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Enter the SF Gateway …


In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:




‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’





Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


Welcome to the SF Gateway.









Chapter One


The shrouded figure huddled stone-faced against the scarred granite of the deserted building and gazed down the broad, ravaged avenue. Violent winds howled through the alleyways and streets, raising spirals of dust and debris that assumed brief lives of their own before they dissipated and toppled vapidly onto the growing piles of the disfigured and discarded remnants of this once proud city. The air was thick with the powder of disintegration. Steam rose in billowing clouds from the stones that paved the mighty roadways and it sizzled and hissed as it clogged the heavy breeze with its humid mass and pungent smell. The stench of death was in the air, and the hounds of Sedahar were not far behind.


Huge cracks and crevices ruptured the meticulous stonework of the avenues and emitted a caustic and almost liquid flow which covered everything it touched with a clinging, deciduous slime. Terrifying crashes shattered the melodious calm of the heat’s devastatingly silent decimation, signaling another collapse of a once grand and noble edifice. The charred and withered remains of what was at one time lush vegetation littered the sidewalks, entangled amidst the abandoned carts, wagons and other symbols of the civilization that thrived here. Piles of clothing and relinquished personal belongings, only a short while ago cherished by and meaningful to their former owners, were everywhere; a sad and poignant testimony to what erstwhile was.


Premoran tugged on the ends of his cloak and wrapped himself more tightly, a stoic expression etched upon his ancient face, as he mournfully witnessed the final death knell of his beloved Calambria.


“Come, Teetoo. It is time for us to depart. We can be of no more help here,” he said to his youthful, dark-haired companion, heavy-hearted and resigned. “The sooner we are on our way the better now.”


The almost human-looking boy partially hidden in the adjacent alcove, raised his chin sadly and his saucer-like eyes panned the evolving landscape. He stepped forward and nodded to Premoran slowly, clearly disinclined to accept his friend’s suggestion. Teetoo lifted his arm as if to point and the translucent, almost evanescent filament that ran from the bottom of his thumb to a point just above his waist, stretched and billowed slightly, filling with the blowing, acrid air. As he moved to raise his other arm, the older man admonished him quickly but gently.


“It is unsafe, Teetoo. Do not fly again until we are gone from here. Walk with me. We should depart side by side. That would be more appropriate.”


The youth frowned and dropped his arms, the flaps all but vanishing, so fine and delicate.


“You are probably right. I just wanted to look at the city once more from the heights. I desired that memory for myself,” he said, his eyes all the while scanning the skies expectantly.


“It is better that you remember Calambria as it was, not as it now is. Blessed are those who can find what good there is to preserve in that which is lost, rather than vainly seek what is no more and will never be again,” the older man frowned.


“I suppose so,” he responded, still yearning to take flight nevertheless.


Premoran motioned for the boy to join him as he stepped onto the precisely carved stones of the roadway. Teetoo was about to follow when a brilliant orb of shimmering light emerged from nowhere, streaked down the highway and burst directly upon his friend’s chest, knocking him hard to the ground. Dazed from the impact, Premoran fought to right himself and regain his footing, as Teetoo scrambled immediately to his aid. The boy bent down, lifted his friend’s head with the palm of his hand and gently leaned over him in order to look directly into his eyes. They were unusually clear and vibrant, despite the shock of the encounter, and it was apparent that he was not seriously harmed. The old man spoke softly and earnestly. It was instantly obvious that he was shaken by whatever had just transpired and that the event unequivocally weighed heavily upon his heart.


“I am the last now, Teetoo. She is gone. I have received of her what yet remains,” he spoke somberly and sadly, shrugging off the pain of the recent impact as he attempted to rise. “Calista is no more. She will be grievously missed. May the First protect us all.”


Teetoo remained silent for a moment, absorbing the heartbreaking news, as the forces whipping the city intensified suddenly. The clamor surrounding them grew louder and louder, drowning out their voices even as they attempted to shout to each other. Lightning lit up the southern sky and an oppressive blackness obscured what little sunlight struggled to illuminate the littered streets. The violent winds lifted the very foundations of the city and created a horrific and turbid uproar.


Premoran leapt to his feet, and with the grimmest of expressions etched upon his timeworn face, he stepped into the roadway. The raging gusts temporarily subsided in his immediate vicinity, whether out of fear or respect, as he silently strode across the paved avenue and headed for the shattered gates of the once mighty city and the broad avenue that stretched expansively northward. Teetoo followed closely at his side.


The space immediately encircling the two survivors remained calm and clear as if an invisible and impenetrable sphere encircled and protected them both, despite the earsplitting pandemonium that increased, concurrent with the renewal of the decimation of the city. As they drew closer and closer to their final egress, the mighty streets that they had regretfully abandoned erupted wildly, spewing forth molten lava and sizzling steam which engulfed everything in its path. The two joyless figures lumbered through the devastated entrance, departing their beloved city. As soon as their feet were clear of the gates, what remained of heroic Calambria imploded upon itself, collapsing and crumbling into the venomous jaws that opened wide to swallow it. Shooting shards of stone and debris, flames, destruction and fury signaled their final departure. The two friends walked defiantly forth and neither the Wizard nor the Weloh deigned to look backward again.


It was but one tiel and two ago when the great Lalas Acire, chose to die. For ages untold, she had watched over Calambria, and along with her Chosen Theran, insured the city’s well being. The Lalas grew upon a broad knoll south of the massive walls. Its root structure spread voluminously in all directions, solidifying the soil within which it radiated into an impenetrable barrier and thus shielding Calambria from anything and everything that sought to undermine its foundation. A river of fresh and pure water flowed beneath the splendid tree, constantly cleansed and refined by it as it passed through Acire’s mass.


Calambria occupied a place at the promontory of a narrow peninsula to the southwest of the elfin kingdom of Seramour. It was precariously near the forbidden territories of Colton dar Agonthea, but the presence of a Lalas as wondrous and prodigious as Acire provided constant reassurance to the entire populace. Theran was a noble Chosen of the tree, formidable on the battlefield yet gentle and kind when not engaged in combat. Concurrently, they assisted as Calambria grew to be the considerable power that it became.


The indigenous bedrock of the territory provided the citizens with ample material out of which they carved and constructed a magnificent metropolis. The people of Calambria were hard working and intelligent, and the cool waters that constantly flowed beneath its walls kept the normally hot southern temperatures down to a comfortable level. The city thrived for countless tiels, and was a shining example of a successful Republic. No monarch ruled therein, but instead an elected official governed. Political corruption was rarely an issue, as the prosperity of the city inured to all who lived there, generating little reason for anyone to be greedy or dishonest. The caves to the north that dotted the hillsides just above the sea’s lapping waters, were blessed with an almost endless supply of gems merely waiting to be mined. Calambria was the major supplier of precious stones to the surrounding kingdoms, and therefore the city rarely wanted for commerce, or the means with which to supply itself. Truly a Utopia, it appeared to many to be.


Premoran, the Wizard, took a special liking to this city, and he visited it as often as he could. He had a particularly close relationship with Acire and Theran both. Often, he would remain in Calambria for weeks on end, joyously participating in the good fortune of the populace.


There was barely a warning before the Lalas surrendered its soul to the earth. The people of the city had felt the pain of loss before, as another of the nearby trees had died a half-tiel earlier than Acire. Yet, no one ever expected a Lalas as great as theirs to succumb to whatever was plaguing the race. It was truly shocking the day that Acire died. The population mourned the loss so thoroughly and profoundly that it was difficult even to arise in the morning. Adults sobbed and children ceased their play. Even the animals walked around with their heads hanging down, lost and forlorn.


Premoran arrived the day after Acire departed the world. He had visited Calambria often in the past and the people always rejoiced in his company. This time though his appearance was hardly acknowledged, the people were so preoccupied with their grief. Furthermore, he brought with him a knowledge of events to come that even he was reluctant to impart to the city’s leaders. With the passing of Acire, Calambria was precariously close to disintegration itself. The great tree had kept the city safe from the lava flows which radiated outward from Sedahar, home to the Evil One, Colton dar Agonthea, the proponent of darkness, the bringer of death. Its massive root structure shielded the substrata from everything, prohibiting the undermining of the city. In the absence of the Lalas, nothing would prevent the destructive floes from destroying Calambria.


Premoran’s sad task in addition to bidding his farewell to Acire, was to advise the city’s leaders of their imminent plight. It was one of the most difficult and painful things he had ever had to do in his long lifetime. Everyone loved Calambria so, and with good reason. But, he advised them without any doubt, that the city was doomed and the sooner they began to make plans to evacuate it, the easier the transition would be.


At first, the officials looked for ways to remedy the situation. They refused to accept the cruel heart of fate and they searched in vain for ways to reinforce their underground borders. But soon enough, it became evident even to the most diehard disbelievers that the end was approaching. One morning, not long after the city council convened to discuss what options they believed they had, the main wells in the heart of the city began to emit a pungent steam. As the sun rose and the normal chores and tasks of the day commenced, the word spread quickly. All who ventured to the wells that sad morning were repulsed by what they discovered. The water was warm and cloudy, not clear and cool as before. It smelled of death, and panic quickly spread among the citizens. Shortly, everyone was up and about, gathering at the great fountains around which they formerly celebrated their good fortune.


The leaders convened with Premoran at their head. He gently reminded them of his initial warnings, understanding their disinclination to believe him at first, and bearing no ill will against any of them for it. But, as he reiterated now, it was time to begin the evacuation of Calambria.


Premoran did not know precisely how much time they had left, and in his own way, he prolonged the life of the city as long as he could. Nevertheless, he knew from the very day that Acire died, what would eventually become of this great metropolis, and he mourned according to his ways for both the city and its populace, as well as for his beloved Acire and Theran. These were tragic days indeed. He encouraged the leaders to organize the departure as soon as possible. The old man was fully aware of what would eventually become of those who remained. The city was dying and anyone or anything that stayed behind would perish with it.


The citizens of Calambria naturally resisted the acceptance of the need to abandon their homes and livelihoods. The city was ancient and it had survived so much in the past that they could hardly believe that its demise was imminent. Premoran exhorted them, along with a very cooperative council, and slowly but surely, many recognized what they had to do.


