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Forward

Welcome back again to the conclusion of Tara-lin's story.

Sorceress of the Dryads is a bit different from Children of the Dryads, in ways that so far none of the Areaer novels are. It's a bit more introspective, closely following Tara-lin's development, her questions, doubts, and internal journeys and discoveries, along with a plot that has a different structure and development than most plots I have seen. I hope you enjoy it thoroughly!

Find the magic within yourself and stay true to your nature! And encourage others to be true to find their magic and be true to their nature, every one unique!

Only in this way will we escape and conquer the Nightmare. Never let it crush your nature! Never compromise who you are!

-Raina Nightingale

PS. I promised that, after the Legend of the Singer Duology, we would get back to dragons! So let me tell you a little of what to expect. There's a dragon or two, and a  few drake-lizards on the sidelines of Sorceress of the Dryads, but in my opinion that doesn't count for much. But keep an eye out for Corostomir and Aderan! Their story is told in Kindred of the Sea (if you haven't read that one already), and there's a dragon – and magical dolphins – in that book. Also watch out for Heart of Fire, book one of the Dragon-mage Quartet, coming April 2023. There are lots of dragons in that one, if the name doesn't tell you enough already!

There is also the possibility that I might sometime write an anthology about Tara-lin and some of the people in her life, especially if anyone is interested. You can find me and contact me at www.enthralledbylove.com

PPS.

I referred to a weapon in a ship battle as a cannon. Those who care about world-building may be curious as to how that fits with other things. It's not precisely a cannon but it has a similar use; if you want info-dumping, contact me. If many of you are interested in this, I'll make a page about it on my website.

Golden on the wings of eternity

White on wings of the dawn

Soul of this world

Heart of another

Golden on the wings of eternity

Silver on breath of time

Heart of ages

Shield of the morning
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Sun on edges of never-ending night

Roots deep through winter's cold

Hold to the life

In the sun-earth's heart

Sun on edges of never-ending night

Roots drink deep of earth's life

Water of life

Through the withering blaze
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Golden on the wings of eternity

Dreams reborn out of ice

Of thousand eyes

In the heart of dawn
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“Eldazìn has returned.”

“I'll be there in a moment, Keller,” Tara-lin called back. She and Keller had married two years earlier. It was now about ten years since they had come to this valley, and Keller had, more or less, fully recovered. Tara-lin was sure he would never be completely normal, but he was no longer subject to fits of irrationality or violence. All in all, he was sane and reasonable.

Tara-lin descended the pine, climbing down its roughly evenly spaced branches. Before they were even considering marriage, Keller had revealed to her that Falkur had once expressed to him, “You're a wizard, boy. Why don't you want to help me?!” Keller had not even understood what kind of help Falkur wanted, but the wizard had then proceeded to beat him. Keller rarely spoke about his childhood, so Tara-lin had been surprised at the revelation. It had, however, made perfect sense to her. She had long been confused about how a blast had struck her, and two orcs, in the halls of Nightshade Castle, but now she knew the answer. Keller was a wizard and, inexperienced and untaught as he was, had generated it in his terror.

Tara-lin was certain she already knew some of Eldazìn's news. The elf had appeared six or so years earlier and revealed himself as the “Assassin.” He had not meant that he had actually performed assassinations, but that he possessed unmatched skill in stealth, infiltration, and weapons of assassination (the Elethrian term, 'Night's Edge' was clear about that, referring to the skills, not whether or how they were used). He had run the only thing that could be called Elethrian Intelligence, but it had been small, unofficial, relatively impromptu, and nameless. One of the remaining legacies of their dryadic ancestry was that the elves tended to be a very peaceful people, disinclined to killing and war and to most political intrigue, and thus Elethri was, in many ways, very different from the human countries, even though it appeared to be headed in the same direction as they had all gone. It had taken Eldazìn a long time to find the valley, and he had brought with him the husband of that princess of the royal house whom Lìrulin had found in her flight from Elethri ten years earlier. Eldazìn had been too late to save the lives of the King and Queen and others, but he had contributed to the princess' escape as well as that of her husband, Oranë. He offered his services to the elves, and few humans, living in the valley.

At first, Tara-lin and Alis had discussed with him how they might help girls to escape who, like Alis, did not want to marry or join monasteries. Then, when it was revealed that Keller had wizardry talent, Tara-lin asked Eldazìn if he would acquire volumes on wizardry and how to develop the talent since, as she had said, “There is no wizard we can trust to invite here and teach Keller, so we will have to do the best we can in other ways, but none of us know anything, and dryads know nothing about this, so they cannot teach him as they taught me.” Eldazìn had been relatively successful, and Keller had mastered a variety of simpler spells. Tara-lin did not know much about the art, but she thought it was probably good progress for someone who had to learn entirely from books. She knew she could never have learned how to sing as she could now from books, however well written they might be.

