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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


Teetoo pivoted ever so subtly to the left and the air rushed in under his right wing. As soon as he felt the gust lift him, he tensed the fine tendons that inundated the delicate filament and caused it to bend slightly. His wing caught the wind exactly as he hoped, and he smiled as he lunged forward and upward with an incredible burst of speed. He navigated the floes that propelled him with the precision of a master. While arching his back, he brought his knees to his chest and tucked his feet securely into his body. At the same time, he elongated his arms, stretching them out as far as they would go, and he pointed his slender fingers to his rear while holding them tightly together and cupping them. Finally, he bent his head down just a tiny bit and allowed the translucent inner lids of his eyes to descend protectively over his pupils.


Teetoo soared high into the afternoon sky. A wave of exhilaration swept over him as he masterfully manipulated even the slightest of variations in the wind, dipping and diving, ascending and rocketing as he chose with only the gentlest flex or bend to the tip of the wing. He willed the blood in his veins to withdraw from his extremities, lightening the points of friction, and he rushed ahead at even greater speeds. His wings glistened in the sun as they absorbed its warmth and became even more buoyant and additionally flexible. For a few minutes, the Weloh allowed himself the luxury of free flight.


It had been so long since he had ventured into the heavens and his restraint had taken its toll upon him. He was born to fly, and when he was unable to do so due to injury or circumstance, he felt stranded, much as a human would feel if he was afloat at sea for an extended period of time. Teetoo had never wanted to develop his ‘land legs’ too thoroughly. The sky was his home and he reveled in the opportunity to abide there once again. He suppressed the fears and the concerns that plagued him these difficult days and he coursed through the air temporarily unburdened.


He curved the back edges of his wings fractionally and thinned the filament by elongating it at the point where they joined his hips, and abruptly slowed his momentum. He banked to the left and came up and around to an almost vertical position, as if he were standing upon an invisible platform in the sky itself. Slowly, he swiveled until he was staring downward at the city below.


As soon as the spires of Seramour came into view, his concerns rose like bile in his throat; bitter and unwelcome. His wings were full with air, and he hovered over the city, dropping only slightly as he gazed below. He opened his eyes wide, exposing them once again to the elements, and with his incredibly acute vision he scanned the Heights from one end to the next.


You did a good job, Premoran, my friend. The damage is minimal considering what the city faced only weeks ago, he thought proudly as he scrutinized the expanse of Seramour. With the memory of his companion fresh upon his mind, a wave of anguish rushed over him, and he fought back the trembling that ensued. These days of doubt seem interminably long. Yet, time is ever the thief. It steals our tomorrows and turns them into yesterdays regardless of our perception of the pace. And still no news! How long can I live with this uncertainty? Must I fly to Sedahar myself for the answer I seek?


These contemplations stripped Teetoo of the last vestiges of joy that had been spurred on by his flight. He tucked his wings into his sides, bent his head downward and fell. This precipitous descent was always so exhilarating for him, but today he barely noticed the sensations. His mind was preoccupied with other thoughts as he plunged toward the surface.


Alemar emerged from the doorway and stretched her arms wide. She was not yet accustomed to the warmth of the air, and her first sensations were ones of concern. The memory of Eleutheria on the verge of collapsing upon itself and disappearing into a river of melted ice was still vivid. She could not yet feel comforted by the sun’s warmth without consciously reminding herself that the threat to her beloved city was no longer imminent.


She looked into the sky and envisioned the towers of her homeland glistening like crystals under the bright mid-day light, and she smiled. Out of the comer of her eye, she saw what at first seemed no larger than a speck in the sky. Her eyes locked themselves upon it, and she watched closely as it grew in size and approached the city at a tremendous speed. Carefully, she scrutinized the object as it came nearer and nearer.


Alemar stepped out from the shelter of the building and walked to the middle of the square without ever taking her eyes off of the plummeting body. No alarms sounded and no effort was made to defend against this seeming invader by any of the guards nearby. Rather, they too watched closely as it approached the surface of Seramour.


“A spectacular sight, is it not?” Queen Elsinestra said, as she emerged from the doorway to stand next to the Princess.


“It must be the most amazing feeling to be able to soar like that,” she replied.


“To him, it is probably no different than walking is to us, though I know he enjoys it so.”


“I suppose I enjoy a stroll through the hills of my own country as well, though I could not imagine ever being quite so exhilarated by it as he must be.”


“Perhaps a brisk gallop through the countryside upon your favorite horse would be a more appropriate comparison.”


“I suppose so,” Alemar answered distracted, while keeping her eyes glued to Teetoo’s plunging silhouette.


Elsinestra walked up to Alemar and placed her arm fondly in hers. Together, they stood and waited for their friend to reach the surface.


“I fear that today there will be no joy in the Weloh’s eyes when he finally joins us. His heart is aching ever more as each day passes.”


“Has no news of Premoran of any sort reached the city?”


“No. None. And it is not for lack of an effort to attain it. Teetoo has been deep in contemplation all evening. When I last left him after supper, he was ascending the tower steps, and he did not come back down until early in the morning hours, the guards informed me.”


“Have you spoken with him yet today?” Alemar asked.


“No, my dear. But I hope to shortly,” the Queen answered as Teetoo neared the surface about twenty yards to their left. “Come. Let us at least show him some warm and friendly smiles. Perhaps we can ease his suffering if only just a little.”


They walked arm in arm over to the Weloh who had just landed nearby as delicately as a dove upon a pennant’s mast. He settled himself quickly upon the ground, and his body seemed to alter in shape slightly. His skin reddened and took on a less brittle appearance. His fingers stretched and flexed, and they lost their elongated mien as did his legs and feet. Carefully, he pulled the clasp from his hair and let it fall once more upon his slim neck. His facial features softened, losing their sharp, bird-like qualities, and resumed a more human appearance. Finally, he blinked his eyes slowly and deliberately until they were clear and blue once again.


They watched as his translucent wings virtually disappeared beneath his arms as if they had never been there at all. Although he now looked almost completely human, both Alemar and Elsinestra could not stop staring at him. The Princess had never seen the transformation before, and even though it was subtle, it was complete. Teetoo had virtually shifted in shape before her very eyes, and she scrutinized him closely in wonder. Elsinestra had witnessed this many times before, though even she was still mystified by how smoothly he slipped from one form to another in such a perfectly calm and unpretentious way.


“Have I frightened you?” Teetoo asked Alemar, concerned, as they approached him. She had not been able to pull her eyes away from him, so awed was she by the change.


“Oh, I am so sorry,” she exclaimed, red-faced. “I cannot help it, but I am fascinated by you, Teetoo. How glorious it must feel to be able to fly that way. And though you really look the same as you did when you first alighted, you have changed completely! I watched as closely as I could, and even though everything about you has altered, you are who you are still!”


“I am who I am, Princess. That is true!”


“You know what I mean,” she replied, blushing more deeply. “You joke with me, but you have no idea how incredible it was for me to watch you. Do you will the changes in your body?”


He thought for a minute as if the question was an unusual one.


“No. I do not,” he finally said. “My body recognizes the change in the environment naturally, and I am not even aware of the ‘transformation’, as you so characterize it. Much occurs internally as well. My vision modifies too, as does my breathing and even the way I think. But, none of these changes are governed by will.”


“Did you have to learn to fly as a child? Even birds, when they are first hatched from their eggs, must practice. Often, they fall from the nest and die because they do not know how to stay aloft.”


“Learn?” he asked. “I honestly cannot remember. This ability is so much a part of what and who I am that I do not separate it in my mind as you do. I do not think of myself as having two personalities or two natures. I am a Weloh,” he replied as if that was enough to explain everything. “And you my Queen?” he addressed Elsinestra. “Do you find me fascinating too?”


“Utterly! You could only imagine the extent, my darling Teetoo!” she replied, but her eyes were elsewhere.


The Queen of Seramour stared intently at her husband, Treestar, King of the Southern Elves, as he directed the reconstruction of their beloved city from his station upon the platform in the center of the massive square. In only four short weeks, the buildings undermined by the wood-eating insects from Sedahar had all been torn down, and new ones were designed, the frames of which had already been constructed. The great avenues that crisscrossed the city were paved anew with enormous planks of Noban, hewn from the trees below, then sanded and polished as only the elves of Lormarion could do. The Chamber of the Stars which had suffered immeasurable damage during the attack, was in the process of being rebuilt exactly as it had been previous to the siege. One entire side had been burnt to a cinder, leaving not a trace of the remains of the errant elf, Ruffin, whose traitorous conduct aided Colton and his minions so greatly during the horrible battle. The tower would continue to remain the highest point in the city, and soon they would be able to ascend it once again in safety and gaze across the expanse of Seramour from its vantage point.


The fields and farmlands that sustained the people were plowed under and replanted. Though it was already fall, the Heights benefited from a far longer growing season than the lands below due to both the proximity to the sun, as well as the lack of much of the cloud cover that kept the surface cooler. The tunnels and shelters that were targeted by Colton during his attack were repaired and reinforced, and Treestar and his engineers sought better ways to penetrate the foundation trees without undermining their strength, thus providing even greater security for the youth, elderly and infirm of Seramour in the event of future aggression.


