It had shown itself when she was just a child running through the streets and across the bridges that hung between the trees of Mynandrias. She would instinctively spring up and grapple branches, dodging over and under them in a series of swinging motions, finishing off with a mid-air summersault before landing upright on a different surface than the one she started from. This astounded her siblings and peers and earned her the nickname Acrona, which loosely means “acrobat” or “tumbler” in the Krayn tongue. When she later joined the Vrünyn Guard at an earlier age than had previously been allowed (aided by Nimoni), she honed her acrobatic skills. Her renowned skill at the use of throwing knives went even further after she incorporated them into her fighting style. She could pull off a rolling, no-handed cartwheel, which was not too hard in and of itself, but her two hands were the deadly assets. She would hurl out two daggers in a flash as her feet swung above her, which more than confused her adversaries and caught them off guard. The other members of the guard would place bets on her displays, and she would humor them greatly during parties and gatherings in the city by hacking flies in two from a considerable distance away.
Even after all these years, Aerinas looked at her as more than just a rough-edged warrior, and as they walked together in the once great Gudred, they finally spoke.
"That was some display you put on back there,” Ithyllna said shyly, breaking the icy silence that had plagued the other members of the group as they worked. She kept her voice low to avoid unwanted attention from the others, especially Tristandor.
"How do you know? You were outside.” Aerinas reacted without thinking, his voice sarcastic and a bit harsh. He looked over at Ithyllna, and quickly offered a partial smile.
"I could see the light, and heard your scream. More than that, I felt the magic pulsating from within the walls."
Aerinas looked at her again, astonished at what she claimed. “You could feel it? But how?"
"Magic sustained the Earth long ago,” Ithyllna began. “It was infused into the very fiber of every being that walked above and below. Ashinon once said that the reason that magic was fleeing Vaalüna was because it was being depleted by the evil of Hydrais. But Ashinon was mistaken about magic's hold on living things. Hydrais, however, knew all too well, and, armed with this knowledge, sought to destroy all implements of magic, items, keepsakes, and practitioners that were thought to hold the power he so greatly feared."
Ithyllna looked up at the sky and sighed. “There is another reason, too. I have not led the sheltered life that you have. I was allowed to join the Vrünyn Guard, where you were not, though I know you greatly desired it. I traveled outside of our city's borders on many occasions with them freely, where you were not permitted. So I have seen many displays of such power before, though nothing that intense. Your mother...” She broke off her sentence abruptly as Tristandor appeared suddenly before them.
"How many are still alive and in need of care?” Tristandor asked roughly. “We need to get them inside."
Aerinas, without uttering a word to his father, pointed to the few remaining bodies lying in their midst. Tristandor called for Aeligon. “You two go inside now, and tend to the ones that have been brought there already. They will need food and water. Try to find what you can in the bowels of this stronghold. There are storerooms everywhere."
"Come on, Aerinas.” Ithyllna said, after spying the hateful look in Aerinas’ eyes. She tugged at his tunic to hurry him away from Tristandor. She did not want him to make the mistake of trying to challenge his father, at least not there and then.
"Do not worry yourself over him,” she whispered to him as they stumbled along the broken ground toward the entrance to the stronghold's inner defenses. “He is a seasoned Elf-Lord, whose time is more precious than you. He will turn around one day."
"Ithyllna,” Aerinas said angrily, “he is beyond change. He is ashamed of me, and of what I have become. He has hidden truths from me and deceived me my whole life, sheltered me from something that was in his mind, nothing more. It has all been for a reason, and when I find that reason, then I will confront him. Now my blood flows with a magic that I do not understand, and cannot fully control. I felt the urge to strike out at everyone near me, to those closest to me, even Foran. The rage was a pleasure for me.” He held up his sword for her to see. “Do you see these runes?"
"Yes, they are of the ancient tongue, a wizard language from times long ago in the day of Ashinon. Beyond that, I know very little."
"The blade reacted to me at Lake Fenduin. The shapeshifter Krüna tested me by guiding me to the center of the lake, where I battled a feared creature that had lived there for thousands of years. I killed it with very little effort. These runes glow red hot, which I can feel burning inside me, as real as if I had stepped into a fire. Foran even told me that my eyes hazed over with a swirling fire inside them. Everyone around me seems to know something of what this is, yet I am held back once again from knowing the truth about myself."
"Aerinas, do not think that I am one of those. I will help you find the answers you seek, as will Foran."
