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Elven Words Used in the Storyline

Adar – Father

Adara - Mother

Adda – Dad/Daddy (Term of endearment)

Amil – Mom/Mama (Term of endearment)
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Bore Da – Good Morning/Day

Melda – beloved
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Chapter 1: When You Are Called
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“This is my real country! I belong here. This is the land I have been looking for all my life, though I never knew it till now.”

C.S. Lewis, The Chronicles of Narnia, The Last Battle

Connor Clark wrapped his arms around his lovely wife, Iolena Yaleria, as they stood on the bank of the river that flowed into the Juncture. “My love, does this river have a name?”

She leaned back into him and tilted her face toward his. “It does, Nin Mel. It’s called the Beleglad River. Beleg Glad means ‘Great Forest’ in Elven. The river flows from the Great Forest where Tlannatar rules.”

“Where you do as well, my dear. You are the Queen of the Great Forest in abstentia. Someday, I should like to visit your kingdom. I’d like to see King Tlannatar’s Forest Castle and the throne room where you are the queen.” She dug at her husband a little bit with her elbow.

“Be serious, Nin Mel.”

“I am being serious. I don’t know that we can ever go back to Minnesota so you can see where I’m from, but I would truly like to see where your story started. Besides, you said that we need to go and see The Bridge. Wouldn’t that trip take us to the edge of the Aerielands?”

She turned to face Connor. “You are serious, aren’t you?”

“Absolutely. I don’t know when we will be called to the next kingdom, the next world, to bear the Truth, so I would like to use our time constructively. Besides, we can’t spend all of our time on vacation here in the Juncture. I would like to actually meet and talk with Richard. I would like to revisit the Laughing Traveler. I went outside of the Juncture with Menta Kai the other day, and it’s spring in the wildlands. It’s spring in Gewellyn City. We’ve been here for two months.”

“We have, Nin Mel, and it has been a marvelous honeymoon, particularly when our daughter is preoccupied with her boyfriend.”

"I've heard that only the very rich, and royalty can take honeymoons that last two months. We’ll need to ask King Lochlain and Shannon about that.”

“Your daughter is too much like you, Connor. She cannot separate herself from the work that she loves, even to fulfill her role as Queen of Gewellyn. I’d be surprised if they even took a honeymoon.”

They heard the noise of someone approaching down the trail from the main campsite and turned to see their adopted daughter, Menta Kai, and her boyfriend, Darian, come down the path. Menta was wearing her bikini, and Darian was in shorts, so Connor and Iolena knew the younger couple were going to go for a swim or soak in the hot spring. Iolena had rules for the unmarried couple because typically Menta Kai preferred skinny-dipping. Not that either of them blamed her. They did too.

“Adda, Amil, will you join us for a swim? Darian has to go back to the City later, so we thought we would go for a swim. Can you join us?”

Their youngest daughter, youngest being a relative term as she was actually 600 years older than their middle daughter, and almost 120 years younger than their oldest, was always full of energy and had to be doing something. It was good when Darian came to visit every few weeks because it gave her a chance to burn off energy with someone comparable to her own age.

“Of course, Melin er,” Iolena replied. “We’ll get changed and join you in a few minutes.”

Connor looked at the younger couple as they soaked in the hot spring pool. “Darian, when did you plan to head back to Gewellyn City?”

"I'm not sure, sir. I am sure the Sheriff is anxious for me to return, and she says that if I ride through the night, I'm about as useful as a screen door on a submarine the next day. Sir, what does that mean?"

“I would try to explain it, Darian, but given that some First Earth idioms are based on First Earth’s advances in machinery, I’d lose all three of you before I even got started. Suffice it to say that she thinks you're kind of worthless after riding all night." Connor smiled at him. Both Iolena and Connor felt Darian was an excellent match for their daughter, and as the Sergeant to the High Sheriff, their middle daughter Shannon, they knew he was a valuable part of her team. “I was just wondering if the two of you would like to go back to the Laughing Traveler in Bolandria this evening, and then all four of us travel back to the Linnrock tomorrow?”

Connor’s wife was quick to react, “Not if you insist on playing enforcer with the rowdies in the pub again. Last time, you were lucky my love. Next time, you may not have Darian to back you up.”

“That’s why I’m inviting him now. That, and besides I want to hear our daughter play the fiddle again. Maybe we can even scrounge up a banjo, and I can join her." 

Menta Kai looked at her father. “If you think it would be okay for Darian to stay another night, we’d love to, Adda. What’s a banjo?”

“You have so much to learn, Melin er. A banjo is the perfect complement to your fiddle, or violin, playing. Back home we call that music ‘bluegrass.'" 

So it was that, later that evening, the family found themselves on the Bolandria side of the portal, and entering the pub called the Laughing Traveler. You could already hear the band playing as they walked up to the door. The first time they had come to this ale joint, the whole place had gone silent when  King Lochlain, Darian, Sean Windmera, the “Wizard” Padraigh and Connor walked in, accompanied by six incredibly beautiful women. Shannon the High Sheriff, Iolena the Queen of the Great Forest Realm, Alenia the Queen-Apparent of the Aerielands, Arianna the Horsemaster of Gewellyn, Talia the Healer in her blue cloak, Menta Kai with her newfound violin, and one very pretty pre-teenage Princess. That time, there was a group of Raiders and a couple of bigots who didn’t like elves, who learned a hard lesson about the truth from a newly empowered Truthbearer. This time, their party were recognized and hailed by the innkeeper and their friend, Belva, the server, as soon as they entered the door.

