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Lythera had been captured, and she was
certain that her life was forfeit. The goblins cared little for
decency, a fact her people knew too well. Already the dank hole
that served as her cell seemed the perfect candidate for an example
of inhumane treatment of prisoners. As she awaited the inevitable
end, she contemplated where she had gone wrong.

It was considered an honor to serve
among the elven protectors, and Lythera had understood well the
risks. Her parents had both served for a time before they settled
down in the capitol. They had not been pleased when Lythera
announced her intentions to join up but had supported their only
daughter’s choice despite those misgivings. She had done her
training as all protectors did, and requested field assignment,
which was the most prestigious, and dangerous, assignment to be
had.

Lythera was on her very first mission
when she was captured. She still didn’t understand how it had come
to be, but knew that some magic had been employed, for it was
inconceivable that she had merely fallen asleep on watch and woke
up in chains forged of iron that burned her as surely as fire. Her
captors had been anything but gentle with her, knowing that dozens
of their own comrades had likely died at the hands of her kind.
Now, she was being dragged before the Goblin King himself as a
prize, and she expected that her journey was soon to come to a
fruitless end.

“What do we have here?” the
hideous and ancient king asked.

“A She-elf milord” answered
the leader of her captors, whose rank was unknown to
Lythera.

“And you bring her in chains
of cold iron?” he asked, his voice peculiarly harsh.

“She is a protectress
milord. Thousands of our kind have been slain by her kind without
remorse” the leader responded.

“And yet, you would continue
the hatred by torturing a captive? We are at war to defend our
lands, not to maim our enemies!” the king proclaimed
loudly.

Lythera was certain this must be some
sort of joke at her expense, as every elf was taught almost from
birth that the goblins were an invasive species and that the
efforts of the protectors was to defend the lands of elf and human
alike from their encroachment.

“What is your name?” the
king addressed her directly.

Lythera looked at him in sullen
silence.

“If I order these men to
remove these chains, and stand down, will you offer me your name
and treat with me as an honored adversary?” the king
asked.

Lythera could hardly believe such
eloquence from a goblin was possible, even from the king of their
peoples. Still, the burn of the iron upon her, while not the worst
offense upon her person she had suffered, was certainly the most
persistent. Lythera nodded in the affirmative. The king motioned to
the leader, who seemed reluctant but did as he was bid. Lythera’s
pain faded greatly in moments, and she rubbed her damaged wrists
gingerly.

“My name is Lythera,
Protector of the Elven Guard, and I demand a swift and humane form
of execution!” she boldly announced. She was terrified of death as
any sane creature would be, but there were worse things, which the
leader and his troop had demonstrated upon her at the end of each
day’s march into the heart of goblin country.

Turning to the leader, the king bade
him take his men and leave. “But milord?” the leader began. “You
would have us leave you alone with this Elf? She is the most
dangerous sort!”

“Go!” the king responded
coldly. “It is clear to me that this one has been mistreated that
she believes death is preferable to reasonable negotiation. You and
your men will be subject to a punitive review by General
Fangwort!”

As the troops that had molested her for
days were sent away, Lythera began to wonder just what was
happening. The soldier had been correct that the king was not safe
alone with her, and though she would have no chance of escaping the
mountains and returning to Swords Wallow, she could create
considerable advantage for her people by using this opportunity to
kill the Goblin King and by so doing eliminate the cohesiveness
that had recently made the goblin menace more difficult to
manage.

Almost as if reading her thoughts, the
Goblin King spoke. “I hope you will hear me out before you attempt
to kill me” he said with a chuckle that suggested he considered it
a real threat.

Why would he knowingly take such a
risk, Lythera wondered? She had been seconds from leaping at his
throat, but his comment made her hesitate. Before she could decide
on what action to take, he walked away from the throne to a table
at the side of the room, and pulled out a chair, indicating for her
to sit down. He then rang a bell, and a moment later, a young
goblin lass appeared with a platter of succulent meats and cheeses
and two flagons of what appeared to be wine.

“Surely if you mean to do me
in and flee it would be better done on a full stomach? I can’t
imagine that those inept scouts treated you to a decent meal. You
have my word they will be punished for their treatment of you” the
king said.

Lythera wondered if she was in some
sort of dream. “I don’t know if there is a sufficient punishment
for the things that they did to me” she muttered, but the smell of
the delicious looking food drew her to the chair none the
less.

For his part, the king looked angry for
the first time and summoning a runner he whispered something in the
young man’s ear. The runner looked at the king in stunned surprise,
but he quickly darted off to do the king’s bidding. “Our people are
at war, but there is nothing that warrants such treatment of a
captive, their punishment will be swift and severe. I would extend
an apology from my people as a whole for the actions of a few” he
said.

Lythera was chewing a large mouthful of
the delicious roast that had been laid upon the table, but after
looking at him thoughtfully for as long as it took her to swallow
and wash down the delightful respite with a surprisingly good
vintage of wine, she said “You are not exactly what I
expected.:

The Goblin King laughed heartily at the
statement. “I suspect not. While you eat to your heart’s
contentment, allow me to tell you the story of the war from the
perspective of our people. When I’m done, I have some things to
show you, and after that you may rest and consider all I have said.
If it please you after that, perhaps you and I can work to find a
rational end to this most irrational violence. Does this sound
reasonable?” he asked.

Lythera was now eating a piece of the
hard cheese from the platter, so she merely nodded her agreement.
She had no idea what he was up too, but the food was too good to
pass up regardless.

“Wonderful” he said, seeming
genuinely please. “You see, if you ask most of my folk why we fight
the elves it is because they and the humans want to destroy our
people so that they can take our land and subjugate the survivors
to be their slaves. It is their belief that the elves have ever
been our enemies, and that the newcomers, the humans, are so
enamored with your kind that they invade our lands and kill our
people just to impress your leaders.”

Lythera could not believe that this was
the view they held and stopped eating long enough to respond. “This
is ridiculous, your people are the newcomers, and the humans rarely
even fight you, leaving it to the Protectors to defend the lands
from the encroaching goblin hordes!” she said.

Again, the Goblin King laughed
heartily. “A good summation of the views of your people, and we
won’t even get into what the humans believe started this all. I am
not suggesting that what my people believe is correct. I’m stating
that all the parties are perpetuating a war started more than a
millennia ago which is all based on lies” he said with conviction.
“Further, I can prove it” he added.

That was a bold claim, and despite
herself Lythera was intrigued. “It would take a lot to convince any
elf of that!” she said.

“Most yes, but some among
your people likely already know; they just continue this war for
their own benefit” he replied, motioning for a page who brought
over a large tomb. “This is the proof I spoke of; do you recognize
it?”

Lythera was stunned. The tomb before
her would be recognizable to any elf. There were three like it in
all the world, and one of those had been lost since the beginning
of the war. It was thought destroyed and being of a magic lost to
the elves in the ages since, it could never be replaced; nor could
it be duplicated or faked. “How?” she began before her voice
trailed off in wonder.

“This has been in the
possession of the rightful heirs of the author for more than a
thousand years” the king replied. “I will allow you to read it, and
any elf that comes in peace may read it for themselves as
well.”

Lythera’s confusion only grew, but to
read the words of the Great Queen would be a dream come
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