"Aeligon knows the most. He wants to speak with me later about this. I hope to find out more then. Thank you, Ithyllna.” He took her hand, and kissed the top of it in a sign of friendship.
Ithyllna smiled and ran her hand through her hair and turned to the dark that rapidly consumed the entrance to where they were to stay for the night.
Much talk and deliberation would be held that night. King Hrathis was brought down out of the tower, with Timothy by his side. Farrin and the remaining giants were also all safely inside now. It had taken them hours to sort through the dead, and heal the wounded sufficiently enough to bring them in. Aeligon was greatly exhausted, and was helped into the catacombs by Tristandor and Lynais. The body of Arn was cremated, since there was little left of it worth burying. A vigil was held for him to release his soul safely, so it could find its way back to the Grove of Souls uninhibited.
* * * *Once everyone was safely inside, Aeligon sealed the doorway with a spell conjured with the aid of Pux. Eerie green bars formed, spreading across the archway into an impassable grid. That would serve to keep the Cray outside, since the only other way in would be to navigate the labyrinth of tunnels beneath the stronghold. That would have proven futile, because the passage that exited at the far end of the large room was also sealed with the same spell.
They were all exhausted, hungry, and dirty. The smell of sweat and other foul odors filled the cramped space rapidly. The room was large enough to contain all of the giants and the elves. It was an old dining hall, complete with a kitchen housed on the other side of the northern wall, that was accessed by a wooden door. The tables had been moved aside by Foran and Lynais to make room for the giants. They fetched towels and anything they could find still salvageable from the kitchen and the storerooms. Linens were used as bandages for the giants, since their wounds dwarfed those suffered by normal-sized creatures. The giants had little to no strength left and another died, making two in total. Frustration and anger welled up in Aerinas’ throat. Even Farrin was on the brink of death.
Eventually, the healing power of Aeligon prevailed, and the nine remaining giants all started to show more promise. They had been there two days already, but no one ventured outside even in the daylight. At night, the Cray could be heard scurrying along above them. At first, the creatures tested the barrier, since they had never encountered such magic. When the first one disintegrated as it launched itself into the grid, the others backed away and gave up. They tried in vain to find another way in to where their targets lay recovering.
Once the giants and the king could be left alone to heal and sleep peacefully, Aeligon could sit and talk with the members of the party, but especially to Aerinas, who was also recuperating from his own afflictions. Together they sat on the staircase leading up to the courtyard.
"I would assume that you are rather confused about what is happening to you,” Aeligon said in a raspy, yet calm, voice.
Aerinas shook his head, staring at a spot he had picked on the floor. “It would seem to me that I am the only one who would be confused, since it is plain that others around me suspected this behavior, this gift. Confusion is what I felt at Lake Fenduin. Fear is what I felt when I dwelt in Mynandrias. Now, rage consumes me at the thought that my father has hidden me away from making my own choices and decisions."
"Fathers do not always know the right answers, Aerinas. Do not be so quick to judge him based on facts known to you now. If I were to tell you that I suspected this much out of you as well, would you feel the same disdain toward me?"
Aerinas broke his stare and turned his gaze to the face of the weary wizard. “It would be easier to hear it from you anyway, Aeligon. You know, use, and understand magic to an extent that I could not begin to fathom. I would rather have had someone tell me what was happening to me than to be caught in a web of lies and deceit, only to find out the answer from beings that are not comprised from anything of this Earth!"
"If you are referring to the Enath-Hüdain, you are mistaken once again. They are built from the very spirit of the Earth and the magic She guards so preciously. They are the physical representation of this magic and are all around us everywhere, watching everything we do. Their job is to find the ones who stand out, who are gifted in ways that others aren't, and to guide them in the ways of Sheevos."
"What is Sheevos? I have heard of him before."
"She, Aerinas."
"She? It is a lady?"
"The spirit's essence could be referred to as female, yes. Sheevos is the Guardian of Arünir, the light that shines down from above in the city of the wizards. This light is but a gauge and a guide for us. If the light dwindles away, so does the bond that bars entrance to this world from the Nether. Sheevos is the counterweight to the Nether Lord, Wrantha, who actually walked this earth in the time of Ashinon thousands of years ago. Sheevos was created to counter him, and to restore balance to the earth. To contain her power, she forged an Elfstone and gave it as a gift to the wizards when the Order of Light was formed, after Wrantha was banished to the Plane created for him. We made a place for her to reside in our Temple, where Arünir shines down through the ceiling and suspends the Elfstone within. However, many attempts were made to steal the stone."