Elsinestra gazed proudly and lovingly upon her husband as he carried out his duties, and she knew how he had ached with each and every blow that the city suffered, as if it had been his own body and limbs that were being maimed and broken. She dabbed her brow with a silk handkerchief she pulled from her braided belt, and smiled to herself.


“I must return to the castle. There are still so many wounded that I cannot afford to stand here and chat much longer, though I do so enjoy the opportunity. Will you accompany me, Alemar? Your ability to heal has come so far in so short a time that your presence has become invaluable to our people,” the Queen said with a proud smile.


“Certainly, Aunt. I appreciate the chance to help. I know that you would do the same for my people if the circumstances were reversed,” Alemar said.


“Henceforth, we must all recognize our commonality, though not just in the face of adversity. There is so much we can learn from one another.”


“What you have taught me about healing I will humbly bring back to Eleutheria. I never knew that I had the ability before,” the Princess said.


“Many discoveries in life are simply lessons we have not learned yet. The talent abides and awaits the right teacher,” Elsinestra said.


Alemar contemplated Elsinestra’s words for a moment, deep in thought, while her finger inadvertently traced the birthmark behind her ear as one might casually curl one’s hair.


“After Uncle Bristar left to return to the mountains, I realized how much it meant to have us all together again. I must confess that I have been having premonitions though, and they grow more troublesome to me with each day that he is gone,” Alemar said.


“Premonitions? Why have you not spoken of this before, Alemar? You should feel comfortable in confiding in me. Perhaps I can help you to decipher them,” Elsinestra offered kindly.


“Oh, I am more than comfortable in telling you anything!” she professed immediately, not wishing to convey the impression of mistrust in any way. “I merely did not want to trouble you with some silly worries of mine when you had so many problems of your own to cope with. But now I fear that they are not merely unwarranted concerns.”


“Tell me, my dear. What is it that torments you? What have you ‘seen’?” the Queen asked.


“I have never been subject to visions before, and I was unsure as to whether my thoughts were projections of my distress or something more tangible and ominous. But the same visions have reoccurred repeatedly, and I cannot ignore them any longer,” Alemar replied.


Elsinestra raised her delicate chin and looked at Alemar, deep worry lines etched upon her face. She did not speak, but rather she allowed the younger maiden to find the words herself that she required in order to express the visions. Alemar closed her eyes and focused her thoughts upon them.


Teetoo stood a short distance from them, and the expressions upon the faces of the two women drew his attention away from his own concerns. He walked over to them, stood beside Alemar and turned his gaze upon her as well.


“Colton has assaulted Pardatha. He has also attacked Seramour. Both times he was unsuccessful in his efforts to capture or kill the heir,” Alemar began. “He almost succeeded in destroying Eleutheria without even sending a single warrior to accomplish that task. Uncle Bristar has already informed us that Silandre, the mountain that sustains the city of Crispen, seethes and broils from within, and that he now fears an assault on his own domain.”


“Yes, dear, this is all true. But the heir still lives, Eleutheria is safe, Pardatha, as far as I know, thrives in the aftermath of Colton’s attack, and Seramour has survived and will soon be as good as new. That leaves unresolved my brother-in-law, Bristar’s homeland. Do you fear an offensive against Crispen? To what purpose?”


“I cannot say, but yes, Elsinestra. I am afraid that Caeltin is preparing to do something terrible in that realm. I have had these dreams, though they occur not only during my sleeping hours. They are like real experiences dancing before my eyes in a macabre and bloodstained way. I cannot see into the future, though it seems as if I am watching things that are yet to be,” Alemar replied.


“What could he possibly want in Crispen?” the Queen asked.


“What did he want in Eleutheria?” Alemar asked. “That did not prevent him from trying to destroy us.”


“He requires no reason, ladies,” Teetoo joined in. “We cannot understand how he thinks. In some cases, it is clear to us what motivates his actions, particularly when it comes to the heir. He must stop the boy from finding the Gem of Eternity! There is no question about that. But, in his effort to bring the world closer to dissolution, we cannot always know why Colton chooses his battles as he does. His power is great despite his recent failures, and he is spreading it in many directions. It is possible that he does not know for certain what he wishes to find in each of his endeavors,” Teetoo said.


The Queen cocked her head to the side. “You speak as if you fear that he has already been victorious,” she commented.


“That he has defeated Premoran, you mean?” Teetoo inquired as he turned toward the Queen.


“Yes. It is at least conceivable that Premoran has prevailed, is it not?” Elsinestra asked.


Teetoo frowned. “More than conceivable, I suppose,” he responded.


“Then let us not speak of the future as if Caeltin were the only one guiding the weave. We must continue to hope,” Elsinestra said.


“I will never cease hoping, my Lady. Not until fact has replaced speculation, and I no longer have reason to wonder,” Teetoo replied.


“Do you have suspicions, Teetoo? Can you sense anything? Would you know if the battle between Premoran and Caeltin has been won or lost?” Alemar asked.


“I am certain that I would feel it. I believe that many of us would know. When the earth is robbed of a great force, whether for good or for evil, it reacts. The weave is altered forever and the cloth must then compensate for the absence of a thread which had been so prevalent in the design theretofore. It would not occur unnoticed. You know what happens when one of the great trees departs,” the Weloh said.


“Yes,” Alemar replied, and she shuddered slightly at the thought.


“So you know that Premoran is alive still! And if he is alive then we have reason to believe he may still prevail,” Elsinestra asserted.


“No more or no less than before. When he went to confront his brother, he himself did not think it would be resolved quickly. They had much to discuss,” Teetoo said.


“Do you think they will actually talk?” Alemar asked.


“They will talk in their own way,” Elsinestra responded before Teetoo had the chance. “I do not know if verbal conversation will be the medium.”


“They are brothers despite their differences. Once, they were close,” Teetoo said, recalling poignantly Premoran’s recollections of his brother before their separation.


“It is hard for me to imagine one so good as he being linked by blood to the Dark Lord,” Alemar said.


“The circle goes around and around, my dear. And it is multidimensional. Where does evil end and goodness begin?” the Queen commented.


Alemar gasped. “Surely you do not believe that they are just differences in extremes?” she asked.


“You misunderstand me, my child. No. They are as opposite as anything could be; pure evil and pure goodness. It is just for the purposes of human understanding that we compare them at all. If we did not weigh one against the other, or see one in its relationship to the other we could not begin to make sense out of their meanings. They are truly of different kinds nevertheless,” Elsinestra responded.


“Colton’s evil is like no other. He is not simply bad, as one might characterize the actions of a spoiled and errant child. Neither is he immoral and cruel like a killer who disregards the value and meaning of life. He is amoral! He thrives outside of our concepts of good and evil. He wants life as we know it to end completely. If one were to characterize him more clearly, one would have to say that he is neither good nor evil at all. He is cruel simply because he has no regard for life, though he does not see his actions in the same light that we do. Cruelty requires malice and forethought, does it not?” Teetoo asked.


“I would think that the definition of ‘cruel’ implies that one enjoys or at least is aware that the actions that one commits are causing pain to someone. The word does suggest that there is evil intention,” Elsinestra said. “So what you are saying is that his behavior is not cruel because he does not intend it to be so?” she asked perplexed.


“In his eyes, what he does is correct. Of course, we see it differently. But then again, the understanding of ethics has always been riddled with issues of perspective. We kill at times to preserve, while he kills to annihilate. Is the act of killing or the taking of life the issue here or is the defining characteristic the purpose?” Teetoo asked.


“You are confusing me,” Alemar said, and she shook her head. “Evil is something tangible to me. I can feel it! And when something is good, I can feel that too.”


“But it is not an object to be looked at and scrutinized as is a rock or a tree,” Teetoo replied. “What is it that you really feel?” he asked.


“I feel the spirit of the earth! I feel the pulse of life!”


“And when you extinguish the life of your enemy to further your purpose, what do you feel?”


“Relief. Accomplishment. Satisfaction,” she said thoughtfully. “But I also feel sorrow.”


“That, my dear Alemar, is the entire difference between the moral person and the immoral person! You think about what you do, and you have reasons for what you do. You are convinced that there is a greater purpose that governs your values, and you try to be consistent in your quest. The immoral person enjoys the pain and misery that he causes, but most importantly, he recognizes that he causes it. Colton cares not about any of this. He is not immoral! He functions outside of this ethical hierarchy, and what he desires is not defined by its relationship to life.”


“I have taken the lives of others many times,” the Princess frowned. “But never frivolously or for sport. I believe that when there was necessity to kill it was to preserve.”


“You are beginning to understand sacrifice, Alemar,” Teetoo said seriously. “And all these words have meanings far greater and deeper than our ability to explain them. We are creatures of feeling and intellect, and we are thus so unique.”


“It has been difficult to suppress my feelings at times though. Life is life, and the taking of it alters the weave for all time, though sometimes it is necessary nonetheless to strike,” Alemar said.


“And now you begin to understand courage too, my Princess,” Teetoo replied.


Alemar bent her graceful head for a moment and considered the Weloh’s words.


