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Phonetic Spelling of Central Names and Words

Æyden – AY-dihn

Aldéra – ahl-DEH-rah

Áldin – AHL-dihn

Alíja Feskar – ah-LEE-yah fes-CAR
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vrû’ádach – vroo-AH-dak (or DACH, guttural)

Eldárien Illómiel– el-DA-ree-in il-LO-mee-el

Eldáru – el-DAH-roo

Eléndras – el-ehn-drahs

Elmáriyë Siliári – el-MAH-ree-eh(ay) sih-lih-AH-ree

Elsedor – ehl-seh-DOHR

Eöten – eh-OH-tehn

Falstead – fahl-STEHD

Fendra – fehn-drah

Finístra – fih-NIH-strah

Fyrir – fih-rihr

Galrid – gahl-rihd

Gjerínda – gyeh-RIHN-dah

Glendas Medóra – glehn-DAHS meh-DOHR-ah

Hælia – HAY-lee-ah

Hæras – hay-rahs (plural haerasi, hay-rah-see)

Hersir Sædan – hair-sihr say-dahn

Hiliána – hih-lee-AH-nah

Igny – ig-nee

Iliónis – ill-ee-OH-nis

Illûstra – Ill-OO-strah

Irándiel – ir-ahn-DEE-ehl

Irilof Vandirel – ir-ih-OFF van-dih-REHL

Jatildë – yah-TIHL-deh

Lænin – LAY-nihn

Mære – mare

Malakráth – mah-lah-KRAHTH

Malrûn Verdis – mal-ROON vehr-dihs

Maríndas – mah-RIHN-dahs

Martínia – mahr-TIHN-ee-ah

Melándia – meh-LAHND-dee-ah

Meldáris – mehl-DAHR-ihs

Meléngthar – meh-LEHNG-thahr

Miránd – mee-RAND

Moradóch – mohr-ah-DOHK (dohch)

Mórda’Fiána – MOHR-dah-fee-AH-nah

Mórlof – MOR-lof

Mórnwyn – mohrn-wehn

Myrdalánæ – mihr-dah-LAH-nay

Myéllion – mye-EHL-ee-ohn

Neréthion – neh-REH-thee-ohn

Nirániel – nih-RAH-nee-el

ónas – OH-nahs

Onylándun – oh-nee-LAN-duhn

Relihím – reh-lih-HIM

Relmaríndë – rehl-mah-RIHN-deh(uh)

Rhóvas – ROH-vahs

Rícktë – RIHK-teh

Rídrej – RIHD-rey

Ristfánd – rist-FAND

Ródric – rah-drihk

rœdra – roh-drah

Rórlain Farâël – ROHR-layn far-AY-el

Rûmdil Fyrrum – RUHM-dihl FEE-ruhm

Sádric – SAH-drihk
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Telmérion – tehl-MEH-ree-ohn

Télmoth – TEHL-mohth
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Tel-Velfána – tehl-vehl-FAH-nah
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Chapter One
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A Sky Above the Waves

“Echoes of an ancient myth

emerge from the mists of time,

vibrating from the silent word before all sounds,

unspoken voice given utterance...

reverberating deep in this heart of mine.

Light from the origin of time

shines forth as rays from the luminosity

deeper than sun and moon...

bathing the inmost recesses of the spirit’s eye,

granting, in darkness, the ability to see.”

These words I heard when I was a child, on my mother’s knee,

too deep for me to understand.

And even as I grew, they remained beyond me,

not in their complexity, but in their simplicity.

It is said that the whole universe was born from music:

a song sung in a silence deeper than we can conceive.

But the echoes of this music, the strains of this song,

where are they now?

The raucous voices of men of power

and of beasts of unearthly wickedness,

and the turmoil of the inner being,

wedded to darkness and blind to light:

these mute the voice that one would wish to hear...

or perhaps rather they deafen the heart that listens,

too close, too loud, too violent

to allow that stillness and silence to echo deep within.

But the echoes of this voice

I wish to hear, reverberating within me.

And this light beyond all light, undimmed,

when shall it shine forth into the darkness, unbroken?

The harmony meeting the cacophony

and the music woven into dissonant noise,

chords and melody interlacing into symphony.

† † †
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As consciousness returns to me, my first realization is that icy water surrounds me, suffocating my body like a coiled snake and causing my muscles and my skin to ache and burn. The last thing I remember is sitting in my small chamber in the hold of the ship, leaning back against the wall and feeling the rocking of the waves as we traversed the final few leagues before arriving at last at our destination. Then there came a deafening crash like a trebuchet casting stone against wood, a sound of violence that I know all too well, and I was thrown forward from my seat. A flash of blinding light seared behind my eyelids and a surge of pain through my head, and then, I knew nothing.

And now I awake, and freezing water is my only companion. Water and darkness. The first thought that comes to me is that I never expected to die like this: returning to the land of my youth after so many years away, and only to seek to do good to a hurting people, to a divided nation. And yet it ends so suddenly, so absurdly, with no warning and no chance of escape. Is this my end? I falter and sink in my very return home, drowning even as the coastline has come into view?

Faced with the absurdity of this thought, I turn my body in an involuntary gesture of rebellion—rebellion against death or rebellion for the sake of life, I know not—and feel a cough arise from within as I expel the water that has filled my throat and infiltrated my lungs. And to my surprise, this cough, when followed by a desperate gasp of breath, is answered by air. I am breathing!

With breath filling my lungs, be it even burning cold, icy air, my senses gradually return, and I reach out my hand before me, and I realize that I am floating on my back, water engulfing me on every side but air above me. The water is still, but deadly cold; and the air is hardly more than a few inches still clinging to the pocket of space between me and the plank of wood that I feel, rough against my fingers.

I open my eyes, but it is dark in here—so dark that I cannot see. With my body crying out in pain from the cold and the injury to my head, I force myself into an upright position, and I feel my feet touch a solid surface. Flailing about and feeling for some semblance of recognition, I discern that the ship has turned onto its side, and water has almost completely filled the hull. And soon, I am afraid, the ship is going to be submerged entirely.

Now, relying only on memory and hope and the sense of touch, I begin the tortuous navigation that shall lead me out of this vessel of death, dragging me quickly into the depths of the sea. Knowing that the ship is almost entirely on its side, and that what was up now lies to my left, I realize that I must swim directly under the icy water. At the thought of this, my heart feels a surge of terror: a primal, physical terror of the suffering of icy cold water squeezing about me and suffocating me, and the deep fear of death, of the end of my life before my time has come, before my heart has found true peace.

But I swallow these fears and these thoughts with a lump in my throat, and, knowing that I do not have much time, I inhale deeply whatever air I can and dive under the water. I feel my way forward with my hands and with whatever interior sense of direction I still have in the disorientation that threatens to overtake me entirely and to force me into passivity.

As I swim forward, my right hand pressing against the wooden planked floor which has now become a wall, my chest begins to burn and my limbs to shake. But there is nothing to do but move forward, at the threat of my very life. I pass now through a door, sideways, and find myself in what I know to be a narrow hallway, moving slightly upward. This is a good sign, even as my lungs contract within my breast in a terrible sensation of deprivation and a wave of dizziness surges over me.

I pass through another doorway and I find my head breaking through into air. My ears are suddenly filled with the chorus of surging waves that replaces the murky muffledness of being underwater, and I gasp deeply to draw in breath with these starving lungs. I pause for a moment to gather myself again, treading water to stay afloat even as I lean my shoulder again the wood of the ship even as it recedes from me as it continues to sink. My sopping hair has come partially loose from its tie, and it clings to my forehead and my face. I brush it away and realize that my eyes are still closed, whether from shock or from a simple lack of the realization that I haven’t opened them yet, I don’t know. I open them now, and, to my delight, I see a pale and dim light filtering through a narrow slit ahead of me—a passage to the deck—and, beyond that, stars.

The sight of the stars twinkling and shining in their places in the nocturnal sky smites my heart with a surprising intensity, and I find myself laughing aloud without thought—a short but deep laugh—followed by profuse tears from my eyes. Life. Life! I may yet live. Moving forward again, toward the alluring light of the stars awaiting me in the sky, my heart rises within me in a flicker of hope. I fly, up from the murky waters, up from the sinking ship, up from death and loss in the depth of this wreckage of life and this domain of death, and seek to join my song with theirs: the song of the stars, sung silently since the beginning of time, in eternal harmony.

But the songs of old also tell of ancient strife, of conflict in the heavens, of stars rebelling against stars, of gods against gods, and of an earth plunged into chaos. With this sobering thought, my flight is halted, and I feel viscerally again that I am still in the icy water, wading slowly toward the sliver of night sky that is before me, with my heavy, burdened heart, and my hands covered with blood.

But I press on, and soon the sliver of the sky turns to a wide expanse blanketed overhead, an expanse of stars that is reflected on the waters that surround me in ever-shifting hues like a garment of celestial light cloaked about the earth and undulating in the wind and dancing for the moon. The great night-mist, the auroreal ribbon, burns green and purple, and the family of countless stars in the cloudy banner of Neréthion stretches vivid and brilliant on this late spring night. And closer to us than this, the three-pointed garment of the goddess Nirániel, among the greater constellations of the other gods, the Seven. She is peace and love, the harmony of unity and radiant fecundity, smallest of the divinities and lowest and yet most revered of them all. These thoughts flash across my mind now as I pause in the icy water, my body exhausted, the wide expanse of open sky above me. And my heart spontaneously reaches out, not to the great-presider, Neréthion, god of might and justice, but to the mother of mercy, Nirániel, and I remember a song that my own mother sang to me from my youth, from the days at the beginnings of memory, when I was but too small to speak. Eldárien, remember to sing always to the tender mother in your heart, and, when you can, with your voice. And never betray her kindness.

But it has been long since I sang to her, in silence or in words. And it has been even longer since I repaid her kindness with the fidelity that it deserves. But the words and their sense come spontaneously now, and I let my heart sing silently as I begin to swim again, toward what I know to be a mass of land in the distance, black shapes of mountain peaks against the darkened horizon, and, at their base, shores awaiting me.

Sweet mother, save your children when they cry,

for to you we turn in our desperate plight,

crying out with voices directed to you,

in unison among ourselves, full and true.

Hear us, and do not ignore, lest we despair,

for we need your light, your loving care,

we need it more than we need the air.

So come, great mother, give us your sweet bosom,

this bosom that once suckled the twin stars,

and gave birth to the torrent of life on the land of Irándiel.

Sweet mother, sweet mother, Nirániel,

beloved of the Ancient One, yet new,

you shine out, for us, above the rest,

for in your mercy and goodness we seek rest.

Despise us not, but be kind to us, putting us not to the test,

but welcoming us amid the storm, amid the raging seas,

to the abode of your goodness, amid the realms of Midalest,

from whence once humanity came as from your womb,

and to whence it will return beyond the grave, the tomb,

when the last sun has set and your star burns forever,

brightest among the celestial ones, among the very gods.

With these words burning in my heart and keeping me warm amid the death-dealing waters surrounding me, I push forward toward the land of my youth, my ancient home. Will I die here in the ocean, forgotten and unmourned, or shall I, by some miracle, survive this ordeal and come to the land that awaits me? It is a land riven by strife and war and by a plague even deeper, and which I come to aid, in whatever small way I may.

† † †
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“The fish are reticent this morning, eh?” old man Mórlof says, as he leans back on the ancient stump on which his father and his grandfather used to sit and which was passed down to him, if things such as stumps can be passed down.

“What’s that, father?” asks Miránd, his son, who sits beside him on the ground, idly holding his fishing rod without much thought. The boy was never much of a fisherman. Well, and now he is not much of a boy anymore, now is he, with a wife and three children of his own? It is a good thing that fishing is not the only business around here and that the carriages come frequently on their way between this little town of Igny, a small port to the east and a hub of the lumber and woodworking trade, and cities across Telmérion to the north and the west.

“I said that the fish aren’t coming,” Mórlof repeats, with a hint of impatience in his voice. “Something must have stirred them up.”

“Wonder what it could be,” the son says softly. “It’s a quiet day, and the waves are hardly moving.”

“The whispers of Hiliána, that’s what they are. Her soft caresses on the cheek of the land.”

“Aye, father, I suppose they are.”

Mórlof pauses absentmindedly as he switches his rod from his right hand to his left and, with his free hand, scratches the stubble on his wrinkled chin. “Wasn’t there supposed to be a ship coming in from Elsedor today?”

“Indeed, a cargo ship full of supplies for the war effort,” Miránd says. “But it should have already arrived. It was expected early this morning or even last night. Though it’s never quite predictable how quickly the waves and the wind will bring the ships in to port.”

“Maybe the boat is still out there, then,” the father muses, “delayed on the waves.”

“I’m going to walk out to the pier,” says the younger, eager for a chance to stretch his legs and to do something other than fish. “Perhaps I’ll catch a glimpse of the boat, and we can watch it coming in to port.”

“If you insist, son,” Mórlof says quietly, “I guess there’s no arguing. But remember there are only so many hours in the day.”

“I’ll be back soon.”

With this, Miránd hurries away along the shoreline to the south, where the mooring for boats lies, a small wharf with only space for one large barge and a few small boats. Not far inland along the shore, looking out over the wharf, is a stone hut that has for centuries been battered by the winds off the ocean, and for just as long, as far as Miránd knows, has been home and shelter to the caretaker of the pier and his family. Some trees just as ancient, gnarled and wrinkled in their old age not unlike elderly men, lean over the hut, sheltering it in their broad canopy. But Miránd pays no attention to this now, setting his course rather for the wharf. The morning air is cold, but the sun peeks through the clouds over the ocean to the east and shows her warm and consoling face, sending countless glimmers of singing light over the face of the sea, glimmers too brilliant for Miránd to take in with his frail vision. Shielding his eyes from the light, he picks his way over the rocks littering the beach and around the logs that have washed up during the currents of numerous days and nights, obeying the ceaseless rhythm of the sea. It takes him a few moments to notice that there are a few more logs than usual, more than there were the previous day. No, he realizes, these are not logs; they are planks of hewn, formed, sanded, and treated wood, albeit now broken and littered about the beach.

What is this? Miránd thinks to himself as he looks about the beach for anything that would give him an indication of what happened. But he does not have long to think, and he follows with his eyes more than he follows with his mind. Clearly there are signs of a shipwreck: bottles floating in the shallows between hills of gray, rocky sand, clothing and other miscellaneous items jumbled about as if tossed off by a careless man ready to throw himself into sleep and unwilling to arrange his belongings in an orderly way. But among all the signs of wreckage, Miránd’s eyes are drawn to one sight: a human figure lying almost face down in the sand and rock, with a slab of wood clutched tightly in unmoving arms.

“Oh, by the seven divinities!” cries the fisherman, leaping forward to the figure. Without second thought, he turns the body over and looks upon it. He finds himself gazing into the face of a middle-aged man with worn features, visibly having weathered many sorrows and much strife, and yet also bearing, even without consciousness, a touch of softness. His face is wide with a sharp jaw and angular chin, prominent cheekbones framing tight cheeks, and a nose elegantly arched. But most significantly for the moment, the figure is breathing, air whistling lightly through slightly open lips and moving the hair of a short but thick brown beard. Miránd, still without thinking, pries the life-saving bark of wood from the man’s arms and hoists him onto his back.

“Well, this is the catch of a lifetime, eh, isn’t it?” Miránd says to himself and then is surprised at his own disrespect. Or his humor? “It’s the catch of your lifetime, friend. Let us only pray that you survive. It’s a wonder you’re still breathing. The water must have been terribly frigid...”

The unnamed man remains unconscious for the entirety of the trip, along the shoreline to Mórlof, and then as the two fisherman together climb the craggy, grass-laden hill a good three hundred yards to the edge of the village and their homestead. The latter consists simply of two timber cabins facing one another at a forty-five degree angle and sharing a yard with a low plank fence and a little vegetation, but only what can grow in this cold region with a short spring and summer followed by a harsh autumn and a harsher winter: snow-blossoms, merry-weather heath, and targ root, with a row or two of potatoes. The nearest house is another hundred yards or so off, peeking through the trees—spruce and alder and oak—that stretch out even to the edge of the rocky sloping crags that lead down to the beach below, outliers of the dense forest to the west.

Inside the house of the younger fisherman, they lay the man on a straw-matressed, fur-laden bed and kindle a roaring fire in the hearth near him. His clothing had already dried by the time Miránd found him on the beach, and it looks to be in mostly good condition besides the usual wear and tear: a tunic and gameson covering his torso and linen breeches and leather boots upon his legs and feet. So there is little for them to do at the moment than to help him recover the warmth he had lost, and with warmth, hopefully strength. And this does not take long, for within a matter of minutes they hear a sharp intake of breath, followed by a groan.

Without opening his eyes, the man begins to speak, not in a clear voice, but in almost indecipherable mumbles, “Meléndia na elen Niranyë, tu dan melen. Hasia ti.”

The fishermen look at one another in confusion. Perhaps if the mumbles were more audible they would be able to make a guess as to the language, but they are confident that it is not their own.

“A foreigner, perhaps?” Mórlof whispers, again scratching his stubbly chin.

“I don’t recognize the language,” says the son. “It doesn’t sound like any language I’ve ever heard, though some of the words are reminescent of our speech.”

“Well, you’ve never even left this town, my boy.”

“That’s not true,” replies the former, indignant. “I’ve been to Brûg’hil on business and, to receive my betrothed, to Sillion, and then there was that time that little Elsë needed the doctor, and we brought her, remember?”

“Hush, son,” says Mórlof.

“What?”

“Our guest is awake.”

Miránd turns to look at the man and finds him silently looking up at his rescuers. His eyes are a deep and rich blue, sober yet kind, and difficult to look into for long. Miránd soon turns his gaze away.

“Welcome,” Miránd says. “Looks like the gods were watching over you and fished you right from the sea.”

“Well, in truth my son here fished you from the sea,” Mórlof interjects, “and he carried you all the way here, at that.”

“Thank you,” the man on the bed whispers. “I take it I am in Igny?”

“Yes, indeed,” replies the younger fisherman. “And you are welcome...for the saving, I mean. And I expect for other things besides. You are in our home, after all.”

Shrugging his shoulders at his son’s unclear speech, Mórlof clarifies, “What my son means to say is that we are glad you are here, and you are most welcome. Are you injured in any way?”

“I struck my head,” the man replies, “but the wound does not seem to me to be of a grievous nature.” As if overtaken by exhaustion, he then closes his eyes again.

There is a moment of pregnant silence, in which the two fishermen are uncertain of what to do, either to tend to the man or to give him space to rest. This silence is broken only by the presence of a woman who steps in through the doorway.

“Ah, my dear,” Miránd says, hurrying to his wife, a woman with long hair the color of lightly baked bread framing a narrow face at the moment when youthfulness is replaced by age and its smooth freshness replaced by the lines and wrinkles of time and care. “Alíja, we found this man lying unconscious on the beach. You see, the ship that was supposed to come in last night seems to have fallen afoul and came only in pieces.”

“Yes, word has reached the village,” the woman replies. “Your feat carrying him here did not go unnoticed. I was at the market to purchase a few supplies after escorting the children to their tutor, and word reached me like a ripple on the water. Well, is he injured or in need?”

“He seems well. He has only just awakened.”

Alíja walks to the side of the bed and bends down to inspect the stranger in her home. After a long moment, in which the two standing men look on uncomprehending of her feminine ways—though the man lying on the bed, opening his eyes and looking up at her, senses much more than they—she rises again and says, “Well, have you offered him anything to eat, or drink?”

“Aye, er, well... No, we were about to do so,” Miránd cries. “Recall he only just awoke a moment before you came in!”

“Yes, then I shall fix him some hot soup and warm him some bread, if he is up for it,” Alíja says. And then, to the man: “What say you to that?”

“I would appreciate it greatly,” whispers the man lying on the bed. “I would also like to know the names of my kind hosts.”

“Of course, that is only fitting,” Mórlof replies. “Our apologies, sir, as we are not accustomed to hosting strangers, and certainly not people saved from the ocean, mind you. We are but simple village folk who spend most of our days fishing and tending to the other affairs of our small homestead and family. My name is Mórlof, son of Nimfel, and this here is my only son, Miránd.”