Initially, even the council believed that they could still save the city. They tried to divert the polluted waters elsewhere. They attempted to dam the flow of lava. They even endeavored to dig a channel and redirect the cool waters of the sea toward the city. That particular effort was doomed from the start, as the city was perched upon a hill above the waters and no matter what elephantine efforts the people exerted, they could not raise the water enough to accomplish what they required. Premoran allowed them their folly, knowing in his heart that the good people of Calambria needed to do whatever they could on their own before they would accept their fate.


One grey and steamy afternoon, during what had become quite frequent meetings on the part of the leaders of the republic, Premoran felt that it was in their best interests at that juncture to allow them to see what was in store for their beloved city, although it pained him terribly to have to do so. He had the council leader seal the doors of the chamber and then he removed from his cloak an ancient disk of an indiscernible nature which he placed upon the massive stone of the table. He spoke the words of power and an image of sad intensity began to form just above the disk. Within it, the city of Calambria literally sprouted. Recognizable buildings rose to great heights, while parks and fields and houses formed as if they were growing within the image.


It was at first quite beautiful to behold, and those watching were invigorated by the perfection of the vision. Shortly though, great fissures began to appear in the sides of the towers. Steam shrouded the streets and piece by piece, the buildings began to collapse into themselves. The avenue turned red with heat and the image glowed with a deathly fire. Premoran sought to spare them the worst of the process, as the circumstances were difficult enough to bear without the pain of seeing the final moments before they even occurred. But, he had to be certain that they realized the inevitable fate which would befall Calambria. He allowed them to suffer only as long as it took for true recognition to set in, and when he finally sensed their unanimous acceptance of what was to be, he allowed the image to disappear as quickly as it initially formed.


That was a sad, sad day for them all. The council members departed the chamber with their heads downcast and their spirits shattered. No further words needed to be spoken. The visions were sufficient, though markedly painstaking to witness. It could not be helped though, and Premoran left the room in no better a mood than the others. He refused to force the evacuation and he therefore hoped that the people would leave voluntarily once they fully realized the grave nature of their situation.


Premoran himself left the council chamber and made his way purposefully out of the building. He walked without hesitating, directly for the monumental gates to the city. As he passed through them, he envisioned the city tragically devoid of life and the magnificent gates shattered and broken. His imagination, he knew, was more than speculation, and his premonitions were more like predictions than conjectures. His heart ached at the thought, while he continued on his way.


He climbed the grassy knoll whereupon Acire once flourished. It pained him greatly to walk on the parched soil and brown grass and to gaze upon the remains of his ancient friend. He could remember little else in his long lifetime that hurt him so. Yet, it was necessary that he do this and he knew that better than anyone.


“May the First protect us all,” he uttered to himself as his eyes scanned the devastation.


Small spirals of twisting smoke rose from the fractured soil. Nothing lived any longer in the vicinity of the Lalas’ remnants. Nothing dared to. There was a large crater in the ground where the trunk had been and rock-like appendages lay strewn all around it. No greenery was visible and enormous fissures seemed to have swallowed up everything that had formerly grown atop the adjacent soil.


Premoran carefully navigated his way around the bottomless ravines that gaped at him from below and headed for the area that had once been the trunk of Acire. This was not the first time he had the stultifying need to circumnavigate the remains of a dead Lalas. In fact, he had visited each and every one of the sites that had formerly harbored a great tree. He had no choice but to do so. It was his role, his sad destiny, and none of the others remained who knew any longer what to look for. Except of course for Colton. A quick chill overtook him at the thought of the Evil One. His power was spreading too far, too fast.


As he stepped closer to the center, the heart of the once great tree, he could still feel the potency that had dominated this area. His senses were assaulted by the pain of so great a loss and as he walked, he hesitated slightly in order to catch his breath and calm himself. The tree had not fully disappeared. Traces of its vitality and vibrancy could be felt in the air, prickling his sensibilities with their potency. They were incoherent though, unlike in the past, and he could make neither sounds nor visions out of them. The echo of power was still present and it grew in intensity as he neared his destination.


Before he descended into the pit ahead of him, he bent down and gathered a handful of soil into his palm. It was hot to the touch and dry as dust despite the constant flow of steam that emanated from it. Sadly, he let it fall through his fingers back to the ground.


No ordinary beings ever ventured into the remains of a dead Lalas. Or if they did, they never lived to talk about it. Premoran though, was not an ordinary person. He was a Wizard of the highest class, for lack of a better description. He was possessed of the greatest of power bestowed upon the human race when life began and the First radiated the full energy of the Gem of Eternity. He along with six others, had been watching the weaves behind the course of earthly events since time began. Now with the demise of Calista, only two of the original seven still remained alive. Colton dar Agonthea presided over the forces of dissolution and had gone over to the other side countless tiels ago. He was a strong and powerful mage, though unable to remain true to the light.


How ironic, he snickered, that Colton should have survived all the others but me.


Even beautiful Calista who had been the Dark Lord’s only defender so may tiels ago, was now dead. She had attempted to save him then and she earned only his eternal enmity for her efforts.


“The fabric weaves of its own will,” he muttered gravely, shaking his head.


Premoran heard a faint humming in the air and that comforted him somewhat as he descended into the desolate pit. Raising his right palm, he summoned a ball of blue-white light to illuminate his way as he stepped carefully down. The humming grew louder and he instinctively followed the sound. Shortly, he could feel the vibrations he so ardently hoped were still evident amidst the ruins of the area. He made his way deeper into the chasm, hoping he would find a suggestion this time as to why the great trees were departing the earth. Each and every time he entered the dead shell of a once mighty Lalas, he prayed that he would find the clues that he needed. But lamentably, each time he found nothing more than the departing spirit and an admonition to continue to search.


He made his way carefully down the twisted path toward what was once the heart of this sentient being. He stepped lightly upon something hard, and summoning the orb of light to hover above the spot, he bent down and discerned Theran’s sword lying on the dry earth. It was unmarred, as no physical battle took this gallant warrior’s life. Next to it, he could see the remains of the Chosen himself, propped up against what must have been a large root of Acire’s.


“May the First bless you and keep you, my brave son,” he said, head bent.


He lifted the blade and placed it upright with the hilt leaning upon the dead man’s shoulder. Premoran carefully pushed the blade deep into the ground so that it would remain there next to its companion. He gazed momentarily upon the sad expression marring the warrior’s handsome face and a rush of regret and melancholy overcame him. Closing his eyes for just a second, he focused his thoughts on the task at hand, and then he moved on, having bid farewell to his old friend Theran forever.


Premoran descended further into the nearly empty cavern that had formerly been replete with Acire’s substance. With each step, the humming sound grew louder and more distinct and the wizard knew thereby that he neared his destination. He continued to trespass through the lifeless remnants of the tree until he came upon what he sought. With as much respect as he could muster, he reverently bent over and parted the soft soil with his hand, digging just under the surface. He felt the emptiness and cool air of the cavern waft over him as he exposed the opening. Extending his fingers carefully into the hollow, he retrieved the shard and placed it in the pouch at his belt. To his great surprise, the humming continued and did not terminate with the removal of the artifact.


“Is there a part of you still here, Acire? You were a good friend. Can you not be one still and provide me with the information I need?” he spoke aloud, astonished that the essence of the tree did not cease this time with the removal of the shard.


No response was forthcoming, though he honestly did not know what to expect. He had always hoped beyond hope that one of the trees would communicate with him and enlighten him as to the reason for its departure. Each and every time, he withdrew unsatisfied. This time would be no different than the others, he surmised stoically.


“Return to the earth and may your spirit find its way back to the First,” Premoran said somberly.


But, the droning continued still.


The Wizard was puzzled by this turn of events. He had retrieved the shards from nine Lalas over the course of the last two tiels and never once did the spirit of the tree survive the removal.


“Is there something you wish to tell me, dear Acire?” he inquired once again.


What at first appeared to be a leaf, fluttered lazily to the ground. He reached for it hastily and drew the light close in order to examine the token. He had hoped and prayed for some sign, some indication of why these tragic events were occurring, but he did not really expect anything more this time than on any of the other occasions. Strangely though, he sensed a different level of energy here. Perhaps he would be blessed with a clue with which he could work.


Greedily, he perused the fallen object which upon closer inspection was not a leaf at all, but a piece of parchment shaven from the tree itself. It was covered in ancient runes. Summoning the light hovering nearby to flare brighter, he scanned the paper keenly. He read the ancient script to himself as naturally as he would any other language. When he reached the second line of words, the parchment began to transform itself. Premoran did nothing to attempt to prevent the metamorphosis, as he had yearned for something just like this to occur each and every time he performed this grueling task.


The paper lifted on its own accord out of his grasp and began to expand in all directions. Soon, an opaque sphere perhaps two feet in diameter hovered in the air before his eyes, infused with a multicolored mass of spinning and swirling objects. It was impossible to describe how a Lalas communicated with another not of its own race, but Premoran clearly heard the voice of his departed friend deep within the recesses of his mind, rather than through his ears. The images in the sphere solidified and as he watched, he listened attentively to the heavy-hearted narration.


The First is needfully detached. It seeks to protect the Gem, its primary charge. In so doing, I am deprived of the light, as are my brethren. Without it, I care not to remain here. I see a darkness approaching.


As he concentrated, Premoran witnessed the final moments of Acire’s earthly existence and he understood immediately the choice that the great tree made. He watched the hovering orb ardently, and the image of the magnificent Lalas, in all its past glory, loomed before him.


My time is past. Others must take my place. But, despair not. This is a beginning, not an end for one such as me. As for you, my friend, seek the twins in Seramour. And, above all else, protect the shards. Their significance will become apparent when the weave allows. I impart this information to you because I fear that the forces of darkness have altered the fabric. I wish not to affect it further; but you are the last of your kind who serves the light. Your brother has long ago betrayed us. And now the balance must be preserved at all costs. You must lead, but tread carefully though, lest you lose your way. It is a delicate journey you now commence and the path is obscured. Things are not always as they seem. Remember, as Theran died with me, so must all Chosen perish when their tree doth pass. Be not afraid to hasten that which will bring you closer to the light. We all must do that though it may seem wrong at times. Do not misjudge us. May the First guide you and illuminate your path.


