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WAR IS THE ONLY CONSTANT
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We aelfir, eldest of the races, most fair, abundantly benevolent, and wise beyond the limited imagining of lesser minds, have much to be grateful for. Due to the immeasurable span of our lives we have come to know and master many disciplines. Khaeris herself spent over a thousand years bringing knowledge to our people. Our craftsmanship is the most envied in the world; we can work miracles of design and practicality in wood and metal, leather and cloth. Our diplomats have negotiated the apparently impossible, averting bloodshed when all seemed lost. With Khaeris’ teaching we can step out from death’s shadow and can reverse the gravest of illnesses. And yet there is one arena for which Khaeris did not instruct us.


War.


Few things are as inevitable as war. The seasons drift from pleasant and mild to dreadful and cruel. Rains cause rivers to burst their banks, and crops are blighted by frost and pests. Volcanoes belch and spew fiery chaos across the land, and fell winds arrive from the south-east, tearing up towns and trees. Beauty fades, love dies and even the stars themselves dwindle in time.


THE ART OF WAR


Naer Evain, for all its breathtaking beauty, is a place of constant friction and disharmony. Even we aelfir can be obliged to resort to physical intervention. ‘Violence is the last refuge of the incompetent’ is often quoted in the royal courts, but what use are pretty quotes when the orcs bring their barbed spears? And what use a bright and brilliant mind when the dwarves seek only to hammer our brains from our skulls?


Pacifist poets and artists who blanch at the sight of a blade will ask, ‘Can we not negotiate with the younger races?’ This thinking is as ridiculous as it is infantile. Orcs constantly seek to expand their borders; they nurture an implacable hatred for the chosen of Khaeris. The dwarves covet our knowledge and begrudge our communion with the land and the forests. The humans spread like weeds, threatening to overrun Naer Evain with total lack of care. These are the factors that must bring the younger races into conflict with the aelfir.1


Lately we have witnessed a greater threat: a darkness rises in Umber Reach that casts its shadow across the land. Every living thing has much to fear from the Hael Es Haim.2 It is bad enough they come to our homes under the cover of darkness and prey on the innocent; yet rumours and reports would confirm that the Hael Es Haim seek to stir up conflict between all the races. Orcs are continually encouraged and goaded into mindless acts of savagery by their shamans. The same shamans make allies of the once feral akuun, imbuing them with obedience and purpose.3 Sly humans, so-called alchemists, seek to bargain with powers beyond their meagre comprehension. They sell their souls to the Hael Es Haim in exchange for some agenda even we aelfir cannot guess at. The goblins too, ever the most pitiful and lacklustre of the races, possibly even more so than the humans, have stumbled across their own petty magics. It is unquestionable that the root of this new power lies in the shadows of Umber Reach.


We live in a time when all races on Naer Evain have the potential to threaten the aelfir’s arcane dominance. This, over time, could lead to our extinction.


It is for this reason that I am setting down my thoughts here, so that future generations may benefit from what I have learned during my short span.4 In this volume I hope to make a study of every weapon at our disposal, the units of troops we use and why we use them. I will explain what armour a warrior should wear for which mission, and the best uses for cavalry. It is my wish to make clear our most trusted tactics and also to educate on the subjects of terrain and philosophy. Either of these may be a warrior’s greatest ally but just as easily turn treacherous if we are not mindful of them.


All I have known is war. My parents were slain during an orc Harrowing that saw half of Naer Khaeris left in ruins. I was raised under a shroud of smoke with the scent of blood on the air. I had already mastered the Breath when most aelfir are learning Treesinging. I was the youngest aelfir to graduate from the Haimkor Sword School. I have ridden against the orcs with Sight and Indignation; served with the Drae Adhe, ambushing pale humans. It was my privilege and greatest honour to serve in the High King’s retinue.5 I have hunted dwarves at the Siege of Korlahsia and been decorated with the blood of my enemies. I trained at Kaershåine, taught at Sia Na Roin and defended the city of Thea Suin. I have slept on the Salt Flats, fought on Kourgaad Plains and walked among the humans from across the sea.


I am La Darielle Daellen Staern6 and this is my gift to you.


This is The Aelfir Art of War.
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PHILOSOPHY: THE DARKENING WAY
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The lives of men are but as leaves turning with the seasons.1 The dwarf too, although of longer lifespan, succumbs to the ravages of time. The orc is so mindless of himself that he constantly courts death. Why else does he throw himself into the jaws of battle time and again? Only we aelfir can defy the long sleep due to our connection to the land and our communion with each other. As every aelfir learns, this near immortality is to be cherished, for we are not invincible: we can be weakened by starvation and slain in combat, just as the younger races are. Our great beauty does not make us invulnerable, no matter how much the innocent and the proud may hope otherwise. For this reason every aelfir should be trained to fight, not just to defend the land we hold dear, but also to maintain the rich and endless threads of our lives.


