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  PROLOGUE

4 YEARS BEFORE IMPERIUM AGE


Alxendir stood atop the windswept crest of the hill, his golden hair whipping about his face as he gazed upon the carnage below. The once-verdant city of Arvedane had become a desolation of blood and fire, the air thick with the screams of the dying and the acrid stench of smoke. His eyes narrowed as he watched the barbaric hordes of the Rusca surge forward from the destroyed city alongside the mutated forms of the Vrghor, their combined might crushing all who stood before them. 
The Elven lines were holding fast, but for how long, Alxendir could not know. He and King Weston of the Arven believed they would catch the Vrghor in a trap, surrounding them on all sides. The Elves would attack from the East, while the Rusca attacked from the North. Alxendir was supposed to lead his army and join with the Rusca in the North. With their combined might, Alxendir and Weston had hoped this would crush the Vrghor once and for all. But no one had predicted that the Rusca would betray the trust of the Elves and the Men of Arven, turning their blades on the Elven warriors as soon as they arrived at the appointed gathering. Caught off guard, Alxendir had no choice but to pull his army into a retreat, to gather their strength for another fight. But the cost was great and the Rusca took many Elven lives that day. Thus, did the war drag on into an even longer one, taking a toll on the endurance of the Elves. 
"Traitors," hissed Alxendir through clenched teeth, a fist tightening around his sword, Brightflame, sheathed at his hip.
The Elf’s heart ached as he began to recall the noble Arven, stalwart allies who had fought beside the Elves for so long. Now they were gone, their bodies littering the blood-soaked earth like discarded toys. Alxendir had pushed his forces to the breaking point in a desperate bid to save them, but he had arrived too late. The guilt of his failure made his silver armor feel heavier with the weight of responsibility. 
For days, the Elves had battled against the forces of darkness, retreating step by agonizing step. Alxendir's gaze swept across the ragged lines of his people, pride mingling with sorrow as he beheld their fierce determination. The banners of the other Houses fluttered defiantly in the smoke-filled air, a testament to their unity in the face of annihilation. 
Yet one banner was unfortunately absent. 
Where are you, House Wolf? Alxendir thought to himself. Has the death of one of your own not stirred you to action? 
He closed his eyes, remembering the fallen hero's valor. Surely, the fierce warriors of the North would not abandon their kin in this dark hour. And yet, they had not answered his call. 
As Alxendir opened his eyes once more, he beheld a group of Rusca warriors overwhelming a small contingent of Elven spear-guard. The barbarians' savage war cries echoed across the battlefield as they hacked their way through the Elven lines. 
No more.
Alxendir began to pull Brightflame from his scabbard. 
If this is to be our end, then our end shall come with us standing together. 
The measured tread of armored feet drew Alxendir's attention, his grip loosening on his sword. Kaevor, a young Knight-Captain, approached, his silver armor gleaming like a lone star amidst a sky of storms. The dark-haired Elf's bearing was resolute, yet a flicker of concern shone in his eyes as he beheld his lord. 
Kaevor nodded, placing a fist across his heart, saluting Alxendir. The older Elf leader returned the gesture in kind, placing his own hand across his heart. 
“Kaevor,” Alxendir said. “I hope your news bears better than my view.” 
Kaevor sighed, his shoulders slumping. 
Alxendir did not need to hear the Knight-Captain's words to know it bode ill for the Elves. The treachery of the Rusca had shattered their defenses, and the Vrghor's fell alliance now threatened to cover all the land with their foul machinations. 
"What would you have me do, Kaevor?" Alxendir's question was a whisper, barely audible above the distant din of battle. 
Kaevor took on a curious look, “My lord?” 
“What would you have me do?” Alxendir asked again. “Would you have me send forth all our strength in a last heroic charge? Or would you have me call a withdrawal, for us only to die another day from now?” 
Kaevor’s posture straightened, “My lord, we are here because of you. It was you who brought the Elven Houses together. It was you who took up the responsibility of leadership. We needed you, my lord. And you answered.”
“Then why do others not do the same? House Wolf still does not answer my call. Even with. . .”
Alxendir drew back, not wanting to show his despair. Kaevor was loyal, as were all who came together in Alxendir’s army. But they must not see him like this. For if their leader were to fall into anguish, what hope could they cling on to?
“My lord, it’s—”
Kaevor’s words ceased, Alxendir looking back to the dark-haired Elf. His attention was on the battlefield beyond. Alxendir followed his gaze and began to witness history playing out before his very eyes. 
As he drew closer towards the edge of the cliff, a sudden sound pierced the air. Horns sounded a rallying charge, distant yet unmistakable. Alxendir froze, his ears straining to make sense of the unexpected interruption, his eyes widening at the sight that greeted him. The vast army of the Rusca and Vrghor, once a relentless tide of destruction, now writhed and swirled in chaos. Their ranks buckled and split, as if some unseen force had plunged into their midst, sowing a cacophony of panic. 
And then he saw it, a flash of white, streaking through the enemy lines like a bolt of lightning. An Aer-Wolf, its fur gleaming like freshly dewed snow. It tore through the Rusca and Vrghor with savage determination that left Alxendir breathless. But it was the figure that accompanied the magnificent beast that truly drew his attention. A blur of motion, cloaked in a familiar midnight blue cape, danced amidst the carnage. Arrows flew from the figure's bow with unerring precision, each shot felling a foe with ruthless efficiency. Alxendir could even swear he saw the cloaked figure block several blows made by the Rusca and Vrghor with his bow. There was only one kind of wood to ever withstand strikes from metal. Wood from the Drago Tree in the Far North. Alxendir had never borne witness to this magnificent Tree, for such a view was only privy to the Rangers of House Wolf. A deadly journey that would forge the greatest warriors of the Elves.
Alxendir's heart pounded deep within his chest, disbelief warring with a fragile hope. He knew that cloak, the memory would be burned into his mind the rest of his days. It belonged to Qaelic, the valiant Ranger of House Wolf, a hero in the eyes of Alxendir. 