“What is your surname?” asks the stranger.

“Feskar,” Miránd replies. “Not a very creative surname but chosen by my great-great grandfather. It’s an old Telméric word for fisherman.”

“I am accustomed with the word, though I have yet to meet any who use it as a surname,” responds the man, “and this must be your wife.”

“My name is Alíja,” she says with a gesture that is something between a bow and a curtsy. “Know that you are most welcome in our home for as long as you find it fitting or necessary.”

“Again, I thank you, but perhaps you should question what kind of man you have received into your home before you offer him such an unconditional welcome.”

“Your eyes tell me enough, sir,” she replies simply.

To this the man has no response except to lower these eyes and absentmindedly stare at his hands laid across his abdomen.

“As for us, we would be happy to know more about you, for your sake as well as ours,” Mórlof says. “By what name are you called?”

“My name is Eldárien. I am the son of Bierand of Falstead, and our surname is Illómiel.”

“Eldárien Illómiel,” says Alíja, “your name has a beautiful ring to it.”

“Thank you, madam.”

At this, the woman laughs.

“Madam? I have not been called that in ages. Perhaps never. People do not much speak like that around these parts, but only in the great cities, unless they think themselves addressing some great personage. I assume it is none of our business to inquire if you are from such a place or a person of such a standing.”

“You may ask anything you wish, as I am your guest and likely indebted to you for my life. But I assure you that I am neither nor think myself to be.”

“Well then,” begins Miránd, “I would like to—” but he is cut off by his wife’s gentle touch on his arm.

“Hush, Miránd. Let the man eat and recover first, and then there will be time for conversation.”

“It is alright,” Eldárien says. “I feel my energy returning already.”

“Yes? And that energy will be gone in a few minutes at this rate. Rest, I tell you!” With this she turns away, beckoning for her husband to follow her into the kitchen.

“What is it, dear?” Miránd asks quietly, as his wife sets about gathering vegetables for the soup and filling a pot with water and setting it over the hearth to boil.

“This man is no ordinary traveler,” Alíja says.

“Indeed?”

“You have heard the way he speaks.”

“Many speak that way, just not here.”

“You may be right, but you have surely seen the nature of his clothing and his arms and the knots in his hair?”

“The what?”

“The knots, you fool!”

“Don’t call me a fool!”

“...You’re right. I am sorry,” she says with a sigh. “But he has the marks all over him.”

“The marks of what, exactly?” Miránd asks, trying not to reveal the degree of his ignorance.

“The clothing he wears was designed to go under a suit of plate armor and it also covers a chain shirt, which he wears even now. And his arms have not the shape of an ordinary laborer’s. It is not brute muscle he has, but toned strength.”

“So you are saying he’s a warrior or soldier of some kind?”

“Yes. And not just of some kind,” Alíja replies. “Ordinary guards and infantry fighters do not wear plate mail.”

“I see... And his hair? The braids?”

“Not just the braids, but the knots at the end. But I’ll let him inform you of their meaning soon enough. For now, let’s get to work preparing him something to eat.”

“Aye...but do you think perhaps—perhaps he’s dangerous?”

“I wouldn’t suppose so. We will be cautious regardless. I imagine it is best if he stay at your parents’ house tonight. We will let him in here, around the children and ourselves, only during the day. I suspect he won’t want to stay long.”

“It seems you are in on so many secrets!”

“Not really. And you will know all soon enough... I just have a bit more experience in this regard, considering my upbringing.”

“Are things really that different in the larger settlements?” Miránd asks.

“Yes, and no,” Alíja answers. “They shouldn’t be. But there are a lot of things that we build up around ourselves which shouldn’t be there. It seems to me that this man is running away from some of those...or perhaps even from all of them.”

† † †
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Eldárien eats the soup which is brought to him very slowly, cradling the bowl in his hands and sipping on it, as if its very proximity to him and the warmth flowing from it is permeating and loosening his frozen bones and bringing life to his body. His hosts refrain from asking questions as long as there is still something in the bowl. The two fishermen try to act occupied with something meaningful, though they do not fail to give the impression of “hovering” around their guest in anxious expectation; Alíja has gone out to receive the children and accompany them on their way back from the tutor. When they have returned, their young and enthusiastic voices can be heard as they play noisily in the yard, filtering dimly through the walls and windows of the house. Presumably she has told them of the man in their house and of the proper manners, caution, and kindliness that is called for in such a situation.

When at last she comes in again, Eldárien is finishing up the final bit of food in his bowl, which he then hands to her with a deep bow of the head—an unspoken thank you.

“It is time, I presume, that we talk?” he then says, looking at those present in the room with him.

“If you feel up to it,” Mórlof replies, “it would be a comfort to us knowing who and what kind of man is staying with our family. As you yourself said.”

“Of course. First, I assure you that you have nothing to fear from me, any more than you would fear from any man. What I intend to say, rather,” Eldárien adds, as if struggling for words, “is that I mean you no harm.”

“Tell us from whence our guest hails,” Alíja says kindly, though with a natural authority that seems to emanate always, and unknowingly, from  her person.

“Originally, or in the immediate present?”

“You are from Telmérion, are you not?”

“That much is clear, given my lack of an accident much different than your own,” Eldárien answers. “My speech and my manner is the same as yours, and I expect that my upbringing was not far different either. I was, in fact, raised in a village not unlike this one and in a humble home much like this.”

“The name?” Miránd inquires.

“I think I mentioned it before, though only in passing. It was Falstead, though it exists no more.”

The others do not say anything in response to this, apparently uncertain of if a response is called for or what an appropriate one might be, and so Eldárien continues.

“I was raised in toil and in play and taught the ways of manner, nobility, and responsibility both by my parents and by a dear acquaintance of the family, whom I also considered a personal friend. It was this man, too, who first instructed me in the ways of combat, teaching me both swordplay and archery, for in these my father had little skill, though to him I am indebted for many other things besides.”

Miránd suppresses the desire to look at his wife to see her reaction.

“When the days of my youth found conclusion, I moved on, leaving the village of my birth, and soon began to make my living with the blade.”

“You were a mercenary?” Mórlof asks.

“I suppose this is not exactly a clear way to put the matter,” Eldárien says gently, with a subtle expression which conceals innumerable emotions.  “But no, I was not, nor am I, a mercenary.”

“What then? A soldier?” Miránd suggests.

“I was employed in the service of the Imperial army and eventually, after many years, found myself stationed in the Hinterlands of Tel-Velfána. That is the immediate place from which I now hail.”

Eldárien is quite aware that these words could have made his hosts uncomfortable, and so he adds, “I no longer align myself with the Imperial army. You can see me now as any other man.”

“Worry not, friend,” Alíja says, “we do not stand in resistance to the Empire, whatever our own thoughts may be in that regard. The strife that rends at the heart of our nation does not leave us untouched, but in this place you need not fear us, nor do we fear you.”

“Well, if you knew the true depth and extent of the evils perpetrated by the agents of the Empire, perhaps you would speak differently,” Eldárien sighs. “We did terrible things there...in...” His voice falters and Miránd speaks instead, filling the pause with words.

“We have heard distant echoes of the wars on distant soil, but little has reached us, as occupied as we are with the ill here at home. But let me say: just be glad that you were only following orders.”

“I was in fact a captain...” Eldárien answers, involuntarily lowering his eyes. There is a moment of dense silence as the import of these words is weighed by each of those in the room. “But yes,” Eldárien continues at last, breaking the silence, “I was only following orders. Yet sometimes orders must be disobeyed in order to follow the deeper certainty inscribed in the heart. And this I failed to do.”

“Aye, but here you are now,” Mórlof observes.

“Yes, and I resolve to never disobey that deeper truth again, no matter the cost.”

“Are you safe?” Alíja asks, as if the meaning of the question, and its cause, is evident.

Eldárien raises his eyes and looks at her. She is moved by the impact of his gaze, which bears in it a sadness perhaps deeper than she has ever seen.

“Are any of us safe?” he says at last. “Grievous are the days in which we live. But if you ask whether I defected from my station, the answer is no. At least, I submitted my formal letter of resignation. But after six months without an answer, I departed from my post, unable to abide by the orders that were coming from the general, passed down to him, I believe, from above. I asked my men to come with me, but most refused. And the few who did...” a shadow passes over Eldárien’s face, “found their tomb in the depths of the ocean.”

“I am sorry to hear that,” Alíja remarks kindly.

“And I am sorry that it is so.”

“If this is too painful for you,” Miránd suggests, “we can continue this conversation later.”

“No, let us continue,” Eldárien replies. “I have already witnessed too much death for one lifetime, but speaking of it shall cause no more pain that what I have already come to know. But please, let us turn to other matters.”

The others nod silently.

“Despite what I have told you, I return to my homeland not in flight, but in response. There is great need here, and I wish to be of assistance in whatever small way I may.” After a short pause, he adds, “And I hope not with the blade.”

“But we are in a civil war,” Mórlof retorts. “And you are a soldier, a commander-in-arms. Do you expect to sit by and refuse to take sides?”

“I do intend to refuse to take sides,” Eldárien replies, “but I hope to do more than sit idly by. Surely there is some service I can render to the people of this land, as humble as this service may be.”

“Your sword may be needed yet,” Alíja says, “though not in the way that you fear.”

“Indeed? What do you mean?”

“There is a threat to life arising greater than that of civil war, or at least akin to it. Perhaps indeed it shall prove more death-dealing than either the Imperial or rebel armies. Stirring into life and action around us are hordes of a different force and a danger much more unpredictable. This, at least, is what the rumors, now widespread, claim.”

Eldárien nods his head silently in understanding and says softly, “I think I know of what you speak, though in Tel-Velfána we knew little of this, no more than scattered rumors even weaker than what I imagine you have heard. And most of these were either dismissed in doubt or exaggerated in fear. Please, tell me the truth, as much as you know.”

“We have taken to calling them the vrû’ádach,” Mórlof begins. “If I understand correctly, this is a name mined from ancient texts by one who knows about such things, and the name has spread to become something of an official denomination. Yet even if they have become a household name in Igny, not yet has our village had a direct encounter with them, though hint of them stirs in the mountains to the west.”

“It is like something out of the deepest of nightmares, the darkest of fears, they say,” Miránd explains, “the forces of darkness crawling out of the shadowed holes and crevices of the earth, seeking to devour the light.”

“That may be a little much,” Mórlof says to his son. “We are uncertain of how much they are willing to venture from their caves and even more uncertain of their motivations, if any motivations they have. Whether they are our forefather’s fathers brought to life or whether they are some new abomination spawned in the earth, I do not know. But they feed, and to do this they must indeed reach out to what lives to devour it with their own deadness. The foothills of the Teldren mountains have been all but emptied of their former inhabitants, farms left desolate by the departure of their owners whose livestock were taken in the night or left in a bloody mess.”

“Do you know any more of what is occurring further west, across the mountains?” Eldárien asks.

“Very little, I am afraid,” Mórlof answers.

“Do you have any suggestions of whom I might ask? This is a matter of great importance, and one for which I returned to this land.”

“I fear what you will need more than information is a sword,” Miránd says. “Whatever these vrû’ádach are, they are vicious beasts.”

“They are perhaps no more than beasts,” Alíja responds, “vicious but mindless nonetheless. Nonetheless it is well to be informed if you wish to do anything about this crisis.”

“It is always well to have information before wielding the sword,” Eldárien agrees. “Indeed, more deeply than information, one must have understanding, otherwise the sword will be guided ill and will not strike true, even if it reaches its target. To slay a living thing is always a serious action, and to kill without understanding is a grievous thing. This I know from my own experience.”

The dense atmosphere following these words is interrupted by a knock at the door.

“Ah, perhaps it will be necessary to finish this conversation later,” Alíja says. “I think dear Yelía is here, rounding up the children, and the little ones shall be clamoring for dinner soon.”
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Chapter Two
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A New Beginning and an Uncertain Future

Thick clouds of incense spiral and dance upward in the air, released from the coals burning in the bowls surrounding the altar, as Elmáriyë prostrates herself on the cold stone floor of the temple. She inhales the strong and pungent scent, richness released through burning flame, and thinks back on the path she walked to come to this place. Yet as important as the past is, and the journey, she is here now, devoting her life now forevermore to the cause of immortal love, to the presence and work of the goddess in the world. The voices of her companions, the priests and priestesses of the temple, and the sages, echo in song around her, and she lets go of the multiplicity of thoughts and memories. Instead, she tries simply to sink into the fullness of the moment as it encompasses her, reverberating with an immensity of silent sound, made tangible in the voices surrounding her and in the sweet scent of the motherly maker and caregiver, whose odor is symbolized in the inflamed substance rising to the heavens.

Immersed as she is in restful thought beyond words, she is stirred and surprised when words are spoken near to her, intoned in a soft female voice:

“Rise now, child of Nirániel, and gaze with eyes of heart upon the new dawn of life. Listen with ears of spirit to the voice of the great mother. Feel the intangible love and taste the sweet banquet of her benevolence. And speak back in response, if you truly desire this. You have heard, you have known, and now you dedicate yourself to her and to bringing her light into the darkness of this world, where it is often so forgotten and scorned.”

At these words, Elmáriyë rises to her knees and, slowly and with a deep sense of intermingled gratitude and trepidation, raises her eyes before her to the statue of the great mother, the goddess of love, compassion, and fecundity, Nirániel. In a stance of undying receptivity the goddess stands, with face rapt upward to the light and eyes gently open; but this receptivity of the great mother is also her benevolent generosity to all humankind poured out through her open hands, palms upraised as if offering, surrendering, the gifts that she bears within to all those who approach her in their need.

“Elmáriyë of Telónis,” a male voice that she knows well quietly begins, “you have been with us now for two years, and you have learned and progressed in the way of the mother. Now we send you out to spread her light far and wide. Bring her always in your heart, against your breast, confident that knowing her is the greatest boon, and that one cannot share without this knowing of the heart.”

With this, the man, clothed in dark robes, approaches Elmáriyë, his aged face warm in the candlelight, his wrinkles deep and yet soft, as if witnesses to his wisdom and kindliness, and he gestures for her to bend her head. As she does so, he slips around her neck an amulet, crafted with the image of Nirániel, a pattern of interlaced threads of wrought metal conjoining in a way that the end and the beginning meet and are never parted, a sign that she is the interweaver of destinies and of lives in love from the beginning to the end.

The ceremony comes to its final moment with the voices of all being raised in song, giving voice to the words of an ancient hymn, a hymn mysterious in its depth and yet simple, as all true wisdom is, given to the simple of heart.

Nirániel, Nirániel, first and chosen daughter of Eldáru,

beloved one who teaches every heart to love,

come to us and show us the way that is good and true;

beyond the shadows and darkness of life, let us move,

free and joyful in the realm of light, pure and holy,

and bring this light to every lost and hurting heart.

And then in the ancient tongue:

Niranyë, Niranyë, belía porá en séka nu El-dáru,

seïka ona qua illüa corá mon eliáru,

vená a noá ya dirá noaë eliána ya fundála;

medlúr ya obscúr surána passá, tratá noë,

liëne ya haláne illá regó en, sanó ya hasïo,

ya dirá aná illá corán derén ya ungdén moën.

After the ceremony is concluded, all of those present retreat to the atrium for a humble celebration among the twisting vines that clothe the wooden pillars and the gurgling water of the fountain in the center of the small but surprisingly spacious room. More songs are sung, and numerous regional treats are offered to the guests, who are few in number but devoted. The town of Ristfánd, southernmost on the continent, is home to numerous sprawling vineyards and farms of holly-lock and hospitable also to the cattle rancher and shepherd and the tender of wylana (a bird resembling a chicken, though three times its size and with feathers of radiant colors, bearing eggs both larger and more frequent). Lying near to Nelsen Bay in a wide coniferous valley along the edge of the Yjind Mountains, the climate in this region differs greatly from the mountainous lands cradling her on the west or the desolate and rocky lands to the north, where the hardy Telmérins nonetheless do not fail to help the land to yield its fruit and to sustain their humble way of life.

Elmáriyë has been in this town for almost three years, having departed from her family’s home nestled deep in the mountains of Yjind, where she grew up amid love and toil, amid poverty and the bounty of the land that sustained them, the cold wind sweeping down from the mountains and the family hearth burning almost without cease to ward off the cold and to feed the family who would gather round it.

She came with determined mind and heart and worked at an inn for close upon a year before being accepted into the temple of the great mother. And now on this day, two years since her entrance, after so many joyful blessings and healing trials, she is eager to walk whatever path may be laid out before her. She may be young, not yet in her twenty-sixth year, but she has experienced and weathered much and has drunk deeply since her youth of the wisdom of the land, whispering in her ears continually, and of the wisdom of the tender mother who speaks most clearly to those who are most humble.

“Dear Elmáriyë, you have our congratulations and well-wishes as you begin your new life,” says another member of the temple, with his arm interlocked with that of his wife. “Have you received word of where it is the grandmaster wishes you to travel?”

“I have not received word, Endrik,” Elmáriyë replies, with a bow of her head, “and thank you for your wishes.”

“I would hope you get to travel to the capital city of Brûg’hil. It is exquisite. Perhaps if the grandmaster is not decided, I may suggest it.”

“Suggest it you may, but I am not looking for exquisite journeys. There will be beauty enough wherever I may be.”

“Ah, but none like the capital! You should see the great citadel of Merks Mirjorn and the temple of the seven at its height. Nowhere in the world is there such masterful exhibition of the capable work of human hands!”

“Do not our traditions say that ‘Nirániel prefers the beauty of nature to all the artifice of man, without despising the latter’?”

“Of course you are right, young one,” replies Endrik, “but our traditions also say that Nirániel is one of the divines, who has come to counteract the power of the fallen one. But other traditions say that she is a mere mortal, raised to the status of reverence by the divines and favored by them with a status not unlike their own.”

“I wish not to argue with you, my friend,” Elmáriyë responds quietly. “Some say that Nirániel is yet to come and that our worship of her expresses but our longing for a gift yet to be given from the origin of all the divine and human orders.”

Endrik rejoins, with very little kindness in his eyes, “And why would we worship what is yet to come, as if we could know it now?”

With this, and to Elmáriyë’s great relief, Endrik ends the conversation and turns, with his wife still silently beside him, to another part of the room and engages in other conversations. Always uncomfortable with crowds, particularly those in which she is a special participant, Elmáriyë herself withdraws to a corner of the room hidden in shadows, far from the large brazier that illumines the chamber.

She has only begun to relax and to breathe more deeply, however, when the grandmaster himself, Cirien Lorjies, a man of venerable stature with a long white beard and glistening blue eyes, approaches her. It was he who invested her and laid upon her neck the amulet of Nirániel during the ceremony.

“I suppose that our friend Endrik tried to suggest where I should be sending you?” he says quietly.

“Indeed,” Elmáriyë replies, reminding herself that Cirien is the gentlest of gentle men and that he wears the robes of his office with as much disinterested humility as many unjustly feel in his presence—until, that is, they truly get to know him and the grace and serenity with which he ministers to all entrusted to his care. He is not a man to lean on the staff of his role as if it gave him leverage over others; though in this respect, he is sadly an exception among the order of the temple leaders and often finds himself in conflict with them both in his personal behavior and in his inclinations for the care of the temple and its service to all.

“Well, I assure you,” continues Cirien, rousing Elmáriyë from her thoughts, “that I have not yet decided where I wish to send you. I am confident, though, that your heart will be a gift to all with whom you come in contact.”

“Thank you for your kind words.”

“You do not mind staying here in Ristfánd for a while longer, do you?”

“No, I do not.”

“I expected as much,” Cirien replies, his eyes scanning the crowd of people filling the room, though somehow looking deeper, to what is visible only to the eyes of the heart. “Do you have a wish?”

“A wish?” Elmáriyë asks.

“About where you would like to go?”

“Is that not your decision?”

“Yes, but it is a decision concerning you, my child. Never let your service be an excuse to neglect the gift of your own being and life. You must first live, and always live, in the fullness of your own heart. Only from the fullness of your heart can you truly give our mother’s benevolence to others.”