Now, Eldazìn was returning with a report on the state of the elven civilization below them and whatever he could glean about the leanings of the populace. Tara-lin already knew some of what he would tell her. The dryads below were languishing, their life drained by the power Anakrim drew from them. He had promised to teach the elves their lost secrets of magic, but he had really given them power that would, ultimately, serve only him, at the expense of the lives of their trees. The deterioration of the forests of Elethri had begun many years ago, but it had accelerated in the last several months. Tara-lin hoped that would wake many of the elves up to the trick by which they had been taken in. She had learned from the dryads that the lives of the elves were tied to theirs and to the health of the trees. Not quite dryads, the elves yet needed the forests – and the dryads themselves – in a way humans did not. If the forests languished and died, so would the elves. She hoped their minds were not too blinded by the Nightmare to see their foolishness before it was too late.

Tara-lin swung herself down from another branch and leaped lightly to the ground. Once again, the dryads wanted her to try to help them, and the whole world with them. The damage being done was even greater now, in Elethri, than it had been ten years ago, in Icecrown.

Tara-lin ran lightly down the slope, leaping over some branches and bramble. There was a clearing on the edge of a little lake where they typically gathered. Before she saw them, she heard voices speaking softly. She could already guess who would be there. In addition to Eldazìn, there would be Tara-lin's father, Eldor, and her mother, Lìrulin, the previous Valor Knights Namdon and Cuthlin, Keller her spouse, and several other elves, including either Oranë or his wife, Elisa. Alis might or might not be there.

When everyone was present, Eldazìn began. “The trees are dying. Many of the elves are morose and depressed. I think that if they felt less morose and sickly, they would be more inclined to think through what is going on and, possibly, rebel, but, as it is, many of them feel too depressed and ill. Others associate any deterioration they feel within their own bodies with the deterioration of the forests, and any depression with their love for the ailing trees. It seems that many of them see King Anakrim, as he styles himself, as the cause of the forests' ailment. Interestingly, many of them are young. Some of them are outspoken, but I have reason to think there are far more who are deeply suspicious or reclusive than there are who are outspoken. I expect a great deal of turmoil. The morose and depressed elves seem willing to follow Anakrim's lead anywhere, even if they are given to a great deal of grumbling, and may resist any movement to depose Anakrim. I don't know how Anakrim plans to respond to that portion of elven society which sees him as the problem. Some of them have almost religious reasons for their opposition, believing that the Elethrian forests are unwilling to be ruled by one with human ancestry. Others believe his magic is to blame, even though it appears very similar to the ancient and lost magic of Elethri which did no harm. Many have no clear reason. They simply see a correlation.”

“Thank you, Eldazìn,” said Tara-lin. Several others repeated the sentiment.

She looked around, then said, “The dryads want me to do something, again. Dad, do you remember when I was talking about how people with special talents always have to do exciting things and have exciting lives? This is worse than I thought. I'd like to ... just live a quiet life. Visit gryphons with Alis.” She glanced at Keller and smiled. “Instead, I seem to be right in the thick of things yet again. Why?!” She made a sound to express her frustration, then went on, “Do you think those elves who are, at best, deeply suspicious of Prince Anakrim would support us if we marched to depose him?”

“What are you thinking, Tara-lin?” asked Lìrulin.

“You don't know, Mom? I thought the dryads would have told you, too. The dryads want me to take them right into Frèlin. We've been thinking and talking about a lot of things. The dryads really appreciated my comment, years ago, about pitying Anakrim. It has given us an idea, but it's not one I can share with you. I'm not sure I understand it myself, but I'm a lot more used to dryadic magic now. I can't say I'm comfortable with the ... ideas we have, but I'm willing to try. However, we will need some ... well, we will need not to be attacked at every step by overwhelming odds.”

“It's not improbable that you would be supported, Tara-lin,” said Eldazìn. “Those who think Anakrim's humanity is at the root of the problem would thrill at your talent of singer. They might not even object to being ruled by you, believing that your song is a clear mark that the forests favor you. However, those who think Anakrim's magic is to blame may be suspicious of all magic, including the ancient song, not certain if it is, in fact, the ancient song, or only something like it.”

Tara-lin barely kept her tongue in check while Eldazìn finished. “Ruled by me?” she gasped.

“It's high time that you acknowledged that you are a Princess of Elethri by marriage, Tara-lin,” said Oranë.