But Qaelic was dead. Alxendir had witnessed his fall with his own eyes, and had watched as the light faded from the hero's gaze. The loss had been a blow for which he believed House Wolf would demand an answer. An answer of blood and vengeance. 
Yet here, in the midst of this desperate battle, a figure wearing Qaelic's cloak fought with a skill and ferocity Alxendir had never witnessed before. The Rusca and Vrghor fell before the onslaught, their bodies littering the ground in the wake of the Aer-Wolf and its mythic companion. 
Alxendir's mind raced, trying to make sense of the impossible. Could it truly be Qaelic, returned from the dead to aid his people? Or was this some cruel trick, a phantom conjured by the depths of Alxendir’s mind? 
He knew not the answer, but one thing was for certain, the tide of battle was beginning to shift. The arrival of this deadly figure had thrown the enemy into disarray, buying precious time for the beleaguered Elven forces to recoup from their losses.
Another blast from a horn echoed in the far distance to the North. Banners of black and blue began to crest the horizon. Alxendir strained his eyes to decipher the sigil woven into the fabric. The body of a Wolf, drawn by silver thread against the backdrops of blue and black upon the angular banners. The Wolf itself was calm, posed in a running form, yet determined. Fangs did not adorn the Wolf’s expression, for it was not one of ferocity, but of nobility. House Wolf had come, and not a moment too soon.
Alxendir felt a flicker of hope kindle in his breast, a tiny flame amidst the cold bite of defeat. Perhaps now, they might yet prevail. Perhaps the sacrifice of so many would not be in vain. All of Elvendom was here, in full force, ready to push back those who worship the might of evil.
He turned to Kaevor, whose eyes were fraught with tears of joy at such a sight. Alxendir turned to face the armies of Elves stretched out before the cliff face. He could see their hope begin to rekindle. Even the wounded started to take up their weapons once more. The vast array of colors, each defining a warrior of the five Elven Houses, began to rally and cheer. Shouts of joy rang in the air at the sight of House Wolf and their banners. This mythic figure and its Aer-Wolf had revived the spirits of those who had begun to fall into despair. A feat Alxendir would not forget, should they emerge victorious this day.
His voice bellowed out with renewed strength. "Elves of Faer Realm! Look to our kin, those who have come to aid us in this most desperate hour! Let it set a flame in your heart! A flame that will drive back this force of darkness and fear! Look to the Aer-Wolf and its brave companion! See how they fight as one, as we all should!" He drew Brightflame from its scabbard. The blade glistened against the gloomy sky like a beam of pearlescent steel. “Fight on as one! Fight on because you must! Should this be our end, then we shall face it united!”
A deafening roar rose from the vast army of Elves, their spirits lifted by the hope that seemed to spring forth around them. Swords rang, fists pounded against shields, and bows began to sing with the staccato of unity.
Alxendir charged down the face of the hill, Kaevor close behind him. As he reached the bottom to be among his warriors, they parted ways before Alxendir as he began to charge forth. He raised Brightflame high, for all gathered to see its magnificent shine. Bounding forth, Alxendir reached the edge of the line where his army had been pushed back. The Rusca and Vrghor were already preoccupied with attending to the new arrivals of the Aer-Wolf, the cloaked figure, and the fresh army of House Wolf. From this height, Alxendir could no longer see the Aer-Wolf and the cloaked figure, but he knew they were still there, amongst the chaotic turmoil of barbarians and monsters.
He halted at the edge of the line, then took a deep breath. No, this would not be their end. From this day, a new story shall be told for the Realm. A new age shall dawn.
“For-Vena!” Alxendir cried out. And he bounded forth, sword gripped firmly in his hands. The echoing thunder of the Elven army joined in the charge, defiantly crying out against the dark forces gathered before them.
Alxendir’s speed was unmatched, he was nearly a league ahead of his own army. So strong was his conviction that once the Rusca and the Vrghor began to take note of him, they became stunned by his fury.
Alxendir crashed into the enemy lines like a bolt of lightning, Brightflame flashing in his hands as he carved a path of violence through the ranks of the Rusca and Vrghor. The blade sang a deadly tune, each stroke of the lethal instrument playing a note of blood and fury. A trail of sundered bodies fell in his wake. Alxendir moved with the grace of his House sigil, the Stag. He bounded from foe to foe, Brightflame finding purchase in the pale flesh of the Vrghor or the patched leather armor of the Rusca.
The barbarians and monsters rioted in disorder, their eyes wide with fear and disbelief as they beheld the Elven lord's onslaught. They surged forward, desperate to overwhelm him with their superior numbers, but Alxendir sent forth a sequence of deadly strikes. His sword an extension of his very being, a glittering beacon of hope amidst the havoc, and he wielded it with a mastery born of centuries fighting against these fiends.
Brightflame cleaved through crude iron and twisted flesh alike, the blade's edge forever keen, its balance perfect in Alxendir's skilled hands. Each stroke was a masterpiece of violence, a work of art painted in blood and viscera. Limbs flew and chests split as Alxendir danced a deadly dance, his movements a blur of silver, his sword a whirlwind of elegant destruction.
All around him, the battle writhed with renewed vigor, the Elven army caught up to their leader and smashed into the enemy lines, their spirits lifted by the sight of their lord's valor. And the valor of the figure beyond. The horns of House Wolf echoed across the field as the fierce warriors of the North plunged into the fray, their blades thirsting for vengeance against their foes. And amidst it all, the mysterious figure in Qaelic's cloak and the majestic Aer-Wolf continued to ravage the forces of evil, arrows and fangs flashing in perfect harmony.
Alxendir could now see the cloaked figure closer than before, its Aer-Wolf companion darting and lunging at their surrounding enemies. The space between the cloaked figure, its Aer-Wolf, and Alxendir began to close, the lethal duo now clear to Alxendir’s eyes.