Premoran observed the spirit of the Lalas as it slowly and tragically dissipated, and he mourned once more for the loss. He was grateful to Acire for everything, and though he was enervated by the experience, he was infinitely more hopeful knowing now that the Lalas truly did choose to ‘die’. Even the fact that the First was intentionally separating its brethren from the Gem’s radiance was, in a strange manner, hopeful. This all lent intention to the great losses and upheavals that were so prevalent. They were not unplanned or random, not without meaning, but purposeful, despite the pain and sadness they incurred. Necessity sometimes serves to justify even the most perplexing of actions. Premoran knew that the quest for the First and the Gem of Eternity was ever more imperative now.


The bile rose in his parched throat at the memory of Acire’s reference to Colton as his “brother”’. But alas, it was true. No matter how diametrically opposed to one another they might be now, they were born of the same blood. Colton would only rejoice in the shielding of the Gem’s brilliance and power. He could not know that the withholding of its potency and efficacy was intentional and designed to protect it. But he was the cause nonetheless, of that Premoran was certain. And for that alone, he despised him even more. If not for his encroachment upon the light and his advocacy of dissolution, perhaps the First would not have needed to restrict the Gem’s reach.


He looked upon the shimmering sphere once again, hoping for more, hoping for anything that could help him on his quest however trivial or seemingly inconsequential. Acire had given him so much already that he felt selfish and greedy in his desires, but he knew that this tree’s light would soon go out forever, and he yearned for whatever he could retrieve from the Lalas before that occurred. His heart was heavy and he suffered from this loss more personally than any of the others. Yet, he would not allow himself to succumb to the sadness. There was no possibility of altering what was, only that which had not yet occurred.


Suddenly the brilliant sphere disappeared altogether, leaving behind only a crackle in the heavy air, a fading trace of power, whose potent sweetness dissipated all too quickly. At the same moment, the humming abruptly ceased. Acire was gone. He would gather no more information here and with mixed emotions, he prepared to leave.


“Seek the twins in Seramour,” he repeated out loud, as he fingered the pouch of shards at his belt.









Chapter Two


“You are no sister of mine,” he said to her while leaning haughtily on the back of his father’s throne. “You have spent too much time cavorting with humans and you can no longer see the differences between our interests and theirs.”


“And you are surely no brother of mine if you cannot recognize the common danger to us all,” she replied, standing across from him with her hands sternly upon her hips.


“Danger? What danger do you perceive? We are safe here and we will always be safe here. That is as long as no one attempts to draw us into conflicts that do not concern us,” he said scowling.


“Do you really believe that we will be able to remain apart from these troubles? Can you not see that eventually they will reach us, even here? These changes affect the whole of the world. Just because we are safe now, does not mean we will be safe tomorrow. Caeltin D’Are Agenathea will not stop until the entire world is under his dominion, until darkness and dissolution overcome us all. You think that because we are far from the field of battle that he will leave us alone? Think again, little brother. You know not of what you speak,” Alemar responded, her pale blue eyes blazing beneath her thick, blonde lashes.


She hastily pulled a lock of her golden hair over her left ear and concealed the birth mark behind it that still made her so self conscious. When she was just a child, she believed that the misshapen star was a sign that she was destined to be a Chosen of the trees herself and she exposed it with a singular pride. Others considered her simply arrogant and presumptuous, and they scoffed at her when the tree passed her by for another. Now, she covered it with a powder that matched her skin tone whenever she was in public. It was painful to remember how hopeful she had once been and how disheartened she became when Crea was chosen instead of her. What had been her badge of honor became a mark of derision, and she henceforth scrupulously concealed it from everyone’s view.


“And we should take your advice? We should listen to the counsel of one who permitted a human to enter our lands? Who welcomed him surreptitiously and kept his presence secret from her own family? You cannot see past your feelings for this man, my dear sister, and your indiscretions shame your mother’s name,” he answered back more vehemently than before.


“That was cruel, Kalon. And what bothers me most is that you said it only for that reason. Do not speak of my mother. You soil her name by uttering it,” the Princess responded and she turned her back on her half-brother in order to hide the tears which spontaneously welled up in her eyes at the mention of Queen Aliana. “Besides, she would have understood. She was very close to the earth. She would have felt the same things that I feel,” she said despondently.


“She would never have divulged our secrets to a human—Never—And a rogue on top of being human. Had you not heard about that man? Did the rumors not compel you toward caution at the least?” he said superciliously.


“What would you know of honor? You think only of your self interest. If it happens to coincide with the interests of our people, then you claim the wreath of the hero. You do not fool me Kalon,” she said. “It is not my ‘indiscretion’ as you so callously call it, that you abhor, but the fact that my relationships bring us knowledge that may force you to fight for something for once. I wish Dalloway was still here. He would have defended this city without hesitation even though it was not his home. And he would have understood my concern. Was I ‘indiscreet’ with our cousin from Seramour as well? He left because of you, not me. As for Robyn dar Tamarand, what do you know of him other than the tittle-tattle that you yourself have helped to spread? He is a Chosen, for the First’s sake.”


Kalon turned abruptly to King Whitestar and asked, “Did you hear that, father? She accuses me of being cowardly and of spreading lies in the same breath, when I seek only to protect our people.”


He suddenly sounded conspicuously like a child.


“Am I not right, Father?” Alemar interrupted her brother’s supplication. “Mother would have agreed with me. She knew that we could not live in denial forever. She respected the Chosen more than anyone, and she would never have refused a request of the trees. If she were alive now, she would be doing everything she could to aid the cause. I know it,”


The beautiful girl smoothed her silk tunic and with both hands, drew her long blonde hair behind her head and pinned it with a silver pin. Kalon continued to stand beside the throne, his face as red as a winter beet, waiting for his father’s response.


The elder man grimaced, creating uncommon wrinkles in his flawless elfin skin.


“Enough, the two of you. I have tolerated your bickering for far too long now. Kalon, speak no longer of my dear departed wife. Her death was sad enough and untimely too. Your mother, my Queen, would not wish you to speak unkindly of her predecessor,” he admonished his son. “And you, dear Alemar,” he spoke sternly, turning to his firstborn. “You know better than to suggest that we become involved with the world outside of our kingdom. You are right to suspect that your mother would have felt the rumblings of one such as the Dark Lord, but she would never have risked our safety by involving us in matters that do not directly affect us. She would have reinforced our boundaries and made certain that no forces of a kind not our own would have been able to enter here.”


He rose from his silver throne and stepped slowly off the dais. Whitestar was an old man now, far older than he appeared to be. He loved Alemar’s mother more than anyone could ever know. He also loved and respected his second wife, Kalon’s mother, Emerial. She was a good woman too, although she did tend to baby her son too much. Kalon was not the man Whitestar hoped he would be. But he was young still. He was not a bad boy, just an immature one. He was a better statesman than he was a warrior, a better talker than he was a bow-man and he did have a tendency to seek safety rather than conflict. Except when it came to his half-sister, that was. Whenever the two of them spent more than five minutes together, the result was always the same. It was not that he disdained her, but rather he recognized certain characteristics in her that he was immensely jealous of. He envied her courage in the face of his own lack thereof. And he envied their father’s love for her. The rivalry grew stronger in his mind as he grew older and it began to eat at his heart more and more. His outbursts masked a deeper contempt the likes of which neither the King nor his Princess suspected.


Alemar on the other hand, was mature, intelligent, insightful, sensitive and highly charged. She could warm his heart at almost anytime and she could also cause his blood to boil with her persistence and stubbornness. She had an impulsive nature, just like her mother. She was born of the earth and when she was a child, Whitestar truly believed that she would be a Chosen of the trees as well. Alas though, no new trees burgeoned and her dreams went unrealized. Perhaps that caused her restlessness and her need to reach beyond her own borders for fulfillment. He was uncertain, but he knew that he could not contain her forever.


The Chosen she befriended was an honorable man. Whitestar knew that the moment he met Robyn dar Tamarand. He was also a powerful one. But nevertheless, the King did not wish to be lured into a struggle that did not involve them. Caeltin’s reach was broad, but not so broad as to touch Eleutheria.


“I sincerely wish the two of you would learn to get along with each other. It grieves me so to hear you argue constantly. It is unbecoming. Besides, it makes it impossible for me to concentrate upon the issues when you carry on so,” he finally said.


Alemar turned her beautiful face toward the King.


“I apologize, father. And I apologize to you too, Kalon,” she said in a tone of voice that sounded sincere.


Kalon scoffed under his breath and looked down at his shoes impatiently.


“But, father? How can we not at least make an attempt to gather more information? Would it not be prudent at the least to know what is happening around us?” she asked, unwilling to give up the cause.


“I have never had the desire that you have, dear daughter, to know anything about the world outside of Eleutheria. I do not even inquire as to the well being of my own brothers and cousins. I have always believed that in order to remain pure and healthy, we must remain isolated. I have never wavered from that conviction. We cannot allow the corruption to infiltrate our realm.”


“But father, there is much good in the rest of the world as well. What of the trees, the Lalas? Are they not bountiful and kind and wise beyond measure? Were they not born of the outside world?” she asked. “Does ours not communicate still with others without our realm?”


“The tree belongs to us all. We do not need to fraternize with humans to communicate with our tree,” he answered.


“But Robyn tells me that they are dying, father. The trees are dying. What power could be so great as to kill a Lalas? Have you spoken to Crea? Has he told you anything about what is happening?”


“Crea has never discoursed with me. As you know Alemar, when he was chosen he withdrew from us all. It is not for me to question the ways of a Lalas and its Chosen.”


“May I approach him, father? May I ask him if what Robyn tells me is cause for us to be concerned?” she pleaded.


“If he will speak with you my child, then I give you my permission to ask whatever you wish, if that will satisfy your hunger for knowledge,” he said reluctantly. “But it will not change my belief that we must remain aloof from the ways of the world if we are to survive. That was my father’s opinion and his father’s before him. Their ways have served us well all these tiels, have they not daughter?”


She could barely contain her glee at the prospect of approaching Crea, the Chosen and his majestic tree, Wayfair.


“Thank you father. Thank you so much. They will talk to me, I know they will,” she said confidently. “But promise me that you will at least listen to what they say,” she entreated.