“I have not thought much about it,” answers Elmáriyë quietly, after a pause. “Where I would like to be, I mean. In fact, to tell you the truth, it is like my future is shrouded in mystery, and I cannot even make out the slightest path.”

“It is often so for all of us,” Cirien says. “But I must say that I experience the same thing, in your regard, when I think of where best to assign you. I see nothing of what the future holds for you. The darkness surrounding it is immeasurably thick and obscure. I know not what to make of it. This is why I think it is important to wait, to listen, for what may be unveiled before us with the passage of time.”

“Yes, I think that is wise,” Elmáriyë replies, “and I am willing to wait. I am quite content here.”

Cirien chuckles softly to this remark. “Yes, yes, I suppose you are. Though perhaps,” he adds, turning and looking into her eyes, “you would like to visit your family for a time?”

“Truly?”

“Truly. If it is a wish of yours, I will arrange provisions and a horse, and you may stay for a few months or until something more is given us to know.”

“It would be a wonderful thing to visit, particularly this time of year.”

† † †
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Within a matter of two days, Elmáriyë is leading a paint horse by the bridle through the cobbled streets of the city, a small pack tied behind the saddle, and another over her own shoulders. Her long auburn hair is braided back from her temples along the side of her head and tied at the back, falling full down her shoulders. She wears a simple garb of tan, undyed woolen fabric, with a leather jerkin strung together at the front and, over it all, a heavy fur cloak pulled tight around her shoulders and almost sweeping the ground behind her as she walks.

It is early morning, just after sunrise, and the stillness of night clings still to the streets, interrupted only by a few laborers about their business, setting up stalls full of seasonal vegetables, salted and preserved meats freshly hunted or slaughtered, or handicrafts of wood, cloth, skins, or basketwork. Yet even as she walks, the hum of movement and conversation begins to break the quiet air, though the latter still hangs about in the crevices between the tall half-timber buildings, lingering around the heavy stone of the abodes of the more well-to-do, and abiding especially in the simple and yet elegant structure of the temple of Nirániel, which lies directly behind Elmáriyë at the rear of a court of smooth stonework with a thin cavern-fed stream flowing to either side as it makes its way to a greater convergence to the south of the city, whence it flows into the sea.

Ristfánd is one of the only settlements in Telmérion that has retained a semblance of normalcy and prosperity amidst the chaos of the civil war and the mysterious changes in the weather, in which a cold and wet landscape has become inexplicably more so, delaying the onset of spring now by two months and still waiting for the arrival of warmth and the blossoming of the first flowers. Elmáriyë looks around and is reminded of this, as even in the beginning of the month of Meldron none of the usual vegetables are for sale, but only the hardy and late-harvest potatoes and merry-heather roots and a few carrots and lesser herbs. Nonetheless, the people here have not yet known, nor are yet close to suffering, the poverty of true famine, even if diverse supplies and goods, including foodstuffs, are more rare than they have been in generations. This is sadly not true for the smaller settlements to the north, west, and east, in which the lives and material well-being of the people are so deeply tied up with the land and with the unpredictable changing of the weather and the other forces at work beyond human control and ken.

If she is honest with herself, it is to places such as these that Elmáriyë would wish to go to bring the light of Nirániel: places of poverty and hardship, of pain and suffering, of human want crying out for the divine abundance. But she knows that her destiny is not in her own hands alone, and she awaits the gift of grace that will show the way and bring to flourish the good that she cannot bring about by her own efforts. Regardless, the larger settlements and cities of Telmérion have problems of their own, often just as dire as the want for food or material goods. The ten to twelve thousand inhabitants of Ristfánd in fact live in the orbit of a great spiral of injustice and thievery, either in participation in it or in rebellion against it, or, as in the case of most persons, in a blind-eyed tolerance to it after years of long suffering and endurance of the corruption under the surface of the city. This injustice is not of the viscerally violent and murderously malevolent kind as practiced by the marauders and brigands who roam about the land attacking and pillaging, but it is thievery and malice nonetheless. Relihím the brigands are called, in a derivation of the old tongue. And Elmáriyë has heard Cirien speak of those swimming the current of corruption under the apparently clean garment of the city as the “Relihím of Ristfánd.” A fitting name and very telling. For even if the garment differs, the stench is the same.

As Elmáriyë comes to the gate of the city, she turns back for a moment, her mind filled with thoughts of the goodness and beauty that she has encountered here, and yet also of the pain and human misery that are also here concealed, and the malice as well. She offers a silent prayer and sighs deeply in compassion and longing, part of her wishing to remain in the city, to serve the light in the midst of so much darkness, even as another part of her enthusiastically looks forward to the visit with her family.

And with this, she turns, lifts herself up, and climbs into the saddle of the horse. Gripping the reins in her hands, she presses firmly against the horse’s flanks with her knees and heels, “Giddy up, Fenarion,” and the horse responds by moving forward, first at a walk and then at a gentle trot. Elmáriyë experiences its strong and muscular body move beneath her with restrained intensity, She has loved horses for as long as she can remember, spending a large part of her free time tending to the mares owned by her father or riding them for hours along the mountainous trails branching off from their homestead, the wind in her hair and the sun on her back. Indeed, as she rides, it feels almost as if she is riding on the wind itself, or perhaps upon the very foundations of the earth, abiding in perpetual stability and continual movement. And yet now, as the massive cut stones of the curtain wall of Ristfánd recede into the distance behind her, whether she is riding upon the wind itself or not, the journey home will be a long one. But she looks forward to it, as the rolling grassland cloaked in trees and heather, dancing and glistening in the morning sun, greets her in radiant beauty, and after that, the rocky hills await, in a gradual ascent to the lower steppe and then jagged crags of the Yjind Mountains.

Elmáriyë prays for a safe journey, free from brigands and beasts, and feels a slight trepidation intermingling with her joy and excitement, aware that she travels alone. In terms of weaponry, she is not heavily equipped; it is not her part to be so, and neither is she trained. A short bow is tied to the pack on the horse, and with it a quiver full of arrows, and on Elmáriyë’s own belt, a long hunting knife in a leather scabbard. In other words, she is well armed for killing, dressing, and skinning a deer or other wild beast, but for little more than that. And this is only fitting, as it has never been the part of the servants of Nirániel to wield death against humankind for whatever reason, though fighting in self-defense is in no manner forbidden and left to the prudent discernment of each person.

Despite the danger of the roads and the tumultuous state of Telmérion, Elmáriyë feels in the most part secure and at rest, and she easily dismisses the slight surge of fear at riding home alone and unattended. She instead occupies herself with drinking in the sights and sounds she encounters along the way, more brown and lifeless than usual at this time of year but beautiful nonetheless. For the trees dot the landscape with a kind of poetry, standing as silent sentinels over the earth, with their hidden roots plunging deep into her bosom and drinking of her life, and their branches stretched to the heavens, all the more expansively the more they have allowed themselves to sink into the humble depths of the soil. Aspen, poplar, and beech, with a few large oak here and there, intermingle in great diversity, still mostly leafless but majestic nonetheless in their nudity; and among these stand tall and wide the fully-pined spruces and junipers, less in number but more vibrant in color.

Elmáriyë rides like this without stop until the sun is high in the sky and the air has warmed significantly, though without entirely dispelling the chill. This is not a bother, though, because the atmosphere is still and quiet, with hardly a whisper of wind, and the cold only enhances the sense of reverberating quiet that cloaks the land and of the mysterious whispers of life that inhabit the woods and sing among the trees. Intermittently the chirping of small birds, passerines, warblers, or finches, or the calling of a lark, or even the deep voice of a moose, is heard, breaking the stillness, or perhaps better, intermingling with it. The fullness of sound-laden silence makes Elmáriyë think that perhaps she is hearing some distant echo, however imperfect, of the silent song by which the gods first sang Irándiel into existence. She dismounts from the horse in the early afternoon and ties him to the nearest tree by the harness. After this, pulling a satchel out of her pack, she makes herself comfortable at the foot of a large oak and begins to eat a simple meal of rye bread and goat cheese, with a few nuts.

She cannot help feeling guilty for having enough food to eat when so many go hungry, and this, despite her teachers’ continual insistence that she feel rather grateful, as the poverty of others beside her own sufficiency should not stir guilt but rather thankfulness and compassion and active concern for them in their need. She doesn’t quite understand, at least on the level of the heart, and can only surrender to the mystery, as she has learned to do, indeed, with so many parts of life. There are many forces at work greater than the human mind can comprehend, and to try to fit them into the mind is an impossible task; but to stand before them in wonder or in lament, in contemplation and receptivity, does no harm but is the very fabric of life and love. Thus she does not mind feeling guilty if it means her heart is still alive to her brothers and sisters, even if there is very little effectively that she can do for them in this moment. Hopefully, as time passes, she will learn of more ways to be concretely at their service.

After her small meal, she takes a long drink from a waterskin tied at her waist and cherishes the subtle leathery taste that it affords her—something that she has always liked about travel. Before rising and continuing on the road, she leans her head back against the trunk of the tree and closes her eyes. She hears at first nothing but the dense silence of the woods, interrupted only by the song of birds and the whisper of wind in the canopy of trees, but after a few moments she hears also the distant call of a wolf, answered from a different part of the woods by another. The distance between the two calls awakens in Elmáriyë a vivid sense of the wide space that surrounds her on every side, a sprawling, undulating lowland at the foot of the range of mountains, with rolling hills and numerous crevices in which trickle numerous little streams as the land descends to fjords that meet the swelling sea as it washes against the rocky shores of Nelsen bay.

She calls to mind the simple farewells spoken this morning and the embraces of her two primary mentors, the young priest Rídrej, his face only beginning to show signs of age, and the eighty-year-old scholar, Welíya, her face clothed in wrinkles, and her hands, too, like the land’s surface covered in valleys and rivers and deep furrows, but still able to hold a book and to clasp themselves in prayer, her sole two desires. Their eyes look out at her even now in memory, glistening with a gentleness that she has come to know and to love. Her companions in the order had also been present at the sending-off, many still dressed in their night garments, with bedraggled hair or with a night-cap still tied around the ears.

“We wish you well on your journey,” Rídrej had said, “and a safe return. May you find your family well and your time with them a blessing.”

Welíya had handed Elmáriyë a small item wrapped in paper and tied with string. “This is for your parents. Give it to them as a gift from us upon your arrival.” And, with a glisten in her eyes and a subtle smile illuminating her face, “This,” she had continued, “is for your siblings.” Elmáriyë had laughed as the old woman placed into her palm a handful of sweet candies made from distilled tree sap, clove, and cinnamon—the family’s favorite, she had once mentioned off-hand over a year ago in a conversation.

“You remembered!” she had exclaimed.

Welíya just smiled and said, “I have learned that it is important to remember the littlest of things, for often the deepest things are hidden within them.”

“Thank you very much, all of you,” Elmáriyë said and looked into the faces of all around her before turning away for her departure.

With the emotions stirred from these memories, Elmáriyë returns to the present and opens her eyes. The sun is peeking from behind low-hanging clouds, rippled and fast moving as if the waves of the sea had been painted in the sky, and casting a golden hue over the landscape. Fenarion neighs restlessly in his harness, ready to begin again.

“Yes, yes,” Elmáriyë says. “We have rested long enough; let us go.”

She unties the horse and swings herself back into the saddle before setting off again to the west-northwest. It is only a matter of an hour or two before the land begins to rise before her and, beyond that, the peaks of mountains standing like sentinels at the meeting of earth and sky.
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Chapter Three
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Memories of Loss

“Tell me the meaning of your braids or your knots,” Miránd asks, his youngest daughter, Ylínia, upon his knee, a bit of bread in her hands as she eats it in tiny little bites. The two older children sit together by the hearth, their muffled voices rising and falling in play as they speak to one another, weaving some kind of new tale or game among themselves, a boy and a girl learning to navigate the stormy and yet beautiful waters of relationship in the bosom of wonder-filled reality.

“What is it you wish to know?” Eldárien asks.

“What is their significance?”

“Since you ask, it seems you already know.”

“No, my wife simply told me that there was a significance.”

“Ah, I see...” says Eldárien, with a glance at Alíja. “And there is. It seems as though she already surmised more about me than I let on in words, and the words proved to be but a confirmation.”

“There is much I didn’t know,” Alíja says, “but yes, I surmised.”

“Well then, I suppose there is no harm in saying more,” Eldárien continues. “See, all the soldiers of the Empire wear a braid in their hair, on the right temple, and pulled behind the ear. It is a sign by which they immediately recognize one another, even while not in uniform. This knowledge is well known to many, as one cannot understandably keep such things hidden. But the further intricacies are harder to decipher. For those in office also wear a left braid that hangs down freely before the ear rather than tied back into the rest of the hair. And according to one’s rank, the braid bears one, two, or three knots, indicating whether one is a lieutenant, captain, or general, with another knot added accordingly. There are more intricacies even than this, though they are not relevant to our current conversation and are knowledge reserved only to those in office.”

“So Alíja, you knew by Eldárien’s braids that he was a soldier of the Empire?” Miránd asks, turning to his wife. “But he has no left braid, nor knots.”

“But he did,” she says.

“In that you are right,” Eldárien confirms.

“A patch of hair roughly cut is not easy to hide, especially if it is so close to the face and the eyes.”

“Ah yes, I see it now,” observes Mórlof, who until now has been silent, though clearly he has been following the conversation closely.

There is in fact a short tuft of hair along Eldárien’s left temple that looks to have been cut a couple inches from the skin in a rough fashion with a knife or a sword, and it hangs down uneasily among locks of much longer hair, most of which are pulled back into a tie at the name of the neck.

At this point, the conversation is momentarily interrupted as Mórlof’s wife, Yelía, arrives with a steaming pot of tisane and five cups, which she sets before them.

“The ginger tisane is ready, dears,” she says, sitting down with them. “Please, take some; it is straight from the garden.”

“Thank you very much,” Eldárien says, as he allows her to pour him a cup of the steaming liquid, in the process filling the small room with the sweet smell of ginger and of another strong herb. “Is there lavender in this?”

“Indeed there is! Both are good for the stomach and the nerves. At least it has been thought so in my family for generations, and I myself am a firm believer.”

“My mother used to grow lavender above the window sill in her kitchen, and she would make tisane with a dash of mint...and milk when we had it,” Eldárien says, softly, sipping from the cup. “This is very good, Yelía. It reminds me of home.”

“That is good to hear,” she replies. “How long has it been since you were home?”

“How long?” Eldárien repeats, taking another sip of his tisane and directing his gaze to the children sitting by the hearth and playing in the carefree way proper to children but so rare in adults. The firelight glistens in his eyes as the room is hushed for a long moment, his hosts watching him and awaiting his answer. “It has been too long,” he says at last, “Much too long.”

“Well, perhaps now that you are back in Telmérion, you can make a visit?” Miránd suggests.

“...Yes, perhaps,” Eldárien replies noncommittally and then shakes away his memories. “We were speaking of the custom of the knots.”

“Yes, you had them, and now you don’t,” Miránd says, “but you kept the braid of the soldier. Why is that?”

“Because I still remain faithful to my oath to serve the authentic good of the Empire, as much as I am able to do so in my situation.”

“But...if you don’t mind me asking...are you not a deserter?” Mórlof asks, perhaps with too little tact.

“Yes and no. Some would call me so, and at times I think to myself that I am so as well. My original company was entirely destroyed, and I was the only survivor. After this, I was assigned to another company of three hundred men and was with them for but a few months before receiving an order that I knew I could not carry out. I left the army with the full knowledge of all involved, as I said earlier, and on matters of conscience.”

“Could punitive action still be taken against you?” Alíja asks.

“I suppose it could, yes,” answers Eldárien. “I will not know until I encounter authorities of the Empire who are acquainted with my situation. The question is, I suppose, whether it will be understood that I wish to serve the Empire in a way different than before, or whether it will be seen as a betrayal.”

“Yet you said that you think the Empire has done great evil and that you must stand against it,” Mórlof says.

“That is true. But I still think that the Empire can be good for Telmérion, if it can be faithful to its original purpose,” says Eldárien, but immediately after saying this, he knows that he doubts it. The conversation is cutting deep into questions and insecurities within his own heart, as the atrocities committed in the name of the Empire rise before his imagination; he tries to bury them again so as not to let his own doubt show before his hosts. “Forgive me. I know not whether any of you are in some measure favorable to the rebels and wish the yoke of the Empire could be thrown off. I know that Alíja said earlier that you foster no such tendencies, but still...such things are hard to gauge, and I do not expect complete transparency from you after such a short acquaintance.”

“I would say that we are more or less neutral here, Eldárien,” replies Mórlof, “though I do wonder whether any native Telmérin, in his heart of hearts, truly rejoices in the fact of the Imperial occupation. But regarding the feasibility of martial rebellion, some shade more one direction, and some more the other. That is true for most in this village. We see that the Empire is neither all good nor all evil, and that its presence has brought many boons even while also bringing the loss of many things that were once our own. In my opinion, I think that the rebellion is quite justified in many respects, considering the current state of affairs, though this does not mean that I would participate in it myself.”

“I question whether civil war is the best course of action,” Alíja adds. “I for one strongly wish there was a way to achieve these goals without more bloodshed and loss of life. I was raised in closer proximity to the center of the Empire’s capital in Telmérion, and thus, you could say, have more ‘Imperial blood’ in me than others, figuratively speaking. I understand the native identity of the Telmérins, and I myself am one, but I wonder if it is possible to turn back history after so many generations of mutual coexistence, of intermarriage, and of cultural intermingling. Either way, I hope we find a way to proceed in peace.”

“Then we are much in agreement,” says Eldárien.

“Did you know,” Miránd bursts out, immediately changing the tenor of the conversation, “that they have started public executions in the main streets of the capital city and in Ristfánd as well?”

Eldárien lowers his eyes for a moment and sighs deeply, before replying. When he speaks, all that he says is, “Yes...I only recently became aware of this.”

“And ever since the Minstead rebellion,” Miránd continues, “the Imperial army has begun drafting young men from the neutral territories west of the mountains, even as young as sixteen years of age.”

“I had heard rumors but did not know whether it was true. Much, it seems, has progressed since I set sail from Brûg’hil to Tel-Velfána years ago, or even since I departed from Tel-Velfána to return here. It is, I admit, uncanny to fight for a military, for a civilization, of whose actions I am in large part unaware.”

“Do you not think, therefore,” Mórlof begins, hesitantly, “—I ask this as a matter of thought, not as a conviction—do you not think that perhaps an independent Telmérion would be better than one under the hand of the Empire?”

Eldárien turns uneasily in his chair and tries to hide the fact that this thought has been preoccupying him repeatedly over the past few months. At last he replies, “After the initial conflicts following upon the Empire’s invasion two hundred years ago—after the surrender of the Telmérins and their incorporation into the Empire—there has occurred a harmonious conjoining of the two cultures. The roots have grown together deeply. I doubt it would be possible now to sunder them entirely, even with the sword.”

“Is it right to restore violence after the conflict originally ended with an agreement of peace and coexistence? Yes, they came with the sword, yet when all was said and done, they brought peace,” Yelía says, explicitly entering the conversation for the first time. “I know an old woman should not butt into the affairs of younger men arguing over politics. But there is something I want to say. The Telmérins were a group of warring tribes before—were they not?—caught in an endless contest for the throne of high king and ruler of all Telméric peoples. Rare was the clan that wished only to live out its days peacefully, in the place allotted to it. And though such clans there were—my ancestors being one of them—this did not mean that we were free from the tyranny of others.”

“Yes,” Eldárien affirms, picking up on the trail of her words, “and in that light, I find it unsettling to think that the Empire was able to achieve such peace between clans which for centuries had fought one another so persistently.”

Yelía lets out a deep sigh. “It is a mystery to all of us how the seven clan leaders unanimously agreed to pass the right of highest authority to the Emperor and his legate in Brûg’hil and to be acknowledged as equal brothers in the onarion, the council of the seven. But regardless of how this occurred, it has, it seems clear to me, brought much good. And apart from Olrig the Mad, no clan leader has openly questioned or opposed this authority over the past five generations...of course, until the uprising of Wýgrec Stûnclad four years ago.”