It was indeed Qaelic’s cloak, but not Qaelic himself. Dark hair peered out from the corners underneath the hood of the cloak, swaying against the wind and movement of its bearer. Qaelic was much older than this cloaked figure, as his hair had shaded to a lighter blonde. This figure was young. And angry.
A Vrghor stepped in the way of Alxendir as he tried to reach the cloaked figure and the Aer-Wolf. The pale-skinned mutant bore its fangs at Alxendir, knotted muscles writhing beneath the cracked pale and dark red blotchy skin. A double-headed axe, forged from the fires of the Under Realm, was gripped fervently in the Vrghor’s hands. Alxendir had just spent the last several moments dispatching others just like this Vrghor before him. It roared, charged with its axe raised high, ready to topple the brave Elven leader. Alxendir sidestepped, dodging the axe and bringing Brightflame to bare on the Vrghor’s side with a mighty hack. The blade stuck into the Vrghor’s side, but the monster quickly gripped the Elven steel tight with a vicious hand. Alxendir struggled to pull it free as the Vrghor roared once more, bringing its axe up. Alxendir released his grip of Brightflame and kicked the Vrghor in the chest, sending the monster reeling back, sword still embedded in its side. It roared in protest to the strike of Alxendir, then gripped the blade of Brightflame, pulling it loose from its side. The Vrghor snarled, but Alxendir’s lips curled into a smirk. He charged at the Vrghor, courage pumping hard into his heart. The Vrghor brought its axe to bear and swung at Alxendir’s head, but the Elf dodged the weapon once more. Brightflame’s blade was still clutched in the Vrghor’s hand, Alxendir made a move to grab at the hilt of the sword, hoping to pull it free of the Vrghor’s grip. Now it was the Vrghor who dodged the Elf, yanking the sword away from Alxendir’s outstretched hands.
An arrow came whistling through the air, piercing the hand of the Vrghor that gripped Brightflame, causing the monster to drop the weapon. It hurtled to the ground, sinking its deadly blade into the blackened earth beneath Alxendir’s feet. The Vrghor cried out horribly in pain but was cut short as the white Aer-Wolf from beyond leapt forth and grasped the Vrghor’s head in its jaws. The monster writhed as it was showered in its own blood by the fangs of the Aer-Wolf. The black viscera sprayed lightly on Alxendir’s scaled armor as he looked down at Brightflame. A shadow began to pass over the blade’s form, taking the shape of a cloaked figure. Alxendir looked up to see an Elf donned in an ensemble of black leather and cloth. The midnight blue cloak of Qaelic draped around the Elf’s shoulders, its fringes billowing against the light wind sweeping across the battlefield. A long dark bow was the only weapon the mysterious figure carried. The cloaked Elf grabbed the hilt of Brightflame and pulled it from the blackened earth. He turned it over, extending the hilt of the elegant weapon to Alxendir. The Elf leader nodded to the cloaked figure and retrieved his sword. The two of them spun on their heels to face the oncoming Rusca and Vrghor surrounding them, the Aer-Wolf baring its teeth as it finished off the wounded Vrghor.
All around them, the  Rusca and the Vrghor writhed as Elven warriors continued to battle against their foe. The Elven army had caught up to Alxendir and his new companions with ease, as the servants of the Under-Realm began to lose heart in the battle. It did not take long for the newfound ferocity of the Elves to surpass that of their enemies. One by one, Vrghor and Rusca fled the field of battle. Alxendir, the cloaked figure, and the Aer-Wolf spearheaded the final push that sent their foes into a full retreat.
The further the Rusca and Vrghor ran, the quieter it became. No blast of a horn, no shout of victory. All eyes of the Elves were fixed upon the cloaked figure and its Aer-Wolf. The cloaked figure breathed heavily, eyes of hazel sharply focused on the fallen opponents. Dark brown hair blown faintly by the soft breeze that was blowing across the field of carnage. The white Aer-Wolf, its fur matted with dirt and blood, walked gently over to its companion, nuzzling the cloaked figure with its black nose.
Alxendir stepped forward, words caught in the back of his throat. He wanted to thank this figure, this hero, without whom all would have been lost. Even Alxendir began to doubt their chances of victory until this mythic warrior and its Aer-Wolf emerged from the shadows. But now, those thoughts were banished from his mind. Such a feat of gallantry would be sung in songs and told in tales until the Realm shattered and crumbled.
The figure, covered in the midnight blue cape of Qaelic, walked over to a fallen Rusca, one of his arrows embedded into the barbarian's chest. He pulled the arrow free and stuffed it into his quiver strapped to his back. He looked up, eyes scanning the army of Elves. His gaze came to rest on Alxendir and began to walk towards him, Aer-Wolf close at his side. The Elf hero’s boots were caked in mud and blood as he came to a stop just before the feet of Alxendir and knelt.
Alxendir was stunned. Here, before his very eyes, was a hero who bowed. This. . . shadow, that cast a visage of fear into the hearts of their enemies.
“Rise,” Alxendir said.
The cloaked Ranger did rise, ever so slowly. Hazel eyes peered over a mask that covered the lower half of the Ranger’s face. The hazel eyes met Alxendir’s gaze. Eyes that Alxendir had seen merely days before. These eyes belonged to the Elf who he presented Qaelic’s cloak to. The eldest son to the fallen warrior of House Wolf. For in that moment, it was not bravery or courage that drove this Ranger’s actions, but vengeance. Payment in blood for the death of his father. Now a hero of mythic proportions. He did not need to know his name, for it would not matter any longer. He and his Aer-Wolf emerged from the shadows to save them from collapse.
Alxendir turned to face all the combined force of Elven warriors. House Stag, House Gull, House Stallion, House Lion, and House Wolf were all gathered to witness the birth of a new era.
“Elves, Children of Venelta! Henceforth, from this day onward, we owe our very lives to this Ranger and his mighty Aer-Wolf! For, if it were not for their courage, our annihilation would have been certain. All of you gathered here shall remember this day, the day in which we bore witness to the birth of a hero!”