“Why do you think a tree will talk to you? You still believe your childish fantasy that your birthmark is a sign of something?” Kalon stung her with his questions. “Just because some rascal Chosen from the world of humans fancies you are a pretty trophy to add to his shelf, you think that our Crea will honor you too? Do not be heartbroken sister, if they ignore your appeals. It is time you face the fact that you are as ordinary as the rest of us and climb down off your haughty, high horse.”


“You really are vicious, you know? Do you enjoy hurting me, brother? At least I will have tried something, Kalon. That is certainly more than you can claim. If I were you…”


“Enough—Do you two never grow bored with this prattle?” Whitestar interrupted. “Go now and for the First’s sake, leave each other be,” he said as he shooed them both out of his chambers.


As Kalon was walking down the broad hall, his back to the two of them, the King said quietly to his daughter, “Alemar, I will listen to you when you return, but I make no promises.”


With that, he sighed a tired sigh and shut the heavy door behind them.









Chapter Three


“Relax, my darling. There is no need for you to rise this early. I will take care of the emissary. Take another sip of the tea, it will ease the pain.”


“You are too good to me, Margot. I really am very tired,” he sighed as he half-closed his eyes and reclined upon the enormous bed, resting his head atop the soft, down pillows. “Another hour or so and I will be fine though. I just need a little more time,” Kettin Dumas, the new Duke of Talamar, said while the woman dutifully prepared his tea and brought the steaming liquid to his lips.


“Drink now, my love,” she urged, tipping the mug so that he could sip the brew.


When she was satisfied that he had enough, she pulled up the heavy feather quilts, smoothed them under his chin and tucked him in as she would have done for a small child. The raven-haired woman then gently kissed him on the forehead and departed the room.


From the half open doorway, she leaned her broad face in. “Now don’t you move an inch,” she admonished the young Lord. “I will be very angry with you if you disobey me,” the woman chided him, causing Kettin to smile sheepishly from beneath the heavy blankets.


“Whatever you say, my love. Just promise me you will return before the hour is up,” he replied, and he drifted once more into the dreamless sleep he so enjoyed.


“I will be back as soon as I can, dearest Kettin. You would not want me to insult your friend from Marathar now, would you? He came all this way to negotiate a trade agreement with us and we should really not keep him waiting any longer. I must hasten to his side and be your representative as best as I am able, with your royal permission of course.”


“He wants the oil? Will he pay the price for it?” Kettin inquired.


“He will pay whatever we ask, beloved. After all, there is no other source of Polong oil but ours. What choice does he have if he wishes the lights in Marathar to burn throughout their dark winters?” she replied blithely.


“Yes, he will, I am sure. Definitely negotiate for me pet. I am far too weary. But have we enough for him and our allies as well?” he inquired.


“Allies? Who are our allies? Do you really know, Kettin? We must forge new friendships now that your parents are gone. Trust in me, darling. I would never do anything to hurt you. Have I not proven that to you already?” she asked him, her voice literally dripping with sincerity.


“I do trust you, my love. You have been here for me since that terrible moment. You are the only one that I trust,” he replied, and he laid his head down once more upon the soft pillows.


Immediately after Duke Leonardo and his wife Dorothea died in that terrible fire, Margot arrived. Kettin never bothered to question wherefrom she came. He was satisfied just to have someone to comfort him and guide him. He, in truth, did not want to make all the decisions himself, and Margot was happy to make them for him. But unlike the others, Fobush and his father, she did not judge him. She was more like his mother in that respect and she loved him too. That was certain. She behaved as if she had been there for him his entire life. No one else treated him with such respect. Margot protected him. She made him feel safe.


His father’s friends and aides all, to the one, looked down their noses at him. They never gave him the esteem he deserved. And they were so jealous of Margot. He could not understand why they sneered and scoffed whenever he mentioned the rift with Pardatha and Lord Baladar. He had done everything he could have under the circumstances. Margot was right; he did not know who his friends were. But surely, they did not reside in Pardatha. And perhaps not in Talamar either.


After all, he thought, I did what I had to do, having been insulted so blatantly in that foreign court so many months ago. And to have arrived home from the long and tedious journey on the very same day that my parents become trapped in the castle’s study and burn to death before my very eyes. Where was Fobush then? Why did he not save them? And have they no sympathy for a grieving son? Only Margot. She is the only one who respects me, he sighed, and closed his heavy eyelids once more, barely able to remain awake he was just so tired.









Chapter Four


Crimson fire streaked from his fingers in violent bursts, igniting all in its path. He swayed, trance-like from left to right, and unleashed red ribbons of death indiscriminately in all directions. As if in response, the parched soil erupted near and far, spewing viscous streams of seething fluid which clung to every object that they touched, disintegrating the lot almost instantaneously. Not a living thing lingered upon the plains of desolation surrounding his former home. What little still remained standing of Castle Sedahar was glowing a deep crimson in the twilight hours, silhouetted vividly against the setting sun. Afire from within and without, he watched with a wicked satisfaction as it slowly crumbled upon itself, reduced to nothing more than a great pile of molten sand, sanguine and without form.


Colton dar Agonthea stood upon a small precipice and lashed out with demonic purpose. He was determined to continue until nothing lingered that would be remotely recognizable in his former home. He wished the memories to be extinguished forever and he would not cease until his evil soul was sated. The skies were heavy with death and the stench of it assaulted the very fiber of life that yet abided deep within the soil of this forsaken place. His arms flew from side to side, his long fingers were outstretched and pulsating as he hurled his red and raging fire at whatever entered his field of vision. The heavens churned in response, the earth trembled and what little water still ran or gathered in tepid pools upon this plain of quietus, turned to steam and dissipated into the air, already thick with the debris of his fury.


He would continue his tirade unabated well into the early morning hours of that terrible day. His furor was unbridled and it would not be satiated by the mere destruction of Sedahar. Never before had he been so humiliated. His armies watched him fail and they ran away, surely with the memories of his defeat etched upon their minds’ eyes. They were all cowards. And their understanding of his desires, of his advocacy, was minimal. Dissolution was his goal, his craving and need, and they were merely pawns in his plan. He required them nevertheless, and now he would need to recruit once more and to train and arm and create, and worst of all, again suffer the associations that would be demanded of him if he hoped to find the boy and kill him.


His power was enormous, surely far greater than that of any other man or woman. Yet still, he could not defeat his opponents by himself and the frustration that this knowledge caused him was almost unbearable. The trees still wielded their might and the earth responded to them in spite of everything. The heir was yet alive somewhere, waiting to be trained and brought to his full power. And worst of all, the First surely perceived his approach. Colton always sensed the presence of this, the greatest of the trees, upon the planet, shielded by a darkening he could not pierce. He felt its power and he could almost see the purity of the Gem, pulsating and emanating from within its heart. There was an unexplainable tie binding the two of them together. They felt one another from within and he would locate it yet. He was destined to destroy the wellspring of power that dominated all that he opposed, the First, the protector of the Gem, the fount of all the energy that caused him so much enduring and excruciating pain. He would once and for all put out the light that illuminated this accursed planet, that kept it alive


Even when he was young, the First was a source of conflicted joy. Colton felt its power at all times and he yearned to be near it. Yet, the light that nourished and rejuvenated the other Six, hurt him in a way he could not explain. His yearning matured into a self-absorbed covetousness that excluded all others. He did not wish to share the light, even though his exposure to it became more and more difficult to withstand. Nevertheless, he could neither relax in its warmth and revel in its beauty, nor attain the heights of satisfaction and elation that the others did when its brilliance graced them. He suffered instead, and that misery grew with time until it was unbearable for him to be exposed to the purity and whiteness of the Gem. This wretchedness matured into hatred, until he could think of nothing but destroying the First entirely, and with its demise, hopefully he would extinguish the Gem’s light forever.


Initially, he kept this animosity and loathing secret from his companions, fearing that there was something terribly wrong with him to cause him to respond in that manner. The others experienced no such reaction to the light of the Gem and they avidly absorbed its radiance. He on the other hand, soon cringed at the prospect of being exposed to its power. It eventually caused him only pain and mental anguish, and he grew bitter and resentful of everyone around him for this situation. The Six gloried in their proximity to the potency, while he reviled it.


At one time he confided in Calista, but he regretted his admission immediately and never spoke of it again. She was sympathetic, but she could not begin to understand the depths of his misery. She encouraged him to open his heart to the power, but when he did, it seared him to the bone resulting in an unimaginable amount of agony, the extent of which none could comprehend. He felt his memories being stolen, and though he longed for the peace only dissolution could bring, he couldn’t bear being the victim of this theft. Pain without memory! Without reason. Without cause. And from that moment on, Calista pitied him. He saw it in her eyes every time she gazed upon his face and he felt it in her soul. That was almost as difficult to endure as the suffering itself.


A tremendous burst of blue fire shot from his outstretched hand, shearing off the top of a large, promontory boulder in the near distance. As it came crashing to the ground, Colton focused his concentration upon the remaining piece and obliterated it with one delicate gesture. He trampled the very soul of the land beneath his malignant feet until it was unrecognizable, reduced to a mass of blackened rubble that would never again accommodate life of any kind. When he was done, when there was nothing left to destroy upon the ground, he raised his arms to the sky and let loose a volley of terrible fire upon the heavens the likes of which the world had not seen since its creation. The noise was deafening, as the skies exploded in billows of emanating death that engulfed the air itself and annihilated even that, leaving a lifeless vacuum in its wake.


Colton dar Agonthea dropped to his knees and lay his blackened palms upon the ruined soil. He searched deep within the earth for any sign of lingering life and as expected, he found none. His eyes scanned the horizon in a slow and sweeping arc and they witnessed no movement, no life whatsoever. He had accomplished his task.


He gazed across the valley, behind him to the site that once was castle Sedahar and before him into the barren gorge. He observed nothing but a tablet void of all markings, a barren canvas erased thoroughly and completely by his power, sterile and without features. He would write new words upon the wall of today, his wall.


As he contemplated the future, he lay his head down and closed his weary eyes upon the new day. But, a yearning crept into his cold heart and would not dissipate regardless of his efforts to curtail it. It took hold of his spirit and he writhed in anguish from the pain, unable to rest even for a moment. He fought with the feelings until he could fight no longer.