“I suppose the question that is before us is whether the ancient conflict should be restored, or if it is even possible to do so, now that the Empire and Telmérion have become so deeply conjoined.” Eldárien says pensively. “And why—why did our people yield those many years ago? Is it because they learned a lesson of coexistence or because they were cowed to their knees by a superior force? I don’t know how to even begin to proceed unraveling this fabric.”

“I don’t know what there is to unravel,” Yelía replies, quietly but with a touch of impatience. “Do you think there is some secret hidden in the past that has led to all of this? There was peace, and now there is not. It is that simple. Is it the Empire that has changed, or is it the people of Telmérion?”

After this, probably sensing the rising tension of the conversation, Alíja stands and says, “Well, it is getting late. I suppose it is time that we clean and prepare to retire for the night.”

“Yes, yes, you are quite right,” Mórlof agrees, also rising to his feet. “Come Yelía, let us return home and show our guest where he will be staying.”

“I shall remain here a moment to help my daughter-in-law to tidy her house before the night,” she replies. “Why don’t you go yourself? I will be over soon.”

“That is quite alright. We will see you soon enough.”

After offering to stay and help—and receiving a gentle and friendly refusal—Eldárien bids goodnight to everyone and follows Mórlof across the yard to the other house. The sun has already long disappeared behind the horizon in the west, and darkness has cloaked the land thoroughly, such that no more than a few yards are visible before Eldárien’s eyes. From the moment he steps out of the house he feels enveloped both in darkness and in cold, for with the departure of the sun a bitter chill has also fallen upon the land. The sounds of night, too, greet him: the hooting of an owl in a nearby tree and, a little farther away, the call of a warbler, and, at the very edge of hearing, the hum of the ocean’s waves as they wash continuously against the rocky shore. He chances a glance to the sky and sees a star-speckled firmament peeking through dark and low-hanging clouds. This is the same sky that he had looked upon in his desperation the night before, and yet now her radiant face is partly obscured, veiled, even as she winks through with her beauty still, in the dancing of the innumerable stars and the richly saturated color of the celestial aurora, visible to the naked eye as though it were an ethereal mist hanging about the earth.

Inside the house, Mórlof promptly shows Eldárien to a small back room, furnished with only a rickety wooden desk and chair and a straw-padded bed with a worn fur coverlet. Over the desk is a paned window twelve-by-twelve inches square and now totally dark.

“I am sorry if it gets cold here during the night,” Mórlof says, “but there is no direct heat to this part of the house. We have only one hearth, and unfortunately this is the furthest room from it. The furs should keep you reasonably warm, however. Just keep your nose under the blanket, or you might wake with a red plum between your eyes.”

“Thank you for your thoughtfulness, Mórlof, but for me it is no problem. I have spent numerous nights under the stars and in the nocturnal cold, and my nose has abode it all until now.”

Mórlof turns to leave but pauses, as if something has come to his mind, and glances back. “Oh, and about Yelía, please be patient with her and forgive her. She speaks from the heart, but at times she feels more quickly and more vividly than she thinks, and her words run ahead of her mind.”

“I understood as much, but thank you for your words. There is truly nothing to forgive.”

“Good. Well then, I suggest that you retire for the night. She may be a while yet, and there is no need to speak with her again before the night is up. As for myself, I am exhausted from a day full of many words, and shall retire shortly as well.”

Eldárien nods silently to this, but then Mórlof speaks again, as if in his absentmindedness he has only now remembered something else essential as well.

“But first, before I go,” he says, “let me get a clean change of clothes for you and a basin of warm water. You can refresh yourself, and we will take your clothes, wash them, and give them back to you by the end of the day tomorrow.”

With this Mórlof leaves the room, pulling the door closed but for a few inches. With a sigh, Eldárien sinks down onto the bed and rests his face against his hands. What is happening to me? he thinks. Do I even know who I am anymore or for what I stand? I have been given the gift of life again, even on the very verge of death, and yet for what purpose am I to live?

He tries to think of the previous years of his life and of the events that have led him to this place, but his mind fails to summon anything, dull with an intermingling of exhaustion and pain. He tries for a few moments, grasping for some semblance of rational thought, some control over his memory, and therefore over his present and his future. But it slips through his fingers, and he finds himself standing empty handed with a shame-laden past, an uncontrollable present, and an uncertain future. At first, his heart rebels against this, terrified of where the current might lead him if he surrenders to it, surrenders to those things beyond his own control and comprehension, but he is too tired to resist, and he surrenders more out of exhaustion than out of desire, though somewhere within him desire too dwells, even in hidden.

He finds himself sinking into a deep and inaccessible memory long buried, long ignored even if not forgotten, which in this moment becomes as if fully present anew. His heart recoils, and he tries as it were to slam shut the doors of his mind and his imagination. But there he is, again, as a young man not yet fully come of age, standing in the open doorway of his home in the village in which he was born and raised. It is night, and the star-speckled sky stands brilliant behind him, unchanging and yet ever inexhaustible in wealth of beauty. But the sight he sees is darkness itself, without a hint of stars or moonlight or, for him, even a hope of the dawn.

He has rushed in from the hillsides overlooking the hamlet, where he had sat atop “his” rock, as they called it, and gazed upon the night sky, as he was wont to do. It is dangerous to be out at night, of course, as Ma always says, for the marauders—the Relihím—can come at any time if they happen to be passing this way. The life of these bandits consists in scouting the forests, traversing the wild, in search of ill-gotten gain. And if, on discovering human habitation, they choose to do what they do best, then they draw near to the village or the hamlet or the homestead, whatever it may be, and before anything else, they engulf the entire habitation in a circle of flame. When all is dark and and the nocturnal air is illumined only by the light of the blazing conflagration, they descend upon the settlement to take for their own what they will: material goods, livestock, women-slaves, and all the wealth that can be found. The paradox now is that if he had stayed outside of the village, exposed to the wild, he would have been safer than if he returned to the village upon seeing the light of the flames glowing through the trees in the distance, and thick black clouds of smoke billowing into the sky. But he gave hardly a thought to his own safety, so overwhelmed was he with concern for his family, for his mother, father, and sister. In the house was a cellar, concealed such that only those who knew of its location would be able to find it. He had prayed while he ran that his family had taken refuge in the cellar before anything had happened to them. But as he came to his home, after weaving through the flaming chaos of the village, what he saw destroyed all hopes in his heart.

Oh, Ma, if only I had been here, perhaps I could have protected you! For now, I stand in the doorway of our house, and I look down upon your lifeless and blood-drenched body, desecrated like a temple torn and looted by the evildoers. My body trembles at this sight, and tears spring to my eyes as I sink to my knees, the loud crackling of flames disappearing from my numbed ears. I hear nothing now but the memory of your voice, fading away, fading away, as if saying farewell, until it too echoes no more and falls silent.

I know not how long I kneel here before you, tears pouring from my eyes and sobs tearing at my body, before I come to my senses again. The cellar! I must look in the cellar! Perhaps Pa or my younger sister Selía are still there, too afraid to come out. I try to rise to my feet, but find myself unable, my legs devoid of all strength and my whole body shaking uncontrollably. And the thought of stepping over your lifeless body is inconceivable. Yet so is the thought of leaving you and fleeing. I remain, therefore, in indecision for a long and tortured moment. At last, and pushing away all further thought, I pull off my outer cloak and lay it over your body. Then I step around you as best I can and walk to the back of the room where the wood panels of the floor conceal the secret cellar. I pull back the boards and lower myself inside. But it is empty, full of nothing but the damp and musty scent of earth untouched for many months.

My heart sinking within me, I pull myself up again from the cellar and rise to my feet. What more can be done? Pa... Selía... Where have you gone? The thought of searching the bodies strewn throughout the village causes my stomach to churn and my head to spin. But I have no choice. I stumble to the doorway and, upon stepping into the open, I almost immediately hear a voice. A familiar voice.

“Please, I beg you, just leave now. You have already taken everything that I love. Take my life if you will, but I beg you to leave our village at once.”

It is Pa’s voice, firm and strong even as it trembles with fear in the face of pain and death and with sorrow at the loss of which he speaks. And in response to this, my heart is torn, the pain of my father compounded with my own, and it is also drawn out of itself toward him. I yearn to be with him, to be at his side, to let him know that he has not lost everything. My body begins to move almost without my knowledge but then is frozen in place as I witness, through the darkness of the night illumined by flames, the events that unfold before me.

“Why should you live if all you care about has been lost?” one of the brigands says, his voice threatening. Even though I cannot see his face, his smirk is so evident that it is audible.

“This is not about my life but the life of our people!” Pa protests. “You are destroying everything that the Telméric people stand for—and for what, for power and gain?”

“Your tongue irritates me,” says the same man. “Let us remove it from your body.” An axe blade flashes in the air, and, to my surprise, it is deflected by Pa, who has drawn a long hunting knife from his belt. By the force of his own swing, now deflected, the brigand stumbles sideways and loses balance. Pa takes advantage of the opportunity and kicks him hard with the bottom of his boot, sending him to the ground. As Pa turns to flee, two more men step forward, their faces covered in thick war-paint, clothed in animal furs, and with horned helmets upon their heads. One catches Pa’s exposed leg with a downward thrust of a heavy war hammer, preventing his movement—the thick crushing sound reverberating through my whole being, and much more so Pa’s anguished cry—and the other steps forward and raises a great blade with jagged edge. It all happens in a rapid flurry of movement, from the beginning to end, and I am unable to move even an inch, frozen in terror and agony. The blade comes down straight upon Pa’s head, his eyes upturned towards his murderer, and two final words dying short upon his lips:

“Eldárien, flee!”

His words catch me by surprise even as they smite my heart. My father’s last thought and concern was for me, and even in his dying breath he sought to protect me. I did not realize he knew of my presence, but his sacrifice makes more sense to me now, as I realize that I am standing much closer to the whole scene than at first I noticed. But I am now separated from the Relihím only by the shadows surrounding me and by the unmoving figure of Pa. He had tried to divert them from my presence and had been unable, so now let me at least heed his words as best I can. And flee!

It is too late to escape unnoticed, for once Pa was felled to the ground, my own presence became obvious—not only because I stood directly before the band of brigands, to me too many to count—but also because, involuntarily, I had let out a terrible scream at witnessing the death of my own father. So now is the time to run, to run like the wind runs through the spring hillsides, waving and dancing with grass and flowers, or like the storms rolling in from the mountains in winter, or like the love of mother and father pouring over me and into me from my earliest days, and washing on, into the life that lies beyond the grave.

And I run, blind to all else, tears still ripping from my eyes, leaping without thought through the smoldering ring of fire surrounding the village, into the woods, and up into the hills, the pounding footsteps of men behind me. How many are there? Certainly they do not all follow in pursuit. One? Two? I try to listen, but I can hear very little over the pounding of my own footsteps and the pain throbbing in my head. I am young, but I am fast; yet even so, I do not hope to outrun these men, trained and experienced for decades in the wilderness. My only hope is to hide, to hide somewhere where they can neither track me nor reach me. But is there such a place?

Even as the question enters my mind, I know the answer. Yes, there is such a place. It is the cave of Séra Galáptes. It lies only a short distance into the hills, at the base of the mountain that leads up to Gorójin Peak. I do not even think of how difficult it will be to find in the darkness of night, all the while trying to keep such an agonizing pace. No, I just run, leaning into a hope beyond my despair, a guidance beyond my blindness, reaching out to what I cannot touch and throwing myself forward through the underbrush while the branches of trees lash at my face, arms, and hands, cutting me and making me bleed.

When my body’s cries to stop become unbearable, I pause for a moment and collapse against the trunk of a massive, ancient tree, its gnarled roots breaking through the surface of the ground and snaking along the forest floor in every direction. But immediately, the sound of heavy footfalls behind me spurs me to run again, to seek a better hiding spot or even the cave itself. The land now rises sharply underneath my feet, and my muscles burn as I force my legs to carry me forward and upward. Rocks also now litter the path, of diverse sizes, some hardly more than stepping stones on my path and others large boulders standing as insurmountable obstacles that can only be nagivated around in order to proceed on my way. This slows my progress, but I trust it slows my pursuers’ as well.

Tufts of grass. Gnarled roots of ancient trees. Fallen debris clothing the forest floor. Jagged rocks and loose stones. A landscape rising ever upward to the three high and lofty peaks, Meldjin, Gorójin, and Landjin. Our land is rugged, cold and unpredictable, wild and dangerous, but also with her own beauty, a beauty which has always attracted me to wander into her bosom and to sit among her trees, to perch atop her ancient stones, to walk among her dense underbrush, and to sing in my heart and at times in my voice. And now, amidst the pain of my sundered world, my slaughtered family, this beauty mysteriously beckons me, as if offering me shelter and repose. But I feel insensitive to this call and want to cry out in pain and rebellion. Why couldn’t you save my parents, my sister? Why has their blood fallen to sink into your soil, to become but the fertile nourishment of future growth? No, I resist this thought. They deserved to live in their own right and not to die at the hands of such monsters. If this cycle of death continues, there will be no future growth, no blossoming of new life.

Eldárien, flee.

Flee?

You are new life.

Do not let this life be engulfed in death.

My footfalls begin to pound against solid rock, free from soil and vegetation, and the path starts to descend rapidly downward beneath me while the land continues to rise on my left and my right. Could it really be? I try to remember the landscape surrounding the cave of Séra Galáptes, but my mind betrays me. Forward, forward must bring me there. But as I try to move, my body betrays me too, and I begin to stagger in utter exhaustion.

Footsteps. Footsteps behind me. Wickedness chasing me to a bloody and terrifying end. No, the sound of footsteps that I hear is nothing but the pounding of my own racing heart echoing in my ears. Have they really given up the chase? As this thought flashes through my mind, the landscape around Séra Galáptes returns to me. It is not this. But I realize this too late, for, in my staggering exhaustion, I slip right into a wide sinkhole that lies but eighty yards before the doors of the cave: the barrow of Séra Galáptes, the tomb of the ancient clan of Galapteä and their long-sung and never-forgotten king, after whom the barrow is named.

The sinkhole provides little to break my fall, and I find myself tumbling headfirst over stone and then falling into the abyss. Just as I begin to regret finding my death through an accidental fall after escaping the jaws of the sword and axe, I find my body crashing into water, water that soon envelops me and buoys me up—some great underground pool from the rains and snows that poured moisture into this great sinking hole in the ground. And before this water, which cushioned me in my fall, begins to drown me and pull me under, becoming my tomb, I force my arms and legs to move, pulling me to the surface of the water. My coughs echo through what seems to be a large and expansive underground cavern, though it is too dark for my eyes to see anything, even were it two inches before my face. I swim, and the swim is not long before my knees strike rock, and I clamber out of the water and onto the shore.

I push myself to my feet, but I collapse again in pain and exhaustion. My whole body is racked with pain, both from the over-exertion of my limbs and from the fall across rock, and most of all from the overflowing suffering of the heart. But I cannot now give vent to this agony and I soon find consciousness slipping away from me. My last thoughts are the realization that my pursuers cannot find me here, in the depths of the earth, and a sense of relief for this, followed then by the depths of my heart falling out in an anguished vision: the faces of my father, mother, and sister, present before my mind’s eye, whom I will never see again in this life.
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Chapter Four
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Homecoming

The Yjind Mountains open their arms to embrace Elmáriyë as the golden sun sets behind them, sending shimmers of brilliant color across the sky and changing the lingering clouds from gray-white to various hues of purple, blue, and pink. She pushes Fenarion on until it is almost dark and the lingering light of dusk is dwindling, and then she pulls aside into a dense grove of trees. Here she sets up what little camp she can: a tent of leather pulled over two stakes of wood and a pole and a bedroll of hide and fur. After making sure that Fenarion is tied firmly to the nearest tree and gathering her meager belongings into the tent, she lies down and buries herself deep in the furs to keep warm against the quickly deepening chill. This is not the best place to rest for the night, particularly for a woman, but Elmáriyë feels more or less secure, for the chances of someone happening upon her location in the darkness of the night are next to nothing.

And so it is, as she wakes with the first light of morning just breaking over the land to the east and painting the sky a rose white to complement the vivid hues of twilight the evening before. She rests for a while in the warmth of her sleeping roll, upon her knees with her head against the earth—the traditional position of prayer for the worshipers of Nirániel—and then rises. The air is quite cold, and she finds herself shivering at the sudden change, her breath spiralling before her face as pale mist. After pulling her cloak tight about her and stamping about a bit to get the blood flowing through her body, she packs up camp and feeds Fenarion a few morsels to supplement the grass he was able to munch while tied to the tree. “Good boy. You have done well. Only one more day of this, and we will be there. If all goes well, by this evening you will be feasting on all the hay you could desire.”

With this, Elmáriyë unties the horse and climbs into the saddle, which is bitterly cold against her thighs. She looks up eagerly at the sky and hopes that the sun will soon warm the air and dispel at least some of this biting chill. Yet as the day wears on and the mountainous trail rises ever higher among the rocks and cliffs, the air does not become warmer but colder. She keeps herself insulated as best she can, but there is only so much she can do. Even the look of the land around her speaks of cold, since a white fog, thin and nearly translucent, cloaks everything, causing objects that recedes into the distance to be hardly more than silhouettes of themselves. And above her, the clouds themselves are dense and low-hanging, garmenting the mountains like a cloak carelessly thrown over the shoulders. The trail winds tightly now against rough and steep crags of rock, dark stone with lighter veins of white or gray, switching back again after a few hundred yards or a quarter mile to traverse upward in the opposite direction, all the while nearing a sprawling valley at the base of two enormous peaks in which Elmáriyë’s family lives.

She glances over her shoulder and sees the Plains of Melroc spread out beneath her, no more than a ghostly reminiscence of the shapes of trees undulating upon a sea of green, brown, and yellow. But even as she looks, the sun pierces for a moment through the clouds and illumines her sight, and she squints her eyes to see as far as possible. The city of Ristfánd is not visible, either too far away now, or too densely covered in the icy moisture hugging the face of the earth. Nonetheless, she brings it before her mind’s eye and the people dwelling within it, in their daily occupations of work and play, and beyond the city, she envsions the great expanse of the sea. In contrast to this, she turns back and imagines what awaits her ahead, nothing more than a wide steppe or valley in between mountains, with scattered homesteads hiding among the rocks and varied copses, a two-dozen or so families who share a rugged life together while each keeping their own plot of land. Here their sheep, cattle, and pigs graze, and together the families share the fruit of the soil and of their labor with one another, as they have done for over two centuries.

Soon the imagining turns to reality, as Fenarion carries Elmáriyë over the last rise and a stretch of land unfolds before her, mostly flat with only a few undulating hills, cradled in a high valley between the mountains. It immediately strikes Elmáriyë as mysteriously beautiful in its earth-sheltered and sky-veiled serenity and stillness. Across the plain she rides now, her heart beginning to swell with the expectation of seeing her family again after three years. She knows the land well and has no trouble finding her way to the two standing-stones that mark the limit of her family’s farmland. From here she follows the rocky trough of a well-worn trail weaving among the grass and the fields to a wooden house and a stable standing not far from the base of a tall and stony cliff, down which trickles a narrow but fast-moving stream, descending from rock to rock until coming to the crevice that the water follows across the land to the south and, presumably, all the way until joining a larger river or the sea itself.

Elmáriyë dismounts from the horse and leads him by the bridle to the stable, in which another horse is already kept, a mare with which she is well acquainted, and who has been named Trostir. She gives Fenarion a few shovels full of hay, unties her pack from behind the saddle and throws it over her shoulder, and momentarily caresses the horse on the face and neck. Then she turns toward the house. But after only a couple steps she sees a figure approaching her from the same direction. It is her father, his time and weather-worn face glowing with a radiant smile and his arms open in a gesture of welcome.

“Pa!” she exclaims without a thought and picks up her pace.

“My dear Mari’eä, welcome home!”

“It has been too long.”

“It has been as it must be,” her father replies as he grabs his daughter’s shoulders and holds her at arms’ length, as if to get a good look at her, before burying her in his embrace. “But it is good that you are here.”