  
  CHAPTER ONE

1103 IMPERIUM AGE


Fordi pulled the damp hood from atop his head, revealing the silver strands coalescing with his long black hair. Bitter chains clasped to his wrist rattled as his silver-coated fingers gripped the damp fabric. The water soaked into the hood gave it a weight greater than the Elf had anticipated. His tattered gown was dripping wet, making the cold air all the more bone chilling. The rain had turned into a light snowfall after they had delved deeper into Cairon Forest, something he did not expect on their journey south. Winter had begun early, at least from what he remembered of his time before the raid on his home. The last eighty years he’d spent as a prisoner had been one long nightmare of endless snow and ice. Fordi was not alone, however, sulking in this cold wet misery. The cart driver sat to his right with an odorous bottle clutched in his hand. Alcohol perhaps? Or possibly something distilled from the lowly life the cart driver lived. No matter its origin, it made Fordi’s nose sting with distaste. 
Two Men on horseback flanked the sides of the cart. Two Rusca Men. They were clothed in the common fashion of Rusca warriors, scraps of hardened leather pasted together, and a cloak of black fur draped behind their back. Their iron swords latched to their hips moved in rhythm with the cadence of their horses. The Men of the Far North were rarely seen beyond the Wall to the North anymore, but it did not take long for warriors of the Imperium to catch or kill them.
Fordi looked down at the muddy ground passing by underneath his bare feet. He pondered on the situation in which he found himself in. The disappointment of his mother and father would only grow if they could see him now, a prisoner of the Rusca. A disappointment to his family’s legacy he had always been. No one of importance, no heroic deeds to sing of in taverns or great halls. Unlike his elder brother, who proved to be a worthy warrior and leader. Fordi had always lived in the shadow of brilliance displayed by his brother. But Fordi never found interest in pursuing the loud life of a warrior. The day he discovered music was the day that forever changed him. Thus, did the strain between him and his family begin. For they did not want Fordi to sing songs and tales, but rather be what the songs and tales were about. To carry the family name into legend. Now, he suspected he was but a further disappointment to his mother and father.
He doubted anyone knew he was alive though, lest they would have come looking for him beyond the Wall in the North. Like when the Marshal of House Wolf had been captured around the same time and needed to be rescued by the famous Wolf's Covenant. But that was a Marshal and Fordi was. . .well, no one of importance. His family would be better off thinking him lost in battle than allowing himself to be taken prisoner by the greatest foe of the Elves.
Cairon Forest was a maze of tall bulky trees and twisting roots on the ground. A majestic sanctuary for the Elves of House Stag. Fordi’s thoughts began to linger on why the warriors of House Stag had not caught them yet. Then he heard the reminder of why with the sound of clicking talons on the back of the cart. A giant black Raven stood perched on the railing in the back of the cart. The great bird stood as tall as Fordi sitting on the rickety wagon. Its beady eyes stared directly into Fordi’s own. Or perhaps, the Raven was looking through Fordi rather than at him. Peering into the very soul of the young Elf. Fordi could not discern what power the Raven possessed, only that when the Raven had accompanied them on their journey from beyond the Wall, they passed unseen to all eyes but their own. Even the guardians of the North, the Elves of House Wolf, could not spot them as they passed over the Wall and into the wild of Imperium lands. But since they had entered Cairon Forest, Fordi could not shake the feeling that they were being watched. As if a shadow cast a gloom over the rest of their journey, in which a final destination was still unknown to the young Elf.
The cart driver slowly pulled off his hood as Fordi sat there looking back at the Raven. A plump Rusca Man he was, looking around with amazement at the display of trees about them. Or perhaps the alcohol had finally begun to run its course, dulling the cart driver’s senses and causing him to appear foolish. Fordi would discern the true reasoning as soon as the pudgy Man opened his mouth.
“Eh, pointy-ear. You, (hic) you grow up in a place like this?” asked the cart driver. Odorous alcohol spewing pungently from his breath.
The smell hit Fordi with a wave of nausea, causing his head to feel as if he were drowning in the deep Seas. Fordi wanted to vomit. All realization began to hit him at once. The smell of the man’s breath, the rocking back and forth of the cart, the chilled air causing him to shiver, the earthy odors of the forest. His bare feet stung with the bitter bite of futility. For eighty years he rotted as a prisoner of the Rusca. Eighty years of stale bread and porridge that made his stomach churn with revolting disapproval. He might see some of that porridge soon if he could not hold down the urge to retch. Fordi quickly turned his head over the side of the cart and the few contents left in his stomach spilled out of his mouth with a forceful growl. His head pounded with ache, and his stomach twisted with the pang of emptiness. His nose was now clogged with the remnants from his stomach now strewn upon the muddy ground below. Fordi gasped for air, but the alcoholic breath of the cart driver stung the back of his throat. He continued to gag until he turned around for respite.
Hic! “Better on the ground than in your belly. Ha!” bellowed the cart driver. Spilling a couple drops out of his bottle as he swung it around in amusement.
“Shhh! You fat oaf!” hissed one of the riders, a thin Man with dark greasy hair. “You want every Elf in the Imperium to find us?!”
Hic! “Apologies,” replied the cart driver. “It has been a rather dull trip of silence since leaving the Wall. Any form of amusement is (hic) is a welcome relief.”
Fordi blew the vomitous contents out of his nose and cleared his throat enough to answer the cart driver with a retort. “You should listen to your friend there, Rusca. Better to keep your mouth shut, than causing my throat to sting with the smell of that abominable bottle.”