Those following the warrior’s path must live with death as a constant companion: a fearful proposition for any aelfir.


The temptation to flee the field of battle to preserve the gift of immortality is a strong one, even for the most dutiful aelfir. It is for this reason one of our greatest philosophers, Saim Nai Thea Suin, set down a code of conduct called the Darkening Way.2 Saim Nai Thea Suin taught his students to become one with death’s shadow and to stare at enemies with an implacable and unflinching regard.


The first students of the Darkening Way were better prepared for oblivion when facing their enemy at the Battle of Al Silv. The teaching grew in popularity and many agreed the Darkening Way prevented the aelfir from being routed at key battles, even in the face of the sinister Hael Es Haim.3 Many of Saim Nai Thea Suin’s disciples carried out great acts of selfless heroism, selling their own lives dearly so that the land and other aelfir might be spared. All warriors admit that, whilst difficult to adhere to, it is the Darkening Way that makes living with the threat of death tolerable and steels them for conflicts to come.


The following excerpts from a transcription of Saim Nai Thea Suin’s teachings, The Darkening Way, are the most pertinent, but I urge all students of war to read the full text stored at the Bodhleian Library.


Khaeris haéla na’sehn haim,4


La Darielle Daellen Staern


THE PRACTICE OF THE DARKENING WAY


Each day at the rising of the sun one should wash in cold water and don simple black robes. One should spend time in silent contemplation, meditating on meeting oblivion. All creatures descend into the Great Below when the spans of their lives are spent, and the aelfir are no different in this. Cold water is a preparation for death’s icy grip. As one’s life force slips away, so the heat of the body departs. By simply breathing on the back of your hand you experience the gentle heat of life. An aelfir’s blood is no different from that breath, but carries a greater essence. To dowse oneself with cold water each morning is a reminder that death could be close at hand, ready to immerse us in the long sleep.


THE GARMENTS


To wear black robes is to divest oneself of any individuality and shroud oneself in oblivion. Aelfir are drawn to decorating themselves with intricate fashions and jewellery of rare craftsmanship; these are manifestations of their inner selves. It is only by relinquishing ourselves, our wants, our dreams, our ambitions, that we can truly live in the Darkening Way. Simply by being in every moment and consciously experiencing every breath we acknowledge death. In doing so we can take the correct action to avoid it with no risk of cowardice or shirking our duties.


The robes of those pursuing the Darkening Way feature a loose-legged garment with five pleats at the front and two at the back.5 These seven pleats remind a warrior of the seven virtues of the Darkening Way.


Benevolence – extended to all aelfir, the young and the weak especially.


Courage – in the face of adversity.


Haélai – watchfulness or awareness.


Honesty – in all matters, but particularly concerning oneself.


Loyalty – to kin, House and Host.


[image: image]


Respect – for oneself and all others.


Saim – an aelfir’s connection to the land.


When practice is finished, be mindful of the manner you fold your El Dilar. Be mindful of every pleat and the way you gather and bind your belt. Do not chatter and make banal noise; instead let the insight of your communion with death uncoil within you.6


CONTEMPLATION


To contemplate one’s own death is a difficult practice. One might be pierced through the heart by a single ill-fletched arrow. One might be broken and laid low by the axes and hammers of the dwarves. Perhaps you will suffer disembowelment by the cruel barbed spears of the orc. It is not inconceivable to be hopelessly outnumbered by goblins and succumb to a dozen shallow wounds.


Even the frail and stumbling humans have sharp steel that can spell the end for an unwary aelfir.7 It is suggested an aelfir not contemplate these things for more than seventy-seven heart beats.8


After this spell of contemplation, one should look to one’s trappings. Blades should be kept razor sharp at all times. Armour should be in good repair, burnished and oiled. Bow strings should be checked and tested, arrows re-fletched and quivers packed with care. Only when a warrior has fulfilled his obligation to his equipment can he consider breaking his fast. A warrior gains a deeper affinity for the field of battle when putting the maintenance of weapons and armour before such trivial concerns as hunger. Death cares not for the empty stomach and thirsty throat; death cares only for the blunt blade, the shattered armour, the snapped string. This is when an aelfir’s oblivion rises to meet him.


A LIFE LIVED WITHOUT HOPE


The Darkening Way is not the absence of light, but the acknowledgement that death will always cast a shadow over the luminous quality of our immortal lives.


This is never more ably demonstrated than on the battlefield, where death is always just a whisper away. By surrendering the hope of survival we can instead concentrate on the aims of conflict and the purpose of our lives. It is by giving up this hope, this sense of self, that we may move unhindered. Our feet are not mired in the marshes of fear, our strikes not stilled by hesitation, our awareness not dulled by doubt. Those who live according to the Darkening Way need not be encumbered by regret or terror, and are never overcome by confusion.