“I have doubts sometimes, Teetoo,” she said sincerely. “I do not make these choices between life and death casually. I must do what I must do, yet I question my prerogative, and I suffer from the weight of the responsibility. Sometimes I wonder if I am worthy of making these decisions.”


“And so the third lesson is learned,” Teetoo replied smiling. “Humility. This is oft times the quality most lacking in people of action, though it completes the ethical triad. Yet, without it courage can be cruel and hard, and sacrifice can be misguided.”


Alemar bowed her chin and considered the ideas Teetoo had just expressed.


“Could you begin to imagine the heart of a person who felt nothing but relief at most at the destruction of life? Our value system is defined by opposites, and it becomes clearer and clearer in relationship to the extremes that it incorporates. Caeltin D’Are Agenathea has only one goal, and everything that lives, be it good or evil, poses an obstacle to it,” Elsinestra said.


“The heir must come to understand these things,” Teetoo said more seriously than before. “He will be taught by Cairn of Thermaye, the scholar that Baladar ‘called’ to Pardatha some time ago. It is crucial that the boy realizes the difference between the evil that thrives among us and that which is totally apart from this world. This understanding will help him to combat it without wasting any of his own vital energy.”


“Cairn is the right man,” Elsinestra replied. “I knew it when I first met him. Though we had little time or opportunity to converse, I have complete confidence in his ability to instruct the boy.”


“Davmiran must also have weapons of another sort if he is to prevail,” Teetoo said. “And he must know how to use them.”


“Robyn dar Tamarand will teach him what he must. That Chosen is stronger than even we imagined,” Elsinestra replied.


Alemar lifted her head abruptly at the mention of Robyn’s name, and both Elsinestra and Teetoo noticed the immediate change in her demeanor.


“They are a good team, the three of them. The warrior woman from Avalain provides the final link in the chain. Filaree is quick and certain in her movements and decisions. They seem quite attuned to one another. I have great faith in their abilities,” Elsinestra continued. “Davmiran responds to them well. They seemed to have formed a strong bond in so short a time. Circumstances forced them to trust one another completely at the onset. They had little time to doubt.”


“I have heard much about the bravery of Filaree of Avalain. Is she all that they say she is?” Alemar questioned.


“All and more, my dear, as are the others. I was impressed with her immediately,” Elsinestra replied. “Perhaps you two will get the chance to meet them all one day. You are much alike.”


“Robyn dar Tamarand and I are already acquainted with one another. He has visited Eleutheria a number of times. It seems that I was the only one who was willing to associate with him,” she recalled. “My brother was mistrustful for so long of anyone and anything from the outside world. He had my father’s ear then, and Robyn was never completely welcome in our land.” Alemar’s eyes were suddenly soft with sorrow. “Had Kalon been able to overcome his suspicions, they probably would have gotten along quite nicely. Despite his obstinacy, his heart was pure. My brother died well, did he not?”


“Quite nobly, I am told. My brother-in-law still speaks of his prowess, and he has never been an elf whose admiration was easily attained. Your brother rests eternally now with my nephew Adain, and all the others whose lives were cut short by our opponent. His name has been recorded in the books of legends, among the other heroes of our race.”


Changing the subject so as not to become too morose, Alemar turned to Teetoo once again.


“Is the Lady Filaree as comely as the rumors suggest?” she asked.


“Her beauty matches her prowess, if that gives you an idea,” Teetoo said. “They are all four a comely group, well suited for the tales that will inevitably rise around them. The Chosen and the Lady make a handsome couple. It is fitting that our heroes bear the qualities that people will respond to.”


“A couple, you say?” Alemar asked tentatively. “I did not know.”


The Princess was looking down at the ground distractedly, while considering the Weloh’s words. A sharp pang of jealously pierced her heart momentarily, and the unbidden emotion made her exceedingly uncomfortable.


“‘Our’ heroes?” Elsinestra questioned Teetoo with a slight smile upon her finely drawn lips. “You just referred to them as ‘our’ heroes.”


“Should I have said ‘your heroes’ instead?” he asked, embarrassed. “I have come to feel very much a part of this world.”


“It is an honor for us all to be accepted by you, Teetoo. We have always felt the bond between us, you and I,” she said, and she reached over and grasped his hand. Shyly, he lifted his face to hers, and with wide open eyes he stared deeply at the Queen. “Have you finally come to realize that your life and your fate cannot be separated from ours any longer?”


“I have known that all along,” he replied. “But now that Premoran is no longer by my side, I realize that there is still so much that I can and want to do here. We have always worked as one, he and I. I often thought my allegiance was to my friend. But now I realize that it is to the earth itself, to my home,” he said softly.


“Your home,” Elsinestra repeated, and she squeezed his fingers.


“When Premoran relinquished the shards to the boy,” he began, remembering the moment, “I recognized how connected we all are. He had spent so long gathering them from each of the departed Lalas, and all of his efforts were not for his sake, but for everyone else’s. I have often felt alone, being the only one of my kind left. But at the moment that he handed Davmiran the pouch, it occurred to me that we are each and everyone of us unique, and therefore in a very important way, the last of our kind. The shards represent what remains, and I represent what remains.”


“There are some moments in each of our lives that bring so much else into focus,” Elsinestra responded. “Once we have lived them, it is hard to remember how we felt before.”


Alemar listened with one ear to the conversation, and it bothered her that she was unable to rid herself of the nagging feelings that accompanied the news about Robyn dar Tamarand. Am I really jealous? she wondered, unaccustomed to emotions of this sort. The thought of him with the Lady Filaree makes me very uncomfortable. Perhaps it is just because he has always been so kind to me, but he is so handsome! Will they marry, I wonder? After all, they are both human. It would not have worked for the two of us anyway. She scoffed at herself. What foolish thoughts. There was never anything between us really. He never looked at me that way. What a fool he would think I am if he ever knew I felt this way. It is better that he love another of his own race.


Elsinestra had walked over to the Princess, and she stood beside her while she pondered these matters. Alemar was so caught up in her own deliberations that she did not even notice the presence of the Queen. She placed her hand upon her shoulder, and Alemar lifted her head, startled.


“Forgive me, Aunt,” Alemar said, blushing. “My mind was elsewhere.”


“No need to apologize, my dear. We all have a lot to think about these days. But, it is now time for us to go. We have so much to do, and the morning hours are already behind us. Come. Let us continue your lessons in the infirmary,” she said, and she took the girl’s hand in her own and began to lead her toward the palace doors. Under her breath, so that Teetoo could not hear her words, she continued to speak. “You may fool a man, but you are not good at concealing your feelings from one of your own sex. Would you like to talk to me about it, Alemar?” she asked. “Though I have no daughter of my own, I am still a mother,” she said sweetly. “And I too am deeply in love.” Alemar’s face colored an even deeper crimson once again at the Queen’s words. Turning to face the Weloh, Elsinestra asked aloud, “Will you assist my husband again today, Teetoo?”


“Yes, your highness. I look forward to it. The busier I am, the less I think of the loss.”


“We will hear something soon, I am certain,” she replied reassuringly, though the air still hung with doubt. “We expect to see you at dinner tonight. Do not disappoint us, my friend.”


“Until later, then,” he said, and he bowed deeply as the two ladies walked away arm in arm.









Chapter Two


The snow fell heavily upon the already frozen ground and quickly concealed all the signs of his departure. He watched guardedly as each hoof print disappeared behind him. It made him feel as if he had never even been there, and he was disturbed terribly by that thought. The young elf stood up tall in his saddle, twisted his lean body around and looked behind himself, as the snow gathered upon his brow and the wind lashed his face and blew his auburn hair straight out behind his head, exposing his pointed ears.


While the path of his departure vanished even as it was created, his memory of the events of the last few months also began to fade into the recesses of his mind, and he began to believe that what had occurred had merely been a dream that he had just awoken from. Frantically he grasped at the remaining images that danced before his mind’s eye, and he tried desperately to bring them into focus, to crystallize them so that he would not lose them forever, yet he felt them slipping away despite his efforts, leaving him frustrated and discouraged. With a heavy heart, he battled both the harsh elements as well as his ravaged emotions, and he grew more and more disoriented by the second.


It was difficult to see clearly through the heavy clouds of wet, swirling flakes, but his vision was quite keen, and in spite of the veil of white that shrouded him, he could distinguish more than anyone would have supposed. Dalloway squinted his lovely, almond shaped eyes, hoping to catch a final glimpse of the wondrous place he had just left. Even as he did so, he began to forget what he was searching for. He cocked his head to the side in a bewildered manner, and then he shook it back and forth in an effort to clear it of the confusion that was besetting him.


I am going the right way, he thought, feeling certain of that at least.


He continued to stare in the opposite direction from which he traveled, unwilling to simply turn his back and still unready to accept the fact that he had to leave. Like a child in fear of separating from those whose love and protection had succored him for so long, his heart grew heavy with each step that drew him further away, though he could now barely recollect enough to feel anything other than a muddle of vague, disassociated feelings of comfort and safety within the lapsing memory. The expression on his handsome face was addled and brimming with concern, for he could not understand what was happening.