Then the rider closest to Fordi, a heavily scarred Man, rode by and knocked the back of the Elf’s head with a fist, making the swirling images in his eyes even more potent. The cart driver looked at Fordi with a spiteful smile, then continued to drink from the bottle to his content. Fordi’s face grew hot with agitation, wishing to wrap his cold chains around the driver's throat and have him choke on that abhorrent drink. He was surprised to find such thoughts crossing his mind. Perhaps the feeling of being in Imperium lands now stoked the fires of Fordi’s heart for escape. Then the clicking of the Raven’s talons made the thought disappear as darkness flees before the dawn. Though Fordi had fear of his captors, he feared the unknowable power this Raven possessed even more. For as long as he had been a prisoner in the Far North, he had seen Rusca wither away and die before him. But the Raven seemed ageless, like the Elves. Though, unlike the Elves, with their blossoming blonde hair as they aged, this Raven remained as black as Fordi’s own hair. For Fordi was considered a mere young adult in the world of the Elves. Barely less than a hundred and twenty years he had spent in this Realm, and more than half of that life was spent as a captive to the great enemy of his kind. Now they had brought him back to the very lands from which he had been taken, though for what purpose, he could neither say nor guess.
“How much further?” asked Fordi, facing forward to avoid his nose catching a stronger scent of the cart driver.
“Much (hic) Much further to what?” replied the cart driver.
“Where are we going? None of you have told me of our destination,” the impatience of Fordi’s demeanor clear in his voice.
“That is none of your concern,” replied the thin rider. Quietly, but loud enough for Fordi to hear.
The cart driver periodically glanced over to Fordi, keeping one eye on the Elf and another on the road. “In due time, pointy-ear,” said the cart driver. “All will be made (hic) clear. These Men here know this place better than I do. They are the best (hic) the best trackers in the Far North. They are the ones who found it. With the help of our friend in the back there,” he gestured his shoulder towards the Raven perched on the cart’s back. Hic! “Deep beneath the peering eyes of other pointy-ears. Ha!”
A quick glare from the scarred rider caused the cart driver to silence himself. Fordi was beginning to think the oaf had said too much.
Fordi felt a slight tingle of amusement, “It seems I’m not the only one who tires of your prattling, Rusca.”
Fordi’s retort seemed to silence the cart driver for good this time. Wait. . . Did he say “beneath our prying eyes”? The Elf could not help but let his curiosity get the better of him. Fordi had never heard of such a place hidden from Elven eyes within Cairon Forest. His parents made sure he was familiar with the territories of the Imperium while being groomed for a station of importance. Surely within the thousand years of the protection of the Imperium, the Elves would have found such a place. He began to think back on his time in the Far North, among the snow and ice. The Rusca would often send caravans away, never to return. Sometimes children would be among them, other times it would be strong and hardy Men. He could remember one such group of Men leaving that numbered close to a hundred. Led by a Man called Zarov, one of those selected to lead among the Rusca. 
This was roughly ten years ago, but now Fordi became worried about just how many Rusca could be hidden beneath the peering eyes of the Elves. In Cairon Forest of all places, a sacred place of Elvendom. Then his thoughts drifted to the despicable Man called Zarov. He could remember the Rusca’s taunts and meaty hands crashing against his face and ribs. Fordi was at the mercy of this Man for nearly twenty years, being tortured, questioned, and mocked. But they still never killed him. For as much hate that the Rusca seemed to harbor towards the Elves, Fordi remained alive throughout his time as their prisoner. Yet he was still their prisoner, and most likely being transported somewhere else to be tortured, questioned, and mocked.  
His deep contemplation was disrupted by nearly falling off the cart. Flecks of mud spat at his feet as the wheels trudged along. From how large the cart driver’s backside was, the Elf wished he had been placed in the back. Though he was not sure who would be more pleasant company. The fat cart driver, or the ominous Raven. He took a quick glance behind him to see the Raven was not staring at him anymore. Nor was he staring at the arguing Rusca. Rather, his focus was the forest to their West. The Raven’s head would bob and it would hunch over, as if trying to focus on something unseen to the rest of them. It gave Fordi a frightful chill up his spine.
“To answer your question, pointy-ear,” said the cart driver, “We are nearly there. Less than a mile I would say. There’s someone who will be delighted to see you aga–”
His words were cut short by the hiss of metal. The thin rider now held a short sword of iron and leveled it at the cart driver’s mouth. “One more word, and it’ll be your tongue,” hissed the rider.
The cart came to a sudden halt, the two Rusca staring angrily into each other’s eyes. Then the scarred rider rode around in front of the cart, glancing back and forth between the two arguing. Fordi slightly shuddered at the actions of the rider who drew his sword. This place must be of great importance to the Rusca if they’re willing to maim their own kind to keep its secrecy. Then he looked out to the trees. Amidst the light sheet of snow, leaves, and twisting roots of the ground. Could I make it? he wondered. What little strength he had was nearly gone and his mind was still a hazy mess from the pang of hunger. He looked to the muddy road beneath him and let out a sigh. If he had not accepted defeat long ago, he had accepted it now. No one was coming to save him from this nightmare. Not his parents, not his brother. Not even he himself could muster up the courage to fight. He closed his eyes and accepted his fate.

    
  Wind rushed briskly across the top of the forest. The evergreen of summer was long gone and had given way to an auburn autumn. Yet winter seemed to be autumn's companion this year. For snow lightly fell and the cold of the North drifted further south than usual. Tiny sheets of oranges and yellows floated gently above the earth. The rich scent of bark cast an aroma over the forest that was pleasing to the senses. But dark clouds hung overhead, casting a gloomy glow over the forest floor. As the wind blew, the melted snowflakes fell from atop the trees like rain drops onto the damp ground, giving nourishment to the deep roots of the giant wooden stalks of Cairon Forest. However, one dry circle of dirt sat underneath the boots of a Ranger, untouched by the snow.
He had been waiting for a while, this Ranger, but not long enough to discourage him. He was determined to catch his prey. Nothing gave him more solace than the hunt. He had become addicted to it these last hundred years. He thrived in the wild. Water droplets fell on to the midnight blue cloak covering the Ranger. His hood pulled over his eyes to block the dim light from altering his sight. His gaze was that of focus. His poise was unwavering.