Woodward, the innkeeper, hastened over to Connor, grabbing his hand and pumping it enthusiastically. “Welcome, your Lordship! Welcome back. We’re thrilled to have you with us again! Just remember, your money is no good here. Everything is on me, I insist. Your friend's seated at your usual table." 

“My friend?” Woodward pointed over to the table by the bandstand, where Padraigh waved in welcome. “Oh, that friend. That’s a surprise but certainly not an unwelcome one. And Woodward,” Connor said as he pressed two gold sovereigns into Woodward’s hand, “Bring five servings of whatever you prepared for dinner, as well as ale for everyone in our party, including Padraigh. And it isn’t my money anymore. It’s yours now!” Connor smiled at him. Woodward looked at the two coins in his hand and almost tripped over himself thanking Connor. The gold coins were probably enough to operate the inn for an entire month, and there would be at least four more shared before the five of them left the bar. 

They made their way over to the table, which comfortably fit the five companions. Padraigh rose and embraced Iolena, Menta Kai, and Connor, and offered his hand to Darian. "So, laddie, will you be the next new son-in-law of the Clark family?" Darian shook his hand tentatively and blushed deeply. Everyone laughed, including Menta Kai, as Darian searched his mind for an answer to the wizard’s question.

“Well, um, well sir. I don’t know. I don’t know if we’re that far in our...”

“Padraigh, what my boyfriend is trying to say is that while we have certainly discussed marriage, he has not yet sought my father and mother’s blessing. Do I think he’s the one? Absolutely! Is this course of conversation making him extremely uncomfortable? Also, absolutely!." Menta Kai looked at her boyfriend, pulled his face toward hers, and kissed him. "Just remember, I love you." The young elf blushed even deeper if that was possible.

Padraigh looked at Connor. “I have something here for you, Connor. Heard tell that you were looking for one of these.” He held out a bag about 3 feet long, and by the way, he was holding it, Connor knew what it was right away. He opened the bag and pulled out a beautiful, seemingly new Washburn five string banjo.

“This is incredible! How and where did you... Never mind! Is this really for me?”

“Absolutely, son. Too bad you’re leaving the Juncture tomorrow. You could even take the time to learn to play it.”

The Truthbearer looked at the wizard. “I already know how to play it, Padraigh. Just watch!” He looked at his daughter, who was watching with eyes full of curiosity. "Menta Kai, you brought your violin?" She nodded and started to take it out of its bag. "You brought some gold for the bandleader?"

“Of course, Adda.”

“Then allow me to show you how good a fiddle, and a banjo sound together!” She smiled at me, and the two of them went up to the bandstand, where the leader greeted her with an enthusiastic hug, tried to refuse the gold pieces she offered him, then accepted them and turned the stage over to Menta Kai. Connor played a verse of "Fire on the Mountain," and both Menta Kai and the band picked up on it and started to improvise. They played that, and “Rocky Top” and were just getting into “Wabash Cannonball” when Belva brought their food. Connor quickly stepped down from the stage, caught the server by her arm and whispered in her ear, “Bring a serving for each of the band members, here to our table.” He pressed two more gold coins into her hand. She looked in her hand, then threw her arms around him and gave him a great big hug, then bustled off to the kitchen. Connor mind-spoke to Menta Kai, telling her to invite the band to join them at their table.

They had a marvelous evening, between eating, singing, and teaching the band and their daughter the art of "Bluegrass." By the time the party was ready to leave, the band had a whole new repertoire and skill set, just using a mandolin in place of Connor’s new banjo. It looked like they were going to make it through the evening peacefully, until just before closing time the door swung open, and a coweled man entered the room. The menace from this person was so intense that all four of the magically gifted members of the group, Iolena, Menta Kai, Padraigh and Connor turned to face him, and Darian picked up on their reaction and joined them. Woodward, the innkeeper, went up to explain to the man that they were closing and was rudely shoved out of the way as he advanced on their table. The band stopped playing, and every eye fixed on the hooded stranger.

“Are you Connor Clark? The speaker did not pull his hood back, but Connor noticed a suspicious glint at his wrist, partially covered by the arm of his coat.

“I am Connor Clark. Who is asking?”

"My name doesn't matter, for you will never hear of me again." The voice was that of a young man, slightly accented with a First Earth Irish brogue. He eyed the two women, who never traveled anywhere without their short swords, the tall deputy with one hand on the grip of his crossbow pistol, Connor, and Padraigh. "You do not know who I am if you think the four of you will be able to stop me from doing what I am here to do."

“And you are obviously underestimating the capabilities of my Guardians, the deputy, the wizard and, to say the least, myself. I can see by the fact that you have not uncovered your face and the rim of the blade device in your sleeve, that you are an Assassin. That you've been hired by someone to come and eliminate the Truthbearer. I would think twice before trying, because as good as your skill set may be, you are no match for Guardians appointed by the Great Lion.” Both Iolena and Menta Kai stood, drawing their swords as they rose. Mind-speaking to the two of them, Connor said, “Watch his arms. He has devices in both sleeves that can automatically throw a knife.” At that very second, he raised his left arm, and a dagger flew from the cuff. Menta Kai reached out and grabbed it in midair, and was ready to throw it back at the attacker when Connor held his hand up to stop her.

“Very impressive. I admit I may have underestimated your guardians. I will not make that mistake again.” Connor saw his wrist flick again, but this time he knew what was coming, but Padraigh was ahead of him and stopped the smoke charge, also in midair, and it fell harmlessly to the table. Behind the hooded man, Woodward approached with a wooden club. Connor waved him back because there was no point in anyone getting hurt this night.

