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      Iarion stood on the pier as he had every morning for the past few weeks, his face turned toward the rolling waves of the ocean. A salt-scented breeze caught at his long, silver braids, setting them dancing around his shoulders. The breeze carried a dampness with it that misted his dusky skin. He ignored all this to strain his eyes toward the north-eastern horizon—the direction of Rasdaria.

      He wasn’t alone, of course. Just like every other morning since the beginning of his vigil, it seemed that every elf living in the Forest of the Sea had turned up to crowd around him, each jockeying for their own position until the tension was palpable. A few spoke to one another in Elvish in hushed voices. The only other sound was the pounding of the surf against the beach. The Sea Elves’ forest loomed behind them—a host of ancient trees that seemed to stand a vigil of their own.

      Is there any point in watching today?

      Iarion asked himself this question every morning he had come to stand on the pier. Part of him was afraid that if he didn’t show up, this would be the one morning when his patience might be rewarded. And so, he found himself staring out at the ocean, seemingly like every other elf around him, even though he was nothing of the kind.

      Yes, he had the same dark skin and pointed ears, and many of the Sea Elves had silver hair instead of white. Even the bow slung over his shoulder and the long hunting knife at his waist didn’t mark him as unusual.

      It was his eyes that gave him away.

      True, blue eyes were common among the Rasadar—the Sea Elves. Often they were a blue-green mix that hearkened to the colors of the sea.

      Iarion’s eyes were a deep sapphire, flecked with silver.

      In all the thousands of years that he had spent wandering the lands of Lasniniar, he had yet to find another elf of any tribe who had eyes like his. Whether they were simply an anomaly, or a mark of his unique condition, he had no idea.

      He shaded them now against the shimmer of the morning sun on the dancing waves. His brow furrowed. Was there something on the horizon?

      “It’s been weeks now, and not so much as a response to one of our gull messengers,” an elf woman standing nearby was grumbling. “What can possibly be happening on Rasdaria?”

      “If only we had a ship to send, but the one in the shipyard isn’t anywhere near finished,” another woman said in response. “They’ve been working from sunrise to sunset every day, but it’s going to be weeks before it’s seaworthy.”

      “How can they not have sent someone by now?” a male voice demanded. “They must need supplies… I’ve had my shipment of fabrics ready for almost a week! Commissioned by the lord and lady themselves, and no sign of payment.”

      Iarion ignored the inane chatter. It was the same as it had been every morning. Weeks had gone by, and no word or ship had been sent from the isolated island where the Lord and Lady of the Rasadar made their home, along with the Learnéd One of Water, Feoras. A hot surge of disappointment filled the pit of his stomach.

      He had hoped when he had sought out the Sea Elves that they might be able to help him with his problem. His own people—the Wood Elves—had no knowledge that was useful, and neither did the Earth Elves, who made their home in the caves adjoining the same forest. Iarion hadn’t found answers anywhere else in Middle Lasniniar either, so he had made the journey north to the Rasadar to discover whether there might be anything to be learned there.

      Despite being a single tribe, the Sea Elves were divided into two groups—those who made their homes in the treetops of the Forest of the Sea, and the few who lived on the isle of Rasdaria.

      Iarion didn’t know what those on the island were like, but the mainland elves were fiercely private, and wanted little to do with the Wood Elf that had shown up at the border of their forest. Since he was still a fellow elf, they had no grounds to turn him away as they would a human or a dwarf, but they hadn’t exactly made him feel welcome. It had taken him ages to winnow his way through the eldest and most knowledgeable living in the forest to determine they had no information that might help him.

      But Feoras might.

      Or perhaps even the lord and lady… But all three of them were on Rasdaria and beyond his reach, for reasons no one was able to explain.

      And so he waited every morning on the pier, hoping like everyone else to see sails on the horizon.

      Sails…

      He blinked. Yes, there was something out on the waves! He held his breath, half-afraid it might disappear.

      “Is that…?” The fabric merchant craned his neck beside him. He fumbled for something at his waist. A glint of metal caught Iarion’s eye.

      The fabric merchant extended a segmented, bronze tube with a glass lens—a rare distance viewer imported from the Earth Elves. He pressed the narrow end to his eye, his long, white hair blowing around his face as the wind billowed his brightly-colored silk tunic and breeches.