He had followed the track from beyond the Wall in the Far North. Tracks that soon turned into two pairs of hooves and the wheels of a cart. The owner of the granary he had stopped by following the tracks had explained of a cart that had gone missing, as well as four of his horses. They had simply vanished without a trace or any sign of burglary. This hunt was evolving into a peculiar case for the Ranger. Now his prey was passing into the lands of the Imperium unnoticed and unseen, except by himself. Such strange occurrences had happened before, but not this far beyond the Wall. Normally, Rusca would attempt a raid or attack a spot along the Wall in an attempt to push past into the land beyond and break the barrier that has kept them banished for over a thousand years. Yet, no attacks or raids had occurred since their last attempt on a sea port to the West. Many had begun to think the Men of the Far North were beginning to die off. Or perhaps they began to finally accept their punishment for siding with the Vrghor during the Long War.
A cawing shriek came from ahead, along the road closest to the Ranger, followed by a creaking noise. A moment passed, then he could see a black shape flying above the canopy of the forest. A dark bird, large and frightening to behold. It flew high and wide, then turned North and out of sight of the Ranger. More spiteful gestures followed and could be heard along the trail. Judging from the accents, Rusca Men. The Ranger was gifted at killing many prey, but the Rusca. . . Hate was too gentle of a word to describe how the Ranger felt towards them. He took great satisfaction in hunting the Men of the Far North. Part of him wished they would stay put after their banishment into the mountains over a thousand years ago. But that wishful part of him had died within the past few years. His hatred for the traitorous Men of the Far North had grown exponentially. The shimmering silver scar in the sky that hung just a few miles beyond the Wall was a constant reminder of his feelings towards the Rusca. A luminous spectacle for all others, but a dark memorial for himself.
He took a deep breath as he focused his senses. Listening closely to the noise of the forest. Determining which sounds were natural and which were not. He heard the hooves of horses. Four of them. Two walked the same pace as the wheels, most likely pulling a cart. The other two walked with a different cadence. Off-step but keeping pace with the cart. Two more riders. More Rusca for killing. He listened even closer, trying to pierce the white noise of the wind.
The Ranger’s perception sharpened, honing further in on the distance of the voices. They were getting closer. He rose up from his crouched position and began to silently step closer toward the ruckus of voices. Soon they would be within sight. And once they were, there would be no escape.
He readied his bow, reaching behind his back to pick an arrow from his quiver. His silver-coated fingers gripping the fletching of an arrow. He raised the bow in his left hand, leveling it parallel to his body. He pulled the arrow from the quiver behind his back, setting the nock into place along the bowstring. He clutched his hand around the bow handle as he drew back on the bowstring, arrow at the ready. His form was perfect. A bow and arrow was not just a weapon to be wielded. To the Ranger, it was a way of life. An archer such as himself took great pride in his work. He reveled in the violence he was about to inflict. No mercy will be shown to these Rusca. For there are few who survive that come across this Ranger’s gaze.
He crept slowly. . .and silently. . .

    
  The cart began to slowly pull forward, while Fordi looked around attempting to find the Raven that had flown off. Then he began to scan the trees. Hoping by some miracle that the Elves of House Stag would find them now. Instead, both the Rusca riders, the Velka twins, trotted their horses ahead of the cart, swords drawn, their heads swiveling from side to side searching for the Raven. 
Fordi eyed the sword-drawn Men, trying to guess of their next course of action.
All he needed to do was yell. The armed Men were no longer near him. They would not be fast enough to silence his cry for help, and the fat Rusca beside him did not pose much of a threat.
Run, you fool. Run!
Then came the meaty grip of a hand around the back of his neck. “Don’t. Move,” growled the cart driver. His voice now had an edge to it, not heard since their departure on their journey. Yet, he still balanced his grip with the bottle of vodka and the reins of the cart.
The slim rider turned his horse around and began to trot back to the cart. He stopped just short of the pair of horses. “Take him through the trees over there and take cover. We’ll scout ahead to see if we can find the Raven.”
“Any idea why it took off?” asked the cart driver.
“I’m not sure. We need to—”
The slim rider’s words were cut short as an arrow cut through his neck. He dropped the sword in his hand and clamored at his throat, gasping for air. Blood gurgled out of his mouth, washing down his leather garb and bathing it in crimson red. The scarred rider whipped his horse around, taken aback by the sight of his companion being slain. A whistle cut through the air as the scarred rider was knocked off his horse, his body collapsing onto the ground. Fordi's eyes widened as he saw the scarred Rusca gasping for air, blood spilling from his mouth. In shock, Fordi watched as both of the Rusca riders suffocated on their own blood.
A deadly silence hung in the air. The cart driver turned quickly to Fordi.
“You–!”
An arrow burst through the face of the cart driver, showering the Elf with viscera and teeth. The cart driver’s grip around the back of Fordi’s neck loosed and the Man fell to the ground with a loud thud. His plump body was twitching in an unsettling way, the bottle of vodka still clutched tight in his hand.
Fordi sat paralyzed on the cart seat, blood still pasted on his face. His panicked breaths were visible in the cold air. He did not know what to feel. Relief? He was no longer a prisoner to the Rusca, but something else lurked in the shadows of the forest. Something more sinister. This was no ordinary ambush. Whoever this was, they wanted the Rusca to suffer.
Was he being rescued? No. I’m being hunted. Suddenly, he heard the crunching of leaves beneath hard footsteps. Closer and closer the footsteps approached. With each cracking leaf, Fordi’s dread began to grow. This Hunter could have remained quiet if he wanted to. No, this Hunter wanted to be heard. Fear now filled every fiber of Fordi’s body. He sat still, not daring to look in the direction of the footsteps. His only hope was that he would see the friendly face of an Elf and he would feel safe. If the Hunter wanted him dead, he would be dead. Could I still run? He thought. The footsteps stopped and Fordi slowly twisted his head towards the Hunter. 
It’s. . .him.