“You have a choice, my friend. You can pull that hood back, and take a seat so we can talk, or face the Truthbearer himself. I have no fear of you. I know what you are and why you are here. I shall find out one way or another who sent you here. But you’re the one who came through that door bent on assassination. That’s not going to happen here.”

They could tell the man was looking at the five of them, and gauging his options. Considering that Woodward, Belva, the band and half the customers in the pub were prepared to jump on him as well as Iolena, Menta Kai, and Darian, he chose the better solution, sat down across the table from Connor, and pulled back the cowl. Doing so revealed a dark-haired, ruddy-faced young man in need of a shave. He glowered at the lot of them. Out of the corner of Connor’s eye, he saw a young woman rise, seemingly casually, and start moving in their direction. Mind-speaking to his daughter, Connor said, "Menta Kai, young lady to your left. They are together." Menta Kai threw the assassin's own knife directly in front of the young woman, as a "warning shot across the bow." It lodged itself firmly in the wall behind her, and she froze.

“Young lady, have a seat next to your friend here.” She moved to the table and sat down. “Now, we can either have a peaceful conversation where we all leave here alive, and uninjured, or we can take your weapons from you and extract the truth from you by a less than pleasant means. There is an easy way and a hard way. The choice is yours." They looked at Connor for a few seconds, and then the woman shook her head.

“The Deep Magic is very strong with these three, Ian. For the first time ever, the target has us at a disadvantage.” She also spoke with an Irish lilt to her voice. Her companion turned and glared at her.

“Nobody, nobody ever gets the drop on us. I told you we should not have taken this job.”

Connor spoke up. “Now that’s interesting. My guess is that you are from First Earth. Your accent belies the fact that you’re from the northern part of Ireland, and your attire suggests that you are from the early of the 20th century. How am I doing so far?” Although she tried to hide it, you could tell the woman was surprised by Connor’s deductions

“If you two are supposed to be professional assassins, I am assuming you are either from the League or the Brotherhood, or one of the other fraternities that specialize in ‘wet work.' That being the case, I believe your credo is to ‘replace evil with death.'" I don't know what you've been told, but you will not find evil at this table."

“We are from the Hibernian Order. Our Master told us we would find you, Connor Clark, in this pub, in this place. We have no idea if this is the past, present or future for us, just that we were ushered through a portal to be where we are. My wife and I, Fiona and Ian McDonagh, no brag, are considered the best team the Order has. But we also have scruples. They wanted us to off someone we respected, and we refused. The Master told us offing you would be our redemption.”

“Well, redemption will escape you this evening, Ian McDonagh, unless you listen to this man," Padraigh spoke for the first time since the confrontation began. "You will not find the evil you were sent to eliminate him or his companions."

“And who might you be, old man, to tell us what is good and what is evil?” The woman spoke. Padraigh stood, straightening to his full height and looked at them with piercing eyes. He must have mind-spoke to them because they both crossed themselves and bowed their heads in submission. 

“Fiona and Ian McDonagh, if you know what is wise and good, you will listen to Connor Clark, and you will heed well his words. He is the Truthbearer, sent by the Creator and the Great Lion to bear the truth to the Nine Worlds.”

“You’re Mollies?” Connor asked, knowing from his family’s Welsh/Irish heritage that the Ancient Order of Hibernians had been referred to as the Molly Maguires in the coalfields of Central Pennsylvania, where his Welsh forbearers had settled in America.

“We’d prefer not to be branded with them, but yes, we are of the same Order.” Both of them had surrendered all their weapons to Padraigh, but it was Menta Kai who gathered them up and was currently examining them. "Ask us no questions, and we’ll tell you no lies.” Ian protested.

“Oh, I wish you hadn’t said that.” Menta Kai looked at them from across the table. “You are talking to the Truthbearer, you know. With one touch he will extract the truth from you. Just ask anyone in this pub about the Raiders who were here last time we visited.”

“She’s right you know.” Belva, who had brought food for the two late arrivals at Connor’s request, commented. “There was Raiders, six of them, and just my Lordship and the deputy, and they told them everything they wanted to know. And they ain’t been back since!”

“What do you propose to do with them, Connor?” Padraigh inquired. 

Connor sighed, and looked at the two across the table, both ravenously eating Woodward’s food. “I would just as soon up and let you go. However, my daughter would just as soon slit your throats before you have a chance to do the same to us. I don’t think both of us can be right, and I also don't believe you can go back to your world without having completed your assignment and survive for another one. So I’m going to make the strong suggestion that you seek employment in a different place.” Connor pulled out some paper from his pocket, and Padraigh handed him a quill from who knows where in his robes. He wrote down two names and pushed the paper across the table at the McDonagh’s. “With your skills, and perhaps some recognition of the difference between good and evil, if I were you I would go back to London, not Belfast, and look up these two people, the woman first. Now, take your toys get out of here." They looked at him in astonishment.

“You’re letting us go, and giving us back our weapons?”

“I am. When Robert E. Lee surrendered to Ulysses S. Grant at Appomattox Courthouse in 1865, ending the American Civil War, General Grant allowed the Confederates to keep their weapons and their honor. I am doing the same for you. It’s up to you to show me my trust was not misplaced.” Menta Kai looked at her father, and he nodded. She pushed their weaponry back across the table. They picked them up and headed toward the door, but Fiona stopped and looked back at Connor.

“God bless you and your journey, Truthbearer. I promise we will make the best of the opportunity you have given us.” She turned and exited the pub.