“You and Elisa are Prince and Princess, too,” said Tara-lin.

“It's not the same. Elisa is a distant cousin,” said Oranë.

“He's right,” interjected Keller. “We've never talked about it. I never even thought about it until just now, and it feels horribly strange, but I, and not Anakrim, should be the Crown Prince –” He paused, seeming to struggle with his words, “– the King.”

Tara-lin wheeled to face him. “What?!”

“I'm Mom's – Ithrìl's – firstborn, Tara-lin. To begin with, Falkur was very interested in me. I don't want to talk about it, but when Anakrim was born ... that interest turned to hate.” The pain in his eyes was dark and sharp. Tara-lin knew that, while he knew now that his mother had not abandoned him, at the time he had felt abandoned, even though something in him had refused to believe that she could abandon him. He had been taken from her and from the light, never to see her again, and not to see the light again until ten years ago.

Tara-lin put her hands over her face and sighed. “I never wanted to be the Queen of Elethri!”

“I never wanted to be King of Elethri, either,” said Keller, laughing. “But I was born.”

“You don't understand!” said Tara-lin. “I know nothing about ruling. Neither of us do. Nothing about managing nations and politics and crime and law and all that stuff!”

“I admit the prospect is ... without substance to me,” said Keller.

“Wait!” said Eldazìn. “What are you two thinking?”

“I told you, I and the dryads have a plan, but I can't tell anyone what it is. We'll all, including myself, just have to wait and see it,” said Tara-lin.

“You said something earlier about your plan requiring that we're not faced with overwhelming odds,” said Eldazìn. “The magic of Anakrim seems, by itself, to be an overwhelming odd.”

“I will be bringing the strength of the dryads,” said Tara-lin. “Keller has mastered some spells which, while simple by the standards of wizardry, may also be invaluable. There is of course some risk. Perhaps everyone with small children should stay behind, for even if we fail, this valley may remain safe for a little while longer. But, if we fail, this whole world will languish, if someone or something else does not step in.” Tara-lin did not share something else which had occurred to her while watching Keller struggle with wizardry, which was that there might be a dryadic element to wizardry – one greatly altered by the workings of the human mind, and therefore of vastly different power and scope, but still based in good measure on underlying dryadic magic. Perhaps, there were wizards at all because, as the dryad Aumoura had once told her, a few of the off-spring of human and dryad pairs had, instead of mating with each other and forming the elves, mated with other humans and disappeared into the mass of humanity, introducing a tincture of dryad blood into the human race at large.

There was silence, as the others considered what Tara-lin had told them. She spoke again. “But I will not be Queen of Elethri. I cannot be Queen.”

“What would you have, then?” asked Eldazìn.

An idea struck Tara-lin. “You!” she said. “You should be King. I think you would know what to do and how to do it well.”

“I have no claim,” said Eldazìn. “And I have never aspired to rule anymore than you have, Tara-lin. You may have my advice whenever you ask for it, and you may ignore it whenever you do not desire it, but I have no claim. I am merely an ordinary elf.”

Tara-lin growled. “I can't.”

Again, silence hung over the group. In an attempt to ease the discomfort, Tara-lin said, “But that doesn't mean I won't do what I've already proposed and work with the dryads.” She rose. “Is there anything else we need to discuss?”

“Yes,” said Eldazìn. “We will need to discuss the logistics of marching on Frèlin with a host of dryads. Since it is you and Lìrulin who know the dryads, and you and Keller who know the magic you will be using and therefore what you might require, you will need to be part of that discussion.”

“Fine,” said Tara-lin. “We'll talk about that tomorrow morning. Anything else?”

For a moment no one said anything. Eldor looked up at her and said, “I love you, Tara-lin.”

“I love you, too, Dad,” said Tara-lin. “For now, I need to go. I'll talk to you and Mom soon, though.”

Tara-lin ran.

She headed for the canyon-like walls of the valley. She wanted to speak with Alis. She would talk to her mate, Keller, later. She did not want to talk to him right now. There were times when she felt like a child. She doubted the dryads would have any advice for her on this new problem thrown in her face.

Tara-lin reached the cliff-like walls and began to climb them, throwing all her nervous energy into the effort. She was hanging on when a voice above her suddenly asked, “Tara-lin, what are you doing?”

Tara-lin almost lost her footing. “Coming up here,” she panted. She continued to climb, scrambling up the incline. Finally, she dropped herself down on a ledge. Alis stood next to her, and beside Alis stood her mighty brown beast, the gryphon Kushon.

“Something is wrong, Tara-lin,” said Alis. “This is not usual behavior.”