The Ranger had paused just shy of the cart. His dark hazel eyes peered out from underneath his midnight blue hood. A few strands of silver and blonde hair hung down across his right eye, which a long scar ran down the middle of. The Shadow brushed the hair back underneath his hood. A black mask partially hiding the face of an Elf who had seen dangerous things. Things that Fordi himself would not have the courage to face. Fordi noticed the silver-tipped fingers of the Ranger’s hands. The famous Shadow of old Imperium lore, in the flesh and every bit as terrifying as the stories say. 
Fordi had known of the Shadow since he was an Elfling. The Ranger was notorious for his contribution to the Imperium. Some say the Battle of Arvedane could not have been won if it were not for the Shadow. He wore a dark raiment of black leathers and cloths. His tunic and trousers were of fine Elven make, trimmed with grey designs that flowed throughout the ensemble. A blackened bow that stretched nearly the height of the Shadow was gripped in his left hand. Fordi could see a quiver of arrows with white fletching peering out from behind the Shadow’s right shoulder. Next to the quiver was the hilt of a sword whose pommel was in the shape of a sharp, thin crescent moon. A map of black lines and star shaped symbols decorated the grip of the sword, which seemed to have been formed from one piece of metal. All of this was coalesced into the brilliant midnight blue cape and hood that produced a powerful profile of the Elf.
The Shadow stood still, the wind blowing his cloak behind him revealing a dark ensemble of leather and cloth garb fit for surviving the wilderness, yet graceful in its design. For the craftship of the Elves was renowned to have no equal. A silver buckle held together the thick leather strap that was strewn across his chest, most likely holding his quiver in place. An elegant dagger could be seen resting in its scabbard on his hip. Fordi expected nothing less from the Shadow. His profile was lean and fit. Fordi could tell from the cart seat that the Ranger stood taller than his own height. Only slightly. Most Elves never stood below six feet in stature.
The two Elves stood in silence for a moment before Fordi finally mustered the courage to speak. “Are you. . .are you here to save me?” said Fordi. Attempting his best to squeeze out a few words. The excitement from the ambush gave Fordi the adrenaline he needed, if only for a while. The pang in his stomach slowly crept back into existence.
“Well,” said Fordi, still desperately trying to search for words, the adrenaline still flowing in his blood. “It’s not every day one is saved by a legend.”
The Shadow turned his hazel-eyed gaze towards the dead Rusca strewn about the forest floor. Three dead Rusca and not one of them knew what had happened. Impressive talent, thought Fordi. The Elven archer began to walk around and dress down the dead Men. One of his arrows, the one stuck that struck the Rusca in the neck, had broken when the Man fell to the ground. The arrow in the cart driver’s face was far from salvageable too. The Ranger drew out the arrow from the Rusca pierced in the chest and wiped it clean against the dead Man’s black fur cape.
Fordi slowly placed his feet on the wet ground, trying not to step in the pools of blood that surrounded him. He kept his eye on the Ranger, hoping the Elf was distracted enough searching through his prey. As Fordi began to walk closer to the edge of the forest trail, the Ranger stopped the young Elf in his tracks. In one quick motion, the Shadow unsheathed a brilliant black sword from behind his back and leveled the tip to Fordi’s throat. Fordi felt his heart lurch into his mouth. He searched for words but could find none to help him. He just gasped in an unseemly manner.
“Trust me,” said Fordi. “I have not the strength to run from you.”
“Running would not save you from my steel,” said the Shadow. His voice carried a regal darkness to it. Aged and stoic.
Timidly, Fordi stepped back towards the cart, attempting to get back onto his seat from before. The carnage along the muddy trail was impressive, much in part due to the skill of the Shadow. To see such a legend of the Imperium in the flesh made Fordi shudder. The tale of the Battle of Arvedane is known to many an Elf. It was the legend of how the Kingdom of the Arven were destroyed by the traitorous Rusca and how Alxendir Lorthal came thundering over the hills with the full might of the Elves. But, unbeknownst to the Rusca, there was a shadow among their ranks. A shadow that loomed long and deadly. Before Alxendir’s forces smashed into the Ruscan lines, the Men of the Far North were already in disarray. The Shadow had broken the Rusca’s resolve with terror and ferocity. From that moment, until the end of days, the tale of the Shadow would be forever known throughout the Imperium of Elves. The story, however, never persuaded Fordi to take up arms. There was more to life than blindly serving a cause that no longer mattered.
The Shadow sheathed his sword, then gave his attention to the horses that pulled the cart. The violence displayed seemed not to bother the chestnut coated animals.
“You’ve seen war before, haven’t you?” asked the Shadow, as he brushed the mane of the two steeds.
How cliché, thought Fordi. Talking with animals as if they understand. Fordi couldn’t help but chuckle at the strange conversation happening before him. His amusement was cut short once the Shadow gave him a vicious look. Fordi averted his eyes to his own feet, cold and muddy as they were.
The Ranger patted one of the horse’s necks, then sliced the straps holding them to the cart with a flash of movement. After an audible click from the Ranger’s mouth, the two horses darted away, and the Shadow watched after them as they crested the horizon. He then looked to Fordi, whose wrists and ankles were still shackled in Rusca iron. Then the Shadow gave a peculiar look to Fordi, cocking his head slightly. Fordi could see the Shadow’s eyes drifting towards his hair and back down to his fingers. Then Fordi began to observe the Shadow’s very own silver coated fingers.
How— Before Fordi could finish the thought, the Shadow drew his black steel sword and swiped it in a “Z” shape around Fordi, and the shackles fell apart. The iron chains collapsed onto the ground, Fordi’s mouth agape at the precision of the Ranger. He rubbed his wrists, sore from the strain of being a prisoner. But was he truly free now? Or had he gone from one captor to another? Which one, Fordi could not tell.
The Shadow strode past Fordi, heading South along the same trail that Fordi and his now-dead captors had just journeyed. He had only made it a few steps past the cart, when the Shadow looked back at the young Elf and gestured Fordi to follow him. Without evening thinking, Fordi’s feet began to move, following after the famed hero of old tales. His bare feet were sinking into the muddy trail. Though Fordi did not care. He trudged through the mud and snow, trailing after the famous Shadow of Elvendom fame. He looked to the sky to see if the Raven was circling above. To his relief, the Raven was nowhere to be seen. Perhaps that was the last he would ever see of that accursed creature. Perhaps it was the last time he would ever encounter a Rusca. Perhaps he was finally free.