Why can’t I remember? he wondered. The harder I try, the more difficult it is becoming.


Sadness enveloped him unbidden, and he knew instinctively that as the distance grew between him and the place he just departed from, the more threatened he would feel. He was just not sure why anymore. He yearned to look backward and he succumbed to that yearning, but try as he might, he could hardly remember any longer what lay hidden behind the curtain of swirling and blowing snow.


Vainly, he tried again and again to summon up the images from the depths of his psyche; the name and the face, the soft voice and the soothing touch. But all of the identifying characteristics were quickly dissipating. The slender fingers of his thoughts reached out painstakingly, but it was impossible for his mind’s grip to remain firm, and they vanished like smoke in the wind, scattered even more quickly by his mental touch. Nevertheless, he continued to struggle to remember, loath to give up his efforts. He felt as if what he yearned for was still possible to find if he concentrated hard enough, and he sensed it lurking somewhere behind the distractions of the moment, within the endless morass of his unconscious mind.


Despite the accelerating downfall of snow, he was sure that he could see the outline of the delicate spire that marked the location of the portal behind him. He smiled to himself slightly as a rush of emotion flooded over him, swathing him in a prickly blanket of both joy and regret. But the feeling was short lived, and just as quickly as it enveloped him, he was perplexed as to why he was even smiling at all.


When he first left Eleutheria he had been so anxious to get back home.


How long have I been wandering? he wondered, the slate of his remembrance now wiped completely clean of the events of the past four months. He shook his head again in confusion, and looked all around. What has happened to me? I feel like I am on the right path, but to where? I thought I knew only moments ago. I want to go back home, to Seramour, but I know that there is something I must do first, he deliberated to himself painstakingly.


He tried to account for the time that had elapsed, but his memory was clouded and obscure. He sensed a passage, a rupture in the continuum between his departure from Eleutheria and now, and he grew frustrated with each effort to resurrect it. As each fleeting image of where he had been for all those days in between was about to come into focus, it slipped away forever, and no effort on his part could bring it back.


He had no trouble envisioning Alemar as she bade him farewell, and he was easily able to recreate the poignant moment when he walked his horse out through those marvelous and massive gates of ice. It was not difficult to picture her brother Kalon’s scowling face as he peered down upon him from the high walls surrounding the city. He could even remember his first evening on the road and how he laughed to himself when he discovered the small package of carefully wrapped, sugared cloudberries that Alemar must have slipped into his pocket before he left. He vowed then and there, as each of the succulent fruits burst upon his tongue, that he would return to his cousin one day and try to assist her in convincing her people and her father most of all, that it was time to rethink their position and to reevaluate their long held beliefs that isolation was the only path for them.


By the First, that brother of hers is such a bore! he thought. And I am being polite. The ends of his delicate lips turned down in a sour scowl as the scenes of his previous encounters with Kalon flashed before him. If he were not my cousin too, I would have thrashed him myself. What I cannot understand is why uncle Whitestar tolerates him. I guess he is his son after all but still! It is so obvious that he is only avoiding having to confront these problems. I suppose he is the King, and he has a right to deal with his subjects, including his own children, in whatever manner he chooses. But, Alemar’s case is the better of the two. Why does he discard it so easily? he continued to reminisce.


The ground was firm and the snow was thick and deep. It seemed colder to him than he remembered when he first left Eleutheria.


Why does it seem as if I have been away for so long already? he thought as he walked his horse carefully down the path. The sun is awfully low in the sky for this time of year. Strange, I don’t recall noticing that before.


As he thought back on the days past, he grew confused once again. There were gaps in his memory, and he was troubled by them.


I feel like I have been somewhere and done something, yet I do not for the life of me know what.


Dalloway brushed his hair from his eyes and was astonished by its length.


How could it have grown this fast? I could have sworn that Alemar cut it just before I departed. I have never liked it hanging upon my shoulders. How odd this is, he thought.


He shifted in his saddle once again and looked back toward Eleutheria. Though he could see nothing but blowing snow, his skin tingled as he stared. He reached across his chest with his free hand in order to brush some snow off of his opposite arm and he felt something shift beneath his cape and tunic. Despite the cold, he removed his glove and stuck his fingers inside his blouse. His hand grasped a medallion hanging from what felt like a rawhide string.


When did I get this? he questioned himself, startled by this discovery. Alemar must have slipped it over my neck before I left. Why did I not notice this before now?


It was slightly warm to the touch as he held it in his hand, and to his great astonishment, he felt it pulse. He heard a distinct humming in his head and he thought for a moment that his ears were failing him. As it grew louder, he closed his eyes and leaned back in his saddle as his head slumped to the side. The reins fell loosely on his horse’s withers. His hand remained firmly fixed upon the pendant as he fell heavily to the ground.









Chapter Three


“Do not seal the chamber yet,” the silver haired man beseeched the others. “He will come. I know it!”


“How long can we wait, Tobias? It is dangerous enough without leaving ourselves exposed like this. If he was going to come, he should have arrived by now. Perhaps he has chosen not to join us,” a high pitched, though clearly male voice replied.


“Or something prevented him from joining us,” another said ominously while stepping forward to stand next to the other two. His hair was deep red like a fine ruby, and freckles played in patterns across his boyish face. “We cannot discount that possibility.”


“Surely we can wait a little while longer, Harton. We have risked so much already, another moment or two will not make that much of a difference,” the beautiful, black-skinned Blodwyn intoned, ignoring for the moment the concern that Connor, Chosen of Catalan, had just raised. “Without him, we cannot accomplish as much as we would like to.”


“Blodwyn is correct, Harton. What matters another few minutes anyway? We are well past the point of no return. If we are found out, nothing will make a difference!” Liam remarked looking down at the stone floor beneath his feet. “I do not like the feel of this,” he said, as he shifted his balance uncomfortably from leg to leg.


“Nor do I!” still another of the Chosen made his opinion clear. “This meeting was ill conceived. We should each have confided in our own. Concerns of this sort should not be shared unless the Lalas themselves choose to reach out to each other,” Pithar, the bond-mate of Marathar said.


“The doorway is still open, Pithar. You are free to leave if you so desire,” Dashiel, Nemaroe’s bond-mate replied rather nonchalantly, and he pointed to the entryway. “That is, if Harton of Alklyn does not shut it in his haste.” He lifted his regal head and tossed his thick mane of black hair back over his broad shoulders. Looking at the others from behind his serious, grey eyes, he extended himself to his full and impressive height. “I venture to say that this opportunity may never rise again. It would be best if we could all unite behind our good intentions. After all, it is with no malice that we gather together.”


“I have come this far already, and do I suppose that the thread has already been set,” Pithar replied with a sigh. “I cannot eliminate what I have done from the weave. It is there for all to see for evermore. My actions have surely altered the pattern by now. What good would it do to depart at this point?” he replied, shrugging his broad shoulders complacently. “I know that each and every one here has the other’s best interests at heart,” he agreed.


“Then reserve your disappointments for another time. We are all anxious, Pithar. This meeting is unprecedented. It is natural to be concerned,” Blodwyn, the only female in the chamber said as she restlessly smoothed the folds of her shimmering tunic about her hips. “What is done, is done. As you yourself noted, our actions can no longer be taken back. They have surely become a part of what is and what will be.”


“Well spoken, Blodwyn,” Edmond, Chosen of Xia said. “When we first conceived of this gathering, it was already too late. Thoughts come to us unbidden it seems, yet their roots are hidden in the weave as well. We all embraced them, regardless of our doubts, and they have led us here. Save your regrets for those things you have not yet done, not for actions already taken.”


“And for actions attributed to us as well, whether true or not?” Phero asked. “The rumors of Relamon’s demise would be welcome if the horrendous actions attributed to him were true, and surely we would all regret them then.”


“Aye. But were they true, nothing could be done to change them anyway,” Blodwyn replied. “Sadly, it is a reflection on just how great the rift has grown between the trees and the people that something as abominable as what the Possessed one, Margot, concocted is being embraced as fact.”


“The desire for the truth has never motivated the Talamarans. Let them believe what they will,” Pithar scoffed.


“She has done more than persuade them. Even my appearance before the city walls would not alter their beliefs. Relamon has advised me not to attempt to set right their notions now and to dignify Colton’s effort with a denial. It seems easier for my tree to live with this lie than for me,” Phero confessed.


“This state of affairs is unspeakable!” Harton exclaimed in frustration.


“Ten Lalas have left us already. Our ranks have been depleted over the last three tiels to such a degree that communication has even become difficult between those of us who still remain. If not for this gathering, I would never have known that you, Carlisle, feared for your own tree or that the countryside is rife with gossip of your tree’s alleged atrocities, Phero. Perhaps Relamon has a reason for wishing you to remain aloof from the situation, but I can understand how it must hurt you to do so. Way fair tells me much, but it seems that even he cannot reach out to all the others as he once was able to. Until you informed me, I had no idea what had occurred in Talamar,” Crea said.


“Neither did any of you, it appears. What dismays me the most is that these people seem so eager to embrace this lie and denounce the Lalas. Have they drifted so far from the trees so quickly?” Phero asked.