"Why? What good is a stone anyway?"
"In the physical Plane that we inhabit, Vaalüna, which means ‘Bright Moon', a spirit cannot take physical form. To hide her spirit from the grasp of the evil that abounds on the other Planes, She knew that the safest place to be was among us, or so She thought. A new danger lurks now; if one can find the way to remove Sheevos from the stone, and hence, destroy her, the Nether would spill out into our world. In order to protect her the wizards decided, with approval from Sheevos herself, that the Elfstone would be divided into three pieces. The larger piece would remain in Lünathar, the second and third would be scattered to locations around Vaalüna. I don't even know where they are located. In the event that someone would steal the Elfstone fragment from Lünathar, it would not be complete without the other two pieces. All was thought safe until, one day, a new terror emerged from the darkness. His name was Hydrais, and he claimed to be more ruthless than even Calaridis, though most knew that his power was based on the Nether, where Calaridis dwelt."
"Why does this other being choose more than one name to be called, Aeligon?” Aerinas asked.
"Though no one is certain, it was thought that it took more names to blur the lines of reality and confuse those in power, as to what was evil and what was not. Calaridis, the one name he took, was only to be used for renaming his lands in Hydrais’ reign. After his banishment to the Netherworld, his influence and power grew."
"How can one influence from the Nether?” Aerinas asked. He leaned against the stone wall of the staircase, intrigued by the story.
"Dark powers have more influence than you can imagine. What I can heal in a day's time would take only seconds to destroy with the same amount of effort from a dark hand. Wars were fought. Orcs, Cray, goblins, and the Sharumar Trolls all marched across the lands, destroying everything in their wake, renaming the land as they went, to Calaridis."
"How did you stop them?"
"The wizards, myself included, rose against them. Farrin and his giants turned the battle of Fornidain to our favor when they rallied to crush the Trolls of Sharumar. It was a great battle."
"Yes it was!” cried out a low-pitched voice from across the room, which interrupted their conversation and startled everyone. It was Farrin!
Aeligon rose and went to him, since only his head was lifted from his pillow. Aerinas and the others moved closer to him as well, asking him how he was doing. He laughed a little and reported that he was fine and that there was no one he was ever a slave to. They all laughed.
"I suspect that you can recall nothing of what happened to you and your crew,” Aeligon wryly mused.
"No, I can't,” replied Farrin as he rubbed his head. Cold water and a cloth was fetched for his aching head. “But it seems that I won't ever forget, now will I?"
"A spell was placed on the town, yourselves included. Though it is not clear to me what end your master had in mind for you, it would appear that your orders were to tear Gudred down piece by piece. Your wounds and scars will tell the tale better in days to come.” Aeligon sat down now, using Pux as leverage. His back was causing him great pain from the hard labor of the past few days.
"We owe you a debt of gratitude.” Farrin reached out his large, leathery hand, which Aeligon shook in return. “We have much to thank you for, though now for me and my giants it is more about revenge than anythin'. How long has it been since we descended the mountain?"
"We do not know with any certainty,” answered Aerinas suddenly, before Aeligon could reply. “But we learned from the king that it has been just over twenty years. He was not sure of the exact time."
Farrin sat straight up at the mention of the king. “King Hrathis?!” he exclaimed. “Is he still alive then? Where is he? I must speak with him."
"I am here,” came a weak voice carrying broken speech from years of silent imprisonment.
The room suddenly came alive with upraised heads, and the shifting of bodies. Aeligon's feats were evidenced by the saved lives lining Gudred's dining hall floor. The king was among them, with Timothy by his side still nervously shaking and picking at his already abused finger nails.
"Farrin, old friend, you are still alive? “This is a fine day, though our future became dismal and bleak to me long ago. Are you and your giants all right?"
"Ay, we are that, Sire. And not a moment too soon. The Healer came for us and saved us all.” Farrin smiled as he spoke. Blood still smeared his face, but his delight shone through it obstinately.