“I will find you and destroy you,” he screamed into the desolate heavens while propping himself up upon his two arms. “My time has come and yours is almost at an end. The fabric unravels faster than you can mend it. Soon, I will be free of you forever and you will no longer cause me any pain.”


He rose to his knees with an agonizing effort once more and opened his hideous mouth wide. From that gaping hole, a sound issued forth that was so frightening, so horrible, so totally inhuman that it could have sundered the spirit of the greatest of warriors instantly if he or she had been near enough to hear it. Only the First would have recognized the sorrowful lament for what it truly was. The ghastly wail hung thickly upon the dead air, and then finally faded with the slowly emerging morning sun that seemed to be rising so tentatively in the eastern sky.









Chapter Five


The group of friends gathered around the burgeoning sapling in the clearing just outside of the Noban gates on the banks of the River of Tears. The sound of the rushing water played harmoniously upon the breezes, and the air smelled of spring and new life. Each of the travelers was possessed by his or her own thoughts, inspired by the moment, as their respective gazes and minds settled upon the objects and images that called out to their own individual hearts. A sorrowful sigh escaped the pale lips of Filaree Par D’Avalain as she contemplated the spot where her beloved friend Cameron fell only two months ago. Prince Elion held her arm tightly and comforted her as best as he could. His thoughts flickered from the sad memories of the recent past to those of Seramour and the unconscious boy under his parent’s protection.


Baladar, Lord of Pardatha, admired with pride the newly polished gates and quiet strength of his city, a place that had provided refuge and sustenance to a population driven with fear only a short while ago, and a satisfied melancholy took hold of his soul at the thought of all that had been won and all that had been lost.


Cairn and Preston sat beside the young tree, staring at a wooden gaming board covered with lifelike carvings that were moving slowly around and around, their eyes locked upon the activity before them, hoping to discern the patterns in the weave. Fifteen paces to the north, Calyx, the giant Moulant, stood with his snout in the air and his brilliant fur flashed silver and golden in the morning sun while he searched for a sign upon the calm winds of the pale dawn. Only the eyes of the Chosen, Robyn dar Tamarand were directed southwards and the look upon his face, though concealed from the others, was circumspect and restless, darkened by something unseen and unheard.


Tomas stood with his hand upon the fragile trunk of the tree and with the tenderness and respect that a young Lalas deserved, he closed his eyes and fed upon the energy that flowed within. The youthful tree responded to his caress, its leaves fluttered and spread themselves wider, its branches stretched and upraised and its color darkened and grew healthier and more vibrant. Tomas had previously planted the seeds on the spot that Cameron fell after Colton dar Agonthea was forced back to Sedahar and Calista, the Lady of the Island, gave her life to save Pardatha. Ormachon, his own tree, had bestowed them upon him with the simple instructions to sow them where and when his spirit moved him to do so.


This was the first Lalas to sprout anew in many, many tiels and its growth was a continual source of hope for everyone who saw it or heard about it. The people of the land were sadly growing accustomed to the idea that the Lalas were a dying breed and despite the unhappiness and sorrow that their demise was causing, they were all trying to reconcile themselves to the tragic losses. But now, miraculously, a new tree had sprouted. It was more than anyone could have hoped for during these dark and trying times. And despite the recent victories, the land still suffered and they all knew that the battle had only just begun. A young Lalas in their midst was a beacon of hope, a pure and piercing white light in a vast cavern of formerly impenetrable darkness.


As the glowing orb of the new sun rose to a point fully above the horizon, Tomas abruptly retracted his hands from the tree. He turned sharply to the south and with his beautiful green eyes partially closed, he settled into a trance-like state. Robyn too continued to stare with empty eyes in the same direction, motionless and barely even breathing. The others noticed their friends’ poses after a short while and soon realized that they were not simply admiring the brand-new morning. Something was amiss.


Calyx bounded to Cairn’s side and nuzzled him with his broad snout. The scholar was so enraptured in his endeavor that he barely noticed the big animal’s persistence. Finally, Calyx nearly lifted him from under his arm in order to get his attention, at which point Cairn hastily recognized the great cat’s concern. He too turned his eyes upon the southern sky and a new and disturbing awareness immediately overtook him.


Baladar had hoped to spend a relaxing final morning with his companions before they set off for Seramour. Earlier, he had tired himself out somewhat by removing the spell from Davmiran that he had set upon the young boy’s arrival in Pardatha. It mattered little while he was harbored in Seramour with the elves. But when the others arrived, they would need to be able to see him in order to assist him. He recalled vividly how upset he had been when Davmiran disappeared and he thought that he might die alone and bereft of human help due to the fact that no human could visibly detect him. But as luck or fate would have it, Elion came upon him and rescued him. When he cast the spell in order to protect him, he never thought to conceal him from the other races too. That oversight turned out to be the luckiest mistake he had ever made.


Suddenly as if stricken, he spun around sharply and focused all of his attention southward, toward Sedahar and Colton, his calm soul chilled to the bone.


What is happening? he wondered.


Filaree and Elion by now had joined the others as well, and they too stared blindly down the River of Tears toward the Dark Lord’s domain. The warrior Princess and the elf stood side by side, the lady’s hand atop the shoulder of her companion, and without words they shared their new concerns, unsure as yet of just what was transpiring.


Calyx was the first to respond to the faint sound that eventually reached everyone’s ears. He raised his broad snout to the sky and howled in response. His sorrowful wail echoed up and down the valley. Neither Tomas nor Robyn moved a muscle in reaction, but undoubtedly everyone shortly heard the disturbing noise emanating from the southern reaches. Preston instinctively ran to his young friend and stood as close to him as he could, intuitively seeking his protection and the comfort that being by his side afforded him. Soon they had all gathered closely together, forming a semicircle with Tomas and Robyn in the middle.


The wail did not grow in volume, but it shortly pierced the souls of all who were present that morning. It reminded them all, by virtue of its intensity and mordant intonation, of why they were together and what they needed to do. Without any words being spoken between them, the sound alone reinforced the ties that bound them all. It solidified them in purpose, despite the cold and deadly chill that it aroused within each traveler. Not one of the eight would cease his or her efforts until Colton was no longer a danger to anyone. It was imperative and never more obvious than at that moment, with all of them standing around the new tree, the youngling, the youngest wonder, while listening to the cry of the harbinger of death and dissolution. The contrast was stark and revealing. A new fount of hope flourished before them, while demise and decimation beckoned from the south.


“His reach extends beyond his own realm,” Robyn remarked, eyes suddenly black as pitch while staring at the ground before him.


“The path of the dead grows longer,” Tomas echoed. “He has destroyed all that was his own.”


“I sense the struggle upon the boundaries. Life gives way,” the Chosen from Tamarand said entranced.


The others stood motionless and watched and listened. They could not see the same things that Tomas and Robyn did, but they felt them nonetheless. They only required the Chosen and Tomas to give verbal shape to their own frightening and incoherent perceptions. The sensations became clear once the words were uttered.


“We must make haste. Time is no longer a commodity we can squander,” Cairn commented.


“It never was, scholar,” Filaree responded without malice, her hand resting warily upon the hilt of her sword.


“Let us gather our belongings and prepare for our journey,” Robyn concluded, averting his head away from the direction in which they must eventually turn.


The group began to gather itself together and make its way stoically to the gates. Tomas remained rigid still and unmoving.


“Will you not join us? The sun will be strong anon and we should tarry no longer,” Elion observed gently.


“He longs for the First,” Tomas whispered. “The struggle is causing him great pain,” he continued as if to himself.


The others turned to him one by one upon hearing those words.


“He longs to destroy the First, I think you mean,” Preston said defiantly.


“No, my friend. It is not hate he feels. He may need to destroy the First in order to be free of his suffering, but it is disjoining what little still remains of his humanity from his tortured soul to contemplate that,” the young boy conveyed, calm and steady. “He will have no peace until his task is accomplished. The conflict is tearing him apart. The First is in grave danger even now.”


Filaree stood up straight. “It will never be accomplished. We will find the First and liberate the Gem once more from whatever prevents it from shining through. He must be precluded from going north.”


“You are very confident, as usual, my Lady,” Elion replied. “Are you so certain that the First abides in the northern reaches? Besides, is not your commission to educate and prepare the heir? Is there also time to quest for the Gem and stop Colton in his tracks?”


“We cannot just allow him to begin his own quest while we take the time to train an inexperienced and unprepared young boy. We must do something,” she responded in her usual, obstinate manner.


“The fabric weaves of its own will, Lady Filaree. In educating Davmiran, are we not questing in our own way?” Cairn inquired.


“You are wise to look at it in that way,” Robyn interjected. “We do what we must when we must. Without our help, the boy asleep in Seramour will never reach his potential. If we fail to teach him all that he needs know, then we aid the Dark Lord more than if we ignored his threat altogether. Do not underestimate the importance of the Twins, my Lady,” he rejoined gently.


“Alas, sometimes we tread a path other than the one we might choose to if we were unconstrained. But your primary purpose is to awaken Davmiran and prepare him for that which we cannot achieve alone,” Baladar said, speaking for the first time since Colton’s disfigured power once again manifested itself before the gates of Pardatha. “It is so written my friends, and you cannot allow anything to distract you from your task. You were summoned for one reason, and although you have boldly and courageously realized so much else already, the one which called you initially has not yet been addressed.”


Tomas listened to all that was said with one eye upon the direction from whence the harrowing sound came and the other upon his companions.


“He speaks truly. As long as my brother remains ineffectual, we cannot hope to defeat Colton. Each moment you tarry brings Colton closer to finding him unprepared. You cannot allow that to happen,” Tomas said.


Robyn dar Tamarand looked quizzically upon the young boy’s solemn face, searching for something beneath the surface and behind the words he had just spoken. He sensed something strange in his voice, yet he could not decipher it. Tomas caught his eye and smiled for just an instance, putting him at ease, yet a nagging feeling that the boy was withholding something pressed upon his senses.


“Come, let us prepare swiftly now. Tomas is right. We must leave immediately,” Robyn commented, scrutinizing the boy’s face again for a sign that would explain his own consternation, though he was once more unrequited in his endeavor.