“We are all drifting upon these unsettled waters, my friend. You of all can imagine my plight,” Carlisle responded, shifting his considerable bulk uneasily to his other leg. “My Lalas, Mintar, speaks less and less to me, and his melancholy is wearing my spirit out. I cannot help but feel abandoned at times, yet what am I to do? He professes that he is well, but he is troubled nonetheless, and I do fear for his health. My own welfare is not now my concern. It was a struggle for me to leave him even to come here. But since I made that decision, I would rather that we accomplish something so that I can return with hope in my heart,” he said pleadingly. “By the First, may this venture not be in vain.”


Blodwyn moved to the front of the assemblage and raised her wooden walking stick in the air. She brought it down heavily on the stone floor. The noise echoed throughout the chamber and drew everyone’s attention to her immediately. Wrapped in a cape of brown velvet clasped tightly at her neck by a ruby broach, she was an imposing figure. A braid of thick, dark hair fell almost to the ground behind her, and her gloved hands held her stave tightly. Her face was smooth and ageless, dominated by large, black irises which nearly concealed the whites of her eyes completely.


“We await only one other of us. If he does not arrive within the next half hour, we have no choice but to seal the entrance and attend to our purpose,” she said. “Each moment that we leave ourselves exposed increases the likelihood that we will be discovered.”


“I agree!” Harton chimed in. “I wish to return home as soon as possible. Deceiving Farrow was difficult enough for me,” he said, referring to his tree. “Had it not been for the fact that I know in my heart something has gone terribly wrong, I would never have come here to begin with.”


“There is little here that could betray us. The cavern has been swept clean of all living matter, and the walls are hundreds of feet thick. We are so deep within the mountain that unless someone was followed here or let it be known where he was going, we are safe,” Dashiel said. “You are all too nervous. Since when have the Chosen become so meek?”


“Since when have the Chosen gathered together behind the backs of the Trees?” Liam asked.


“Not one of us here could be happy that it has come to this!” Crea said, angered somewhat by the confessions and concerns of the others. “It is not necessary to profess your worries. We all share them!” he said to the group. “We are here in order to learn and perhaps to help one another. Our motives are noble, and we have no reason to regret our actions.”


“What I regret is that circumstances have led us here!” Edmond replied. “We must all stay focused on the important issues. Our deception was necessary, though this necessity has not diminished the regret for anyone, I am sure. Nonetheless, we are here and we must therefore overcome our emotions.”


A crackling sound caused them all to jump and everyone’s eyes sought out its source instantly. Waves of power flooded the room, as each Chosen searched in his or her own way. In no more than a moment, they were all staring at the entrance whose shimmering portal appeared liquid-like and fragile. The doorway stood before them, hewn into the stone in an irregularly shaped, upside down U. It was sparking now, and there was no doubt that someone or something was attempting to enter.


The eleven formed a semi-circle before the opening and linked hands as if on cue. Sparks flew about the chamber once the link was completed, and then from behind the doorway a light began to shine so brightly that those the Chosen had suspended from the ceiling in order to illuminate the interior paled in comparison. It grew in intensity until they were all squinting from its brilliance.


Blodwyn, standing at the left most point of the link, raised her wooden scepter with her free hand, and held it defiantly before her, unsure of who or what was about to intrude upon their congregation.


“Stand fast, everyone!” she said.


“Have we been found out so soon?” Pithar asked, glowering.


“And if we have been?” Tobias challenged him. “What wrong have we done? We seek only knowledge,” he replied, though a worried expression marred his strong and sharp features.


“Fear not. Our aim is true!” Blodwyn said.


“And if it is the enemy at our gate?” Liam asked.


The others all looked at him as if this thought had not occurred to any of them until he uttered it. They could all feel a distinct vibration penetrating the solid rock of the chamber floor. It rattled their bones and chilled their souls. The portal grew brighter and brighter, and the liquid appearance of its shimmering surface began to stiffen and grow cloudy.


“Prepare, my friends. Whatever it is that approaches is almost upon us,” Crea warned.


“Be ready to seal the opening if we must,” Pithar said.


The vibrations grew more intense by the second, and a loud crack pierced the still air. Sparks flew wildly everywhere, originating from the entrance and shooting in all directions throughout the chamber, then bouncing off the walls and falling upon the cold, stone surface upon which they slowly faded away.


Blodwyn raised her staff higher and a dome of bluish light descended protectively over the group of eleven. As they stood apprehensively behind it staring intensely at the opening, the toe of a booted foot became visible as it stepped through the opaque barrier.









Chapter Four


It was hard to tell for certain just how much time had passed since they carried Tomas into the shelter of the cave. For at least six days, he neither spoke nor even acknowledged the presence of the others. Preston sat diligently by his side all the while, convinced that Tomas knew that he was there. He insisted that he was going to be next to him when his friend needed him the most, and that meant whenever he was ready to speak. So, Preston planted himself and refused to move.


After another few days went by and the boy exhibited no signs that he was imminently regaining his cognizance, Prince Elion and Queen Esta helped Preston carry Tomas deeper into the cave and away from whatever it was that caused the boy to withdraw so fully into himself to begin with. Stephanie, Tomas’ childhood friend, saw to his hygiene and made certain that he was comfortable and kept warm. She sat herself down beside Preston, and together they stood vigil over their troubled friend. There they remained until it was no longer prudent to do so.


Elion ventured back toward their point of entrance, but as he neared it, the stench of death assaulted his nostrils and the air grew putrid and acidic. It was difficult for him to breathe, and he had no choice but to retreat once again. Before he would turn his back on what appeared to be their only means of escape, he fought the terrible burning whenever he took a breath and the stinging and tearing of his eyes, and he inched his way forward. As he neared the opening, he heard loud crashes of thunder, and he saw that the rain was pelting the ground with a violence that shocked him. Lightning illuminated the small doorway in a macabre way, casting streaks of blue and yellow light across the smooth, stone floor. But in the end, it was the odor that ultimately caused him to turn back. Never before had he smelled anything so bad. Even the dying gasps of the Valkor that blanketed the air at the battle of Pardatha were easier to stomach. Elion retched uncontrollably at this onslaught upon his senses, and he turned from the entrance is disgust.


When he returned to his friends, he reluctantly informed them of the situation on the surface. They had all believed that they would shortly be able to depart for Avalain once the immediate threat had passed. The disappointment when Elion told them that their escape route was no longer viable, hung in the air as if it was a tangible thing. Queen Esta was particularly saddened by the news initially, though she withstood it in her normally stoic manner and was, as usual, an example for the others. She merely dropped her regal head for a moment, and then moved on emotionally, accepting the situation without another hint of regret. Stephanie sighed deeply and then burst into tears, whereupon Preston leapt to her side to comfort her. He had been so anxious to travel to the legendary city of Avalain himself that it was arduous for him to ignore his own emotions, yet he did so quite valiantly nevertheless.


They were all fortunate that the young dwarf was so keenly aware of what type of rock and stone would provide them with a safe haven and of what type might present a danger to them all. He navigated the curves and bends of the tunnels that emanated from the small cave they first encountered when they entered as if he had been there before. He listened to the rock, smelled it, touched it and literally tasted it before he was willing to lead them deeper inside. In the presence of need, he shortly forgot that they were trapped here now, and he embraced the role that had inadvertently been foisted upon him.


Once they all realized that they could not return the same way that they entered, Preston took charge with a newly found maturity that lifted his esteem in all of their eyes. The frightened, run-away youth of only months ago had grown up in a very short time, and the others acknowledged this change by following him further into the cave with confidence, and without questioning his decisions either openly or within the privacy of their own thoughts.


As it turned out, the tiny opening that Preston espied on the fateful day of their departure from the woods of Pardeau, led to a massive labyrinth of passageways and chambers that twisted and aimed endlessly it seemed into the depths of the earth. Fortunately for them all, there was an ample supply of fresh water that trickled and dripped constantly from the cold rock surfaces, and created a perpetual and soothing cacophony of sound. In addition to the all-important water, various types of mushrooms grew everywhere in abundance, and Preston knew exactly which ones they could eat and which ones would get them sick. The very large, woody tasting ones that grew out of the crevices of the walls were the best, particularly when they roasted them until they were tender, while the small, button shaped fungi were to be avoided at all costs. Preston assured the others that a tiny taste of those would cause a violent reaction within minutes of their consumption.


The group took turns carrying Tomas as they ventured further and further into the cave. The air was fresh and abundant regardless of how deep they descended, and they could even feel the wind in places as if the cavern itself was exposed to the surface breezes. Long and narrow shafts rose from the ceilings out of which these zephyrs blew, though none was wider than a few inches, and it was impossible to enter any of them in order to escape to the surface.


In most areas, a fine powder of phosphorescent particles coated the surface upon which they walked, and this illuminated their way. The walls were also coated with the same material, and fortunately it was rarely difficult for them to see. Though the light was far from bright, the glow was warm and comforting, and certainly more than adequate. Elion smiled when he first noticed the material. He opened a small pouch that was tied to his belt and showed the others a similar stash of matter that the elves of Lormarion used to light the ground within the depths of the forest beneath Seramour. He showed the others how to sift through the dirt upon the floor in order to isolate these bright particles, and they all soon had their own supply tucked safely into their garments in the event that the tunnels eventually grew dark.