      “It is!” the fabric merchant crowed. “It’s not Eranbalas’s ship, but it’s flying the standard of Mar Ras.”

      “How do you know it’s not Eranbalas?” Iarion asked before he could think better of it. He had heard the name of the captain of the Sea Elf fleet enough times since his arrival to recognize it.

      The fabric merchant snorted. “The captain’s sails have gold-edged borders. Everyone knows that.”

      He lowered the distance viewer to look at Iarion in askance. His eyes widened as they met Iarion’s before narrowing. “You are no Rasadain.”

      Iarion bobbed his head in acknowledgment, as if the other elf had not meant the words as an insult. “I am Iarion of Melaralva. I have come here seeking the wisdom of the Rasadar. I hope to gain passage to see Feoras and your lord and lady.”

      The fabric merchant shook his head. “Assuming they have room in the hold with all the supplies they’ll be bringing back… You speak fair enough for a land elf, but only Rasadar have ever set foot on the island. I doubt they’ll make an exception for you.” His nose twitched, as if he was trying not to wrinkle it.

      Iarion’s lips twitched. “What about Feoras?” His voice was mild.

      The fabric merchant waved him off. “Feoras is different. He is practically one of us. He even comes from Rasadar stock.” He puffed out his chest, as if this were some kind of personal accomplishment.

      “And the Daranadar who helped to build Mar Ras?” Iarion cocked an eyebrow. He had never seen the Sea Elves’ famed island tower, but it was common knowledge that the Earth Elves had helped with the construction.

      The fabric merchant frowned. “Yes, well. That was a long time ago. Now, if you don’t mind, I have a shipment to prepare.” He shouldered his way past with a sniff of disdain.

      Iarion suppressed a chuckle. “But we were getting along so well…” he called after him in a mocking voice. The other elf ignored him, but he earned some odd looks from the rest of the crowd around him.

      Iarion didn’t care. Finally, a ship was on its way.

      All he had to do was convince the captain to take him to Rasdaria.
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        * * *

      

      “Tighten that sail!” Alfiabalas called out to one of his crewmates as he noticed the plain, white fabric going slack. The other elf scrambled to obey.

      Alfiabalas stood at the ship’s wheel, the smooth, wooden grain warm and familiar in his hands. The wind whipped against his dusky, weather-beaten face. He had the same unlined features of any other elf, but there was no mistaking the ruddy look of someone who spent most of his time in the wind and sun. His white braids were a tangle around the shoulders of his gleaming fish mail—their usual state when he was out on the water.

      His blue-green eyes swept the lines of the ship for anything else that might be amiss. He trusted his crew implicitly, but this was an unusual run. For weeks, he and his crew had been forced to dock on Rasdaria on the explicit orders of Lady Raslynia and Lord Telariras, with no explanation as to why. Eranbalas had sailed off some time before—first with Feoras in tow, and later on his own.

      Alfiabalas hadn’t heard so much as a whisper about Eranbalas’s destination, and nothing remained a secret among sailors for long. Gulls had been seen traveling back and forth from Mar Ras toward the northwest, but Alfiabalas had no idea who they might be flying to, unless it was Eranbalas himself. Beyond the northwestern coast of the island, the mainland belonged to primitive human tribes, who had no contact with the elves. And beyond that, lay the Fallen One’s domain—a place no Rasadain would ever send a message.

      So what is Eranbalas doing on the northwest coast?

      There was nothing of note on that side of the island. It was barely even inhabited. For the most part, it was a large, empty cove. It was considered ill luck to live on the side of the island that lay in the shadow of the Fallen One’s domain, no matter how far away it might be.

      Alfiabalas had almost considered disobeying orders to sail out and investigate the northwest coast himself, but then he had received a missive from the lord and lady to sail to the mainland—the first trip any ship had been allowed to make in weeks.

      He understood the urgency of the trip. The islanders were isolated from the rest of their mainland kin, as well as the food and goods they supplied. They could only go for so long without renewing contact.

      But why now?

      The question nagged at Alfiabalas, even though he was thrilled to be back out on the ocean once more, after weeks of being forced to remain anchored. It was a glorious day. The deck rolled beneath the soles of his boots and the waves slapped against the sides of the ship—everything was as it should be. He knew he should count himself lucky to be the elf chosen to sail to the mainland when everyone else was forced to remain docked.