"Ahem,” Aeligon cleared his throat and stood among them. “I did not do this task alone, though I would have traveled alone to answer the call of Gudred in her dismay. I thought we were too late when we arrived here, yet the strength of men and giants is stronger than ever before. It would seem that a higher force summoned us here just in time. Death would have befallen you if it had been otherwise. So much fate is in this very room, which holds Farrin, greatest of all giants and leader of the turn of the tide during the War of Calaridis, King Hrathis, greatest king of men who rose from the ashes to help rebuild the realms and Aerinas, elfin heir to the House of Lythardia."
The mention of Aerinas drew surprised gasps, and quick glances toward the elf. He paid it no mind, for he was somewhere far away from there: back home. Even Tristandor looked in awe at both Aeligon and his son as the wizard continued.
"Aerinas, despite his unwillingness to accept his own fate, is also heir to something more powerful than bloodline and lineage. He has been gifted with the Magic of Sheevos, the god of the Light of Arünir, which you've all heard me talk about. I fear the worst for our land; evil is spreading across it from every direction. Haarath is holed up inside his dungeon on Resforian, where he is plotting his evil. Now we find that Gudred has been besieged from the inside, where no one would learn of it until it was too late."
Aerinas was listening intently, his eyes dark and cold, unwilling to accept, fearful of what his future held. He had just been an average elf, living out his life. How could this have happened? For how long had his parents known of his fate, if at all? He had only a few close friends, and preferred venturing outside alone to visit the realms and all of their inhabitants. His personality and character differed greatly from any elf in Mynandrias or the surrounding lands of Anwarna, even the Dark Elves of Kelorn in the south. All of his life he was taught and forced to be average, to not stand out, to shirk his nature in favor of a life of conformity. Now, he had broken free, but not fully. His anger festered with a renewed vigor at the thought that he was a pawn in some scheme of life orchestrated by unseen forces.
Aeligon rattled on as Aerinas’ thoughts drifted further and further away from the dining hall. He was leaning against the far wall with his hands coupled over each other on the pommel of his sword, the tip of the blade resting near his crossed feet.
"I am still unaware of who or what is causing this to happen, but whatever it is, it is doing it secretively and seductively, promising power and other gifts to whoever aids in carrying out the plan. Haarath is being used in this way, and must be stopped at all costs. I haven't see him in ages, but his last known whereabouts were at the ruins of El-Caras, where he found the Mirror of Trünith. This glass offers the chosen finder a glance into a world not designed for weak eyes. I carry one of its shards."
Aeligon drew the piece from his satchel, and unwrapped the cloth briefly. The edges of the shard still glowed green, throbbing. He quickly concealed it again. “I believe it still carries with it the potential to allow someone, or something, on the other side to see through to us."
"Then why did you bring it along with you, and why did you hide its presence from us?” Tristandor asked sharply, rising to his feet.
"I don't know everything, Tristandor, and do not yet know the mirror's full purpose. For the mirror owner's purpose, Haarath risked exposure to find and to use it. Though he is being guided by an unseen hand, his own eyes needed something solid to put their faith in. This mirror gave it to him along with the black speech upon his parchment that you, yourself, heard your son relate back in the House of Lythardia."
Tristandor backed away and nodded to the wizard, tucking his hands inside his tunic. He remained standing. Aerinas cast a piercing glance at him, but it went unseen and unchallenged by his father.
"We must find out what is happening to our world, that we so exhaustively worked to rebuild. I will suffer any amount of pain to ensure that the balance of power is not broken, though I fear it is already in the works."
"What do you suggest, Aeligon?” Hrathis asked of him, sipping from a water skin that Timothy handed him.
"We should travel to the wizard city of Lünathar and find out exactly what is happening. The Order of Light is not officially in existence, but there are still many wizards there who gather when called for. I have already sent for many of them."
"How?” Ithyllna asked, amazed at the wizard's insight.
"By bird and beast. Word travels quickly when it embraces the tongues of many. I am able to speak many such languages, and thus set word upon the winds. We will rest here safely until you are all ready to strike out. I'm sure that Farrin and his giants will want to return to their homelands to set their families’ worries to rest."
Farrin growled at Aeligon. “I will do nothin’ of the sort! I will send the rest of these back to the mountain to remain. However, I am comin’ with you. I have a few scores to settle with that hooded coward! He'll feel the cold bite of me ax!” He tried to raise it high into the air, but his strength failed him. Farrin's face turned red with embarrassment.
"Your folly is in your haste, Master Giant,” Aeligon reprimanded. “Take time to recover your strength and heal your wounds, or none of you will be going anywhere. There is much to discuss before we face the outside world. Even now, Cray wait in earnest to pounce if we step outside that sealed doorway."