As they exited, Woodward and Belva came up to the table. “My Lord, you and your family and friends are welcome to stay here tonight, on us. We have some very nice beds upstairs.”

Connor looked around the table at our group and shook his head. "Thank you Woodward, but we must get back to our own place. We have to be on the road first thing in the morning. Thank you for your hospitality again, and hopefully, we can come back again soon, without any interruptions like last time and this." They pulled on their cloaks, shook hands and headed out into the dark.

“Well, that was certainly interesting last night. I am not 100% sure why you chose to let those two go, but I have heightened the security on the portal to Bolandria.” Padraigh looked across the breakfast table at the Clarks. “I have cast the portal so that only you and I can open it. It’s similar to the portal to First Earth, except on that one, I am still the only one who can open it.” He paused, “Whose names did you write down for your new Irish friends?”

“I don’t know if it’s anyone you’d know, Padraigh. The first is a woman, similar in age and occupation to the McDonagh’s, who works as a master spy for the British government. The second is the British government itself, the man who will be Prime Minister when the next great conflict erupts in Western Europe. The McDonagh’s future is my past. Who knows? Maybe someday in my past, I will pick up a history book about the Second World War and read about some Irish spies named McDonagh.”

Darian and Menta Kai had been swimming, and now came up the trail carrying Connor and Iolena’s bags. “Adda, I hope you are ready. Darian and I folded up the shelter and stowed it away. You and Amil’s bags were on the bed, so we brought them up. We also took down and put away my shelter.” She hadn’t been sleeping in the shelter since Darian arrived, anyhow. The two of them slept out in the open, by the fire ring.

“Thank you, Melin er. We would have liked to go for a swim, but there just isn’t time. We need to be on our way back to Gewellyn City.” Iolena responded to their daughter. “Padraigh has brought some fresh fruit for breakfast. I want you to both eat something. You know we have a long ride ahead of us today.”

“Thank you, Amil.” Menta Kai and Darian sat down at the table. “Will you be going back to Gewellyn City with us, Padraigh?”

"No, my dear," Padraigh responded. “I have been neglecting some of my other responsibilities. Nothing major or of consequence, but evidently in light of our visitors last night, there are some portals in need of maintenance. I will be going back to Bolandria to see to that. You will see me again, soon enough.” He smiled.

Menta Kai turned to her father. “Adda? Where will we be going from Gewellyn City? Will we be at home for very long?” She inquired, casting a sidelong glance at Darian.

"We may be home for a little while, and we may not. If we do what I have planned, you won't be separated from your boyfriend at all. That is unless you don't want me to include him in our plans?" 

“What plans are those, Sir?” Darian looked at Connor apprehensively. "The Sheriff is not going to look kindly at all to my taking off again. I've already been here a day and a half longer than she expected." 

"I don't want to share this with either of you yet until I get Shannon's approval. Let's just say, Darian, that you will be on official duty if she allows you to go with us.” Iolena just smiled, knowing full well what his plans were.  

In a short time they had everything else cleaned up and packed away, and bidding goodbye to Padraigh, headed out across the southern wildlands on Traveler, Rica and Darian’s horse. They rode along at an even pace, the younger couple riding slightly ahead of her parents, on their two horses, while Iolena and Connor rode together on Traveler. They stopped midday to water and rest the horses, and eat some lunch themselves. Back on the horses, they made good time. Traveler and Rica both knew the trail well, having traveled it a number of occasions in the past year. 

“ You know, Nin Mel, you really should give them some explanation about what we're planning," Iolena said in Connor’s ear.

He shook his head. "No, because I don't want to get their hopes up until I talk to Shannon. I want to speak to her in a time and place where we can explain what we are setting out to do, in addition to patrolling the northlands of Gewellyn.”

It wasn’t a long after the lunch break that they spotted the first sign of Gewellyn City, the Vardarianna, the Tree of Life, rising above the Linnrock Rim. The gate guards saluted the Truthbearer and Queen Iolena, and they passed through unchallenged. It was still early enough that Darian felt he had better check in with the High Sheriff before going to his home, so they parted company at the Castle gate, and took their horses to the stable. Connor asked the stable-hand if they had heard anything from Horsemaster Arianna yet.

“Oh, yes sir! The Mistress and the Healers got back to Gewellyn City about a week and a half ago. But I don’t know if she’s going to be the Horsemaster much longer. She seems to have found a new interest after her time in the Sunderlands, I mean South Gewellyn.”

“And what would that new interest be?” I asked.

“Well, sir, see she was the acting Sheriff in South Gewellyn, and she liked it. So she’s gone to see, probably already has seen the High Sheriff about becoming one of her officers.”

Connor openly rolled his eyes at the thought of Deputy Sheriff Arianna Windmera, but his reaction was mild compared to that of Menta Kai. “She did what?!?! What did Shannon say? How can she possibly allow Arianna...” Iolena put her hand on Menta Kai's arm and mind-spoke to her.

“Calm down, Melin er. A year or so ago, no one would have ever thought that you would be a Guardian to the Truthbearer, let alone his daughter and Princess of both the Aerielands and the Great Forest Realm. People change. You have helped Arianna change for the better. I believe Shannon will see that. Menta Kai nodded, albeit reluctantly.

"I can see her in this position, Amil. She is as good as any elf on a horse as I have ever seen and better than most of her race. She almost seems to be able to mind-speak with them. I just can’t see her doing Darian’s job.”

“And why can’t you see me doing that job, Princess Menta Kai Yaleria-Clark? Is it that much different for a Raider and horsewoman to become a Deputy, than for a bounty hunter becoming a Guardian and Warrior Princess?”