      But he couldn’t help but wonder…

      He didn’t even know what he was going to tell the mainland elves when they arrived—and he knew they would have questions. But he had been given no message to pass on to calm their concerns, and no reason for the sudden insistence of a trip after such a long delay.

      He knew some of his crew must also be wondering, but they were too well-disciplined to question orders. Most of them were simply happy to be on the water again. And what would happen once they returned to the island? Would they be confined to the harbor once more?

      He closed his eyes and raised his chin, savoring the feel of the sun, wind, and salt spray against his face. This was how life should be. Out here on the open water, he was free, the waves of Lasniniar surrounding him in a lover’s embrace.

      Part of him was tempted not to go back to Rasdaria. He and his crew could turn aside and sail wherever they pleased.

      But he was a Sea Elf captain—loyal to both his crew, and his lord and lady.

      He uttered a regretful sigh.

      He was not looking forward to making landfall.
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        * * *

      

      Alfiabalas called out for the anchor and sails to be lowered as the ship bumped up against the end of the pier. Now that they had arrived at their destination, time seemed to be moving too fast. He longed to slow things down. Too bad there was a pier. Otherwise, they would have had to row to shore, which at least would have bought a little more time…

      He busied himself as long as he could, supervising every detail of his crew’s movements, even though it wasn’t strictly necessary. The sun was high in the sky now. It beat down on the lightweight metal of his fish mail, adding to his nervous sweat.

      He could hear the murmur of the crowd on the pier below competing with the roar of the surf. Some elves were even calling out to the sailors.

      “Where have you been?”

      “What news from Rasdaria?”

      “Are the lord and lady all right?”

      “Do you have the payment for my fabrics?”

      Alfiabalas shook his head to himself. He knew he couldn’t put it off any longer…

      He gave his crew once last nod of thanks and threw a rope ladder over the side. He scrambled down it easily, the worn hemp familiar in his hands. He landed with a dull thump against the sanded wooden boards of the pier.

      A babble of voices surrounded him as the crowd of elves surged forward, each one jostling for position on the narrow pier. Few of their words were decipherable, but the overwhelming sense of anxiety was palpable. He took a deep, steadying breath before turning around to face them.

      He raised is hand in the air before speaking. There was no point in trying to shout over a hundred some-odd voices. It took several moments before the crowd began to fall silent. The elves toward the back couldn’t see his raised arm, and had to be shushed by those in front of them.

      Alfiabalas lowered his arm.

      “I know you must all have questions,” he said in what he called his ‘captain voice,’ which had been known to carry over even the strongest gale out on the open water. “I’m afraid we have no answers. The lord and lady have told us nothing, other than to return with supplies as usual. We are to sail back to the island as soon as possible.”

      He stifled a sigh as a fresh wave of cacophony greeted his announcement.

      “Do you mean to tell me the lord and lady have not sent any payment?” a male elf in bright silks bellowed above the rest. “This is an outrage! I refuse to send another shipment until I am compensated.” He stomped his foot on the pier from his position at the front of the crowd.

      Alfiabalas resisted the urge to roll his eyes. Whatever was going on back on Rasdaria was clearly a serious matter—one he suspected the lord and lady feared to speak of to avoid alarming their people. It was the only explanation that made sense. Lord Telariras and Lady Raslynia were both fair and well-loved leaders.

      Meanwhile, all this fool can think about are his precious fabrics.

      The lord and lady had sent funds, of course. Nothing about the voyage was any different from usual, aside from an underlying sense of unexplained urgency. But Alfiabalas was in no rush to let the whining fabric merchant know that.

      “Excuse me.” A male elf with long, silver braids managed to shoulder the disgruntled merchant aside.

      Alfiabalas barely managed to maintain his composure.

      What now?

      The merchant flushed and opened his mouth to object, but the other elf ‘accidentally’ stepped on his foot with the heel of his boot and leaned down hard. The merchant’s mouth opened in a silent yelp of pain.

      “I am Iarion of Melaralva,” the new elf continued, as if unaware of the discomfort he was causing the merchant.

      Alfiabalas blinked as he noticed his strange eyes. They were bluer than the depths of the ocean, flecked with silver—like the crests of the surf on a moonlit night.