Sure enough, Aeligon was right. No matter how much strength they would gain or how prepared they were, they were outnumbered. Without significant aid, they would have to remain there until the Cray gave up, which was unlikely, since their numbers grew day by day. It was only a matter of time. Swords and magic would carry so far, but in the end sheer numbers would crush them. Another plan was needed. They would need to travel through the tunnels beneath the stronghold to get out beyond the borders and into the mountains in the north.
"Aeligon, please speak with me a moment alone.” called Hrathis. Aeligon came and sat next to the king. “You are probably aware that there are many tunnels and passageways underneath this stronghold in the event of a siege, which we seem to be under now. I could guide you, but it is risky, to say the least. The labyrinth below us traverses many different ways and, if we are not careful, we could wind up walking ourselves right into those creatures."
"And that's not to say that they haven't found a way inside those tunnels already. We may encounter many dangers down there, but it is far wiser to go that way than to exit the other doorway, which is no doubt guarded night and day. They are waiting for us to corner ourselves."
"How long will that seal hold?"
"It will hold as long as I have strength or proximity. The farther away I get from it, the weaker the magic will become, until it fully dissipates. We will not have much of a head start before they flood the halls and tunnels hard upon our trail."
"Then we will need to have our best fighters in the rear. The tunnels are narrow, and can easily be defended if only one or two of those creatures can attack at once. However, it will be equally hard for us to swing swords and axes in those tunnels. We will have to rely on something else. Trickery perhaps?"
Aeligon winked at him, and laid a hand on his shoulder. “Leave that to us."
Hrathis looked around the room, puzzled. “Us?” he mused.
Aeligon pointed to Pux, who was smiling widely. “Us."
The king chuckled and again reclined, grunting and mumbling something about his aching ribs to Timothy.
Aerinas sat next to Foran. It was the first time they had really spoken at all since they rejoined.
"How are you, my friend?” After noticing the distance and strain in Aerinas’ eyes, Foran spoke first. He saw that they did not carry the same fire as they once had; new rage and hate burned in them.
"I am well, though I am not,” Aerinas replied solemnly. “Round and round, I am tossed in this never-ending game of struggle, yet it is not my own that riddles me so."
"Such is the calling of one chosen to lead,” said Foran with a smile.
"And what does that mean exactly?” retorted Aerinas smugly.
"You must first be led to learn how to lead."
Aerinas did not like the sound of that. “You sound just like my father and the rest of them. Did you know of this too? Why is it that I am only now finding out who I am?” He rose, and began to storm off. Foran, sensing the pain and resentment more so than before, reached out and grabbed Aerinas by the arm. Aerinas spun quickly, but was met with his friend's kind face looking upon him with respect and dignity. Aerinas paused, then turned back and sat down next to him again.
"I did not mean any harm by telling you that. I only mean to help,” Foran said.
"I understand, Foran, but it just seems that everyone has been harboring me for some purpose that I am now being forced to see. I am frightened, more frightened than I have ever been before. What does that mean?"
"It means that you have a heart. It means that you are not afraid to feel what you must in order to survive. Your fear, though it may be used against you, will only serve to show you where your weakness lies so that you may one day defeat it. And I know you will. I have known you for a long time, Aerinas, and you do not defeat quite so easily. I only hope that I will be there by your side when your fear comes calling."
Aerinas forced a smile upon his sagging face, the first in quite some time. He then reached out with his hand. Foran smiled, and they grasped each other's forearms.
The pair talked the remainder of the day together. They mourned the loss of Arn, a valiant and courageous warrior. Lynais was greatly consumed by sorrow at his passing, and kept to himself a lot.
As the days went by, nothing was heard from the tunnels below that would have hinted at another creature's arrival. No echoes or sounds could be carried in the stale, hollow blackness crawling out from the opposite side of the room, where the passageways began.
It took several more weeks for the giants and the king to recover fully from their wounds, and from such a long period of mind altering. Aeligon worked continuously to repair what he could. Since his spells took so much out of him, the others aided in changing bandages, applying salves to the flesh wounds, and changing the cold water basins in the kitchen area for the breaking of fevers and soothing of bumps. The water was still fed by a natural spring, since it flowed down underneath the surface of the mountain to an underground spring. It settled in the stomach of Gudred and fed the kitchen via a pumping apparatus that was, at the time, technologically superior to any man-made object of the period. Constant watches were kept round the clock at both entrances to their hold. The elves would rotate at first, but as the giants healed, a few of them volunteered to stand guard as well. It was a good sign that they would all recover.