“No, it's not,” said Tara-lin. “I told you the other day that I am going to have to go with the dryads, and those elves who are willing, to overthrow King Anakrim?”

“Yeah, you told me something like that,” said Alis. “What is the new problem?”

“I just learned I'm to be Queen of Elethri! Keller is Anakrim's older brother, so, by elven law, I and Keller should even now sit the throne of Elethri in Frèlin. Once Anakrim is dead, Keller and I will be King and Queen. I just can't.”

Alis leaned against Kushon and stroked under his throat. A rumbling sigh of pleasure escaped through his beak.

“Of course you can, Tara-lin,” said Alis. “It's not that complicated. Do what you think is right. I'm sure you have ideas about how these things should be – how rulers should behave, what kinds of laws are just or unjust, what kinds of behaviors are not rulers' problems to govern, right or wrong, and what kinds of behaviors are. Goodness, this goes back to our first meeting, and to many things you've been saying since then. And I don't think you're concerned about Keller...”

“No,” said Tara-lin. “But what if I make a mistake? What if I'm wrong? Or what if I just make a mistake that plunges Elethri into war? Or lets some traitor have influence and position? Don't you know about the Valor Hall?”

“You're making excuses, Tara-lin. No one can find a ruler who's guaranteed to never make a mistake, even a catastrophic one.” She paused for a moment, then said, “I'm sure I wouldn't like it any better than you do, if it turned out I was the one who was going to have to be Queen, but someone has to, right? And I don't see why it's so bad for that someone to be you and Keller. Certainly, it wouldn't be better for it to be someone who doesn't recognize that he might get things wrong? For then, he'll get more things wrong for certain, since he won't admit he might be wrong, so he won't be willing to think or learn. Right?”

“I suppose,” said Tara-lin. “But I ... don't know where to start. I can't.”

Alis stopped stroking Kushon and leaned against his shoulder. He sighed again, clearly pleased with her attention. Finally, she said, “You don't have to start now. Didn't you tell me that on our first quest together? When you were worried about the fact you didn't know what you would have to do, and the dryads told you the knowledge would come to you when you needed it? I think that applies here, too.”

“But this isn't singing ... or even any sort of magic!” protested Tara-lin.

“No,” said Alis, “but, tell me, do you even have enough knowledge yet to know where to start?”

“I guess not,” admitted Tara-lin. She stood, walked over to Kushon, and began to scratch him in the spots Alis had shown her that he liked.

After a few minutes, she said, “I really should go back to Keller ...”

“Would you like Kushon to take you down so you don't have to make that climb again?” asked Alis, with a twinkle in her eyes.

“Sure,” said Tara-lin. “I'd like that.” She looked the gryphon in the eye and said, “Thank you, Kushon,” then mounted him when Alis directed her. After all, he was Alis' gryphon.

The valley was in shadow when Tara-lin reached the elven-style tree-house which she and Keller shared.

She found him sitting with his legs over a branch. She climbed up to where he sat and settled herself a few feet away.

He looked up at her, then said, “Tara-lin, are you mad at me?”

“No! Of course not! It's not your fault that ... how could it be your fault? It's been horrible for you all along. It's got to be awful. First you were born to a kidnapped princess and a wizard who quickly hated you! I don't know half of what happened and I'm sure I don't want to ... and, now, you find out you have to be King of Elethri! How could I be mad at you?”

“I just wanted to make sure,” said Keller, smiling sadly.

Tara-lin moved across the space between them and hung herself about him. “I won't leave you, Keller. Not even if it means I have to be Queen.”

“You're more upset about it than I am,” said Keller.

“You said yourself you don't even have a concept of it,” said Tara-lin.

He nodded. “I really don't. I can't even believe it.” He sighed.

Tara-lin kissed him. “Can you believe I'm not going to leave you?”

He kissed her in return. “Yes, dear Tara-lin. I believe you're not going to leave me.”

[image: image]

Later, that night, she sat on a branch looking up at the stars. Another thing is that I don't want to live in Frèlin. It might be the prettiest, nicest city I've seen yet, but it's a city, and cities just ... aren't quite right. She shook her hair, feeling like crying. She remembered telling her parents she would talk to them soon. Maybe first thing tomorrow, she thought. They're almost certainly asleep with Lyan by now. Lyan was her younger brother. He would probably be her only other sibling ever, at a little over twenty years younger than herself. Even though he was ten years old, Alis said he looked and acted more like six. Like Tara-lin herself, he was a half-elf, and so no one could know ahead of time how quickly he would grow.