The boy smiled such a beautiful and heart-warming smile, alleviating his concern temporarily, and Robyn hastened the group forward allowing his trepidation to recede.


“The horses have been readied and the supplies that you will need have been prepared and stowed. Shall I call for them now?” Baladar inquired.


“Yes, it is time,” Robyn answered for them all without consultation, though none disagreed as if they were of one mind.


Baladar turned and walked toward the Noban gates, steady and determined, yet his heart was heavy with the thought of the leave taking. He believed that his decision to remain in Pardatha was the correct one, nonetheless. In a short time he had grown accustomed to the company of this portentous group, and he had developed a fondness for his new friends the likes of which he had not experienced since the passing of his wife, Briland. It was discomforting to see them go.


He turned his head briefly to gaze upon them as a group once more before they prepared to depart. Tomas, his wispy, blonde hair blowing in the morning breeze, appeared fragile to the eye, yet he exuded an uncommon strength and sense of well-being. He was as deep as a well and never ceased to surprise them all with his intuitiveness and insight. He matured by the minute. Cairn with Calyx by his side, the serious schoolmaster, careful and concerned, was the picture of no nonsense and determination, a rock amidst the shifting sands of life. Filaree Par D’Avalain was fierce and beautiful all at once, sure of herself, headstrong, yet sensitive and intelligent. Her very presence was a formidable obstacle to anyone with evil intentions, always ready, always hopeful. Preston the too-tall dwarf, was still a puzzle to Baladar in his sheer simplicity. His role was yet to be clarified, but he had grown not just in stature during his brief stay in Pardatha. His casual and comfortable relationship with Tomas belied an understanding between the two that Baladar was confident would affect the weave in its own time. Elion, Prince of the southern elves, had developed well beyond the tired and flustered traveler that he was when he first arrived to convey his ‘apologies’ for spiriting Davmiran away to what turned out to be the safest place he could have taken him. He was a gallant elf and a tenacious fighter, honest beyond a doubt, a combination that would serve him well in the coming tiels. And finally, Robyn dar Tamarand, the enigma of the group, the handsome Chosen whose power could not be concealed or ignored. His sensibilities were far more acute than anyone who had abided in Pardatha heretofore, and despite his reclusive behavior, he exhibited a natural ability to lead without engendering animosity in those who were called upon to follow.


Yes, Baladar thought to himself contentedly, I have chosen well. They will do what they must.


He glanced upward toward the battlements wherefrom the three noble fighters jumped not too long ago, defying the odds that fateful day and turning the tide of the battle. He let his vision wander to the hillock from whence Robyn first descended upon the city, remembering poignantly his steady gaze and somber ride to the gates. A fleeting image of his initial encounter with the disheveled and exhausted elfin Prince crossed his mind’s eye and caused him to smile slightly. He looked once more upon Tomas’ serene face, superimposing his brother, Davmiran’s image upon his in his mind’s eye.


When what was one will become two, he repeated to himself meaningfully. It seems that the fabric has woven its own threads in the midst of mine. The entire cloth has been strengthened no doubt, he thought confidently as he crossed the threshold of the city to gather the mounts for their departure. It is time to say goodbye.









Chapter Six


“Who is it that you say approaches, Lord Markal? Can you make out the design upon the standards that they bear?” Queen Esta inquired of her captain as she peered out the leaded windows of her sitting room.


“Yes, your Highness. I can see the patterns but they are not ones that I recognize.”


He too was craning his long neck in order to peer over the shoulder of his Queen.


“Have they sent an advance guard with a message for me?” she asked calmly.


“They have not, my Queen.”


“Well then, we must send our own to greet them and determine their purpose in coming here unannounced. Prepare to meet them before the gates, Captain.”


“As you wish, your highness,” he responded at once and then he bowed his way respectfully from the large, ornate room.


Once he had departed, Queen Esta Par D’Avalain forgave her imperious and calm demeanor and rushed to the broad leaded windows that overlooked the courtyard. She shielded her eyes from the streaming sun and scrutinized the contingent through a slim but powerful looking glass, as it commenced its entry into the sweeping clearing before the towers guarding the city’s gates. An imposing Knight upon a white horse stood at the forefront of the group. He was clothed fully in armor with his visor up, and she could discern a pattern upon his chest plate. As he drew nearer, Queen Esta realized that the design was that of a tree, green and abundant. The standards his guards carried also bore the likenesses of trees, similar to the one on the chest of their leader. The others in his party were all clothed in green suede tunics with silver swords tucked into their belts, the hilts of which were also green and shimmering in the morning sunlight. The Knight’s face was shadowed and difficult to see clearly from her perspective.


I do not recognize these markings, she thought. What manner of Knight approaches a city so well armed as ours, without announcing himself?


The Queen was not concerned for safety’s sake, as her guards were well trained and attentive. And when it came to sheer numbers, the group of strangers was outmatched five hundred to one.


She watched as Lord Markal let the drawbridge down and cantered out into the clearing with a small contingent of well-armed attendants. The guards upon the battlements watched closely and heedfully, prepared to defend their Captain should the need arise.


Lord Markal removed his gauntlet and raised his hand in salute to the Knight before him.


“Hail, stranger. Who be you and what brings you to our fair city?” he inquired.


The Knight removed his helm and revealed a handsome face, strong featured and serious. His long black hair fell to his shoulders and was thick and wavy above a broad forehead. He too removed his gauntlet and then raised his right hand in salute.


“I come from the east, my Lord, from Talamar. I am but one of many who have joined the battle against that which was and that which yet wants to be,” he bellowed in a deep, solemn voice. The others surrounding him behaved not in the manner of soldiers at all at this comment, but rather like supplicants. They raised their hands to their chests and with their fingers spread wide, they held them tightly against the images of the trees emblazoned thereupon. They reiterated in unison, chanting repeatedly, “That which was and that which yet wants to be.”


“I am still unclear, my Lord, just who you serve and why you are here in Avalain?” Lord Markal inquired, a bit perplexed. “You stand at our gates surrounded by armed soldiers and yet you do not explain your presence clearly.”


“We serve the earth, Captain. We serve those trees who serve us,” he answered by means of explanation.


“Do not all the trees serve us and we them, Sir Knight?” Lord Markal questioned.


“No, my Lord. Many manipulate and control us. Many consider us their subjects and treat us accordingly,” he responded.


“The Lalas have preserved the balance upon our land for countless tiels. They guard the Gem and protect us from the darkness. What trees do you speak of, Sir, that treat people so? Surely we have none in Avalain,” the captain declared, astounded by the visitor’s declarations.


“Have you not seen suffering all around you? Has not the earth been rent by seizures and turmoil? Do not the trees themselves cause havoc and pain? They demanded our dependence and now they abandon us. Let the Dark Lord take them all. He can only hasten what must be anyway. The Lalas are dying. We must reclaim the earth for ourselves.”


“What are you saying, Knight? Do you forsake the great trees?” he answered, alarmed at the words this soldier spoke.


“Yes, we do. And their Chosen too. They have never served us. They serve only themselves and their own purposes. We have suffered long enough under the spells of the trees and their servants.”


“Do you not believe that the Gem of Eternity illuminates all of our paths?” he responded, shocked at what he was hearing.


“Nay, my Lord. Let the light be gone from this land. May Colton and the trees destroy each other and leave the earth to us. They have battled at our expense for far too long now. We do not need any of them. They have betrayed their trust.”


“If the light goes out, it goes out on us all, Sir Knight. There is no future for anyone without the Gem’s blessing and radiance,” Lord Markal said in horror.


“So they have persuaded us for countless tiels. But it has been for their own preservation alone that they have foisted these lies upon the people. The trees die and we suffer, yet we live on. They wage open battle with the common man now. We wish to grieve no longer and we wish to endure no more pain. Let them all die and leave us be. Join us in our crusade. Let all the people throw off the shackles of their misery at the hands of the trees and their conduits of power,” he concluded and he spread his own fingers wide and pressed his hand to his chest.


The group surrounding him became more and more zealous as he spoke, stamping the shafts of their spears upon the hard earth of the courtyard and shouting in support of their leader.


During the noise and distraction, barely anyone noticed the lone, grey stallion as it slowly and inconspicuously made its way from the castle to the city gates. It leisurely crossed over the bridge and continued on until it was standing next to Lord Markal’s own dapple.


Queen Esta drew her hood off her head, revealing her abundant raven hair which contrasted sharply against her porcelain skin. Her full red lips glistened in the morning sun. She sat upon her horse without saying a word and gazed upon the assemblage before her. When the clamor died down somewhat, she spoke.


“What have we here, my Lord?” she addressed her Captain. “I hear that our visitors have lost their faith. They wish us to join them in their campaign to hasten the demise of the trees. Have I attended correctly?” she inquired in a voice loud enough for all those present to hear.


“Yes, my Queen, you have heard correctly,” he answered.


“And why my good Knight, do you think we would commit to such a path? We have not suffered under the guidance of the Lalas and their Chosen,” she inquired.


“Their time is past. They have led us to the edge of the precipice and now they forsake us. They care no longer for our welfare, but only for their own. Their conflicts cause great suffering for us all,” he responded.


“Perhaps we simply cannot see the method behind what they do. Should we therefor ignore the rich history of service that preceded these dark times?” she probed in a voice neither arrogant nor haughty.


“Whose service, your Highness? Ours to them or theirs to us?” he asked skeptically.


“Our relationship was mutual, my good Knight. Its wheel turned both ways.”


Queen Esta paused for a moment and dropped her eyes to the ground, deep in thought. When she raised them once more, they were bright and illuminated.


“Sir Knight,” she began again. “We all endure the hardships these times bring to bear upon us.” Her voice was melodious yet strong and steady. “Faith, though, is not something to be casually discarded. Neither is loyalty, as you so declared when you took your knightly vows.”


She hesitated for a brief second so that the impact of her declaration had time to sink in.


“I know that you and your followers are trying desperately to make sense out of the turmoil that you perceive around you. Sometimes though, we cannot do that. And you must be careful never to confuse fear with the disconcertion of your heart, Sir. The heart remains true, whether or not your fear leads you to believe otherwise. Surely you know that we suffer because the loss of the trees is too great to bear, not because they intend us to grieve so violently. They were always and are still our trusted friends.”