She simply rests in his arms for a while, his large stature enfolding her own smallness, feeling his raspy breathing after too many bitter winters, with lungs that sound weak but are strong, and his stubble tickling her forehead. Finally she speaks and says, “I am sorry I did not tell you that I was coming.”

“Why? Why would you apologize for that?” he replies, holding her out to look at her again. “So as to warn us, as of impending danger? There is no need.”

She smiles at this.

“Ah, your mother will wish to see you,” her father says, grinning widely. “I would love to witness the look on her face when she beholds you—our own daughter, yet even more graceful and beautiful than before.”

The encounter with her mother is even more beautifully-awkward than that with her father (such things do not matter with family), as Elmáriyë’s mother, in the process of washing a large pot used for cooking stew, promptly drops it when she sees her daughter approaching, arm in arm with her husband. And if that was not enough, she drops it on her foot and cries out in pain as it rolls for a few feet across the kitchen floor until stopped by Elmáriyë, who lifts it up and places it back on the worn wooden table that lines the wall.

“Are you hurt?” her daughter asks, rushing to her mother.

“I am quite alright, yes...” the woman replies without a thought. “Oh, what am I saying? I am wonderful! It is so very good to see you.” Then she pauses for a moment and her expression grows more seriously, even if her eyes continue to twinkle with gladness. “But do forgive us for not making it to one of the greatest moments of your life.”

“I did not expect you to come to my profession and initiation into the temple,” Elmáriyë replies. “The road is long and treacherous, especially for someone your age. I would have resisted your coming had you tried.”

“Nonsense,” the woman says, “it was our daughter’s own special moment.”

“But it has passed now, and you did not come, and that was as it should be. It was only a beginning, after all, the start of a lifelong journey. And we are together this day, you and I, as family. That is more than enough for  me.”

“Yes...well, I suppose that it is for us as well,” she smiles and then embraces her daughter just as her father had done.

“Where are Rejia and Alric?” Elmáriyë asks.

“Out behind the house,” her mother replies, “practicing with the bow, I think. Though they may be building another fort among the rocks, as they are wont to do.”

“Always behaving as the children they are,” Elmáriyë laughs.

“You know Rejia is fifteen now?” her father asks.

“I should know it, yes. She is ten years my junior,” Elmáriyë replies. “But it is hard to imagine until I see her face to face. She must be growing into a fine young woman now.”

“That she is. Truly.” Her mother absentmindedly unties her apron and hangs it on a peg on the wall.

“And Alric?”

“He too is growing, but is still very much a boy,” her father replies.

“You know how it is, having you children so spaced out in years,” her mother says. “Your elder siblings are so far beyond your age, that if your father and I had not the gift of extraordinary longevity, we would not have lived to see you three grow, nor for that matter, be conceived."

“They are not that much older than we,” Elmáriyë teases, with a smile.

“Yes, I suppose. But they are well into life now, with families of their own...those, that is, who survived beyond youth...” she adds, at the end, with downcast eyes.

The subject visibly pains Elmáriyë’s mother even now. Her parents had indeed lost two children, one at the age of two and another almost ten years of age. If the spirits of the dead still live in the realm of Midalest, then they are a large family indeed, eight children full, though only six visible to the eyes. Elmáriyë indeed finds herself oft thinking of her lost siblings, one whom she had never met, being older than her and dying before she was born, and the other growing up right at her side, only a year younger than her, until she died tragically of illness in her ninth year. She talks to them at times from their dwelling place in the mysterious space to which the human heart goes after the gates of death open and close about it. Surely they must still survive in some fashion, though Elmáriyë does not know in what manner this may be, nor do the teachings of Nirániel nor of any of the other gods seek to explain it beyond vague gestures and dim images.

Elmáriyë’s mother goes to the back door of the house and cries out in a bellowing voice, “In the name of the seven divines, get in here! Your older sister has come home.”

“Mother,” Elmáriyë says quietly, as the woman turns back to her husband and daughter.

“Yes?”

“Please do not invoke the divinities lightly.”

“Ah, yes, sorry... It is out of habit only.”

With this she returns to the kitchen and begins to again clean the large pot which she soiled by dropping it on the floor.

“You know,” her father says, “that there are some who say that the divines do not even exist. There is no force in the heavens, they claim, except what our own wishes and desires have placed there.”

“Why do you say such things, father?” Elmáriyë whispers. “Do you believe that yourself? If so, I would be glad to speak with you about it, to hear why you believe so.”

“I did not say I thought so,” he replies, “only that others have said so. Our neighbor, Olandis, for example.”

“He is a cynical old man, Telrán,” her mother says, as she scrubs away at the edges of the pot.

“Did you know that he used to be a warrior in his younger days? He traveled across the continent and even spent some time in Vælíria, in Vælaroma, the very seat of the Empire.”

“Is that so?” she asks.

“Indeed,” he affirms, matter-of-factly, as if only one response is appropriate to this statement.

His wife does not seem as impressed as her husband.

“Perhaps what we worship,” he begins, starting up on the earlier train of thought, “are only the faces of our own desires, projected into the heavens. Or perhaps the divinities only live within us, expressions of the good qualities that we bear within, encouraging us to become better persons.”

“I thought you said that you didn’t believe,” his wife sighs. “You were only saying that others said so.”

“Indeed, indeed, Gjerínda,” he mutters.

Elmáriyë remains silent throughout this exchange.

“Anyway, Elmáriyë,” Telrán says, trying to change the subject, “your old friend Bylja is engaged to be wed. Can you believe it? She and Afadir ended up getting betrothed after all. The wedding is not far away—I don’t remember the date exactly—so perhaps you will be able to attend it while you are here.”

“That would be wonderful,” Elmáriyë replies. “I would love to attend. And perhaps I can pay them a visit while I am here as well.”

“How long shall you be here, after all?” her mother asks.

“It is not determined, exactly. A few months, perhaps, unless something calls me away. I expect to stay a long while, as long as I may.”

“Splendid, splendid!” Telrán exclaims, clapping his hands together. “Perhaps we can have the young couple over for dinner and can congratulate them properly.”

“That would be fine, indeed,” says Elmáriyë. “But speaking of dinner, how has the harvest been?”

At this question, her parents’ faces fall—though only for a moment, before they both hide it again.

“Enough to keep us going another year,” her father replies tersely.

“Much less than we would hope,” says her mother with more honesty and less reserve.

“Ah, I see,” Elmáriyë whispers, even as Telrán looks at Gjerínda in discomfort, as if to correct her loose mouth which had spoken too much.

“Telrán, what is there to hide?” she says, setting down the clean pot and lifting up another dish to wash. “Most of our crop did not survive, and we have been making do with the simplest and hardiest fare. And we even had to slaughter old Vakr. He was too ancient to be any good as a beast of burden anyway. Not the best meat—very tough—but it should last us a good many months.”

“My dear...” Telrán says, quietly.

“Oh, I am sorry,” she replies, stepping forward and placing a hand on her husband’s shoulder. “I should have been more sensitive. I know that it was a tough choice for you. You have ever been an animal-lover.”

“One does not plow with an ox for over a decade without growing to love the animal,” he says quietly, the sadness showing in his face. “But let it go. We have both now spoken too openly, and out of place. Our daughter is here, so rather than burdening her with our affairs, let us rather listen to her and all that she has to share!”

“Please, always speak openly with me,” Elmáriyë requests. “I am interested in everything that concerns you. It concerns me, too, after all, for I am your own flesh and blood. And even if it didn’t concern me, I would still want to know.”

After this, the back door bursts open and her two younger siblings stumble into the small house, covered in mud and smiling from ear to ear.

“Oh, what a mess,” Gjerínda cries. “Out, out! Go clean up in the creek before you come in and track mud throughout the house.”

Before turning to go, both of the young persons look at their big sister, smiling and laughing. She is impressed by how much they have grown, particularly her sister, and yet also by how radiantly playful they remain—just as she has always remembered them. It seems the tough times have not succeeded in dampening their spirits, and in this Elmáriyë rejoices.

“Why don’t you have yourself a seat?” Gjerínda says to Elmáriyë when they have gone, gesturing to one of the chairs around the dining table.

Elmáriyë nods silently and does as suggested, the deep feelings unique to homecoming washing over her. Telrán sits next to her while Gjerínda continues washing the last of the dishes, and then she sits as well.

“So tell us,” Gjerínda says at last, “of your life in Ristfánd and of the celebration for which you have so long prepared.”

† † †
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The daylight is fast fading from the sky when the conversation at last draws to its conclusion—in sharing and listening from all parties in equal measure—and the family gathers for a meal before retiring for the night. Elmáriyë, however, feels no need for sleep. Indeed, her heart is restless, stirred to deep longing at the memory of the past, at the stories of her family, and at the hope and expectation of the future. After pulling her cloak tight around her shoulders and holding it clasped at her breast with one hand, she steps outside into the night and walks away from the house and the barn until the starry firmament is visible unobstructed above her. The air is bitter cold, nipping at her nose and ears and lips, and cutting even through her layers of warm clothing, causing her body to shiver. Nonetheless there is no wind, and a deep stillness cradles the land and the air, and Elmáriyë gratefully drinks it in, listening to the subtle nocturnal sounds: an owl somewhere nearby, in one of the few trees of the steppe or perhaps perched atop the gable of a roof; the stream softly trickling among rocks as it winds its way down towards the sea; and further off in the distance, perhaps even down in the plains, the howling of wolves.

She feels within her a stirring of anxious expectation, and she allows the feeling to linger. What is the substance of this anxiety, and what is she expecting? Of course, it is most likely nothing but the natural fear that one feels before an uncertain future. Her life is no longer in her hands, and though this thought awakens within her a deep security and peace it is also touched by a certain trepidation. It is also true that, however glad she is to be back home with her family, she feels less at home than she had expected she would. Part of this is clearly because she has found another home, the home of her mature choice rather than the cradle of her youth. But another part—she realizes now—is that she has never felt entirely at home even at home. As much as she loves the valley of Telónis and the families that live scattered among the fields and the farms, there has been a spark in her heart, a spark of restlessness, drawing her elsewhere. This is true even of the warmth of her parents, of the joy of being with her siblings, and the safety that is so unique to the bosom of one’s origins, the family of one’s birth, rarely to be found so deeply elsewhere. But she has found it elsewhere and in much greater measure. Indeed, the restless longing has led her beyond the security that her parents and her home provided, and returning to them now stirs in her a tension which she did not expect.

Elmáriyë relaxes upon the touch of this longing, which is sweet, even as it is marked by a painful ache. As she walks under the canopy of stars, stars which she has seen and contemplated so many times, she also feels the stirring of memory returning for the many times throughout her youth when she would walk under these same stars, across these same fields, and be gripped by this same longing. And in this way, remembrance becomes in some way fully present, like a line is drawn from then to now, or like they intersect in a single experience made alive at two different moments of life, or two different moments tapping into a reality that is always present, deeper than feeling, in every moment even if only tapped into at certain times.

As Elmáriyë reflects upon this feeling, she becomes aware of a trait of her life progressing unto this day, a trait which has gone almost entirely unnoticed by her until this moment: solitude. She has long been drawn to solitude, attracted to it. Yes, her life has been marked by it from the beginning, and after many years, she has befriended the solitude like an intimate companion. Even in her family life and in the daily affairs of the homestead, she lived as if alone, as if no one could see her, or rather she lived before the gaze of deeper eyes, eyes that looked upon her in her solitude, where she remained veiled from the eyes of flesh. Thinking upon this, Elmáriyë recognizes that it is not the solitude itself that she has loved, but what lives in the solitude—those eyes that gaze upon her when she is alone, those eyes from which nothing can be hidden or concealed. Perhaps this exposure is unwelcome to others, and they flee from it—for do not many people flee from solitude in fear of its vulnerability and exposure? But for Elmáriyë it is secure and safe, and thus deeply desired. When she is alone, she feels least alone, for here she feels most deeply seen and most intimately understood.

Yes, and this is what had led her to Ristfánd, what had led her to her new home deeper than the home of her origin. For she recalls now a song she had learned in her youth, a song taught to her by an old woman who lived alone at the edge of the valley, in a cottage looking out over the plains as they extended far below into the distance. Elmáriyë sings this song now, in a soft voice audible only to herself and to the solitude that envelops her:

She is the wind in the trees that whispers at night,

she is the sweetness of dewdrops, glistening and falling,

heard only by the heart that is still enough to listen,

and humble enough to welcome her gentle calling.

She is the warmth of the hearth burning while all sleep,

and she is the awakening of one in the night, sleepless;

she is the vigil of expectant longing that they keep,

heart alive in aloneness, yearning for the coming of togetherness.

For the coming of the dawn that dispels every night.
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Chapter Five
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Séra Galáptes

Eldárien awakes before the first morning light and sits up on the straw-covered bed. The air is indeed cold, and he pulls the furs tight around his body as his breath floats as a cloud of mist in the air before him. He does not stay like this for long, however, as a mysterious restlessness tugs at his heart and stirs him to move, and he swings his feet off the bed and pulls on his worn leather boots. He then, bringing the warm furs of the bed with him, walks quietly through the house and outside into the icy night air. It is almost dawn, as the first traces of light are visible on the far horizon over the dark and murky sea to the east. But the air is still dark, and even the first hints of light on the very edge of the world are pale and icy in tone, without the warm reds, oranges, or purples of the rising sun. Eldárien knows from experience that the moments before the sun first shows her face are colder than those preceding or following, as if all the warmth in the world is drawn by some mysterious magnetism toward the rising sun only to be cast out again prodigiously upon the world whenever she smiles once again upon it.

After a prolonged moment looking out toward the sky in the east, Eldárien begins to make his way down the path to the beach, careful not to trip or to lose his way anywhere along the darkness-enshrouded landscape. In a short time, he stands on the rocky shore with the soft waves washing up only inches before him, humming their continual song, nonviolent in its gentleness and yet strong in its depth of baritone intensity. The air is lighter now, and subtle streaks of yellow and bluish-purple become visible, glowing through the low-hanging clouds, filling their full-bodied girth with a soft radiance. The painful memories from the previous night still linger in Eldárien’s mind, and his heart is heavy. Over the previous months, he had tried to avoid thinking too much about what returning to Telmérion would entail and about the trials and dangers that awaited him. But now as he stands on the very brink of the unknown, and with a past full of suffering, strife, and death, he feels gripped and almost suffocated by trepidation and fear.

It is not that he fears to die; he has stared death in the face for too long and come too close to the brink of death to fear it in that way. But even as the thought crosses his mind, he wonders: Is that really true? Memories of his icy trial in which the ocean almost became his tomb resurface in his mind. He was scared of death then, scared of his life being snuffed out before he had found peace, before he felt, for lack of a better word, ready. He feared, too, the great unknown that death is for every human being. And though he had been spared from that kind of death and given life anew, he stands now looking into the possibility of death in many other ways, whether at the edge of a headsman’s axe for desertion, or in the strife of the civil war, or under the violent assault of these mysterious creatures arising from the earth.

But before and beyond the fear of his own death, his heart recoils from the act of death-dealing, recoils in fear of being called upon to kill again. The scenes of the battlefield can never be erased from his mind, though he wishes they could be. And with the scenes always lingers a deep-seated disgust, a disgust with himself. Who is this man, this monster, who is so cruel as to drive a blade deep into the beating heart of another human being or to hack at him and split his tender skin wide open, exposing inner flesh and releasing blood? Can the blood-stained hands and heart of such a man ever be cleansed? Can the filth ever be purged away, leaving pure skin like the flesh of a little child and a heart careless and free like at the first dawn of life? No, of course not, Eldárien thinks, as he looks out at the brilliance of the rising sun now showing her face above the horizon, warm light sending crimson ripples across the sky and sparkles of splendor across the surface of the ocean. His only hope lies now in fighting for goodness in whatever way he may, in standing for all that is beautiful in human life rather than in taking it away. In this manner, perhaps, just perhaps, he can hope to find some freedom from the inner pain. And even if that is not possible, even if for him nothing changes, as long as he is able to do some good, to relieve some suffering, to bring some hope to at least one person, that is and will be worthwhile and good.

To his surprise, he hears a voice calling from behind him, interrupting him and dragging him from the current of his thoughts. He turns around and sees Mórlof walking toward him in the dawning morning light.

“Eldárien Illómiel,” the old man says, “you will be departing soon, will you not?”

“Not immediately.”

“But you do not intend to stay long?”

“No, I do not,” Eldárien replies. “There are too many pressing needs ahead of me. I do not know if I could rest were I to linger here for a long time.”

“One cannot truly do good unless one can also rest while good still needs to be done.”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean simply that you are not the world’s savior,” Mórlof says. “There are many things in this world beyond human ken and capacity. It is our allotted portion only to humbly do what we may...and to rest.”

“But how?” Eldárien whispers, “when what is beyond us afflicts us and continually harms those whom we love? How can we not take a stand against it? I am restless for good, and I do not think I could be otherwise.”

“I speak not against this restlessness for good of which you speak. Would that we all possessed that in abundant measure. But even restlessness must be held by a deeper rest. And there are many ways to stand. What matters is that we stand in our own place, accepting what is allotted to us.”

“And for all the other things?”

“For all the other things...trust.”

“You speak as if you know,” Eldárien says.

“Forgive me,” replies Mórlof, quietly. “I speak in folly. It is easy to speak fine words when one wishes to appear wise or to aid another, but it is much harder to live them. And you have been tested far more than me, indeed I imagine more than most men. Forget what I said. The path you walk and will walk as the coming days unfold is far beyond me. But I hope and trust, indeed, that you will find the right path, even if you must walk in some sense alone.” Mórlof places a hand on Eldárien’s shoulder and looks deeply into his eyes. He continues: “Much afflicts you, I know. But you are not truly alone, nor will you be. This much I sense.”

Shrugging as if to make light of his own path both in the past and the future, Eldárien replies, “I head first for the hills, probably to the very feet of the mountains, to try to discover something about the stirring of these beasts from the earth.”

“A dangerous task. And a long journey.”

“I need to know what is happening and to discern, if I can, what may be done about it.”

“I fear there may be conflict before the end,” Mórlof says. “I know you wish not to fight against your own kind. And indeed, the civil war may be the portion of other men, and its conflict pass you by. May you be spared a part in that, any more than you have already tasted. But I do wonder: if you encounter these creatures, these abominations of darkness, will you raise the sword to fight against them?”

“That is yet something within my capacity,” Eldárien confirms, “if it is indeed fitting to do. But I need to know what I am up against and whether this is the right course of action.”

“And?”

“And I have not a sword any longer. Mine rests at the bottom of the ocean.”

“Well,” Mórlof begins, laughing quietly, “then you are in luck. We have an heirloom passed down for many a year, from generation to generation, from the grandfather of my grandfather.”

“An ancient sword is not fit to fight with,” Eldárien replies. “It will likely break with the first impact.”

“Indeed? Well, not this one. You see, it is forged of the rarest metal, light but strong, which does not wear with the passage of time nor dull with the clash of blades or  armor or stone.”

“You speak of myéllion?”

“Yes,” Mórlof says, a soft smile playing on his lips.

“I could not receive such a gift,” Eldárien protests. “A family heirloom should remain within your family. I could not take it away from you. Pass it on to your son that he in turn may give it to his son after him.”

“Miránd shall likely never have cause to wield a sword, as I myself have not. I insist that you take it. Consider it an act of trust in you. Consider it, indeed, as a sign of my wish for you to walk henceforth as you have resolved within yourself.”

“Very well. If you speak so strongly, I will accept it, though I do not wish to deprive you.”

“Nonsense, you would be doing no such thing,” says Mórlof. “But come, let us return to the house. The air is cold, and I am sure that Yelía is already busy preparing something for breakfast. After that, I will show you the sword. I only hope that you are adept at wielding with two hands? It is a greatsword.”

“I will be capable enough,” Eldárien replies. “We fought with sword and shield, primarily, but we were trained also in greataxe and polearm. The greatsword must be similar.”

“And yet lighter and more swift, I think. Particularly one crafted of myéllion.”