  
  CHAPTER TWO

1103 IMPERIUM AGE


Baelvares was not a special town. In fact, there was nothing extraordinary about it at all. There were many villages within the Imperium that were similar to Baelvares. A population not much bigger than a hundred, many of the villagers knew each other by name. Those who stayed in Baelvares, often felt compelled to do so. Their loyalty to their own townsfolk was strong and felt no need to venture outside of its boundaries. 
The buildings were made in the fashion of Elven architecture, but with wood and straw instead of stone. The wood had been painted over with the colors of House Stallion, the House that looked over the protection and governance of the open plains. Homes of brown and deep red populated most of the infrastructure in the village, while the more recreational and utility buildings sported the same colors as the houses but with added aesthetics of a stallion. This was often the case with most villages and cities belonging to individual Houses within the Imperium. The only exception had been the Eternal Watchtowers placed along the Wall to the Far North, a few of the villas sprinkled throughout the Realm, and the capital city of Lorthal. Towns like Baelvares were frequently disregarded by the Imperium’s political landscape and connections. When travelers roamed through the village, they would only stay for a day or two and move on. It was big enough to provide a good spot for respite but small enough where one could not go unnoticed. Fordi assumed that was why the Shadow chose to stop in Baelvares.
The two Elves approached the town from the northeast in the midmorning. Dew was still dripping from the straw thatched houses of the village. The sight of which made Fordi’s lips feel cracked and dry. He had not eaten anything decent for nearly three weeks. And after being saved by the Shadow, the two of them had not stopped to rest or eat since their departure from Cairon Forest. They passed by a trio of warriors clad in the armor of House Stallion. Their plumed helmets held at their side, tan capes draped behind their backs. None of them dared to protest the Shadow approaching but exchanged curious looks to Fordi. His tattered rags and bare feet made him stand out in a crowd, even while traveling with a famed hero. One of the warriors stretched out an armored hand to stop Fordi, but the Shadow stepped between Fordi and the warrior.
“He’s with me,” said the Ranger. Still carrying a dark regal edge to his voice.
The trio of warriors exchanged looks with one another, then gave a slight nod regarding the Shadow’s words. The Shadow then looked to Fordi and gestured for him to follow. Fordi shuffled his feet against the dry dirt as he passed the warriors of House Stallion. Long had it been since Fordi had seen any Elves of the warrior class. Or Elves of any class of that matter. The Shadow had been the first friendly face he had seen since his imprisonment by the Rusca. One could debate on whether the Shadow presented with a friendly face though. As they passed the warriors, Fordi could hear them whispering about him. He knew his appearance would draw unwanted attention, but he felt he had no choice but to follow the Shadow until he stopped somewhere. He half expected for them to take a bit of respite with the Elves in Cairon Forest, but the Shadow had kept on walking. He didn’t even bother to try and take the horses on which the Rusca were riding, which Fordi found particularly odd.
As they walked through the small village of Baelvares, Elves took into account who was visiting their abode this day. The Shadow had entered their presence with a strange visitor. An unbathed visitor in ragged garb with bare feet and tattered hair. Fordi imagined that most of the deep territories of the Imperium were not accustomed to seeing a casualty of war. From what Fordi remembered, it had been the Elves of House Wolf and House Gull who had been keeping the Rusca at bay in the Far North. Houses like House Stallion were allowed to live in peace through the sacrifices made by other Elves. Sacrifices Fordi was well aware of and had paid the price for. Though not willingly.
They came upon the tavern within the village, atop of which was a pair of wood-carven horses facing outward. Frost-paned glass windows gleamed with a hue of yellow and orange, welcoming all who came near. The Shadow had stopped just short of the tavern door when it opened suddenly. Out walked another trio of Elven warriors of House Stallion, each of them in turn making a fist with their right hand and placing it over their heart. Fordi had nearly forgotten the salute of the Imperium, but he expected nothing less of a greeting for a legendary warrior of old. The Shadow returned the gesture with a salute, placing a closed fist over his heart.
Walking through the entrance to the tavern, Fordi’s skin felt as if he could melt. A welcoming hearth was in the middle of the tavern floor. Although many places within the Imperium were more aesthetically pleasing, Lorthal could be a sight to behold, but nothing compared to what Fordi felt at this very moment. It felt like. . . Well it felt like home. It was as if all the bitter misery he had endured over these last many years suddenly melted away by the embrace of the hearth. The soft smoldering fire exuded a comely light that made one feel welcome. The interior was dressed in the colors of House Stallion, browns and deep reds, but the tavern’s most striking feature was its walls. They were covered with cloth tapestries and banners, detailing the rich history and heraldry of House Stallion.
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  Fordi was too busy admiring the artistry of Elven weave-work that he had not noticed the Shadow sat down at a table with a window behind him, his blackened wood bow standing up beside him. The Shadow did not even gesture this time, Fordi just shuffled his feet over to the table and sat across from the famed hero. They sat in silence for a while, Fordi taking in the atmosphere of the tavern. His attention had been on the warm embrace of the hearth, he had not noticed the music filling the air. It was a soft and gentle stringed instrument, a lute. The Elf playing the lute was sitting just past the hearth at the center of the tavern, plucking a song Fordi was unfamiliar with. Perhaps it was one of the musician's own compositions, as Fordi was well versed in the music of the Elves. His mind went back in time to when he was back home, before his imprisonment. 
In Kalenar, Fordi would often spend his nights playing his lute in the taverns or harbors of the House Gull city. He even wondered if his fingers would remember their place when trying to play a song. Of all the things he missed during his time with the Rusca, he missed music most of all. A part of him yearned to walk over to the Elf musician in the tavern and ask to play a song of his own. But that moment faded quickly, when a plate
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