Menta Kai turned to face the newcomer, her best friend, Arianna Windmera. The two of them embraced, and Menta Kai placed her forehead against Arianna's, which her parents knew was the most reliable way for Menta to mind-speak with her non-elf friend. We were not privy to whatever passed between them, but it must’ve been satisfactory, because all of a sudden Arianna hugged Menta Kai, then pulled back and looked at Connor.

"Connor, the High Sheriff has heard you are back. She would like to see you, either in her office or at the dinner table tonight in the main Castle. I should warn you, she's not real happy with Sergeant Darian right now, but she isn't blaming him. She’s blaming her little sister, and you.” With that pronouncement, Arianna smiled sweetly at them, took Rica and Traveler by their halters, and led them into the stables.

“I am not sure who outranks whom here? The Truthbearer, the High Sheriff, the Queen of Gewellyn or the Queen of the Great Forest? Or, the father and the daughter? Should I run over to her office really quick?”

“Nin Mel, we have been riding all day. Come into the Wing and get cleaned up, and I will send word to her and Lochlain that we will join them for dinner.” She looked at him and smiled coyly, tugging on his sleeve. “Come, my love. There is a mineral bath waiting with our names on it.” With that, the three of them went to their home in the Wing of Gewellyn Castle.

A couple of hours later, with Iolena and Menta Kai dressed in almost formal dinner gowns, and Connor dressed in something other than his regular traveling clothing, they were all clean and scrubbed and ready when the page came to escort them to dinner. Gewellyn Castle may have indoor plumbing, but Gewellyn had not yet seen the invention of electricity, or electric wiring, so pages and guards were the routine way of communicating between the Wing and the main Castle. Usually, they could cross the courtyard and come into the dining hall from outside, but a fine mist had started while they were cleaning up, so they followed the page through the long hallways to the main dining room. When they got there, it shouldn’t have been a surprise, but it was a pleasant one that the whole family, which now included King Lochlain, was present including both of their granddaughters, Talia the Healer and 13-year-old Joy. This was the first time the three of them had seen Talia since leaving her and the Windmeras in South Gewellyn, where they had operated a healing center, primarily a hospital, for those injured in the battles with the armies of the dark witch, Empress Titania, the year before. Talia had moved from being a healer-in-training to the position of trainer for new healers, and an expert on the emergency treatment of trauma due to her certification on First Earth as a First Responder. 

After hellos and greetings and hugs and kisses had been exchanged, everyone sat down around the new, round table in the dining hall. Shannon, Connor’s daughter by his late wife, Claire, was the High Sheriff and Queen of the Realm of Gewellyn by her appointment by, and subsequent marriage to King Lochlain, opened the conversation by getting right down to business.

“Dad, Darian tells me you had another close call at the Laughing Traveler again. Although I’m still kind of ticked that he wasn’t back here, I am glad he was there for you again.”

Iolena responded, “Melin er, your father was never in any danger. Menta Kai and I were ready the moment Ian McDonagh came through the door. And, Padraigh was with us, as well as Darian. And on top of that, the innkeeper, Woodward, and our server, Belva, were both ready with big wooden clubs.”

“With all due respect, Mother,” (Their daughters never called Connor or Iolena “mother” or “father” unless it was a serious matter.) “Evidently, you failed to register the female assassin until she made herself known. And how did two paid assassins from 20th century Ireland end up in Bolandria, anyhow?”

"First of all, I knew she was there," Connor responded. “I also knew that she wasn’t going to act alone. Fiona was simply there as a backup if Ian was not able to complete the assignment, or needed help getting away. I know that in Darian’s eyes, it may have looked like we didn’t see her until the last moment, but I scan everyone in that place now, except Woodward and Belva.”

“And don’t forget the band, Adda.” Menta Kai added.

Her father nodded. “And the members of the band.”

“You haven’t answered my second question, Dad. And since when does a target call his assassins by their first names?”

“I honestly don’t have an answer to your second question. Neither did Padraigh. Somebody is pulling strings at a level beyond our pay grade. And besides, they weren’t assassins. I’m still here, so they weren’t very good at their job.”

“All the same, Connor,” King Lochlain said, “I believe it’s for the best that you avoid Bolandria and the Laughing Traveler in particular for a while. Two attacks in two visits? If it were just the Raiders, we could chalk it up as a coincidence. But this was a planned attack that you thwarted. Somebody knew you are going to be there, and when. There is no coincidence in that.”

“Agreed, Lochlain, on both counts, which is why I have a proposal for the two of you to consider. Lochlain, what is north of Gewellyn City until you reach The Bridge?”

“North of here? Well, there’s the province of Beldar. They stick very much to themselves. Occasionally they will send a representative to the High Council, which is their right, but like South Gewellyn, they are semi-autonomous. Then there is the old road to Polana. It gets very little use, and it's probably pretty overgrown and difficult to follow. And then there is the ghost town of Polana. I've never been there. I don't know if my father, King Fergus, was even ever there. It's been abandoned for centuries. It's kind of a shame." He said looking at Iolena. "We used to have thriving trade and culture agreements with the Aerielands, many centuries ago. Polana was the trade center. It sits at the base of The Bridge on the Gewellyn side. Why?" 

“Iolena and I have been talking and praying, and we believe that the Great Lion wants us to go to, and hopefully be able to cross The Bridge.” Looking at Shannon, Connor continued, “And I would like to take Darian with us to represent the High Sheriff and Queen of the realm in Beldar and beyond. If you wish, Shannon, we can send him back once we cross into the Aerielands.”