† † †
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“Do you think you are in good enough health to be leaving?” Yelía asks after Eldárien has finished breakfast.

“I feel quite well, in fact, all things considered.”

“Your time in the icy water surely had a negative effect upon you. Perhaps you should stay for a few more days. I fear you will grow ill on the road alone, which is a bad place to be when illness strikes.”

“I see your point and I appreciate your care,” Eldárien replies, “but I really must be going soon. I would hope to leave tomorrow morning if possible.”

“Stay for at least two more days,” Mórlof says. “Then we can confidently send you away without fear that you will collapse on the road.” This statement does not come as a request or even as a suggestion, but more as an imperative. Of course, Eldárien knows that he is free to decide, and that even their strong insistence does not compel him; but why betray their kindness all to gain only two days’ time when he does not even know his precise destination or the fullness of his purpose?

“I will stay,” he says at last. “It may be well to rest for a while longer and to prepare.”

“That is very good,” Mórlof says, “and I am sure that it will be good to see my son and daughter-in-law and their children for a while longer. I imagine it has been long since you have had the joy of family life laid before your eyes.”

After this, the table is cleared and the kitchen cleaned. (This time Eldárien is allowed to help.) And then Mórlof leads him outside to a small workshop behind the house—carpentry and leather-working, by the looks of it.

“Is all of this yours?” Eldárien asks as he looks around.

“Yes, though I have taught Miránd a thing or two and hope to teach the little ones, if they are willing.”

“It is quite a workshop to have without the business to support it. You have enough supplies to create quite a collection of items.”

“Whoever said there was no business to support it?” Mórlof replies with a laugh in his voice. “We are fishermen. That much is obvious. But whenever someone in the area needs someone to work with wood or to craft leather—shoes or a cloak or a saddle, you name it—I am here to help. I am not the only person in town, of course, but the need is enough to give me quite a bit to do. And this kind of work is really a much greater love for me than fishing. To fashion beauty or usefulness with these hands is a marvelous thing. To see the shape take form beneath my fingers, under the touch of my tools...it does a man good. Perhaps it feels something like what the gods felt when they brought the world first into existence.”

“Perhaps so,” Eldárien says quietly, as he looks around the workshop.

“Speaking of creating,” Mórlof continues, in another tone, “I imagine you will need something to keep you warm in your travels. You know the death-dealing cold of our land.”

“Indeed.”

“How would you feel if I  turned the furs of your bed into a cloak?”

“You would do that?”

“I hope to do it, if you do not object. The bed is very little used, and the furs can be easily replaced.”

“I do not object. It would be a greatly appreciated token, and I imagine quite useful. I wish that I could pay you, but—”

“Nonsense. You can consider it done.” Mórlof smiles a toothy grin, and Eldárien cannot help smiling back at the kindness of this man who has already done so much for him. “I am going to bind the furs inside stretched and treated leather, seamless as much as I can make it, so that the cloak will be waterproof as well as warm. A hood, too, I will need to attach, with fur. We don’t want your ears falling off from the cold while you travel.”

“First a plum nose, and now earlessness,” laughs Eldárien. “Your imagination is quite vivid, Mórlof.”

The old man chuckles softly as he looks around wistfully, as if planning the project in his mind. “Oh!” he exclaims, “and I almost forgot.”

“Yes?”

“The sword.”

With this, he walks to the back of the workshop and pries open the lid of an old wooden chest. From within, buried among what appear to be other old items or tools, he draws a sword, turns, and holds it before Eldárien.

“It looks as it must have on the first day of its creation,” Eldárien says in wonder, inspecting it.

“Indeed,” Mórlof replies. “It is said that myéllion does not become worn in even the worst of storms, and that it can cut what no other sword can cut. Here, take it. Hold it. Does it fit well in your hand?”

“I don’t know if any sword will now fit well in my hand,” Eldárien whispers, but he takes the sword and holds it. The grip is bound with smooth strips of leather which adhere well against the palm, while the pommel, crossguard, and blade are all naked myéllion, a soft but clean silver color, with a touch of blue. On the pommel is an emblem that Eldárien does not recognize, and on the crossguard are carved what look to be vines and leaves, coiling around one another and terminating in flowers on either end. The blade itself looks to be about four feet long and the whole sword, blade, hilt, and all is surprisingly light, simple but sturdy.

“It is very light, almost weightless in comparison with the heavy war axes I am used to wielding,” Eldárien says. “I will, however, need to adjust to the length. I have never yet wielded a sword this long.”

Mórlof laughs.

“What is this symbol on the pommel?” Eldárien asks.

“Ah, that,” Mórlof says, his voice thoughtful and distant. “The sword was crafted, as I said, by my ancestor.”

“The craftsmanship is exquisite.”

“Indeed,” Mórlof says, “it is a trade that has been passed down for generations. If only it still lived in us as strong as it did in our forebears. The emblem you ask about, however, is an ancient symbol of the people that once inhabited this area. Though much is lost to us now, it is understood that they had many such symbols, representing the different virtues and qualities of human life. This one stands for the virtue of integrity.”

“Integrity?”

“Unity of mind and heart. Oneness of purpose in the truth. That, at least, is the way we have understood it since it was first passed down from father to son,” Mórlof says wistfully, “a long memory that has endured many generations. I am not a wise man, but I know certain truths when I hear them. And my ancestors, I feel, had much more wisdom than I. This has the ring of truth to it, if I may say so myself.”

“I would say so,” Eldárien agrees. “Then may I wield it with integrity.” And, after a moment of silence between the two men, he continues, “To be honest, I am still surprised to find a work of such art and fine craftsmanship in a small hamlet such as this.”

“Why is that?”

“Well, I am not sure, exactly. I just never supposed it. Craftsmen tend to seek out the cities.”

“When they desire wealth and fame,” says Mórlof. “I think my ancestors were quite different. Too bad so much of their nobility has dwindled, in myself too. I feel it and know it. Not the wealth and fame, mind you. I care not about such things. But I do often feel that my life is somehow petty in comparison with what they were and with the great things that occupied their minds and hearts.”

“I think you have little reason to feel that way, Mórlof,” Eldárien says, looking up from the sword. “Just because something is small does not mean that it is insignificant. Indeed, I think the truth of the matter is often quite the opposite. I wish I could occupy myself only with small things, but the ‘great’ things seem to always seek me out. I cherish the humble life that your family lives here, and it has been a gift to me to witness and share in it, for however short a time.” He pauses for a moment, as if growing self-conscious of his own words, before he concludes, “All of this is to say, I suppose, that I wish to thank you.”

“You are most welcome, Eldárien,” Mórlof replies, looking Eldárien in the eyes. “I trust that you have a good path before you yet. Big or little, I think that true depth and beauty hides in different places than we ordinarily expect.”

“You have shown me that, at least, today,” Eldárien says quietly. “Perhaps if I ever need arms or armor, I will now think first to look to the villages before turning to the cities.”

“But I suspect you will find none to rival my grandfather’s grandfather,” Mórlof smiles subtly, with a sparkle in his eyes.

“No, I suspect that I will not. But I do not think I will need to if the sword is as sturdy as you make it out to be.”

“In that, I trust, you will not be disappointed.”

† † †
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Yelía’s concern is proved right, as that night Eldárien retires to bed early feeling ill and wakes in the morning with a high fever. For two days, he sleeps much and eats very little. They nourish him on vegetable and bone broth and a bit of goat’s milk, though the latter he finds to be too much. But on the morning of the third day, he awakes feeling refreshed, with the fever gone.

“A bizarre sickness, strong but quickly gone,” he says to Mórlof, who comes in to check on him about an hour after dawn. “I felt fine ever since being recovered from the beach. But I guess the trauma of the cold and the shock at last caught up with me.”

“I think you are stronger willed than you realize, Eldárien,” Mórlof replies. “You have endured much in both flesh and heart. And your body could not keep up and demanded rest.”

“I think I’ll wait another day to depart.”

“Good. I was hoping you would say that.”

That afternoon, the air is unusually warm, and the sun shines unobstructed in the sky, glistening brightly off the surface of the ocean and illumining trees and grass and the rocks of the beach. Miránd and Alíja’s children play outside in the yard while the adults sit and watch, talking quietly between themselves.

“I hope this warm weather will continue for your journey,” Miránd says.

“Even for a day, it would be a blessing,” Eldárien says. “We never expect it for more than a day, though, or at most a couple days, at a time; but I will be glad to have it as long as it remains. Regardless, you know how the saying goes.”

“Yes. A Telmérin without cold is like a fish without water.”

“A saying not totally precise,” Alíja observes, “but it is true in more ways than one.”

“Hey, Papa!” cries little Ylínia. “Watch me.” The little girl, with braids of blond hair down her back and a face red from play, looks at her parents, jumping up and down with seemingly boundless energy.

“I am watching, dear,” Miránd replies.

“Mama, you too!”

“What do you want to show us?”

“I fwip,” the girl says. And with this she throws herself forward and plants her hands on the ground, while her body doubles over. And she almost makes it full circle to put her feet on the ground again—almost, but instead she falls on her back, her face even more red and huffing from the effort.

“Oops,” she says. “So cwose.”

“Try it again,” Mórlof encourages her. “I bet you can get it.”

And so she does. It takes five tries, but eventually she is able to land on her feet again and looks with up a smile wide across her face, to the applause of her adult audience.

“Where do you intend to go?” Miránd asks, turning to Eldárien after a few moments.

“I am not entirely sure what course of action would be best. But I would like to learn more about these denizens of darkness arising from the earth.”

“A dangerous task.”

“Mórlof said the same. But it is perhaps no more dangerous than standing face to face with an opposing army on the battlefield, or even much less so.”

“Except this time you will not have comrades in arms at your side.”

At this, Eldárien bows his head, pausing in respect for the fallen, before responding, “Yes, you are right. Nonetheless, I have no choice. Running from this threat is not something I can bring my heart to do.”

“So do you have any ideas, then, of what precisely you intend to do?” Miránd asks again.

“I intend to visit a cavern that stood in the hills above my hometown, called the barrow of Séra Galáptes. It is over a hundred leagues from here, so it shall take a great deal of traveling. But it is the nearest place I know that might give me a lead.”

“So you will be able to visit your home?” Alíja asks, overhearing their conversation. “That is a wonderful thing.”

“I wish it were so,” Eldárien says softly. “I intended to remain silent about it, but as you have referred to my home a number of times, I think you deserve to know the full truth. As I hinted before, my hometown is no more, nor has it existed since I was young.”

“Oh, I am so sorry,” Alíja replies. “Now that you say so, I do remember you gesturing to such a thing. But at the time I did not understand, and lack of understanding led to forgetfulness.”

“It was not likely that you would know of it beforehand, and, additionally, I gave you very little indication. Falstead was a small village, insignificant in the eyes of the world. It suffered a fate similar to so many other small villages and hamlets during that period, crushed under the cruel and restless roaming of brigands. In fact, this is one area in which the Empire has been of great help to us. Even before that time, the amount and severity of the raids had greatly diminished thanks to Imperial measures and might. I believe that our village was one of that last to be attacked in such a manner.”

“How many survivors were there? Did the community rebuild elsewhere?” Miránd asks.

Alíja turns to her husband with a look of indignation, “Miránd! Be more considerate. Do you know what these men were capable of, and what they did?”

“Aye, I do. But...” Miránd sighs, absentmindedly and shamefacedly scratching his head.

“As far as I know, I was the only survivor,” Eldárien says, breaking the awkward silence, but making it heavier and more sorrowful still.

Eldárien wonders to himself why he is sharing these painful memories with the Feskar family, whom he has only known for a matter of days. Even a subtle gesture to those fateful events of his life feels like a spear to the heart, and he wants to pull the veil over it again. He desires to let it abide always in the depths of his heart, where he burns a candle of vigilant sorrow and loving remembrance at the tombs of his unburied parents and sister and before the very life and beauty of the village of Falstead, extinguished in the matter of a single night.

He is stirred from these thoughts by another question. “Have you visited the barrow before?” Mórlof asks.

“One does not usually visit ancient burial caves, I suppose,” Eldárien answers, “even though they were first built to honor our ancestors. But yes, in fact, I have been not only nearby but inside, though it was not by choice.”

And then Eldárien begins to share another memory, in more detail this time, as it does not concern the deep bleeding place of his loss, even though following directly upon it.

† † †
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Eldárien awakes on the morning after the attack, his whole body aching and his face pressed against cold stone. He rolls over onto his back and sees brilliant daylight streaming in through the sinkhole above, motes of dust floating in the shaft of golden light as it pours forth onto the face of the pool of water into which he had fallen, stirring up countless glistening shimmers. After a few moments, he sits up, memories of the night before flooding through his mind. He buries his head in his hands and tries to shake them away. But even as he does so, he wonders rather if he should linger with them, trying to reverence and mourn those who were lost. But at present he feels both too overwhelmed and too numb, and he rises to his feet and seeks to move in order to distract himself. The air is also damp and cold, and he does not wish to linger long in this place.

He looks around the rocky chamber. The walls and ceiling create a shape somewhat like at inverted bowl, with the sinkhole at the center. The stone is worn smooth by many years of trickling water, though there are numerous rivulets cut through it like veins, giving it a corrugated appearance. Inspecting his surroundings, he knows that climbing back out the way he had fallen is an impossibility. But he surmises that there must be another way out. This is not just a natural cavern but the barrow of an ancient king. For a moment, a surge of fear arises in Eldárien, as the thought crosses his mind that perhaps this is not the barrow, but in fact nothing other than a large hole in the earth, here to swallow him up and never let him go. However, even as the fear surges in him, he sees a passage in the wall, hardly visible in the shadows but tall and wide enough for a few men to walk side by side through it. Above the entrance, etched into the stone, are runes in the ancient tongue, almost unintelligible now, after the passage of many centuries. Drawing near to them, Eldárien is just able to make them out:

Among the shadows lie

the many fallen under blade of foe

or by illness smitten, or age’s plight,

awaiting day’s coming, dispelling night.

His knowledge of the ancient tongue is quite thorough, albeit imperfect, learned from his tutor, Aedin. Another surge of sorrow washes over him as the face of this man, noble and peaceful, sober and yet joyful, comes before his mind’s eye. How had he not thought of him before now? The loss of his family had been enough to suffocate out all other thoughts; but Aedin, too, is family, or as close as one can be to family who shares not the bond of blood. It was he who taught Eldárien to read the language of their forebears and to work at the smithy in both metal and leather, and to wield the sword and the bow (and many other things besides). There was a little, but wholly peaceful, disagreement between Aedin and his father about the teaching the boy in swordplay and melee combat, as his father wished him only to be proficient in the bow—in which he himself also had a role in his son’s education—thinking the sword to be the weapon of murderers and brigands. But he had tolerated and accepted the training, understanding also that one must know how to defend oneself and one’s kin from the violence that may threaten them. He understood and accepted that his son would have the ability to defend against the sword with the sword.

Eldárien wishes now, with a vehemence, that there were another way! For now they all lie dead, their blood staining the earth, their corpses burned by fire, and Eldárien’s sword lies unused, buried deep in the chest in his room. Had Aedin perhaps fought the brigands, standing strong to protect the village, with his own expert art of swordsmanship? Or had the simple number and ferocity of the brigands snuffed him out as easily as it had everyone else? Noticing that he is lingering now on painful thoughts, Eldárien pushes them away and forces himself to walk toward the narrow passage. As he enters and follows it deeper into the womb of the earth, the thoughts of death which he had pushed away are once again laid before him. What had he expected? This is a barrow, after all, a burial place for men and women of the past.

Tombs line the walls, long and narrow cuttings from the rock like shelves, in which are visible human figures, wrapped in cloth, though the desiccated skin, tight around sunken eyes and bone, is visible upon some, for whom the cloth has either fallen away or decayed with the passage of time. But even more than the decaying human figure, or in addition to it, what creates in Eldárien an eerie sense, an uncanny feeling of not being alone, is that before each corpse burns a candle. The deeper he walks into the passage, which soon branches off into more passages of a similar width—all lined with burial places—the more he feels that he is standing among the stars, which surround him on all sides, glistening and flickering gently as they feed on a wick unconsumed and wax which does not deplete. What mystery is this, that candles lit in homage hundreds of years ago have not yet burned out, and that bodies laid to rest centuries ago have not yet been reduced to dust?

Indeed, as Eldárien traverses the passages, he feels as if he is walking the passage of time to centuries of old and visiting his forefathers in their eternal rest, as they repose in the bosom of the earth and in the quiet of the subterranean cavern. The peaceful tranquility of their ceaseless vigil enfolds him, and he finds some rest in it; but as he walks, he wonders if there is not more to what he experiences than this, more to what awaits after death than corpses with ever-burning candles. Is all human flesh really destined to an eternal vigil without a homecoming, to forever abide in a lifeless existence of eternal waiting in the depths of the earth, without hope for a dawn of new life? The legends here are obscure, marked by shadows and contradictions. Some tales tell of the repose in the abode of Midalest that all human spirits find while their bodies decay in the earth; others speak of the spirit resting with the body—as the candle burning in vigil unspent—for ages and ages. Eldárien thinks that there must be some truth in the latter, without neglecting the former, and that these mysterious candles are indeed the unspent spirits of his fathers’ fathers. Or perhaps the candles are but symbols of the spirit which has taken flight to another place, but awaits the time it may be reunited with the body once again, after the fractures of time have passed. But what are they waiting for, if they are waiting at all? What can bring about in the unity of life what death has torn asunder?

At this moment, as he turns another corner in the tunnel and sees a wider hallway spread out before him, lights flickering on all sides and creating a warm and inviting hue in the air, he remembers a story that Pa had once told him. It was years ago, when he was but a boy, yet the memory has remained with him ever since—little thought of, almost entirely asleep, but present within him to be awakened when called upon. The story told of a day centuries ago, millennia ago, before the very foundations of Telmérion had yet been firmly set. And on this day, the great god Meléngthar—lord of birth and death—entrusted to the human race an undying flame, to be lit in the room of a woman upon learning that she has conceived and to be kept burning until she has brought forth. This candle is to burn at the bedside of the mother while she is in labor until her child is birthed into the world. And, again, when she and her child die, even be it eighty years later, and with an entire generation between them, each is to bear a unique flame before their resting flesh. And this flame awaits, as they await, the coming of one who will be the Dawnbringer, the hearth-flame which illumines all candles and gathers them together into a single flame that will never lessen in intensity and heat—a single flame, yet in which the unique warmth and beauty of each person’s candle will not be lost but rather kept alive forevermore. On that day, even the body, resting in the earth, will rise to burn like a flame forever, alive anew as it once was and yet never to know death or corruption again.

Eldárien thinks of this story now, and despite the candles that burn undying before him, he struggles to believe that it could be true. Most likely these candles will burn forever, as the world goes on as it has always gone until all light is extinguished in eternal darkness. At the moment that this thought crosses his mind, he is startled by it. Where has such a thought of despair come from, such a rejection of the hope for life? But the answer is evident, drowning his heart, as all those whom he has known and loved in life lie slaughtered upon the earth—and no candle stands beside them to await a new kindling of life. While he grapples with his own despair, the candles still silently speaking around him, Eldárien comes to yet another turn in the passage and, following it, finds himself entering into a wide cavern, like the room of a great hall, with daylight filtering in through crevices in the walls and a high window at the back of the chamber, a window naturally formed in the earth and yet carved about with runes and symbols centuries past.

He traverses the hall, his footsteps sounding from the stone and echoing against the walls of the great cavern. This creates an odd sensation following immediately as it does after the narrow stillness of the passageway leading here, and Eldárien feels exposed and unprotected, as if standing naked before forces far beyond his understanding. At the back of the chamber lies a large and ornate stone tomb, erected from the earth, with runes almost entirely worn away by time though still partly legible.

Here lies,

glorious in might and steadfast in honor,

Séra Galáptes,

high king of Telmérion and father of the Galapteä

Eldárien hesitantly steps forward and sees, in the space between two slabs of stone that at some point cracked and split apart from one another, the corpse of the ancient king, hair still upon his skull, and fingers still intact, though they are little more than bone and skin. Held within his grasp is a sword, now covered in black rust, and around his neck a pendant, worn and rusted, and yet with a red gem still glistening within it, in which are etched, in runes, the letters

ATYS

Arecha. Ta. Ya. Sera. To his surprise, Eldárien knows what the inscription means, having heard it in stories of his childhood. It had been the symbol of kings for centuries upon centuries, since the founding of Telmérion in the 1st Era.