In the morning, Tara-lin and her father took a stroll through the valley. Only when Eldor questioned her did Tara-lin share how she felt. “I went and talked to Alis, last night,” she said. “She tries to make me feel like I can do this. Like I know things that should be done, and others that shouldn't be done, and that I don't need to know what to do ahead of time. How could I even know until I see the situation better – until I am Queen? But really!” She stomped her foot for emphasis. “What do I know about being Queen? I'm beginning to think there should be no such things as monarchs! Too much decision-making and responsibility resting on one – or two – people! An innocent diplomatic mistake could plunge nations into war and kill thousands! A misunderstanding, a placing of the wrong person into an office, a failure to grasp how to write and implement laws, all could cause untold suffering!”

Eldor nodded. Tara-lin really felt like he listened to her, even when he silently considered what she had said when she was done speaking. “All your points are valid, Tara-lin,” he said, “but, if you're worried about the impact of decisions – men will make bad decisions. I don't know if it would be better if there were no monarchs, but if you and Keller do not rule, I do know someone else will try to do so. For all your mistakes, for all your imperfections, even if your own pride and fears interfere with your ruling, you will not cause nearly the problems that result when men like Anakrim and those in the Valor Hall rule. But I'm not sure how much comfort to you that is. As regards wars – I think you imagine you are responsible for things for which you are not responsible. Innocent diplomatic mistakes do not cause wars. They might be the excuse or catalyst for someone who has bad intentions to start a war. If those on both sides have even remotely good intentions, a war will not erupt out of a few mistakes. Understanding will be sought. Peaceful resolutions will be sought. I think what you really mean is that you are sure that you and Keller are not up to the task of handling these things perfectly, and that if you were up to that task many evils would not result, that will result because you are not perfect. You're asking in this, though, for a perfection that I'm not sure it's even possible for an elf or a human to attain, and, even so, even if some can attain that perfection, there is no fault in you for not having that perfection, and not having that perfection does not and cannot make you at fault for the evils intended and done by other men. But I understand that none of this will make you comfortable with the situation thrust on you. And that's okay. It is a very uncomfortable situation.”

Tara-lin nodded.

“You look like you want a hug,” said her father.

“I do.” She stepped into his arms. I really feel so overwhelmed.

“I'm nothing like mature enough to be Queen, and I don't think Keller is any more mature enough to be King,” said Tara-lin into her father's shoulder.

“I love you,” he whispered.
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Chapter Two – Magic of the Dryads
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Tara-lin rode, side by side with Keller, at the vanguard of her strange army. Around her moved a forest of dryads, appearing one moment to be the densest imaginable thicket of trees, branches and leaves all swaying before a fierce wind, and next moment to be a company of humanesque shapes that yet appeared very inhuman and which varied greatly from one another in coloring, in shape, in height, and in the way they moved. Tara-lin did not know how many dryads were with her, but she knew that dryads from across all of Ellenesia had come, and that she was the anchor point for the magic that allowed them such strong manifestations so far away from their resident trees.

Off to one side flew a company of gryphon riders. When they first rode into the valley where they had lived for the last ten years, Alis had whispered to Tara-lin that there had to be a better way of taming gryphons than that generally known among elves and humans. Tara-lin did not know if anyone else could pull it off, but Alis had succeeded in convincing the gryphons to allow some elves to bond to their young.

Amongst and behind the dryads rode a host of elves, many of them young. Almost none of the younger generation of elves, among which was Earnrìl, Tara-lin's friend, had ever seen a dryad. Many of them, and even a portion of the older elves, joined with Tara-lin's company upon seeing the host of dryads. An instinctive loyalty to the dryads, an innate affection for them, was still present in the elven blood. Thus, as Prince Keller and Princess Tara-lin rode through Elethri, none of the elves had yet taken up weapons against them, and many of the elves followed them. Tara-lin felt as though she lived in a dream. It all felt very unreal, as if it were not happening at all or, if it were, it was happening to someone else.

Before her rose the walls of Frèlin, pure white and delicately carved and engraved with silver. Nostalgic grief passed over her, as she remembered the last time she had ridden into this city beside her father, Sir Eldor. Over the last ten years, he had aged, while she had merely completed the last inch of her growth. She would almost certainly live more than a century more, and perhaps many centuries more, but his hair was now more gray than black and his face was showing the accumulation of the years. Her heart was grieved, both for herself and for her brother, Lyan, who seemed to be growing a little slower than she had grown. If Eldor lived a long lifespan for his race, he would die when Lyan was barely full-grown.

Tara-lin looked up and saw, upon the walls, archers and swordsmen posted. She held up her hand and the confused ranks of dryads and elves halted. The distance was still so far that even elven arrows would not reach across it.