Queen Esta lifted her chin and looked the tall knight directly in the eyes. His gaze faltered for just a moment, and she knew that he heard what she said and that it touched him deeply. Yet his eyes remained hard and determined.


“You speak eloquently my Lady, and I trust you are genuine in what you say. But apparently you have not heard what transpired in Talamar. All this time, I assumed you had. Did word not reach you of the abominable treachery? I was certain that such news would have spread quickly,” he inquired, surprised.


Not wanting to appear uninformed, Queen Esta replied, “Our relations with Talamar are none too good these days, Sir Knight. It is unlikely that the house of Dumas would keep us apprised of the events developing in its land.”


Her concern was mounting rapidly though, simply by the tone of his voice.


“Well then, you must send a trusted envoy as your eyes and ears, your Highness, and when he reports back to you and enlightens you, we must speak again. Tell me then if you still believe that my loyalty to the trees should be renewed,” he declared. “I took my vows only recently and they mean a great deal to me. But I was knighted after the debacle in Talamar and they therefor reflect a new reality, your Highness.”


“Can you not illuminate me, good Knight? Must I wait so long to understand what turned your allegiance into loathing?” she asked.


“If you wish, my Lady, I can. But I fear that what I offer you in terms of description may not be adequate for you. Certainly it would not have been for me.”


“I would that you make an effort at explanation nonetheless, Sir,” she responded immediately. “But please, let us not stand here in the heat of the sun any longer. Come…” she gestured with a sweep of her arm, “… Join me for some repast if only to quench your thirst, and we can discuss things more comfortably. I will ask my attendants to make the wells available to your assemblage and to bring them some bread and cheese as well.”


Queen Esta did not wish for this conversation to continue in public. Whatever was said would spread like wildfire among her people and until she herself knew what had really happened, she felt that it was best if it remained more private.


“I thank you humbly, my Lady. We are all sorely in need of refreshment. It has been a long ride for us,” he replied gratefully.


“Come then, Sir Knight. Follow me,” Queen Esta said as she turned her horse around in a tight circle and nudged him on through the gates. “Captain, see that our visitors are supplied with refreshments.”


“Yes, my Queen. At once,” he answered, jumping to the task.


“Sir Knight? May I ask if you have a name? It seems to me that if we are going to converse a while longer, it would be appropriate if I knew to whom I was speaking,” she said, turning deftly in her saddle as would an experienced warrior.


The Knight could not help but notice her ability as a horsewoman.


“I am Sir Etan of Balstair, newly knighted by Margot Dumas of Talamar,” he responded proudly.


Queen Esta simply smiled in response to his answer, she bowed her head slightly in acknowledgment and kept moving, keeping her perplexity at the name she had just heard well hidden. Everyone was aware that Duke Leonardo and his wife the Duchess Dorothea recently died in a horrifying fire, but she had not heard that their son had married so soon thereafter. With her head cocked slightly, she feigned nonchalance.


“I am unfamiliar with the name you just mentioned, Sir. The Duchess Margot of Dumas? It is odd that Kettin would have chosen someone to wed whom I am altogether unacquainted with. We were allies for many years and the late Duchess and I attended many functions together. She was a robust and friendly woman and we will all miss her. Yet Kettin had always been a sworn bachelor, much to the chagrin of Duke Leonardo. This woman must be quite captivating to have turned his eye her way and caused him to abandon his predilections,” she commented questioningly.


“I had no occasion to convene with the Duke, my Lady. He was suffering from exhaustion and was bedridden. I am certainly in no position to reply as to the why or wherefor of his marriage,” Sir Etan noted modestly. “She was his eyes, his ears and his voice though, in his absence. That she proclaimed quite clearly.”


Queen Esta was addled by this development and she thought it extremely peculiar that a stranger would be running the affairs of the house of Dumas. Nevertheless, she had always regarded Kettin with disdain. It surprised her none that he would relinquish his duty to rule. She had ever expected though, that Fobush would act as his regent and govern in his name.


This is an odd development indeed, she thought.


“Well, congratulations to you nonetheless, Sir Knight. I hope you honor your vows and do justice to the sacred oaths,” she said sincerely. “May the First guide you and keep you,” the Queen concluded.


Sir Etan’s eyes clouded momentarily at the mention of the First, but he accepted her acclamation graciously and bowed his head respectfully in her direction. Queen Esta spurred her horse forward faster now, signaling the others to follow. She was anxious to get to the bottom of a number of issues by this time. She needed to know what untoward events occurred in Talamar that could possibly have turned these people and this honorable Knight against the trees. And she had a curious feeling about this unfamiliar woman who had assumed the reins of power in Talamar. Events were transpiring faster than she wished, upsetting the status quo that she had hoped would remain intact at least until her daughter Filaree returned to Avalain.


As the Queen and Sir Etan disappeared through the gates of the city, Lord Markal signaled the keepers to draw the bridge and set the seals. He was not comfortable until the rabble rousers that arrived with this stalwart Knight were safely settled outside, far away from the heart of Avalain. As the drawbridge rose behind the small contingent heading for the palace Lord Markal sighed in relief, though a nagging feeling of discomfort would not dissipate with the mere shutting of the gates. Queen Esta too felt the disconcertion of the moment and her thoughts were upon her daughter as well, knowing instinctively that these events and her ‘calling’ were inextricably bound together.


I shall not remain apart from this after all, she thought to herself, remembering vividly the day her daughter informed her that she had to leave for Pardatha. Filaree believed that she was riding into the storm, when in fact I may have been ahead of it all the time, she noted wryly as she wrapped her cloak more tightly about her shoulders.


“Come, let us hasten to the castle. We have much to discuss,” she said aloud.


With renewed urgency the Queen spurred her mount onward down the broad, cobbled streets of Avalain.









Chapter Seven


“He seems so peaceful, husband. His skin is pale, but he shines from within nevertheless. He barely breathes, yet it is adequate I am certain, for his complacent state. I have tried all that I can to awaken him, but nothing has been efficacious. I keep him bathed and groomed although it pains me to cut his beautiful hair. I clip his nails and nourish him with Lalas tea and kala sap when necessary. But I can do nothing to bring him back to consciousness.”


Elsinestra secured the few wisps of flaxen hair that had loosened from her floor length braid, straightened her soft skirts and raised her beautifully sculpted chin so that she could gaze directly into the blue eyes of her husband, Treestar, King of the southern elves.


“You have taken good care of him, my dear. You have attended to his every need. You can do no more than that under the circumstances,” the handsome, ancient elf replied.


“I feel so powerless, husband,” she said, her smooth forehead creased with trouble. “He is under so potent a spell that even I am unable to break it.”


“Some things are as they should be, though we may not understand why at the time. Besides, we have kept him safe and healthy here in the Heights. Now we can do no more but await our son’s arrival. He and his new friends must take over the task when they reach Seramour,” the King responded.


Elsinestra walked over to Treestar and gently placed her slender arm inside of his. She leaned her fair head upon his arm and stared blankly.


“I have grown quite fond of him, you know,” she commented. “Although we cannot discourse, I have developed a strong attachment to the boy.”


“As have I, my love. As have I,” he replied.


“Do you think that Elion will be able to revive him? Or perhaps one of the others with him? What did Baladar tell you in the second dispatch?” she inquired.


“He was brief, for the sake of caution I am sure. He said little that was unnecessary. It consisted mostly of facts regarding the battle, the ‘coming’ of those who were ‘called’ and the retreat of Caeltin. He did tell me how very proud he was of our son and of the extraordinary bravery he exhibited,” Treestar answered, his tanned skin coloring as he spoke.


“I suppose he was concerned that the message might fall into the wrong hands. It would have been unwise for him to mention the heir again,” she responded thoughtfully.


“Once was dangerous enough,” he replied, grimacing. “You knew immediately that he was a remarkable boy, but did you surmise that he was the heir of legend?” he asked, changing the subject for a moment.


“I am not sure, husband,” she said as she stepped away from him briefly and considered his question. “I felt the power the first moment that I entered the room within which he lay. But that was not enough. Many humans are so endowed and often they do not even know of it themselves. When I espied the small lettering upon his pale belly, I at first thought someone had abused him. But the runes were so intricate and beautiful that no elf, human or dwarf hand could have created them. I knew then that he was stricken by the hand of destiny.”


“Davmiran,” he mused upon the name, as he slowly paced the floor.


“A gentle name, but one of strength,” she replied, though her eyes were still blankly staring at the wall of books behind the imposing table.


“A familiar name, although I know not its derivation,” he commented. “I suppose we will learn all that we must shortly, my wife. They departed Pardatha just before Baladar sent us word. It should not be much longer now.”


“Have you informed the scouts of their impending arrival?” she asked, focusing her gaze once again upon her husband.


“Of course, my dear. They have been so nervous lately, with all that they have recently seen. It has not been easy keeping everyone contained in the city and the lifts sealed as well without providing an acceptable explanation. But, I believe it was for the best. Even though we were not directly attacked, I could not take any chances.”


“You did the right thing, husband. The people have been kind to understand without questioning your directives. They believe that we were in danger and that is true nonetheless, despite the fact that they do not know the true reason why. The boy’s safety and security is paramount. Do not concern yourself over the deception. It was a noble one,” she said, and she walked to his side and took his hand in her own.


“I pray that they arrive safely. The wolves have been quiet of late. I hope that they are not resting in order to gather their strength for a renewed attack.”


“They have a Chosen among them. They will be safe.”


“Yes, I am sure they will. I am just so anxious to see Elion again.”


“I miss him dearly too, Treestar. It must have been so hard for him to disobey your will and sneak out of the city when he did. But he had too. I think about that often.”


“He was driven by honor, not deceit. I know that now. What terrible pain he must have suffered thinking he had done so great a wrong. I too think about it a lot,” Treestar rejoined.


“Yes, his journey was borne of sadness and regret. But what a wonderful twist of fate it must have been to finally learn of the fortuitousness of his deed,” she replied.


“Luck played no part in our son’s encounter with the heir,” he said sharply. “And luck will play no part in ours either. We do what we must.”