      Melaralva? What is a Wood Elf doing here?

      Alfiabalas covered his confusion with a brief nod. “I am Captain Alfiabalas.” His crew were already swarming the pier behind him in the small space that was available between the crowd and the ship.

      Iarion gave a nod of respect in return. “I understand that the timing of my visit to your tribe is… awkward.” Iarion hesitated before continuing. For a moment, it seemed as if the merchant might shout in protest, but Iarion leaned his boot down even harder.

      “I have come here to seek the counsel of Feoras and your lord and lady,” Iarion continued without so much as a glance at the disgruntled merchant. “I was hoping you might take me back to Rasdaria when you set sail.”

      “Get off my foot, you oaf of a Wood Elf!” the merchant finally demanded in a voice that was breathless with pain.

      Iarion complied with an innocent look. “Have I been standing on it this whole time?” He shook his head, his long silver braids rustling around his shoulders. “I’m sorry. I’m only a simple Wood Elf. We don’t have any of these… bridge contraptions in Melaralva.” He gestured to the pier. “I’m afraid I mistook your foot for part of its surface.”

      Alfiabalas found himself biting the inside of his cheek to prevent himself from smiling at the way Iarion had turned the merchant’s own superior manner against him.

      The merchant glared at Iarion. “I already told you, no one but Sea Elves have ever set foot on Rasdaria—aside from the Earth Elves who built Mar Ras,” he hastened to add as Iarion opened his mouth to protest.

      Iarion turned to face Alfiabalas, who gave a helpless shrug. “What he says is true. No outsiders have ever traveled to the island.”

      Iarion met his gaze and quirked a slender brow. “There is a first time for everything. Surely there is room for one more elf on your boat?”

      “Ship,” Alfiabalas and the merchant corrected him at the same time, along with several nearby members of the crowd.

      Iarion’s eyes widened and a flush rose to his dusky cheeks. “My apologies. Are the words not interchangeable?”

      “A ship crosses the ocean, and has a captain,” the merchant huffed in a lofty tone. “A boat sails either on smaller waters, or under common consent. Everyone knows that.” He rolled his eyes at Alfiabalas. “Surely you’re not considering this ridiculous request… The Wood Elf doesn’t even know proper nautical terminology. Besides, it seems I must make the journey myself to see to my missing payment.”

      Alfiabalas sighed. “Your payment is here.” He untied a leather purse from his belt and tossed it to the merchant. He had no interest in having the insufferable elf join him on his ship. The merchant’s eyes glinted and he caught the jingling pouch in midair with a deft hand.

      His eyes narrowed as he appeared to test its weight. “You said no payment had been sent.”

      Alfiabalas held his gaze. “I said no such thing. You assumed it. Now is your shipment of fabrics prepared for transport? I don’t have time for delay. If no shipment is sent, there will be no more payments.”

      The merchant yelped as if he had been stung and began elbowing his way through the crowd—presumably to retrieve his precious cargo. Alfiabalas gestured for his crew to go ahead with clearing the pier so they could get on with loading the supplies they had come for. The crowd backed up with grumbles of protest. Only Iarion remained, deftly stepping aside to allow Alfiabalas’s crew room to pass. Alfiabalas could feel his strange gaze boring into him.

      “Why do you need to see our lord and lady?” Alfiabalas finally asked as he stepped aside to join the other elf while his crew saw to the loading of the ship.

      Iarion bit his lip. “I have a problem. I believe it is a… unique condition. I have searched Middle Lasniniar for answers and found nothing. I was hoping Feoras or your lord and lady might be of help.” His expression did not change, but Alfiabalas caught a flicker of torment in his strange eyes.

      Alfiabalas frowned. “Surely the Light Elves⁠—”

      Iarion shook his head. “Would you dare to approach Iadrawyn and Valanandir about a personal matter without exhausting all other options first?”

      Now it was Alfiabalas’s turn to bite his lip. He could see what Iarion meant. The Lord and Lady of the Light Elves were the stuff of legend. Shadow Elves seldom visited their wood. Even though Iadrawyn and Valanandir were said to be both wise and gracious, they were also the most venerated elves of all time. No Shadow Elf would dare to approach them with a problem that he might be able to solve himself.
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