Aïn Telmerië ya suría.

For Telmérion and her people.

Eldárien looks upon the figure and upon pendant for a long moment, as if reaching back with his heart to those ancient days of heroism and conflict, of life and death, and then he turns to leave. As he does so, he sees a stairway to his right, along the wall, which appears to lead outside. But before he is able to move, he hears something speak deep within him in words that require no words and in voice deeper than speech. He is startled by the communication and yet also comforted by it in the same  moment. And he understands immediately what is being asked of him. He is to take the amulet and to wear it for the good of Telmérion and her people. And so he does, with homage to the ancient king and with anxious trepidation, held by a newfound comfort and trust before what the future may bring, like a tiny flower breaking through snow and beginning, against all odds, to blossom.
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Chapter Six
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To the West

Eldárien pulls his pack tight against his back and adjusts the greatsword, now in a leather sheath slung over his shoulder, as he stands in the small yard between the two houses of the Feskar family. It is early morning, just after sunrise, and the air is quite cold, with a hard freeze the night before, to a degree that is unusual for this time of year, even in the central regions of Telmérion such as this. In the north, yes, even into the summer month the nights often freeze, but here the distinctions between the seasons are more pronounced, albeit, all things considered, still subtle. He awaits his kind hosts to see him off as he begins his journey to the west. And as he waits, he surveys the land and the horizon, looking first to the tree-laden hills that gradually rise inland, elegant in their variety in contrast to the wide expanse of sea to the east. These hills, for a short ways, at least, are dotted with the houses, all small and humble, that make up the village of Igny, cradled among the folds of the land and nestled in the trees that mark the eastern edge of the Cara’fel Woods. After a while, he turns to the east and gazes out upon the sea, drinking in its expanse, its beauty, but also recalling its terror, before he bids it farewell one last time. The water glistens and shimmers, blazing with the early morning light, warm in color but cold in temperature.

At this moment, Eldárien is stirred from his contemplation as Mórlof appears through the doorway of his house, a small satchel under one arm and a skin of water in the other hand.

“Here is the water that I had Yelía prepare for you,” he says, handing the skin to Eldárien, who, with a kindly smile, pulls off the pack that he had just adjusted and ties the water to it.

“It’s not much, but it will last you a few days. I don’t suspect you will have a hard time finding a creek in which to refill it,” Mórlof continues. “And this, too, is for you.” He hands the satchel to Eldárien, who pulls it open and rummages quickly through its contents: dry provisions for close on a fortnight’s journey, if used sparingly, and another smaller sack tied with string, in which is a clay jar of oil and some tightly woven cloth (“For if you need to travel in the darkness,” Mórlof explains). Eldárien hopes that he will not need to make a torch, whether for traveling at night or for traversing dark caves in the earth bereft of sunlight, but he is grateful for the supplies and thanks his host. As he ties the satchel closed again, his mind carries him back to the barrow of Séra Galáptes once again, and the innumerable candles ever-burning before the bodies of the dead rise before the eyes of his heart. Even at a distance of many years, the lights stir in him feelings both of comfort and of trepidation. Would a normal torch stir less fear and more comfort? Or would its comfort be immeasurably less since less also is its mystery? He  thinks of the mysterious consolation offered by those lights ever keeping vigil, and in contrast the light of a torch is, for all its nearness and accessibility, ultimately less able to carry him through the darkest of nights and narrowest of tunnels. Realizing this thought, Eldárien is surprised that he has it. But soon he dismisses  it as he looks up and sees the rest of the household stepping outside to see him off.

The farewell is sober and yet kind, and Eldárien feels the ache of yet another goodbye, keenly aware that this may well be the last he sees this family.

“I wish you all the best in your journey and in what awaits you,” Alíja tells him. “I am anxious about the state of our land, but I pray you shall be safe upon the road and off of it. And may the desires of your heart for good come to fruition.”

“Thank you, Alíja,” he replies. “You truly have my gratitude for everything.”

“We shall miss you,” Miránd says. “An unexpected friend quickly made is a gift, but it is sad to lose you so soon.”

“I share in the sadness of parting. But let us remember one another, and remain open to those friends who await us, whom we are yet to meet and know.”

“I pray that you do not meet enemies instead,” Yelía adds.

To this Eldárien only nods silently, and, with a gentle touch on the head of each child and a final gesture of farewell to his hosts, he turns away. As he begins to walk toward the heart of the land of his youth, now wrought with war and conflict, he makes a decision within himself and reaches up and undoes the braid hanging by his right temple. This action, even though by it he means no infidelity nor even intends to hide his true feelings, makes him feel even more homeless—as if now he has lost, not only his childhood home, but even the Empire in which he had discovered some sense of belonging and purpose. But a new path lies before him, and one which he must be free to follow in all of its fragility and vulnerability, for only thus can he be a servant for the good of all. In response to the feeling of homelessness and fragility, the thoughts rise spontaneously within his heart: May I never conceal that which ought to be revealed and never reveal that which ought to be concealed, but may my acts,  both hidden and evident, be true. May I, in all things, walk with transparency of heart and of life.

Eldárien sets his feet upon a path that runs from the shore and past the Feskar homestead almost straight west. This road, paved with cobbled stone generations ago and now broken and littered with dirt and weeds, passes through the midst of the houses of Igny and then curls its way between a series of ancient sentinel-stones etched with runic markings and geometric designs. After the village proper, similar homesteads to that of the Feskar family—perhaps ten in number—some farther and some closer, each with a look as unique as their inhabitants, dot the landscape, and Eldárien takes them in with his eyes as he passes. Among these are some areas where the trees have been cleared for farmland or for the pasturing of sheep or pig. He hears them bleating and running about as he walks past. The last building that he passes on his way is a large logging outpost with a noisily churning up water from the river as it winds its way to the sea. Eldárien crosses a flat wood-slat bridge not far beyond the mill and then finds that the path comes to a junction. At the intersection is posted a sign which says:

West – Aldéra Highlands, Moradóch Steppe, Teldyn Pass

North – Melendya, Unyisa Pass

Eldárien takes the path to the west and almost straightaway plunges into the thick trees and dense foliage of the woods. This forest, the Cara’fel, spreads far inland, rising and falling with numerous hills even while keeping a steady upward rise for many leagues as it climbs toward the feet of the Teldren Mountains. But after this gradual ascent from the sea, the landscape changes, and hilly woods give way to barren and rocky steppe, cliff and crag and gnarled root: the Aldéra Highlands. These highlands await Eldárien, and he knows that he must pass through them; but that step of his journey is still close to a week away, and, even further beyond that, nestled in the heart of the Teldren mountain range, his childhood home.

He has never been this far east, to Igny, but passed within about twenty leagues many years ago on the main road that splits the eastern part of Telmérion north to south, connecting Gala’jad and Claris’ye in the north with Ristfánd in the south. Trade has become a large part of Telméric culture in the last few generations, since the establishment of the onarion and the harmony of the seven clans. Most of the roads that traverse the landscape of Telmérion date from this period—and thus, are still “young” roads in comparison with the ancient trails that wend their way across fields and through forests, that crawl through valleys and traverse cliffs and mountains. Even in ancient days, however, three great roads were established and, through decades of human labor, were in differing manners paved and marked with way-stations or way-shrines. There is the great Teldyn road running east to west or west to east, from which comes the name for Teldyn Pass—and both, in fact, take their name from the two mountain ranges between which the road traverses: the Teldren Mountains in the north and center of Telmérion and the Yjind Mountains in the far south.

The second road, the Mardas, passes from the town of Claris’ye in the north and around the east end of the Teldren Mountains and then south, the entire length of the continent, to Ristfánd. This road has often been used for trade from north to south and, even to this day, is part of the route taken when persons or supplies travel from Igny and other towns on the east coast to the western side of the mountains, even at times as far as the capital of Brûg’hil. The third road passes from Brûg’hil, in the northwest reaches of the continent, to the center of Telmérion and meets up with the Teldyn road just south of Onylándun; the name of this road is Finístra, and it continues for a long stretch along the Finístra range, a wide expanse of comparitively lower mountains and hills that reach along the center of the continent until meeting with the greater, lofty peaks of the Teldren range. Both of these mountain ranges together give the landscape of Telmérion the appearance of a great mountain rising from the sea—a conical volcano thrust upward above the waves, yet with innumerable peaks of different heights and splendors, and on all sides descending into lower mountain ranges, hills, fjords, or even plains, which then plunge into the ocean.

Of unique beauty, and an exception to this conical nature of Telmérion, are the mountains in which Brûg’hil is nestled, which drop off straight, in cliffs hundreds of feet above the sea, into icy cold waters that ever splash against the vertical walls of rock. Another unique exception is the Yjind Mountains, which grow close to the ocean and reach their roots right down into the narrow strip of rocky land that has been shaped by the ocean's water and yet stands ever against it, unmovable and strong. There are, of course, many other noteworthy landmarks at the meeting of land and ocean, as if this kiss of land and sea can never be exhausted in its glory and its depth, and all across the land, the same theme is hit with a different key or sung to a different tune. Eldárien has only seen some of them, less than his extensive travels would indicate, for his journeys have taken him mostly across the inland of the continent; he has been, however, to Brûg’hil in the northwest, to Ristfánd in the south, and to Gala’jad in the northeast.

The seven clans of old distinguish the land of Telmérion into seven segments, unequal in size but equal in wealth of resources and bounty of beauty. These clans have nonetheless become more similar to one another as time has passed; in particular, a great deal of their uniqueness has not survived the flattening effect caused by the oversight and presence of the Empire. They still retain evident unique cultural customs among themselves, and each also has a form of governing structure of their own under the headship of the clan leader—still frequently called a hæras from the ancient tongue—but they are nothing like what they used to be. And unlike in more highly developed and centralized societies—such as the Empire of Vælíria—the borders between the clans are unfixed. In the past, this was a point of great contention and the cause of much bloodshed, with ownership of lands and peoples continually passing hands through force of arms more than through any diplomacy. Since the coming of the Empire, however, bloodshed has given way to peaceful, if at times tenuous, coexistence and even, in the most positive circumstances, cooperation. In fact, as the decades have passed and generations have come and gone, the tensions have dissolved and genuine and abiding cooperation has taken their place.

The seven clans are named as follows, with their areas of dominion upon the land of Telmérion. In the far northwest lies the clan of Bruä, and to the east and somewhat south, centered in Minstead, the Mineäs. In the center of the continent, in a wide valley cradled on the west by the Finístra range and on the east by the Teldrens, resides the clan of Winfreya in their capital by the same name, the only settlement of any significant size in their domain, yet circled about with innumerable little villages and hamlets. North and east of this, occupying the northernmost reaches of Telmérion, lies the clan of Germundis, and further south, across a stretch of outlying mountains reaching east from the great range of Teldren, is the clan of the Galapteä, in which Eldárien is now located, and which covers a great expanse of land, sparsely populated and yet rich in wood and fish and ore, from Igny in the east along the coast to the high slopes of the Teldren Mountains in the west, including Eldárien’s lost hometown of Falstead and the barrow of the ancient king, Séra Galáptes. The remaining two clans inhabit large stretches of land in the southeastern and southwestern reaches of the continent, the clan of Rhóvas claiming all lands of the Yjind Mountains and eastward, and the clan of Onylándis claiming the lands west of the mountains, including the Midfeld stretch and southwards, along the great forked peninsula to the sea.

Thus is divided the land of Telmérion, marked by ages of growth and development and creativity, and yet also by centuries of warfare in the lust of men for power, in violence against the weak, only to have these very conflicts overcome and brought to cease in a form of coexistence imposed by an unquestionably more supreme power from beyond her own shores. What remains to be said of the lands that call themselves Telmérion, blessed by the god Télmoth from the beginning of time and ever caressed by the waves of Hiliána, is that two more clans reside beyond the borders of the continent in outlying chains of islands. They are rarely counted among the rival clans and live an existence apart, linked to the mainland only by a meager amount of trade and an even smaller degree of migration and the linked lineage that this induces. Thus the clan leaders have their own completely independent forms of government and have no part in the onarion, the council of the seven. Of all places in Telmérion, they alone are free from the occupation of the Empire, as few travel thence and return, and thus these islands never fell under the gaze of the Emperor. These clans are, to the east of the land, the Taresta and, to the northwest, the Nerïa.

† † †
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The day warms slightly as Eldárien walks through the woods, and the spring sun dances through the trees and casts dappled rays of light upon the ground, interlaced with the shadows of branch, trunk, and leaf. The walk is tiring simply because of the continual rise and fall of the land, undulating up and down even as the land, as a whole, progresses ever upward. The path winds very little and only rarely weaves its way between hills, instead traversing them almost without exception in a straight westerly direction. Trees long ago were certainly hewn and dug up to make way for the path, but now they have grown close again, at times infringing upon the trail and almost always overhanging it, sometimes with branches so low that Eldárien must duck under them to continue on his way. The air is still, with only hints of breeze whispering through the trees and causing the thick grass and vegetation on either side of the path to gently sway.

Spring is beginning to make her face known in the woods, with many trees in early bud and a few in full bloom, and flowers are beginning to unfold themselves—the few flowers that there are in a climate such as this. Eldárien wonders at the state in which he finds the forest, since it is not as he expected. Spring should already have long been in full blossom and leaning toward summer, and yet here everything looks as if it has been a couple months delayed, hesitant to leave behind the slumber of winter and to welcome the new flowering of life, and yet, after a prolonged hesitancy, yielding to it at last. Of course, the summers in Telmérion have never been more than a couple months of moderately warmer weather contrasting with the intermittent weather of spring and autumn, which seem to be a ceaseless tug-of-war between the bitter chill of night and the warmth of day's radiance, between the winds, rains, and even snows that come down from the mountains or blow in from the sea and the warm, sun-drenched days that come unexpectedly and as unexpectedly depart.

Eldárien stops briefly around midday and sits upon a fallen, ancient tree, drinking a bit from the waterskin and eating some bread and dried fish. As he sits, he thinks, letting his mind wander back, not now to the long buried memories that stirred to life beyond his control while he stayed in Igny, but to other memories whose import for the present and the future weigh upon his heart. In memory, he finds himself again in the courtyard of a castle of high stone walls, the late morning sun glistening overhead, crowds of people standing about, and his brothers in arms to his left and his right. After years of training they now stand, squires, before the honor of knighthood, in regal garb, and the legate of the Emperor stands before them, with an assistant to his side.

“After the time of trial comes the glory,” the legate begins, in a booming voice clearly intended to be audible to all in the crowd as well as to the men standing before him. “You have shown yourself worthy through service to those placed above you and through might of arms and strength of will. Now before you stands the glory of knighthood and, if you continue upon the path you have chosen, the glory of battle. I address you now and speak to you all as one. But each must answer for himself alone.”

With this the legate takes a step forward and turns to his assistant, who hands him a sword. “You are to profess your oath of allegiance before me, who stand in the place of our great Emperor, and before all of the people gathered here. May curses befall you on the day you break such an oath, endangering thus the well-being of the order which you have vowed to protect and uphold.” The legate now approaches the first squire in line and gestures for them all to kneel. When they have done so, he places the sword against the squire’s shoulder and says, “Do you vow this day to honor in all your acts and words the glory of the Empire of Vælíria and to obey without question the commands of your superiors, as if they were the words of the Emperor himself, highest of men and custodian of goodness?”

The squire replies, “I do.”

Moving the sword then to the other shoulder, the legate continues, “And do you vow to stand always for those traits which the Empire represents and seeks to establish among mankind, namely justice and might, fortitude and forbearance, unity and peace?”

And again, “I do.”

And so the legate says, “In the name of the Emperor, I accept your profession. Remember always your oath and honor it, for only in this way, may it be known unto you, shall you be of service to those values to which you have committed yourself: honor, glory, valor, the unity among peoples, the order of society, and the unyielding arm of the law, which punishes the wicked and pardons the innocent.”

The image now changes in Eldárien’s memory, and he finds himself carried in thought to the more recent past. He stands guard at the edge of a military camp in the wilderness of Tel-Velfána, a group of tents hidden among the trees. A voice sounds from behind him, and he turns, “Captain, may I have a word with you?”

“You may,” he replies, “but come, stand beside me, for I must be able to keep watch.”

“Of course.” The soldier does so, and after a moment, he continues. “I wanted to ask you about the orders we received yesterday.”

“It is not a soldier’s place to question orders,” Eldárien says.

“What about a captain’s?” the soldier says, his voice audibly constricting.

Eldárien turns to look at him, startled.

“What is it you are suggesting?”

“I suggest nothing.”

“But surely you do?”

“Well...surely you do not intend to follow through with the command given to us? To slaughter the enemy even if they surrender and to chase them to the death were they to flee?”

“They would do the same to us were they given the chance. There is no place for such mercy with an enemy like this,” says Eldárien. “Do not make me regret sharing my orders with my subordinates in this manner. I have always acted in the belief that even the lowest foot-soldier should be privy to the commands given to his leaders, since in battle they shall all stand side by side. I have esteemed your advice and relied on the joint planning of all the men before combat.” Eldárien pauses and sighs deeply. “But if it leads to this, I am capable of leading with a sterner hand, and demanding strict obedience.”

“That is not your mind nor your heart, captain,” says the soldier. “Surely you do not mean that?”

Eldárien does not immediately reply, touched by the soldier’s courage and by the strength of emotion with which he speaks.

“I...” he begins, but falters. “I too have questions, Lerick. But I have professed an oath. We all have. We have no choice but to obey.”

The image changes again, and Eldárien finds himself, two days later, standing upon the battlefield, sword and shield in hand. The cries of battle falter around him as the last survivors fall at the edge of his company’s swords. Victory has come, and the threat has been annihilated, utterly crushed under the superior might of the Empire. Before long, surely, the lands of Tel-Velfána too will surrender and allow themselves to be incorporated into the order that the Emperor brings to all lands that accept his reign. And yet the question remains: What will remain of these lands when they surrender? Who will survive to accept such a reign, and of those who survive, what of their own culture, their own way of life, their own traditions?

As he looks across the battlefield, stained with blood and littered with the bodies of men from both armies, these thoughts cross Eldárien’s mind, but he tries his utmost to suppresses them. “To me!” he cries, as loudly as he can. “We are victorious. Let us gather what we can for our uses and bury all the dead.” After these words he lowers his gaze, drawing out a cloth from his belt and wiping the blood from his sword, then sheathing it in its scabbard at his waist. As he does so his eyes fall upon a figure on the ground near to his feet. Eyes stare unseeing upwards, and blood stains the lips and the nose and trickles down the cheek. An arrow lies deep in the man’s chest, right at the junction of his mail shirt. Death was certain, but not immediate. The man is Lerick.

† † †
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Six days into his journey, when the water in his skin has been depleted, the river having turned northwards a couple days earlier, Eldárien comes upon a house in the woods. It is not the first habitation that he has seen buried deep in the woods, but it is the first that he has had any cause to visit. The path winds around the curve of a hill and cuts its way through a thick grove of trees before passing along the edge of a clearing. He almost passes by himself without noticing anything, since the house is on the far side of the clearing, about fifty yards off, and largely concealed by the sloping land of the hill and a few willows whose weeping branches shelter it like drapery. He intends to pass on without stopping until he sees near to the house, glistening softly in the light cast through the trees, a small pond, and on its bank squatting a man, fishing or washing perhaps, though Eldárien cannot clearly tell from this distance. Eldárien decides to approach and make himself known, even if only to receive a little water for the journey. And so he does, calling out “Hail, friend,” as he draws near enough for his footsteps to be heard.

The man raises his head, surprised but not startled, and then sets down what was in his hands—a small cage woven roughly of branches—and stands. “Greetings,” he replies. “What brings a traveler along this rarely trodden way? The main road is not far from here, but this trail is small and ill-used, for it goes east only to the sea and westward to the highlands with little or nothing to see.”