“May the First always guide him so serendipitously nonetheless, dearest,” she reiterated fondly, taking no offense to his retort.


Treestar walked slowly across the burnished wood floor. The archways that formed the windows were high and graceful and they allowed just enough sunlight in to warm the room and illuminate it, but not too much so as to cause an inordinate amount of heat to accumulate within. He walked to the one nearest him and leaned upon the balustrade. From this vantage point he could see the glimmering roofs of the nearby houses, and in the distance he saw the greenery of the fields, blooming abundantly despite the turmoil on the earth below.


“How ironic, my dear,” he thought aloud. “The sun rises each day, the trees continue to grow and support us, the fields bloom and blossom, our people remain safe and secure here in Seramour and yet the Lalas die below, and darkness approaches the very edge of the city. Are we the last haven, Elsinestra?” he asked.


“We harbor the heir, dearest. He is the last haven, the last hope. You have read the same words as I. He will find the Gem and with his discovery, we will defeat Caeltin,” she answered.


“Yes, I have read the Tomes over and over again. You know as well as I do that the books are filled with double meanings and riddles so obscure that when they seem to speak the obvious, I fear that I may be missing the true message,” the wise old elf answered.


Elsinestra walked over to the wall of shelves on the opposite side of the room. Her light-weight silks rustled only slightly as she moved, graceful as she was. She stood on her toes and reached for a heavy volume, much worn with use and faded with time. As she carried it over to the polished, Noban table, Treestar turned to her.


“Shall we read it once more, my dear? Will a thousand readings unveil to us what we want so desperately to learn?” he asked, frustrated.


“I wish only to speak the words aloud. Sometimes what is hidden reveals itself more easily when spoken.”


She carefully laid the book upon the table and opened it to a page three quarters of the way through it. She respectfully spread the pages flat and then picked up a silver pointer that dangled from a ribbon on the side of the table. Using the tip to guide her eyes through the small print and intricate writing, she began to read:




“The darkness gathers on the shores of dreams,


Blood red flow the rivers and the streams,


Black pools of night smother the land,


Mighty boulders crumble into sand,


Wherefore art the gold and silver bands?


Behold, a man—


Behold, a man—


A child is born, yet disappears,


a tree is born and who will hear its lonely cry?


A fire bursts upon the sky,


The maids arise with open eyes,


And change the purpose of their lives,


and who will know the reason why?


And who will know the reason why?


The sleeping child shall awaken soon,


his senses shall all be attuned


to the other, whom he has yet to greet.


To the other, and should they ever meet


the Gem will burn with fire anew,


and the trees will pass, all but a few.


The trees will pass, all but a few.


The Chosen shall die in the darkness alone


bereft and far away from home,


the body turned to ash and bone.


A stepping stone?


A stepping stone.


This age will fade into the next,


Embracing time with its soft caress,


but will the races pass the test?


Or perish just like all the rest?


Or perish just like all the rest?”





“It seems so sad and hopeless,” she said after a slight pause.


“Yes, on the surface it certainly does. But so much in the ancient books sounds desperate when in fact it is not. Each episode of violence seems only to precede a period of hope.”


“There is so much being said herein. It could mean anything,” she noted, perplexed once again.


“It must be referring to Davmiran when it speaks of the boy ‘disappearing’.”


“Yes, and the ‘sleeping child’ can be none other than he. But what of the ‘passing of the trees’? Are they destined to die? What will the world be like without the Lalas?” she asked sadly.


“It does not say that they will all die. In fact, it mentions a new tree. If a new tree can be born, then there is still hope.”


“Do you think it is saying that all of the Chosen will die? Or, will it be a specific one? The word can be both singular and plural. It is so ambiguous.”


“As always, my dear. Did you expect the Tomes to be clear and spell it all out for us? We can but interpret what we read and hope that we do so correctly. I find it sad too, but in an odd manner I rejoice in the fact that there is an implicit challenge in the words,” he responded, his forehead creased from thought.


“How so, husband? What do you read that I fail to?”


“There is much to be wary of and there is much to cause one to be optimistic. If in fact this is all a ‘test’, then certainly we have an opportunity to pass it. And if we have even an opportunity, then we have cause to be hopeful. Each of the words has been chosen with great care and each is meaningful. It is no mistake that the word ‘test’ appears.”


“Yes, of course,” she said, rising up from the table and gazing once more out the window. “Although the choice of words appears to be sad, there are many that are pregnant with possibilities. You are so right, Treestar. I often lose sight of those in the face of the others. But, I should not.”


“No, Elsinestra. You should not. There is reference made to birth, to awakenings, to change and unprecedented situations. In its own way, I do find it hopeful.”


“You are wise to see it so, my husband.”


“I have no choice but to view it as such. We have the heir here in our very midst. A piece of the puzzle that we have tried to construct for so many ages is right here with us now. The time is ripe for change and change may mean hardship to some, but we cannot hide in the Heights any longer, lest ‘a fire burst upon our sky’,” he said. “No, we must contribute in any way that we can from now on. I agree with you.”


She walked once more to his side, clasped his hands in hers, and turned him toward her.


Staring resolutely into his eyes, she said, “I feel a stirring in the air. With each breeze, my heart beats faster. The boy sleeps so quietly and yet when I am in his company, there is a palpable energy present that is so obvious and so strong that my skin prickles at the contact. If goodness had a face, it would resemble his, I am certain.”


“Whatever he is destined for, may the First guide him and protect him.”


“May the First guide and protect us all.”


“Come, stand by me,” he said to her, and he reached out his hand and led her to the window. “Do you see the clouds gathering in the south?” he asked, pointing to a darkening in the sky beyond the city. “I have been watching them for two days now and they barely move. They are not being driven by the wind which as you know has been blowing with considerable force, but they approach us nevertheless, albeit very slowly.”


“I had not noticed them before this moment, Treestar,” she responded, her voice riddled with concern.


“I pray that our son returns before they overtake us.”


Elsinestra lifted her hand and pushed the window open fully, allowing the warm air to blow against her luminous face. With her eyes closed, she raised her chin and took in the fragrance that the wind sent her way.


“Something evil advances upon us. Could Seramour be the ‘shore of dreams’? Will we survive this, my darling?” she asked, and she looked upon her husband with tear-filled eyes.


“We will survive. The boy is not ‘like all the rest’. With his aid and the Gem’s light to guide us, we shall not perish. Virtue will prevail against this depraved enemy,” he responded with fervor, and then he turned away from the pane. “Tomorrow will belong to Elion and his offspring, I promise you,” he said, slamming his fist hard upon the table before him. “We will not succumb to those who oppose the earth and all that is righteous and good.”


Treestar paused to calm himself down and gather his wits about him once again, although his blue eyes still blazed with the fire of passion. Elsinestra stood quietly, unable to remember a time when her husband had behaved so tempestuously. She admired his determination and confidence, and she loved the ardor within him.


“Come now, let us ready ourselves for our son’s arrival,” he said at last in an even and soft spoken voice.


With the great book under his arm and his wife’s hand cradled in his own, King Treestar of the southern elves and his beautiful Queen Elsinestra, walked out of the stately room and proceeded toward the city common. Once there, as the thickening clouds gathered ominously on the horizon, they rang the resonant bells of congregation and then waited patiently for the crowds to gather.


In the hushed atmosphere of anticipation that overtook the assembly, they advised the people of all the events that had transpired both within the city and without. Torn between their desire to be honest and their instinct to shelter the people from unnecessary distress, they jubilantly informed them of their brightest hopes for the future, including the heir’s presence in Seramour and the pending arrival of the group from Pardatha.


Cloaking their greatest fears of what yet could be in the garb of remote possibility, they also painstakingly advised their beloved subjects of the conflicts that might yet befall them and the balance of the races. Finally and with great care, they set in motion the mechanisms that would protect the treetop city as long as possible from the destructive might of the dark and imminent storm that was certain to shortly grasp all of Lormarion in its deadly fist.


“I will attend to the boy now,” Elsinestra said to her husband in a hushed voice when he was finished speaking. “I shall stay by his side until our son arrives,” she declared and she inconspicuously backed away from him.


“Go, dearest. Stand vigil for us all. I will join you when Elion is once more safe within the Heights,” he answered, catching her eyes with his own for one brief moment.


“I love you, husband,” she said finally before retreating into the shadows.


“As I do you, beloved,” he responded, hoping she could still hear him.


Warmed by his devotion to her, he turned to his people once more and began the tedious work of securing Seramour from the inevitable onslaught.









Chapter Eight


The path was twisted and narrow. It wound through the snow covered hills until it ended abruptly, opening into a barren plain of ice as far as the eye could see. The morning sun reflected brightly off of the sheets of frozen water, intermittently striking the eyes with brilliant flashes of blinding light. To the left, a dark area stood out in contrast to the whiteness of the ground. It was too distant to determine clearly how large it was or even if it was not simply an illusion; a mirage caused by the sharp sunlight playing tricks upon the eyes. Alemar walked, determined, toward it nonetheless.


The Princess navigated her way across the slippery plain, digging her studded boot soles into the thick ice to insure her traction. As she drew nearer to the area of darkness, she began to discern color and was relieved to see the greens and browns of growth distinguish themselves against the white background. When she was within fifty yards, she could clearly see now the massive tree looming in the distance. The ground beneath her feet began to change from stark white to the colors of life, and it slowly grew softer to the touch and thicker with vegetation with each cautious step she took.


Apprehension welled up in her throat, but never once could she have misinterpreted it as fear. Her confidence was driving her forward relentlessly, and although she was uncertain if Wayfair and Crea would accept her presence and speak with her, she was determined to approach them nonetheless. She could not sit idly by any longer and wait for the darkness to engulf them. In the depths of her soul she felt it coming, reminded each evening by the evil stench of wrongness that pervaded her senses in the waning hours as she lay awake, unable to sleep. Her father, as wise as he was, was determined to ignore the churning forces that she knew would eventually destroy them if he continued to deny their existence, let alone their virulent potency. Kalon was partially to blame for that, as he continually encouraged King Whitestar to avoid becoming embroiled in what he called the ‘human wars’. And her father, the King, embraced those excuses with both arms, wishing to avoid anything that might upset the long prevailing balance in Eleutheria.
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