Though he confided in the group, Elion was reluctant to share with the others the last words Tomas uttered when he found him despondent and depressed outside the entrance to this haven some three weeks ago. The idea that the boy’s own Lalas could have betrayed him to Caeltin D’Are Agenathea, the Lord of Darkness, terrified him so that for the sake of his friends, he kept the news to himself. He would tell them all when the time was right, but it would be pointless for them to suffer needlessly now when the circumstances were so uncertain already. He had yet to reconcile the Lalas’ actions himself, and unfortunately he had no opportunity to discuss the situation with Tomas before he collapsed.


“I wonder what they are thinking in Avalain,” Queen Esta said.


“Is there anyone there who knew where you were going when you first left?” Stephanie asked from across the broad chamber, as she pressed a cool, damp cloth on Tomas’ forehead. She looked at his beautiful face, marred by worry and concern even in his inchoate state. Affectionately, she adjusted the blanket that lay atop his unmoving body, and then she walked across the cavern toward the others assembled by the small fire Elion was nursing.


“The Captain of the guard, Lord Markel, will figure out something to tell the people until he knows for certain what is going on, though I did not take him into my confidence. I regret my lack of foresight. It was unlike me to not anticipate that something might go wrong with my plan. Marne and I thought we would be back in only a few days. We were simply going to gather some information on my daughter, Filaree,” she recalled with a frown.


“How could you have suspected? Had you even a hint that you were walking into a trap, you never would have gone in the first place,” Preston said, as he shredded some of the mushrooms with his pocketknife.


“And Marne would still be alive,” Esta sighed.


“It is small consolation to think that we might never have all met if you had not ventured into the woods that day,” Elion said, as he stole one of the slices from the dwarf and popped it into his mouth.


“The fabric weaves of its own will, Elion. Marne would yet be with us, but you Stephanie would still be subject to the dictates of Margot and her crusaders. Who knows what that might have led to? It is not for us to question fate, though its heart can seem so cruel at times,” the Queen replied.


“I am so grateful to you all, you cannot imagine!” Stephanie said. “I think that I would have died myself if I remained there much longer. I could not just go along with what they required any more. It was getting harder and harder to avoid doing the things they asked of me, and I would never have been able to support them and their abominable ideas. My days were numbered,” she remembered.


The young girl shuddered noticeably and her hand shook as she lifted it from the boy’s brow. Tears flowed down her rosy cheeks.


“You are safe now, Steph. Although it might seem that we have led you into more trouble, I know it will all work out. You do not have to be afraid,” Preston said tenderly.


He put aside what he was doing and moved so that he was sitting beside her. The girl sobbed quietly into her hand, and Esta moved to comfort her as well.


“Hush now dear,” she soothed her. “It certainly appears as if we have leapt from the frying pan into the fire, but we will see this clearly to the end soon. It will all begin to make sense in time.”


Stephanie dried her eyes with the back of her hand, and then she sat up straight. Elion too joined the others, as the three of them formed a tight circle around the maiden.


“I am not crying for myself. I could not be so ungrateful. You are all so wonderful to me,” she said. “Nothing could have been worse than what I left behind. I just feel so awful about everything! I do not feel worthy of your attention. Marne is gone and I am here in her stead. She was so strong and so noble. I look at myself and I feel that all of you would have been better off if I had perished rather than she.”


“Such foolish words!” Esta rebuked her. “Why make such comparisons. Each one of us has a role to play, and you will discover yours in time. Besides, you had nothing to do with her death whatsoever! Marne died in service to me! If anyone should feel guilty here, it is I. And believe me, my dear, I do! Had it not been for all of you, I would have perished as well. Now stop your fussing, and let us all be thankful that we have found one another.”


Esta took the girl’s hand and squeezed it firmly but affectionately, whereupon Stephanie sucked in her breath and dried her swollen eyes with her sleeve. The Queen put her arm around the girl’s shoulder and hugged her to her side. Stephanie had not felt a motherly touch in a long while and she warmed to it immediately. She had almost forgotten just how much her circumstances had changed in only a matter of less than one year. Though it hurt her to recall the days when her father was alive and her mother was healthy, and Pardeau was a place where strangers were welcome and the citizens felt safe and secure, it also reminded her vividly of how fortunate she was to have discovered her old friend and his new companions. Stephanie smiled warmly at the Queen, and she returned the squeeze with a meaningful one of her own.


“When you ride the crest of the wave, the height can be exhilarating and the speed with which you travel can take your breath away. But beware when the wave breaks. And break it must, at some point. Marne knew the risks that she took, and she embraced them with the fervor of a true heroine,” Esta said. “We shall grieve for her certainly, but we cannot change what has already occurred. It is fruitless to pine over it. We have so much else to do.”


Esta and Preston hovered over the girl while Elion stood closely by, and each member of the group was moved by her emotions. They all harbored doubts and concerns deep within themselves, and her honesty and openness brought them to the surface. While comforting her, they assuaged their own feelings as well, and the bond between them grew firmer and more secure. All four of the companions felt it as if it was almost a physical thing.


“Lives are built upon moments like these,” Esta intoned. “Whether our paths diverge in the days to come or whether we are all still together, I will not soon forget any of you.”


It was bright where they had gathered and they therefore had no difficulty observing how emotional this moment was for each person present. Their facial expressions gave them away. The remainder of the chamber had grown dark, though no one noticed the change during this encounter. Elion was the first to realize that the area where Tomas lay was no longer visible.


“I had better attend to the boy,” he said, a bit startled by the depth of the darkness.


The others all rose hastily and walked behind him across the floor. The light had gone totally out in the recesses of the chamber, and Elion disappeared into the obscurity before they could even catch up with him.


“Does anyone have any of the powder on them?” Preston asked.


“I do,” Stephanie replied, and she reached into the pouch that hung from her belt.


As soon as she opened the string tying the top, her hand stood out in the darkness as if there was no body attached to it. Quickly, she retrieved a small pinch of the phosphorescent material and flung it in the blackness around them. As it made contact with the air the substance was activated, and the entire immediate area was swathed in a yellowish glow.


In the pale light, they could distinctly see Elion kneeling in front of them, beside the blanket that covered the boy. Elion turned to face the others with a grim expression etched upon his elfin features, and he rose slowly with the blanket in his hands. Something was terribly wrong.


“He’s gone!” Stephanie exclaimed, dumbfounded.









Chapter Five


“Concentrate!” she admonished her friend. “Find what is common to it all. It is there, Angeline. You only need to sift through the particles in order to isolate it.”


Tamara sat beside the slim and muscular woman and guided her as she attempted to start the evening fire. What had seemed miraculous to her only five or so weeks before was now routine, and the stout sister was a good instructor. Angeline stretched her long index finger, swirled it slightly, and the pile of dry twigs and leaves began to smolder.


“You’ve got it!” Tamara exclaimed, as happy with the other woman’s accomplishment as if it had been her own success. “Now, just let it spread all by itself. You must learn not only how to begin the process, but when to back away as well. If you exert too much of an influence, the result may be far more extensive than you might wish. It is much harder to contain the energy once you have unleashed it. As it outstretches, it assumes a life of its own. You may not be able to control it so easily.”


Tamara furrowed her brow, and with her right hand she directed a short wall of debris to form around the burgeoning fire. The material she used was just as flammable at the onset as what burned within the circle, but Angeline watched closely as it seemed to change in consistency with Tamara’s urging. What had seconds before been dry leaves, dust and twigs was being altered at its core. The essential elements were being divided and diffused by the more experienced sister, and a new material composed of the same elements as that which existed before but now in a different configuration took shape before their eyes.


“How did you know what to change and what to leave as it was?” Angeline asked.


“I cannot answer that,” Tamara replied. “I sense the essence of what I am manipulating somehow, and I think about the qualities that I need in order to accomplish the task that I have in mind. A lot of what I do is not directed by my will as you might think. Although I am conscious all the while, it is my spirit that guides the material to an extent. I have learned to feel with my senses much as I have done my whole life with my limbs.”


“I think I understand,” Angeline said. “When the fire just began to ignite, it seemed as if the pieces had just fallen together. It felt right somehow.”


“That is how I would have explained it too,” Tamara replied and bobbed her chin up and down. “It just begins to feel right. I believe that there is a symmetry to life and to each object that we see in nature. If we rearrange the elements and achieve that symmetry again, it seems correct.”


“Have you ever found that what you created was wrong?” Angeline questioned. “Has there been a time when what you did turned out different than you wished?”


“Not in the end. Not yet, at least. There have been times during the process when I have been unsure of what the outcome was going to be. But there always seems to be something deeper, something other than my will and desire that guides me, and I have not yet been plagued by doubt about the outcome of what I have tried to accomplish. Remember though, sister that this is all quite new to me as well.”