Around her, the dryads assembled. She looked towards Keller and shared a smile.

“I'm ready,” he said, and she knew what he meant. He had prepared the spells he would be likely to need in the confrontation before them as well as he could ahead of time.

The fact was that they had no clearly defined plan. Tara-lin was acting in concert with the knowledge of the dryads, and she barely understood their knowledge and plan at all. However, there were spells useful in neutralizing many forms of casting magic, and the simplest of these Keller had prepared, since they were all that lay within his power.

“What do we do now?” asked a young elf riding up behind them. His name was Akanë, and he was a friend of Eldazìn's.

Tara-lin did not answer at once. Her eyes were closed as she concentrated on the world of the dryads. Instead, Keller answered. “We wait. It is not really we who lead, you understand.”

“I do understand,” said Akanë, “but it is she and her mother who speak to the dryads.”

Tara-lin held up her hand, palm straight out before her, and began to sing in a strong, level tone. The resonance rose and hung in the air, and her voice continued, the vocal focus point of power far more than her own.

The elves on the wall stood there, as if uncertain. Their faces displayed many different kinds of uncertainty; some were terrified by the dryads, others were enchanted by them. Some of them simply did not know what the force below them was doing or what was going on. Keller thought to himself, Anakrim must have known we were coming for days at least, probably more like weeks.

Then a shiver ran through the wall beneath their feet and the white and silver gates swung open, as if of their own volition.

The elves with Tara-lin cheered. She cringed at their cheers. Do they not know that if we charge through that gate, our blood stains the stones? We will make it, but their arrows will take many of us first, she thought grimly. Then she thought, more grimly still, In war men die. We all know that. And with the gates open, far less would die than storming the walls. Still, such a charge was never my intention ...

As Tara-lin paused, glancing first at the indecisive, frightened elves on the wall, and then at Keller, Akanë hissed, “Don't we charge?”

“No,” said Tara-lin. “We have not come for bloodshed. We have come with the dryads.”

“Then what is the use of opening the gates, if I may ask?” asked Akanë.

Tara-lin said nothing. Dread overwhelmed her. She would do nothing but make a million mistakes, and some of them would be deadly. Perhaps, this was already such a deadly mistake ...

Keller spoke, and his voice, magically enhanced, resounded over the city of Frèlin. “We have come in peace, not to make war. We have come to request a peaceful transfer of the throne, seeing as we are the presumed-dead eldest son of the Princess Ithrìl, only child of King Orenduil, the Crown Prince and Rightful King, Keller, and the Princess and Rightful Queen, Tara-lin, spouse of Keller, Singer of Elethri, Friend of the Dryads.”

Tara-lin heard the collective gasp that went up from the walls. This they had not heard from Anakrim. She wondered why. Would he not perceive it as a weakness to let her and Keller announce it? Why not better to announce it, and explain why it did not matter, himself? She wondered if he was not very intelligent. Then again, she was pretty certain she and Keller were not very intelligent, either. She certainly did not feel intelligent.

A moment later she saw Anakrim, or something that must have been Anakrim, rise out of the city. He rode upon an armored gryphon and he was once more surrounded by various winged creatures, some of which, Tara-lin was certain, were of the nightmare, but which were partially concealed by magic.

“Keller, now!” hissed Tara-lin. Then she felt the waves of the dryadic consciousness in the back of her mind. She knew now what she was here to do, realized she had known, in some sense, for a very long time; she thought for a moment that she herself might have been the inspiration for this idea, that it had first been born in her mind. Then she joined with the hosts of the dryads and her thoughts were all committed to the song, the greatest she had yet sung.

Shadow of another world

Born of magic beyond the world

Bound by magic sought beyond the world

Radiance of the shadow falls

Waves of light in other realms

Tides of life in another realm

Tides of shadow in another realm

Sweeping under the moon of dawn

Dawn's rays from the dreaming sun

Changing to stone beneath the sun

Change of coming life beneath the sun

Motion of stone, shadow of dawn

Twilight in another world

Spell of twilight beyond the world

Life of twilight sought outside the world

Captured by the evening dawn

Magic bound flows in blood unbound

Captured dreams enthrall sleep unbound

Searching roots through the whole earth unbound

Airs of the deepest regions move

Earth moves on ethereal airs

Binding life from ethereal airs

Born of life in the ethereal airs

Dreams swell under mountains fast

Shadows of rain, colors of cloud

Melted in rising, formless mists

Fallen in dream-colors and forms of mists

Taking earth into sky and deep earth

As her song and mind became the vehicle of mighty magic, exhilaration passed through Tara-lin, unnoticed as she was caught up in the dryadic consciousness, merged, for the moment, with the song. The winds moved around her, almost swaying in rhythm or counter-rhythm to her song, adding at times their own keening, howling voices, or their soft, whispering, breathy voices to the song. Primal, dreamy life surged through the earth and through the realms of dryad-thought, and Tara-lin entered as fully as she ever had yet into the world of those bright, colored shadows and dim, radiant mists, a world both dreamy and wakeful.