“I pass from Igny to the west of which you speak,” Eldárien says. “My business, I assure you, is one of peace.”

“Sadly, not many who travel in the wilderness far from the main roads travel in peace. Exiles, wildmen, and brigands—criminals of all sorts—make the woods and the hills their home. And they prey on the weaker, who seek only a simple life among nature’s bounty. Could you tell me a bit more about your business and the reason for approaching a man in the wilderness? Only then may I decide whether to aid you on your way, for I must assume that is why we speak.”

“You are correct in the latter,” Eldárien says softly, now standing only ten or fifteen feet from the man, and trying to manifest nothing but gentleness and kindness in his bearing. “I am deeply acquainted with the ways of the criminals who live in the wilderness, as they destroyed my home in years long past. From Falstead I hail, though it has gone decades hence, though I wish now to return to find what I may.”

The man seems almost to soften at hearing this, for Eldárien’s words are clearly spoken with the simplicity and transparency of truth. Nonetheless, he asks, “And what do you seek hence?”

“I am seeking clarity regarding the rumors about beasts of darkness arising from the earth, and hopeful of discovering aught that I can do.”

The man bows his head for a moment, as if in acquiescence. It is evident that his trust is not blindly given, but refusing blind trust is not the same as yielding to blind fear and turning away a peaceful man in suspicion that he may be a dangerous one.

“I only approach,” Eldárien continues, “because I have run short on water and know not how near the closest spring or river is, or if rain will come soon. If you grant me that, I shall be on my way.”

“You speak kindly,” the man says with a smile, “and your bearing is enough to win my trust. I think I shall give you more than that. Come, let us sit that you may rest a while. I will put food and drink before you and make sure that you are provisioned for the journey when you depart.”

With a bow of his head not unlike that previously proffered by the man, Eldárien replies, “I accept your hospitality gratefully.”

The man picks up the cage that he had set down upon Eldárien’s approach, and the latter sees that it contains a catch of inland crabs crawling around and nipping their pincers. The man raises the cage, as if to exhibit them, and says, “A deep underground spring wells up here and nourishes many little creatures. The water is also clear, cool, and rich in flavor. That is why I settled here.”

The inside of the house is small and dark, yet cozy, with wood-paneled walls and a thatched roof on thick beams of pine. A small fire burns gently in the hearth and casts rays of red-orange on the walls and the objects in the room. There are two windows, but the wooden shutters on them are currently closed and latched. Two beds rest near to one another in the corner, and beside one of them a chair of woven grasses, and on the other side of the room a kitchen and pantry area with boxes, barrels, and other storage, and a large basin of water. A ladder also descents into a square hole in the floor near the pantry, likely leading to a cellar under the building. The man grabs another chair that sits against the wall and situates it near the hearth. He gestures for Eldárien to sit while he grabs the woven chair from beside the bed and sets it opposite his guest. Then he sits down as well.

“My name is Ródric Farâël,” he says. “It is a pleasure to meet you.”

“The pleasure is mine. My name is Eldárien Illómiel, son of Bierand of Falstead, though the latter part you already know.”

“I hail originally from Melendya,” Ródric says, “but now, as you see, I live in the territory of the Galapteä. In fact I have long had my home here. Here I was married and here bore a child. So if in blood we hail from different clans and diverse places, by the location of our homes and the changes of our culture, we are close to clansmen.”

“I set little stock by the clan in which one may happen to be born,” Eldárien replies, “though I take from your words a sense of welcome and encouragement. I believe that is your intent in speaking thus.”

“Indeed it is. But if you set stock not by one’s clan of origin, I wonder, wherein do you find the measure of a man?”

“In the past, a clan greatly influenced one’s way of life and was the fabric of our society. Then, the divisions were truly real—if at times exaggerated and not calling for the bloodshed that they excused—but now it seems they border on becoming little more than a name.”

“That is true, though I would say not entirely,” Ródric says. “The Empire has changed the face of Telmérion, for good or ill. But come, we border on speaking of politics which could cause division between us before we have even become acquainted. What is your answer to my question?”

“The measure of man?” asks Eldárien.

Ródric confirms, “Precisely.”

“The measure of man comes from his home. That is the first thing to which my thoughts draw me. We are formed by our home—or by our homelessness. I myself experienced both. For the first seventeen years the village of Falstead was the cradle of my life and my growth. For the rest, homelessness and wandering were the nature of my longing, which birthed a growth of a different kind.” Eldárien pauses and thinks for a moment before continuing. “But a man may choose his home, whether his previous home was lost or if he only seeks to make a new one his own. And this, even more than one’s origin, reveals the measure of a man. It lies in the home that he chooses, the home that he himself may create, and also that for which he is willing to fight.”

“You speak openly to one who is nearly a stranger,” Ródric says with a soft laugh.

“It is you who asked the question,” remarks Eldárien.

“Aye, and you spoke with wisdom. I am glad that I have welcomed you into my home, who have such a reverence for home.” With this, Ródric stands and says, “In fact, there is something concerning that about which I wish to speak. But first, let me offer what I promised and set before you food and drink. Only then shall we continue our conversation.”

He then brings out bread and wildberry jam and places it before Eldárien. While his guest begins to eat, he sets two pots on the hearth and rekindles the flames within it, throwing on a few more logs. In one pot, he drops some herbs of various kinds, and in the other, he puts the crabs that he recently caught. Then, taking some bread and jam for himself, he sits down again. The two men sit together in silence for a while, eating and listening to the crackling of the fire. When the water comes to a boil, Ródric pours them both cups of steaming tisane. Only then does he begin to speak.

“You may have noticed,” Ródric begins, “that I am alone. Neither my wife nor my child are here. Of course, there is nothing odd about that, at my age. My wife, you see, has passed on into Meléngthar’s embrace a half decade past. My son, Rórlain, however...it is about him that I wish to speak.” Ródric shifts in his chair and gazes absentmindedly into the fire, taking a sip from his tea. “You see, he lives here with me and has for most of his life. He is about your age, I suppose, or perhaps some years younger. But not two days hence, he disappeared while hunting in the woods.”

When Ródric does not immediately continue, Eldárien asks, “He just disappeared? Did you find a trace of where he may have gone?”

“Sadly, I have,” answers Ródric. “Or rather, I have, though the trace is sorrowful. Before that, however, let me give you a little information that may or may not be news to you. The beasts in the woods, you see, have been acting strangely of late. Not the small ones, mind you, but the larger animals, the predators: the bears and the wolves. They have become unusually aggressive and, indeed, unusually strong. It is as if they are possessed by some power that is not their own, and with this power, an unknown rage. There are many examples, numerous small encounters, over the previous months, perhaps the last year, which reveal this to be the case. But it seems to be progressing, this change in the animals, I mean. Only last week, a bear came into the clearing by our home, crying out in anger as if it were wounded or in the very act of defending itself. But when we looked out of the windows, we saw nothing causing its rage and its roaring. We waited a while for it to move on, but instead of leaving, it began to destroy the shed that lies near to the house, tearing at it with its claws as if it were an enemy. Suffice it to say that we were startled.

“It is then that Rórlain grabbed a hunting bow and lifted the pane on the window. A fine shot he is, and he pierced the bear directly in the eye. But to our surprise and fear, it did not die. It did not even fall to the ground. No, it did not even flee. It turned as if to attack us, rearing up on its hind legs and swiping at the air, screaming out in a horrid voice, a bear’s voice but filled with something more terrifying than I have ever heard. It charged, and my son loosed three more shots, one piercing the heart, before the bear finally fell to the earth and died with a great echoing cry...and that, only a few feet from the open window. Afraid to eat the meat of such an animal or even to make use of the skins and fur—fearing it either diseased or cursed—we buried it in the woods.

“But that is not all. The day that Rórlain disappeared, that morning before he left for his hunt, he brought me out to the bear’s burial place and showed me: the grave was empty, dug up, with earth cast this way and that not by a shovel but as if by some beast with great claws. I should have been concerned then that something was amiss and forbade him to depart on the hunt, but I did not do so. I suspect there is some greater beast in the forest that feasts upon the flesh of others, if this was its purpose for digging it up. Whether this is a new creature only lately come into the area or a long-time resident, I know not. For never before have we buried what we have slain, but taken it for our sustenance and well-being, as is only proper. But even so, if the beast were lately nearby and causing the bear itself to act so oddly—if indeed the two things are related—then I suspect it may have something to do with the disappearance of my son.”

Eldárien receives all of this in silence, with heart both grieved and unsettled. After the old man’s words are concluded, he says, “I am greatly sorry for the losses you have suffered—of your wife and now your son. Though I pray the latter may yet return to you.”

“Thank you. As do I.”

“In which direction did your son depart on his hunt?”

“To the northwest. We are not far from the highlands, and many elk live along the edge of the forest. We usually walk northwest until coming to a small river or stream—the first we come upon—and follow this to the place where the forest meets the highlands.”

“I would like to offer my assiance in finding your son,” Eldárien says.

“It is too much of a request for me to make of you, and too dangerous, I fear,” Ródric sighs.

“Surely you share what has happened not only to let me know of your situation but also because you wish for my aid?”

“I do wish for aid, and you are the only person whom at present I can rely upon. But...”

“No, please. I offer my assistance freely. I wish to help you discover the whereabouts of your son—though I warn you that I may find something that brings greater grief or confirms it.”

“I understand and expect as much,” responds Ródric, “but still, I wish to know. I cannot just leave things as they are. I myself have traveled far both days since he left and have found nothing. And I am old and weary from the journey of life. There is little I can do, and a long journey through the wilderness on a tenuous search is beyond me.”

“Then I am glad I came by when I did.”

“As am I. Your presence has become a sign of hope to me.”

“I will do all in my power to bring you a conclusion to your search, for good or ill.”

“It shall be good simply to know what has become of my son, whatever the outcome,” Ródric says, “though clearly my heart is torn with worry for him, and I wish for him to return in safety and wholeness.”
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Chapter Seven
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In the Darkness

Since the day is already inclining towards evening, Ródric suggests that Eldárien wait until the morning to set out in search of Rórlain. And, though Eldárien is anxious to begin the search, fearing that, if it is not too late already, it will be soon, he understands the prudence of the recommendation. If anything, whatever tracks there are that could give him a hint of Rórlain’s location would be almost certainly missed during the darkness of night. Therefore, he accepts waiting but insists that he will leave at first light, before the sun even crests the horizon in the east. Ródric provides Eldárien a hearty meal that evening, after darkness has already fallen and the forest sleeps in deep silence, punctuated only by the call of nocturnal birds—owls and doves—the occasional howling of wolves, and the almost inaudible music of a light wind caressing the trees. After they have both eaten, Ródric replenishes Eldárien’s provisions with dry food goods and also refills his waterskin, promising more upon his return.

“I hope to be gone no more than a day or two, but I will do whatever is required,” Eldárien says, receiving the provisions and squatting down next to his pack, beside which his traveling cloak is rolled up. He begins fitting them into the bag, rearranging the other objects already within it, and then ties it closed again.

“I appreciate your willingness to help,” Ródric replies quietly, almost shyly, “but do not let yourself be excessively put out by me.”

“Currently, our intentions align, and helping you is the best way to continue on my own course,” explains Eldárien, tying the waterskin, now filled, to his pack. “But even if they did not, a human life is at stake here. I could not pass this by without doing the little that I can do.”

“If only more men of our time were like you, perhaps Telmérion would be in a very different state.”

“Like me?” Eldárien looks up at Ródric, and his eyes speak of deep hurt, an abyss of pain that keeps him from receiving Ródric’s words as a compliment, but which also shields him from the slightest thought of vainglory. He stands under an infinite debt that he can never repay, such that even if he were to spend an eternity doing good to make up for it, he could never fill in the slightest portion of what is owed. No amount of his own goodness could ever atone for the evil that he had previously committed. This he knows.

While the two men look at one another in silence, Ródric startled and confused by the depth of pain in Eldárien’s eyes, the latter becomes aware of what he is feeling and, with a sigh, asks, “Am I only doing good in the attempt to equalize my balance sheet, or even with the presumption of turning the scales towards goodness?”

“Pardon?” Ródric asks, not following the train of thought, since he was unable to discern what occurred beneath the murky surface of those eyes, in the depths within.

“Forgive me. It is nothing,” says Eldárien and lowers his eyes again. “I did not even mean to speak that aloud.” There is another moment of dense silence, and then Eldárien rises to his feet and says, “Tell me about your life here. How is it that you sustain your living alone in the woods like this?”

“It is quite simple, actually,” replies Ródric, relieved for the change of topic and the easing of the heavy atmosphere that had descended upon them. “Rórlain and I make our living hunting and trapping, mostly, with a bit of gardening on the side. And you already saw the spring. As I already said, the water is excellent; and as long as we do not over fish, it provides us also with some supplemental fish every year.”

“What about your other needs, those beyond basic nourishment?”

“Both of us can sew and weave well enough to make or mend our own clothes, though my wife was far better,” answers Ródric, and now it is his turn for his eyes to reveal a hidden depth, this time of the deep intermingling of love, grief, and nostalgia: the experience of missing someone who was so close as to be woven into the fabric of one’s own heart but now is gone. “Yes, she made little masterpieces. At least, that is what I always told her and what I have always believed. It was her joy to do it, to participate in our lives not only in a ‘woman’s work’—which Rórlain and I both do now on our own and are no less men for it—but above all in providing for us something beautiful, were it only a pair of gloves or a belt or a cloak.”

Eldárien smiles at this and watches as Ródric pauses and lets memories carry him in their train for a few moments. Then he stirs himself back to the present, “Ah, I was telling you about our way of life. Sorry, I got carried away.”

“It is no problem. Please, continue.”

“Well,” says Ródric, trying to pick up on the thread he had lost, “it is a simple life, if a hard one, particularly during the winter months. We stock up as much as we can before the first snow, since, depending on the year, that snow may well last, at least in its substance, until the first thaw four or five months later. But I assume you know that well enough. After all, you grew up higher in the mountains than we are now.”

“Indeed.” replies Eldárien. “We were at the base of the three greatest peaks in Telmérion, and oft the entire valley in which my village lay was buried under a thick layer of snow from early winter to the first weeks of spring.”

“I have never been to Falstead. What is it like? Or, I apologize, what was it like?”

“The area is forested quite heavily, much like here if a little less. But travel even less than a day out, and the elevation rises quite quickly. As you crest the hills, you come to the taiga, sloping up the sides of the mountains, until the trees themselves are left behind, unable to endure the cold, and are replaced first by sparse grasses and heather, and then by rugged stone. That, at least, is the landscape of Falstead and its surrounds. The climate was frigid during the winter, as I said, but in fact the valley was usually spared the bitterest of winds and even, at least as I imagined to myself, kept warm by the embrace of the land. Perhaps I was just equating the warmth of the earth with the warmth of home, or rather, letting this latter warmth color and saturate my experience.”

“Not such a bad thing to do, I suppose,” Ródric says, with a glint in his eye.

“I suppose not,” Eldárien agrees, smiling slightly in response. And then, changing the subject, “But that is long passed now. What about you? What was your reason for departing from home?”

Ródric lowers his gaze and remains silent for a moment, and Eldárien quickly interjects, saying, “I do not insist! If you wish to share, then I happily receive. But I don’t want you to say anything you wish not to say.”

“You are kind,” Ródric replies, but then he proceeds to speak. “I need not say much, as some things need only a few words, and much is said by these few. I left because I was fleeing from danger—or fleeing from myself, or fleeing from the law, whichever best expresses it. I grew up in poverty and fell in with a gang who fancied themselves brigands. Bandits. Relihím. To pass from loneliness to a group of people sharing a common life day in and day out; to pass from hunger and poverty to sustenance, even at times to wealth, however ill-gotten; it was a welcome change for me, and I relished it. I was young then. Young and stupid. When I became a little older and a little wiser, it became clear that the only way out was to leave entirely, beyond the borders of our lands. The Relihím do not take kindly to those who wish to part from them. I had met Gnissa while in the group, and we fled together. It was not long before we were wed and made our home here. That is the story in short.”

“And many years have passed,” Eldárien replies with tenderness in his voice, “and you have not gone back on that choice.”

“Sometimes, in the beginning, I had twisted thoughts of returning, of going back to all the gains to be had in such a life,” Ródric admits, slightly embarrassed. “But that was only in the beginning. Not only did love for Gnissa carry me through and a growing love for our land—and then before too long a love for our son—but also an encounter with those very ones with whom I had identified myself. Or rather, with more of their kind, since these were not the same group with whom I had joined.”

“They came here?” Eldárien asks. “I had wondered how you could live in the woods without being troubled by those who make raiding in the wild their profession.”

“A small homestead such as this is usually left alone, as they go for finer pickings,” replies Ródric. “We have been untroubled all these years, save once.” He sighs and closes his eyes for a moment, before continuing. “That was the first and only time that I killed. Two men. Before the rest fled. And I am glad that they did, for, though there were only five of them, I could not have taken them all. Rórlain was still young at the time, and I could not expect either he or Gnissa to stand up against these men of the wild. I suppose it was this awareness that set a fire deep within me. I protected them, and that is the only time I have been called on to protect those I love in such a way.”

Eldárien nods silently as he receives these words, and a moment of mute recognition passes between the two men, before he says, “I will do all I can to bring your son back, Ródric. If he is beyond your power now to protect, I will try to make your reach a little longer and a bit stronger with my own.”

Ródric smiles a heavy smile, mixed more with sadness than with gladness, though marked with true gratitude, and then he presses his hands together as if in decision. “What say you to calling it a night? You shall rise early, before the sun, and I wish to see you off. Let us both get some rest.”

† † †
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Despite his exhaustion, Eldárien does not rest well and passes in and out of sleep until, in the early hours of the morning, he rises from bed and sits staring into the fire, on which he tosses a few small logs and tends until it burns brightly again. Try as he might, he cannot cause his mind to stop traveling in circles, inspecting and re-inspecting the events of the previous weeks, and in particular the conversation of last night, trying to find some hint or clue about the path before him or about the precise nature of the mysterious burden weighing so heavily upon his heart. Ever since returning to Telmérion, it has been as if a yoke has been placed on the shoulders of his heart, as if some great evil has settled upon him, not his own but felt as if it were his own. Or perhaps it is his own, entirely his own, the deep awareness of the blood on his hands and the pollution in his heart. He cannot tell, and no amount of thought seems able to sort it out in the least. He knows that thinking in circles will not bring an answer, but he knows equally well, from long experience, that he cannot simply stop thinking. He has always been pensive to a fault, his father used to affectionately joke (with the emphasis on the affection), and though such thoughtfulness has served him well many a time, it has also made him experience the crises of life, the dilemmas, choices, and turning-points with more anxiety and fear than they warrant. He cannot seem to learn the lesson—in his heart of hearts and in his mind—that only living itself can solve the questions raised by living, even if thought has a place in discerning the path ahead. Sometimes only the next step can be seen, or even a half step, a quarter step. Or indeed sometimes one simply walks in trust, and it  is only after the fact that one sees the beauty and meaning in the path, inscribed far beyond one's expectation or hope.

The only way to gain more light, then, is to take another step, and then another, and another, in the trust that truth lies not in one's own making or control, or even in one's own comprehension; rather, truth enfolds and permeates life without ceasing, and one's own personal history is inscribed on its fabric and written within its folds. Realizing that his thoughts have carried him this far, Eldárien smiles to himself. So he actually broke the circle after all, if only for a moment? Just as he feels his heart surge in eagerness to take the next step—a step into the unknown—he hears a voice behind him. “You are up already?”

“I am,” he replies. “I could not sleep.”

“I hope you will not tire on the journey,” Ródric says and, appearing at his side, sits down.

“I hope the journey will be a short one and I will find Rórlain quickly.”

“Hope not too much,” Ródric whispers, “or hope may turn to folly.”

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
Ain lll6 ya Eliana

THe COMPLETE STORY

Joshua Elzner





OEBPS/d2d_images/image001.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/image000.png
RS TARN
7 FLALFION
KA 1N

2O A O

SeaoF SuTHEON





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