“What I cannot get used to is that it just seems so natural. Now that I look at things the way you have instructed me, I cannot imagine seeing them any differently. I spent my entire life unaware that my relationship with the world around me was so much more intertwined than I ever conceived. It seems as if a door in my spirit has opened,” Angeline commented. “My eyes gaze upon the exact same elements as they did before, but they no longer look the same.”


By this time, the small fire was burning brightly and it illuminated their faces, as well as the surrounding desolate landscape that seemed to stretch in all directions. Though it was still daylight, the hills cast a grayish pallor upon everything, obscuring the remaining sunlight, and many areas were concealed by almost complete darkness and shadows.


The two sisters had been traveling for about three weeks. When they first left the Tower of Parth, they were more than just a slight bit unsure of themselves. Although Tamara had only recently gone on a journey of her own before they had set out on this one and she returned unscathed despite some difficult circumstances, Angeline had not been away for many years. She was competent certainly, but in many respects she was quite sheltered, and her strength had never been challenged. The two women had always respected one another, though no one would have called them friends. Now, after only a few short weeks, the bonds between them had grown strong, soldered together by the importance of their mission as well as by the discovery that they had so much in common after all. They became true companions in a rather short while, due in no small part to the fact that both of them had such giving hearts.


The first week on the trail, their path had been clear and well defined. The roads that led away from Parth one would never have called well-traveled, but they were distinct and easy to follow. The terrain was flat and wooded, but it was not difficult to traverse. Parth was constructed upon the intersection of the roots of many of the great Lalas, and the soil above it and around it was fertile and teeming with life. But, as they drew further and further away, the environment changed dramatically.


The few humans that they encountered during their first days on the road were respectful, though nervous when they saw the two sisters approach. They hesitated to talk to the women, and despite Tamara’s ebullient personality, they were uncomfortable around them and seemed to desire nothing more than to be anywhere but in their presence. The sisters honored and respected these concerns and did not insist upon engaging them in conversation, although it did cause them to question this unusual behavior. The Sisters of Parth were never shunned before for any reason, and people everywhere usually felt safe in their presence. Things had surely changed in only a short while, Angeline and Tamara agreed. When evil stretches its dirty hands across the land, very little remains unsullied and unspoiled.


By the beginning of the third week, they had not seen anyone for days. Traveling became more difficult as they entered the hills. Shelter was harder and harder to come by, and the territory they covered was less forgiving. By the end of the third week, the hills gave way to rocky, dry mountains that were irregularly shaped and rose incredibly high into the cloudless blue skies. Though they were red in color, they were not made of clay but rather of layers of rock that seemed to have been placed one atop another like a stack of griddle cakes. These stacks dotted the sky in all directions and they had to maneuver their way around and between them in order to continue on. In some cases, they needed to climb these slippery sided peaks for it was impossible to find a pass, and the climbing was onerous and painstaking upon both the horses and the women.


Tamara nurtured the fire that Angeline had just started, and gazed upward at the top of one of the larger of the pinnacles that towered overhead. The afternoon sun was partially hidden behind it, and the shadow that the peak cast stretched nearly across the plateau upon which they sat. The sisters allowed their ponies to graze freely, knowing that they would find whatever they could to munch upon and never wander off too far, while they planned their course for the days ahead.


“If we continue on this way, it will take us much longer than we expected to reach the swamps,” Tamara said.


“At least it is dry here,” Angeline said, shuddering at the thought of what lay ahead. “Is there no other route we can take but through those wretched bogs?” she asked.


“You don’t know that they are so awful, sister. More often than not, the tales that grow around places such as these are exaggerated and do not resemble the truth of the matter in the slightest,” Tamara responded, seeking to soothe her companion’s concerns, though her own were no less troublesome. “First though, we must pass through the Valley of Desolation. Right at this moment, that thought concerns me more than the bogs,” she said. “Why must people name these places so? Are they not bad enough in and of themselves? If it were called the Valley of the Sun or the Valley of Heroes or some such more positive name I really think I could bear the idea of it better.”


“It is just a name sister,” Angeline reminded her, though she too found the title disconcerting. “As long as we have enough water and supplies, the idea of crossing through a barren valley no matter what it is called is much more appealing to me than wading through the swamps beyond it. I would rather be able to see what my feet encounter than have to imagine what it is that is brushing against my legs!” Angeline replied, and chilled at the thought.


They sat upon a precipice overlooking what appeared to be a chasm perhaps one hundred feet in depth at the least. Tamara dangled her feet over the edge, while Angeline remained safely back a few paces from the precipitous rim. She found it very uncomfortable to gaze over the brink and it even caused her to cringe at Tamara’s boldness and lack of fear.


The hole in the ground before them was somewhat regular in shape and about fifty feet in diameter. The massive rocks that lined it were broken in geometrical patterns, and it was obvious that the edges were continuing to break away and fall into the depths as the years passed. Much like the surface of an egg that is cracked inward in one spot and still stuck fast to the rest of the shell, the huge slabs of red rock hung suspended from the edge in straight edged blocks, while still others had detached themselves from the surface and had fallen down, forming gargantuan piles of stacked rocks upon the floor of the hole. Some of the boulders lining the rim had substantial cracks in them too, and it was almost possible to imagine which one would be the next to break off and careen into the pit. Over time, trees and shrubbery had sprouted in the morass below, and at least two of these unusual, scraggly ones had reached high enough to break the surface with their topmost branches and leaves, twisting and bending maze-like as they headed for the top.


“What could have caused this area to cave in so?” Tamara asked, leaning over the edge precariously, casually unbothered by the sheer drop.


“I certainly do not know, and if I were you I would not venture so close. You may slip and then where would our quest be?” she asked nervously. Angeline was unsure of whether it bothered her more for Tamara to be leaning into the chasm than if she were doing it herself. “Please, sister, back away a bit if only to ease my mind.”


“Does it disturb you that much?” she replied.


“Yes, you cannot imagine. For those who have no fear of heights, it is impossible for them to understand the feelings that one who does experiences. I practically swoon when you do that.”


Tamara put her hands beside her and began to push herself backward, at least enough to relieve the tension in her friend’s expression. As she did so, she looked behind her to make sure that she was not going to slide her ample bottom onto anything sharp, and she noticed what looked to be a swarm of insects heading in their direction from the east. There was a dark cloud, irregular in shape, that was moving steadily toward them as she watched.


“Sister? Do you see what is approaching?” she asked Angeline calmly.


Angeline straightened her back and looked in the direction that Tamara indicated with her outstretched hand.


“I do, sister. It is too dark to be a storm could. It is pitch as night!” she observed, scrutinizing it as closely as she could.


“And it changes shape as it moves,” Tamara commented, watching it closely herself. “Only a moment ago it was much more elongated. Now, it seems to be fattening up a bit.”


“It is most certainly alive, sister! Or at least it is composed of things that are alive. No wind is causing it to assemble so,” she replied, touching her index finger to her tongue to moisten it and then holding it up to the air.


“Yes, Angeline, I agree. And we appear to be directly in its path,” Tamara replied as she looked around her for some shelter. “There does not seem to be anywhere we can go to conceal ourselves.”


“We don’t know that it is dangerous in any way. Maybe it will dissipate and not come this way at all,” Angeline replied optimistically.


“Wishful thinking, my friend. I fear that we may be its sole purpose for being here to begin with,” Tamara rejoined ominously.


“Why? Do you believe it to be more intelligent than the sum of its parts? It looks to be a swarm of bees or flies or the like.”


“Here? An innocent swarm of flies so thick that we can see it from this distance? I think we had best assume otherwise, sister. What we carry with us will surely be desirous to others as well. We cannot sit here and wait to find out!” Tamara said, and she rose from her sitting position as if she was a lightweight young maiden.


Angeline did not need another warning to follow. She too stood up on her long, muscular legs, shouldered her bow and arrows and began to scan the horizon for an alternative to where they now stood unprotected. But alas, her sharp eyes could spot nothing either that would afford them a means of protection.


“We appear to have wandered to a place that is the least conducive to hiding, sister,” she said calmly, although her body was poised for action.


“Yes, sister. It seems that we have indeed,” Tamara replied calmly, though her insides were churning.


They both watched with growing interest as the cloud approached them, hoping upon hope that it would pass them by, and quite unsure as to how to defend themselves against it if they should actually be its target.


“We can conceal ourselves by stirring up the dirt and debris around us,” Tamara said. “But the ground is so barren and rocky, I am afraid that there is not enough of anything loose upon it to hide even one of us successfully,” she observed with a slightly more desperate tone in her voice.


Angeline had moved even further away from the edge of the pit that bothered her so, while Tamara had done just the opposite. She realized that the hole in the earth was perhaps the only place they could hide, and she was walking slowly toward it to see if there was even one edge that they could step down over without careening into the chasm.


“I cannot, sister!” Angeline shouted as if she had guessed what her friend was contemplating. “You would have to blindfold me and knock me out before I could get even as close to the edge of that as you are now!”


“What choice have we, sister?” she asked as she paced the perimeter carefully. “I would rather take my chances down below than up here. Whatever that is…” she said, pointing to the approaching darkness, “…it is surely coming our way. And I have a very bad feeling about it!”