His daughter regarded him skeptically. “Come on, Dad. What you really want is for Menta Kai’s boyfriend to go along, and somewhere along the way maybe he’ll actually propose to her.”

Connor feigned innocence. “Darian has proven himself a very capable officer, backing me up on two occasions now. Yes, he is your sister’s boyfriend, but I think it will go a long way in establishing the role of the High Sheriff in the northern wilderness. By the way, Your Highness, you do realize that your sister, whom you are talking about in the third person, is sitting right across the table from you? ”

"He has a point, Shannon." The King spoke up. "Occasionally we will send an army patrol out that way, but I don't think anyone has gone as far as Polana in years, maybe longer. I would say that I am for it. But it is your department, and as we agreed, I will not tell you how to run it." 

“Unfortunately, Lochlain, my father made no such agreement.” She eyed Menta Kai, then smiled deviously. “I think I have a solution that will work for all of us. Yes, you may take Darian. But since you are taking Menta Kai’s boyfriend, I want you to take her girlfriend too. Arianna is my new deputy sheriff. She still needs to be trained, and Darian does the training. I’m sending her along with you and strongly suggesting that you take her husband along to help. He is a magically gifted healer, and the only person other than Menta Kai who seems to be able to corral his wife. Those are my terms. Take ‘em or leave ‘em.”

“She is not my girlfriend!” Menta Kai protested. “She is my best friend. That’s it! We have had this conversation, Shannon.”

“You do realize that you’re talking about the wife of my boss and mentor, Mom, right?”

“I realize that. I also realize that we are all family in this room, and I believe that Dad and Amil want us to be totally open with each other. I like Arianna. I wouldn’t have hired her if I didn’t. She did absolutely commendable work in South Gewellyn, without any formal training. But, I need to know if she is past whatever ‘thing’ she had for you, Menta Kai. I want to know if working with Darian, whom I believe is going to ask for your hand sooner than later, is going to affect her job." Shannon looked around the room. "That is my decision. What do you say, Adda, Amil?"

"If those are your terms, we accept them. Now here are mine, while we're away I want you to use all means at your disposal, including getting in touch with your older sister, Alenia, to find out who is sending people like McDonagh’s after me. Whatever enemies we might encounter in the Northern Wilderness are going to be faced with the same challenges we are. This time we’re going to find out the truth.”

“When do we leave, Adda?”

“Tentatively, subject to our praying at the Vardarianna, three weeks from today.”
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Chapter 2: Iolena the Guardian
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From the Journal of Iolena:

“There are many stories in the histories of the Nine Worlds. I know but a few of them. In my 2753 years, I have seen much of history unfold in my homeland, the Great Forest Realm of the Aerielands, and that of our neighboring world to the south, the Realm of Gewellyn. In those years I have been a Princess, a Queen, a wife, a mother, a widow, a warrior, a Ranger, a Guardian and in doing so, have become a wife again. I am Lady Iolena Yaleria-Clark, Queen of the Great Forest Realm and Guardian to the Truthbearer, my husband, Connor Clark.

Yaleria, or Yalerius in the masculine form, is my clan name. It’s the royal name of the ruling clan of the Great Forest Realm in the Aerielands. In addition, on my mother’s side, I was the Queen-Apparent, the heir and presumed successor to my grandmother, Lady Celantine. But I have given that position and that responsibility over to my daughter by my first marriage, Alenia Yaleria, because of my choice to marry my mortal husband, Connor, and thereby become mortal myself. The title of Queen-Apparent does not rest well on our oldest daughter’s shoulders. She, like I, is more comfortable with the life of a Ranger, living and working from our home at Woods End, a nearly abandoned village along the Borderlands in the North.

Now, I live in Gewellyn City, in the beautiful Wing of Gewellyn Castle, a space given to us by our son-in-law, King Lochlain Wynfarin. Our daughter, Connor’s daughter by his first marriage, Shannon, is Lochlain’s Queen. She is also the High Sheriff of the Realm of Gewellyn. Like myself, and Alenia, she does not prefer the title of Queen, choosing just to be known as "Sheriff Wynfarin." Connor himself has never completely adjusted to being called "Lord Truthbearer," though he does acquiesce to the title rather than correcting everyone who calls him that. In our entire family, the only two that seem comfortable with their titles are our youngest daughter, Menta Kai, crowned “Warrior Princess of the Great Forest Realm and the Aerielands and Guardian to the Truthbearer” and our younger granddaughter, Princess Joy. Her older sister has earned her own title and the respect that comes with it, of Lady Talia Wynfarin-Clark, for her prowess and exemplary service as a healer following the Sunderlands Revolutionary War, almost a year ago now.

Our daughter, Menta Kai, is without a doubt one of the fiercest and most natural female elf warriors I have ever seen (I don’t know if she knows that “menta” means “fierce” or “fearless” in Old Elven.), and a close second to her, is her best friend, a non-elf, Arianna Windmera. Before we adopted Menta Kai, before Connor and I were even officially betrothed, I had to break up several fights that erupted while the two of them were sparring, because neither would give quarter to the other. But Menta has a heart of gold, and a tremendous love for Connor and I, as well as the entire family, and I know that the greatest honor in her 673 years is to be a Guardian to the Truthbearer. She has a boyfriend, a mortal Gewellyn elf, Darian, who is one of Shannon’s deputies. Connor and I believe that the only reason that Darian has not asked us for her hand in marriage is that Menta Kai is an immortal elf, from the Aerielands, and they cannot come to terms with that difference. She has already suffered tremendous losses in her early life and has pledged her own life to prevent anyone from taking her new family from her. What Menta Kai does not know, is that she is also the subject of prophecy. Her birth parents were Singers, the Elven prophets of the Great Lion. My grandmother, Lady Celantine, told my husband that Menta Kai is destined to become the greatest she-elf in Elven history.