AELFIR MOVING AS ONE MIND


To give oneself completely to the way is to focus on the needs of those around us. We stand shoulder to shoulder with our kin, defending all aelfir without thought for ourselves. Many are the times an aelfir has stepped forward to receive a mortal blow that was intended for the friend at his side. Some say this is a mindless willingness for oblivion, but I disagree. Instead, this is the intuition of the Darkening Way: to accept that one might play no greater part in a battle than to preserve another’s life. By setting aside our own needs (and the hope of surviving) we become one mind. Just as we see a flock of birds wheeling and turning in complete synchronicity, so we too work in harmony.


These are just excerpts from The Darkening Way and no substitute for the whole. No aelfir should be without this seminal text.


WAR AND HIS RETINUE


Much like the High King, war does not arrive alone, but brings a retinue. Death, fear, guilt and remorse are leashed at his heels like slinking hounds. Certain aelfir will tell you that there is nothing higher or more worthy than war, no pursuit more noble, no activity as courageous. The aelfir who proclaim these words usually experience their battles from the rear of the field of battle; all too keen to gallop into the midst of corpses once the enemy are routed.


War, death, fear, guilt, remorse. Any of these by themselves would be an excruciating ordeal for any aelfir to cope with because we feel so much more keenly than the younger races. True, the memories of slighted dwarves are legendary, as is their stubbornness. It is accepted that the savagery and mindlessness of the orcs is unfathomable to anyone with a semblance of sanity. As for humans, they live bleak lives like faded shadows: their loves, tepid; their anger, merely smouldering; regrets and hopes, unremarkable. We aelfir experience lows as black chasms, our highs are as bright as the finest midsummer days. Forgiveness does not come easily to our kind, and yet our capacity for compassion and understanding is superior to that of even the most unusually advanced humans.


How does an aelfir not become overwhelmed by war and its cruel concomitants? He adopts a harsh and unforgiving aspect; he becomes more than just one being; he channels the darker impulses of the Chosen of Khaeris into something akin to a mask.
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TIIRSHENI


The helmet of an aelfir is more than just a piece of armour.9 True, it may turn aside the arrows of our enemies but it is not for this reason alone we wear it; the tiirsheni is our persona writ large on the battlefield. We may share the colours of our House and Host, but the decoration and style will be unique to the individual. No detail is too small to overlook, from the way the metal is burnished to the inscription on the brow. The crest itself is also important. An aelfir may opt for a short plume of horse hair or side plates resembling wings. Warriors of centuries past favoured great manes that fell to the waist.


The tiirsheni itself is just one part of the ceremony of preparing for war. Some aelfir darken their eyes, others darken their whole face. In this way we embody what we are about to become, a dark figure on the field of battle, a solemn and implacable adversary. All mercy is left behind when we darken our faces.


It is a matter of utmost gravity when an aelfir has no other choice than to don the tiirsheni. Humans may slip on an old cooking pot or leather cap, orcs frequently festoon themselves with skulls, and dwarves encase themselves in plate and chain. There is little ceremony or poetry to these acts. The donning of tiirsheni could not be more different. Once war is declared an aelfir must contemplate death for seventy-seven heartbeats. During this time, his family will have prepared his armour and his weapons. He then dresses and eats a simple meal before blackening his face and taking up his tiirsheni. Once this is done he will address the most senior member of the household, promising to do all he can to protect the world forest, the teachings of Khaeris and the survival of the aelfir. Only after he gives his word may an aelfir finally don his tiirsheni.


This marks a distinct separation from an aelfir’s everyday life. Whoever he is, whatever he does, an aelfir is entrusted to be of a single mind when donning his tiirsheni. The greatest craftsman might be reduced to an archer in this way. No matter. Far better that an archer think of nothing other than obeying orders, turning every moment’s concentration to drawing each arrow and sending it to its target. The poet who ordinarily thinks of nothing but words may clear his mind and focus on the swift motions of swing, parry and thrust on the field of battle. Even the High King, whose days are consumed with the intricacies of court, must steel himself and act as one with aelfir under his command. To suffer distraction is to be lost.


The act of donning tiirsheni is not just a separation from our natural lives. It is a signal to our loved ones. It confirms to our leaders that we are ready. It declares to our enemies that the time for negotiation is past and there can be no respite from aelfir aggression.


AFTER THE FIGHT


The tiirsheni also allows an aelfir to leave some things behind. It shields an aelfir not only from the attacks on the body, but also those on the mind. When the tiirsheni is set aside, so too are the feelings that come after the battle: guilt at being left alive when others have given their lives; regret for missed opportunities or the failure to act; fear that war will once again darken our existence. As an aelfir washes his blackened face he sluices away these feelings, divesting himself of shame and fear. Once the tiirsheni is returned to its place an aelfir can return to his life as it was before. The poet takes up his quill, the craftsman his tools, the High King continues the duty of ruling and war is remembered, but not dwelt on.


LIFE DURING PEACETIME
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