“Sister, I am petrified! I cannot do this,” Angeline replied. “Is there no other option?”


“None that I can see,” Tamara responded, searching all the while for the best place to begin their descent.


“You must help me then,” Angeline said, struggling to reconcile herself to the idea. “I am embarrassed that I am behaving this way sister, but truly I would not be if I could help it. Heights are my greatest weakness,” she confessed abjectly and solemn.


“No one of us is perfect, sister. I have so many weaknesses that I could not even claim one to be my greatest,” Tamara replied humbly. “Now come to me and do not look down. I think that I have found a place where we can safely step,” she said reaching out her hand in support.


Angeline moved carefully toward her and clasped her friend’s outstretched fingers firmly. Together they approached the precipice.


“Look! Over here, as I suspected. The surface is soft where the vegetation grows and I can dig my boot into it. We can also use the branches to hold on to. They seem securely anchored in the earth,” Tamara said as she tugged upon the protruding twigs with her free hand. “I will go first, but you must not resist when I call you. Wait though until I am certain that the ground will hold me. If it can sustain my weight, you have nothing to fear,” she said smiling, despite the circumstances.


Angeline took a deep breath and then reluctantly released Tamara’s hand. The sky had darkened considerably in the last few minutes, and both women were sure that they could hear a buzzing sound in the air though it did not sound exactly like any insects they recognized. The noise chilled them both to the bone, and that made it easier for Angeline to gather the courage to confront her fear. There was something so menacing in the air that she could practically reach out and touch it. By now, she had no doubt that this horror was coming for them, and the chasm before her suddenly loomed quite clearly as the better of the two alternatives.


“There seem to be many crevices down here into which we can step. It is far better than I hoped!” Tamara shouted from just below the surface. “Come now. Use the same places that I used. They are no longer slippery and your feet are smaller than mine. You should have no problem,” she encouraged.


Angeline slowly but surely inched her way toward the edge. She crouched down and used both her hands to stabilize herself as she backed one leg over the side. Tamara’s strong hands grabbed her foot and placed it securely onto the first footing, wedging it deep into the soft but solid soil.


“The next one is just below to the left a bit. You can do it, Angeline! It really is not as difficult as it seems. Just don’t look down,” she said.


“I am alright, sister,” Angeline replied. “If you could see what I see now, I think you would understand that down here is where I would rather be!” she said, as a heavy and unnatural darkness quickly enveloped the entire area, shutting what was left of the sunlight off almost completely. “We must hurry now, sister. The noise up here is almost unbearable!”


Tamara needed no further prodding in order to increase her pace. Quickly, she reached with her leg for the next crevice and stepped firmly upon it, and Angeline followed as deftly as a mountain goat, surprising herself and her friend as well. The two maidens disappeared into the depths of the hole, obscured by both the safety of the darkness reaching out to them from below as well as by the blackness that menacingly descended upon them from above.


“Step lively Tamara,” Angeline urged as the more sprightly maiden scurried down the sheer wall of the pit almost on to the head of her friend.


“You seem to have regained your nerve, sister,” Tamara replied, while at the same moment she searched the wall for another place to insert her toe.


“The darkness is both a boon as well as a fearful enemy, sister. The dread of it propels me downward while it conceals the precipice that initiated my concern.”


“Do not be too thankful, Angeline. The noise grows louder. Even in this gloom we may not be able to evade what hunts us down,” she said balefully.


In fact, the buzzing sound was increasing in volume although it was impossible to see or feel anything other than the cool air wafting upon them from below. There was no question that the noise was descending faster than they were, and at their current pace whatever was causing it would soon be upon them.


Tamara continued to step as quickly as she could without even thinking about where this drop might ultimately lead them. It was their only option and she chose it willingly. Now though, it occurred to her that the darkness that cloaked them coupled with their enemy’s pursuit might be more than they had bargained for. She could see nothing whatsoever either above her or below her, and the only sound she could decipher in the gloom was the incessant droning of the enemy.


A shudder coursed through her body unbidden, and Tamara suddenly grew terribly worried.


“Are you with me still, sister?” she called up to Angeline. Her call was greeted by silence. “Angeline? Can you hear me?” she asked again, hesitating in mid stride this time, but only the sound of buzzing reached her ears in response.


Tamara frantically began to claw her way back up in search of her companion.


“Where are you? You must be here or I would have felt you pass me by. What is it that prevents you from answering me?” she cried.


She heard a scraping sound just above her head and she stretched out to touch it believing that it must be her friend’s foot, but her hand came in to contact with something thoroughly repulsive, something totally unexpected, and she withdrew it in fear and disgust. Her hand felt as if it was on fire. As she retracted her arm, an abominable odor reached her nostrils causing her to wretch momentarily in response, and she could feel her fingers sticking together, coated by a slimy substance that would not yield to her pressure when she attempted to separate them. Panic began to grip her and she forced herself to breathe deeply and relax, though her heart was beating twice as fast as normal. She held on to the wall precariously with her free hand and she dug her feet deeper into the crevices in the wall.


Tamara knew how important the scroll that she carried was, and for a fleeting moment she hesitated before reaching out again. She could suddenly feel the parchment against her body, and it struck her instantly that her awareness of it was generated by the object itself as if it had a mind and spirit of its own. But in her heart, nothing was more important than life after all, and she could not sacrifice her friend even for this. Tamara fought the impulse to protect the map, and she refused even to reach her hand inside her tunic to touch it, though it seemed to beckon so saliently. She climbed up another notch and held fast to the wall with her clean hand. She then turned her concentration inward. Using the same power that she used to conjure a glowing orb out of the surrounding air, she caused a great heat to rise in her fingers, though it neither hurt nor burned her skin. Within seconds the slime that had adhered to her fingers began to sizzle and fall away in liquid-like droplets. The instant her fingers were clean, she turned this energy into light rather than heat, and her hand glowed as if it was illuminated from within, and it cast a cleansing radiance upon the entire area. She was unconcerned at this point if she revealed her own position. Angeline’s welfare was at stake!


She squinted in the semi-darkness, hoping to avoid the temporary blindness that she feared would accompany this blaze of light, and what she saw through her half opened eyes horrified her. Angeline was coated from head to toe by a seedling cloak of muck that oozed and churned all over her. It glistened as her light reflected off of its iridescent surface, and it seemed to withdraw from the touch of the light as if it was being attacked by it. The surface area closest to her glowing hand thinned considerably as she watched aghast, though Angeline’s skin remained coated nonetheless.


Tamara could see that her friend was breathing beneath this repulsive cocoon, and she was grateful for that at least, though it provided her with only a moment of comfort. Frantically, she considered what she could possibly do, and the frustration that she encountered as she realized just how limited her experience was in this regard almost paralyzed her completely. When Angeline’s eyes locked upon her own and she saw the fear and the plea for help in them, all of her thoughts receded and her instinct took over.


With the fury of a Moulant protecting its own, Tamara allowed the light to fade abruptly. She no longer needed it in order to see what was before her. Suddenly she became conspicuously aware of the soil that she clung to with her other hand, as if the life within it was calling out to her. She manipulated the organic matter in ways she did not even understand, and it coalesced at her mind’s touch. Changing shape and structure at her command, the particles realigned themselves and formed a sheathe of a coarse though giving substance that draped the sheer wall directly in front of her. This fabric-like matter beckoned to her senses, and she responded as if she had done this a thousand times before, instantly recognizing an affinity that now seemed to have been there all along.


Tamara kneaded it with the fingers of her free hand, not knowing entirely why, and it began to elongate and thin out like the dough of a bread. She could barely see anything in the darkness, but within her head she was certain that the image she focused upon was as accurate as any visual impression could possibly have been. Having only the use of one hand, since the other held her fast to the wall and prevented her from plummeting into the depths below, she was growing impatient and anxious, not to mention fatigued. Fortunately, the material that was coagulating before her was surprisingly receptive to her touch and incredibly buoyant. She spun it around as if it was a child’s toy top, using her fingers to bat at it and thus increase its velocity. It began to spin and spin, faster and faster. Within seconds, it started to fan out in a funnel shape, narrower at the bottom while it grew wider at the top, and swiftly it rose upward, first covering Angeline’s slime encased feet and then inching its way deliberately toward her head.


As soon as the spinning matter came in to contact with the foreign substance that had enveloped Angeline, the buzzing sound increased exponentially, and Tamara squinted her eyes and scrunched up her face in the blackness, trying to shut her eardrums without the benefit of a muffler of any kind. The sound was deafening and she had no means of protecting her ears from it. But, her discomfort was soon mitigated by what was unfolding before her. Everywhere that this new matter encountered the old, a reddish glow resulted and the immediate area surrounding her captive friend began to gleam brightly. The enemy churned and seethed in response to her magic. For the first time, she could clearly see just how thoroughly encased in this abhorrent wrapper her friend was, but she also saw that Angeline was still breathing even though her entire body, from head to toe, was enveloped. Tamara looked on in relief as the gooey mass began to dissolve into great gelatinous gobs and fall in heavy, viscous drops from Angeline’s legs to the gloom below.
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