An image burned with almost blinding radiance in Tara-lin's mind: a tree with branches upraised and roots diving deep. It was a double image: in one image, the tree's upswept branches seemed burdened, its dark leaves were wilted and curled and drying, its bark was almost peeling. In the other image, the tree's dark bark was smooth, its leaves were a dark, rich green, shining a little and held to the sky, the whole tree, dark as it was, almost glowing with health.

Brighter and brighter the image of the tree burned before Tara-lin. Around it washed shifting shadows of the brilliant dream-colors, melting into each other and swirling back and forth, brushing the edges of the tree's branches and roots as they passed.

Full understanding of what was being done now possessed Tara-lin, but she was too absorbed in the magic to think about it. Then, as the full magic of the song was realized, Tara-lin became once more attuned to the world around her.

“Thank goodness!” It was Keller's voice and he sounded near collapse. “That is done! I did not think I could much longer.”

In sudden bursts of realization, Tara-lin took in her surroundings. With the final, binding stream of power, the dryads had all gone, their materializations returning to their heart trees. She saw, taking to the four winds, what could only be a great many drake-lizards and finally realized what some of those shimmering wings she had seen around Prince Anakrim were. Somehow, he had captured and enchanted the rare drake-lizards. No one really knew how rare the drake-lizards were, but they were not social creatures, like the gryphons, and the females hid their eggs even from those to whom they were bonded, despite the closeness of the bond they formed.

Immediately around her, there was much noise which it took a few moments for Tara-lin to process. Elves were screaming, “Charge them! They killed our king!”

The host with Tara-lin grouped themselves together, calling out in fear and confusion. Very few of them were, after all, trained warriors. Some of them fled in fear. They cried out, wondering where the dryads had gone, for they had hoped for the power of the dryads.

“Keller,” said Tara-lin.

“Yes?” he said, moving in closer to her so that they could hear each other.

“Can you cast a spell to amplify my voice?” she asked.

“I think I can manage it,” Keller said.

“How quickly?” asked Tara-lin.

Keller did not answer. Tara-lin suspected he was already engrossed in the spell. She raised her voice, hoping that her own magic would be enough to influence the situation. “We have not killed Anakrim! Anakrim is not dead! We do not come in war! We are not come for bloodshed! Anakrim is not dead! Anakrim is now a dryad!”

Tara-lin felt Akanë's touch on her arm. “Should I have them throw down their weapons?”

“Perhaps,” answered Tara-lin. “I know no better than you. I should have just had Keller yell himself. Perhaps you can do so?”

“No,” said Akanë earnestly. “The spell has taken effect. Cry out yourself!”

Tara-lin closed her eyes and concentrated on her voice. “Anakrim is not dead. Anakrim is a dryad. He is alive and well! We have not come in war. We do not come for bloodshed. We have come in peace! Anakrim is not dead.”

At the same time, Akanë spoke to the elves and had those who were armed lay down or sheath their weapons or otherwise make it clear they were not a threat.

“I can do no more,” said Keller quietly. Akanë reached out his hand and supported the half-elf mage as he slipped off his horse. He slumped against Akanë.

The charging elves drew themselves to a halt. “Not dead? You have not killed our king?”

“No,” responded Tara-lin. “We have not killed your king. By the magic of ten thousand dryads, he is now a dryad himself, and his dryadic life will heal the tree with which he is now one.”

An elf who seemed to be of some importance in the hierarchy of the defense rode up. “So then King Anakrim is blessed of the dryads?” he asked.

“No,” said Tara-lin. “Dryads are peaceful and not violent. This was the best way to deal with the threat he posed to them. He took magic from the dryads in order to gain power for himself. That magic needed to be returned to the dryads. The best way to do this, from the viewpoint of the dryads, was not to kill him, but to make him a dryad himself. After all, if he so much desired dryadic magic that he stole life from the dryads in order to acquire it, maybe he wants to be a dryad himself. And, as a dryad, he can use the magic only as dryads can use it, which limits the evil he can do with it.”

“You are saying our King Anakrim was evil?” asked the captain.