During this time, what remaining strength Aeligon had was spent deliberating over the plan to escape Gudred beneath her cool exterior, undetected and unannounced. The king aided the most, along with Timothy, since they were the only ones present who knew the underground well enough to plot out their path. Once Farrin healed, he too joined the meetings; his knowledge of caverns and tunnels was surprisingly extensive, considering that he lived in the mountains. “The mountains have caverns and deep places too,” Farrin would say to them all, when they questioned him. After some time, they took his word as the value of gold. One of the larger tables was used as the map. Hrathis and Timothy would carve out what they could recall into the wood grain with small knives, crudely mapping out dangers and pitfalls as they went. They knew they could not take the map with them in that form, but there was no paper or any other form of dictation available to them, so all of them were assigned a section that would be committed to memory.
"The lot of you having been under a mind alter spell for the last twenty-one years does not solidify my confidence that you can remember anything,” teased Aeligon, when Farrin pounded the table after an argument about which section he wanted in his charge. So, the task of memorizing the details was left to the elves and Aeligon. Farrin spent the better part of one whole day pouting and cursing about unfairness of some sort, but few paid his ranting any mind. Giants, unlike their elfin allies, were not afraid to display emotions of disgust, and displayed them well. They had all just hoped that he would get over it soon.
Finally, the day came when the plan was to see fruition. With renewed hope and comfort, the giants and elves, a wizard and his apprentice, a king and his aide, made ready to journey into a future that was both unknown and bleak. As the plan stood, once they were clear of Gudred's labyrinth, Farrin would go forth and travel with Aeligon and the chosen elf warriors to the wizard city of Lünathar, in the land of Salanthanon, north of the Farrin Range. King Hrathis and Timothy would break off and head for the mountain home of the remaining giants to try and establish contact with the rest of the colony, if they still dwelt there. Fear ran through each one of their hearts. They questioned fate. Doubt, fear, aggression, and pity coursed through their veins. It was as if each of them were bound together by a common thread of insecurity, of being caught in the middle of a web of evil that they could neither see nor comprehend. Only uncertainty lay ahead.
With a wave of his hand, Aeligon opened the net of magic that sealed the northern passage entrance into the gloom. He stared into the stale blackness for a few minutes in silence, with the rest of them awaiting his first step inside. Breaths were held. Piercing gazes kept the wizard suspended with doubt that hung thick upon the air. Finally, he stepped across the threshold and a new path spread out before them all, one that would test their courage beyond measure. They heard above them more scurrying and screeching of the Cray as they fought to find a way inside. Little did the monsters know that their prey was slipping out from right underneath them. At least the brave party would have a little bit of a head start before Aeligon's magic faded, and the doorways opened to the creatures. Each member stepped inside, consumed by the stuffy dampness immediately, as if the air too had been contained by Aeligon's spell.
* * * *A dark form stirred in the darkness from a place unknown. Unseen, except by ethereal eyes, and born of wraiths from the dead of Vaalüna, it was darker than a sky without moon or stars. Spirits and ghostly forms twisted and writhed, tortured in their prisons, belching out screams and evil whispers too horrid for any mortal ears to hear. It was a place of death and decay, of evil dreams, and of rancidity. There, in the unimaginable, the figure took pleasure. As the laugh echoed across the Nether, the souls of the damned screamed louder and took to slamming themselves against their prison walls, begging for it to stop. There, in the midst of the turmoil, suspended in the void where nothing could ever exist besides evil things, a hole was torn; flowing, it fought to close what was opened by dark magic. It was a window in time, shaped by the stirring darkness as the laughing continued, directed at the images it contained.
"Fools!” groaned a voice so deep that it shook the foundations of reality. Vaalüna's unsuspecting inhabitants mistook it for thunder or a volcanic eruption. The sinister figure placed his spectral fingers on the face of Aerinas, and seemed to caress it gently. “You have come at last!” Thundering laughter roared across the Netherworld. The writhing of the dead never ceased, but only grew louder as the clamor of their rage filled the void.
The battle for Vaalüna was about to begin.
You have just finished The Chronicles of the Planeswalkers, Part Zero.
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