The Bridge. It is a physical structure that spans the expanse between the two worlds of Gewellyn and the Aerielands. Grandmother says that I was taken there by my parents when I was a very small child. I do not remember it because it was over 2700 years ago. My parents both faded into the North when I was only 102 years old, so it had to be before that. For millennia, before I was even born, The Bridge was the primary portal between our two worlds, and there were exchanges in commerce and culture across its span. At its base, on the Gewellyn side of the expanse, the city of Polana was a center of art, culture, and trade. According to Lochlain, today it’s a ghost town. The one image I do remember from my childhood is that the bridge itself was magnificent, beautiful, and you couldn’t see from one end to the other, even with elf eyes. It shimmered and glowed and cast magnificent lights into the sky, singing and dancing among the stars; the Starfire. I must’ve been old enough for a vision like that to register in my memory, but it is the only thing I remember from then. The prophecy says that the Starfire will only return when the Great High Queen crosses the Bridge and returns home. Our beloved daughter Menta Kai is the fulfillment of that prophecy. One day she will be the Great High Queen of All the Elves in the Nine Worlds.”

“Amil?” Menta Kai interrupts my train of thought, but that is all right. Grandmother says that we are not to dwell in the past, just to remember it.” Iolena looked up from her journal at her beautiful blonde daughter, awaiting her question. “The horses. You are going to ride Rica on this journey, aren’t you? Or are you going to ride with Adda on Traveler? I’m trying to parse out the supplies, so no horse has a greater burden than another. I also know that I have been riding Rica all winter, while we were at the Juncture.”

“I shall ride Rica, Melin er. But you know that your father and I like to ride together, and Traveler bears us easily. You may ride Rica when I am not on her, but you will need to bring another horse for yourself.”

Menta Kai nodded. “I have been riding Tobolt since we came home from the Juncture. He is a gelding, a good horse, and seems to ride terrain very well. I will speak with Arianna about taking him, or perhaps even buying him from the King’s stables.” She paused and looked at her mother. “Amil, may I ask you a question? “

“You just did, dear one.”

She smiled. “No, seriously, does Ari seem a bit off to you? I mean more on edge since she took on the job as a deputy to Shannon? “

“To be honest, Nin Mel, Arianna has always seemed a bit off, except when your father and I first met her, out on the wildlands. I think perhaps that type of country is more suited to her wild personality than living in the city. I have also noticed that when she is in that environment, she is more unto herself, and less clingy toward you.”

“I agree. You know how I feel about her. In spite of everything, she is still my best friend, like a third sister. I sometimes feel that rather than being a substitute for Sean, I am a substitute to her for a life that she feels she no longer has. She loves her husband; I know that. They have had some difficult days since she lost the baby, but more because she did not tell Sean about it from the beginning. I am still not pleased that Shannon is sending her with us to Beldar and Polana, but we shall see.”

“It is what it is, Melin er.” Iolena regarded Menta Kai and wished that she could share with her the prophecy that Lady Celantine had told Connor. “Even with Darian and Arianna with us, remember, my love, that your primary duty on this journey is as a Guardian. You don’t have to worry about Arianna’s problems, or in all honesty, Darian’s insecurities. You worry about the Truthbearer. I know in his heart, he always worries about you...and me. “

The next morning Iolena rose with Connor and accompanied him to his prayer and meditation spot on the Linnrock Rim. Waiting for him there, with their usual impeccable timing, were Zar and Zara, the two Bald Eagles who had been their companions, guides, and sometimes protectors during their journeys to the Sunderlands. Zara had said that they would be with the Trinity on their quest from that time forward, so Connor and Iolena were both pleased to see them back on the Linnrock.

“Bore Da, Lady Iolena, and Lord Truthbearer. Where is the third member of your Trinity, Princess Menta Kai?” The eagles mind-spoke in Elvin to Connor and Iolena.

“I am here, Zara. I think my parents wanted to let me rest. I wouldn’t want to think that they forgot that all we do, we are to do together, and that includes prayer.” Menta Kai came up the trail along the Rim. She smiled at her parents. “Would you?”

Connor smiled somewhat sheepishly at the younger elf. "Let's just call it an oversight, Nin Mel. I promise for both of us; it will not happen again." 

“I know that.” She kissed each of her parents on the cheek, as she walked past them, and pointed at her left shoulder, to the larger of the two eagles. Zara lifted from the limb they were perched on and landed on the padded leather shoulder of Menta Kai's tunic. Whenever the eagles were with the Trinity of the Truthbearer, and not in flight, Zara’s place was with Menta Kai. “Actually, Adda, I knew that Zara and Zar were here when they arrived earlier this morning. I tried to catch you before you snuck out of the Wing earlier, but since I’m not sleeping in your sitting room anymore, I didn’t realize you were even up until I heard the latch on the door click.”

“Sneaking? We weren’t sneaking. We were just trying to be quiet so that we didn’t disturb Talia, the Windmeras, or...you.” Connor fumbled for words. “Um, again, sorry about that. You know, we’re not getting a lot of praying or meditating done here.”

Menta Kai sat down on one of the rocks, Zara still on her shoulder. “Adda, other than short, pre-battle prayers you and Amil have not really spent time praying with me. I know you pray for me, and for Darian, and probably Arianna, but that was why I wanted to be here today. We are supposed to do all of these things together, as Trinity. It’s important to me. I want to pray with you. I think I need to pray with you. Mostly,” she paused. “I need you to teach me how.”

Iolena spoke up. “We know, Melin er. We didn’t mean to exclude you, and you are correct. We do pray for you and Darian, and yes even for Arianna, and your sisters as well. But you are right, from now on we do this together.” Looking at Zara, perched on Menta Kai’s shoulder, Iolena mind-spoke, “Zara, do you and Zar bring any news from the Aerielands?”

"My Lady, the good news is that your grandmother, Lady Celantine, has improved significantly since the defeat of the dark witch, Empress Titania. She has regained strength, and her fading has slowed. But your daughter, Lady Alenia, told me to inform you that there are still strange occurrences along the Borderlands, and the Western frontier. They were both pleased with your decision to return to your kingdom. Your brother, King Tlannatar, is also anticipating your return." 

Connor joined the conversation. “Zara, what kind of strange occurrences? Did Alenia elaborate? We had an incident in Bolandria that would qualify as a ‘strange occurrence.'" 

The eagle shifted on Menta Kai’s shoulder. “Lady Alenia was not specific, except that there have been incursions in the Borderlands by beings who do not belong in our world. Also, you are to beware of the Beldarans. Not everyone you encounter on your trip north will be what they seem.”

“That is certainly reassuring.” Looking at his wife and daughter, Connor continued, “I think that we need to pray specifically for our journey, our safety and that of those who are going with us, and we need to pray for Alenia, Lady Celantine, and the Aerielands." Speaking specifically to Menta Kai, Connor said, "Menta, prayer is simply conversation with the Creator and the Great Lion, as you would talk to Arianna or Sean. The Lord knows what you need, and even what you are going to ask before you do so, but He still wants you to seek Him. By praying to Him, talking to Him, you are acknowledging that you need Him and cannot do these things by yourself. I am excited and thankful that you are joining us in this. I only wish we had thought to include you sooner. Anytime you want to speak to the Lord, your mother and I will pause, and you are welcome to speak your prayer out loud then. How about we all hold hands while we pray?"

“I would like that, Adda.” The three joined hands and bowed their heads. Zara remained perched on Menta Kai’s shoulder, and they prayed.

When they were done praying, Menta Kai looked at the eagle on her shoulder and mind-spoke. “Zara, can you and Zar meet me at the horse stables in about an hour? I would like to take a short ride to the north and scout out the road we will be taking. I’m sure Adda will feel much better if I have the two of you with me.” The eagle lifted off her perch, and back to the tree with her mate.

“Yes, we will, but your mother will feel better if you have some breakfast first. Does Arianna spend very much time at the stables, since she got her new job?”

“Oh yes, Adda. She is still the Horsemaster, and I think the Sheriff wants her to stay in that position, since the Sheriff’s Department has six horses of their own, and Ari can oversee their care. Are you thinking that I should ask her to go with me?”

“Personally, I would rather see Darian go with you, but he is probably busy. So yes, if she is available, we would rather you not head out alone, even with the eagles. If she is not available, saddle Traveler, and I will go with you.”

Iolena looked at the two of them. “Well, husband, if you are going with Menta Kai, the three of us might as well go together.” Looking at the younger elf, “Menta Kai, see if Ari is available, and if not, come and get us. But first, let's get some breakfast, so you're not heading out on an empty stomach, Nin Mel." 

After eating breakfast, Menta Kai headed down to the Royal Stables at her usual brisk, almost jogging, pace. She was heartened to see two shadows sweep past her, and then one loop around, as Zara settled on her shoulder again. She smiled at the big bird and picked up her pace to keep up with Zar. Menta Kai came around the corner to the stables, to find Arianna Windmera in the front corral, grooming one of the Sheriff's horses. She looked up and smiled brightly as her best friend approached.

“I swear, as long as I know you, Menta Kai, I will never get used to, nor ever forget the image of you with that eagle on your shoulder. It makes you look so regal, like a real princess.”

"That's because I am a real princess. And Zara looks perfectly regal by herself. She doesn't need my help. Ari, do you have some time to go for a ride this morning? I want to check out the start of the old road to Beldar. We're leaving next week, and nobody I’ve talked to seems to have gone that way, at least recently.”

“Gee, Love. I wish I could, but I’m supposed to meet with your boyfriend for some training in an hour. I can help you get your horse ready, though. Did you want to ride Rica or Tobolt?”

“Well, that answers the question of if Darian would be able to go with me. Why don’t you saddle up Traveler for Adda and Amil? They said if you couldn’t go and Darian wasn’t available, they would ride with me. Not that they don’t trust my friend here,” she nodded toward Zara, “But Alenia sent a warning with Zara and Zar about the Beldarans, so Adda wants to make sure it’s safe.”

Arianna answered as she and Menta Kai walked into the stable. "That's probably wise. I know Shannon, the Sheriff, has Chief Karsh sending a patrol out that direction later in the week." Undersheriff Karsh was the High Sheriff's Chief Deputy, and actually ran most of the patrol functions of the small but growing Sheriff's Department in the Realm of Gewellyn. Shannon herself coordinated the investigative activities. Arianna continued, "I don't know if Darian or I will be part of that patrol. It would make sense, considering we’re the ones going that way, but I sometimes feel that Chief Karsh is not real keen on having a non-elf on the force. 

“Do your mom and dad want Traveler saddled, or just a hold rope?" More often than not, for casual riding, or particularly when they wanted to ride the great horse together, Connor and
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