“You must surely have noticed that the forests of Elethri are less healthy than they were ten years ago. Moreover, Anakrim knew that he was not the proper heir to the elven throne. He knew – as Princess Ithrìl did not – that his older brother, Keller, survived. It is Keller who should have been King of Elethri. It is I who bear the blessing of the dryads, as is witnessed by how they accompanied me to this point, and by my song,” said Tara-lin.

“Where – which – is Keller?” asked the captain.

Tara-lin turned and saw that Keller's horse was now held by another elf, who had also dismounted. Akanë, too, had dismounted, and his horse was held off to another side by another elf. He supported Keller, who slumped against his shoulder, hardly the image of a prince or a king!

Tara-lin wished for someone to give her advice. She dismounted, handing her horse's reins to another elf, then stepped sideways and behind Akanë and appeared on the other side of Keller. She placed her hand on his arm and said, “This is the Prince Keller, but he is thoroughly exhausted by the spell to amplify my voice.”

The captain turned to an elf who stood beside him and lowered his voice. He and the other elf conferred quietly, then the other elf rode off towards the city.

Tara-lin was tired, too. Even though most of the energy had come from the dryads, it had still exhausted her to give it form and to understand it. She was not ready to think through all the implications of what she now knew and the magic of which she had now been a part. Lowering her voice as well, Tara-lin almost whispered, “Keller, are you all right?”

He straightened and stepped away from Akanë's supporting arm. He swayed a little at first. “Yes. It's just magic.” His words were slurred and almost mumbled and he paused for a moment, focusing, then continued in a slightly stronger voice. “It was all I could do to hold the magic against Anakrim. Then the amplification spell drained the last of my reserves. I'm a little better already, but not enough to cast another spell. It's much harder if you have to do it in a hurry and you haven't prepared the spell beforehand.”

“Well, the day isn't over yet,” said Tara-lin. “Akanë?”

“Yes, Tara-lin?”

“Send someone back to let everyone know I don't expect a battle – unless you do expect a battle. I'd like the companionship of my friends, and I'd be interested in any advice Eldazìn might have.”

“You need not be concerned for Eldazìn's advice. He has prepped me quite thoroughly. But I will relay your message,” replied Akanë. He turned to the elf who had been holding his horse and took the reins, then spoke in soft tones to the elf. A moment later the elf was back in the saddle and riding through the disorganized lines of Tara-lin's company.
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In a few minutes, the captain of the defenses of Elethri called across the distance between his line and that of Tara-lin and Keller. “I offer truce. May I approach?”

Keller drew himself together and responded. “Your truce is accepted. How many do you wish to bring with you?”

“Two companions,” answered the captain.

“Then you may come and bring them with you,” replied Keller.

The captain approached.

When he was a couple horse-lengths away, he dismounted and performed an elven curtsy. “Greetings, Prince and Princess. I am Erenvin, Captain of the Guard of Frèlin.”

“Greetings, Erenvin,” said Keller. Akanë once more stood beside him to offer Keller any support he might require.

“I do, however, have a question for you, good Prince and Princess. How is it possible that Anakrim is a dryad? Can an elf really be made a dryad?”

“When a singer and ten thousand dryads work in concert, an elf who has already stolen dryad life and magic can be transformed into a dryad. You might even say that Prince Anakrim began the transformation, and that we completed it. After all, the elves are descended from dryads and men in the ancient days,” answered Tara-lin.

“Pardon me for questioning you, good Princess Tara-lin, but how do you know this?”

“I am a singer and have spoken often with the dryads. Many of them live lives as much longer than an average elven lifespan as an elven lifespan is longer than a human span. They remember,” answered Tara-lin.

Erenvin nodded. “I see.” He turned and conferred softly with one of the elves who had ridden out with him, a female who appeared to be his sister or at least a close relation of one form or another. Then he straightened. “We acknowledge that you, Keller, appear to be the son of the Princess Ithrìl and, therefore, Prince and Heir to the Throne of Elethri. We invite you and your spouse, the Princess and Singer Tara-lin, into Frèlin. We will not resume hostilities towards you without due warning a minimum of two days in advance. We do not foresee having any reason to resume hostilities.”

“No, that we do not,” said the elven woman. Her voice was soft and musical, like the cadence of bugs singing in the evening. “We would, however, like to see the tree that is now Anakrim's home.”

“That is not a good idea,” said Tara-lin. “An angry dryad can be dangerous, and I'm sure Anakrim is very angry, though it will probably take a while for him to adjust to his new mode of existence.”

Both Erenvin and his presumed-sister nodded. She spoke again. “We were led to believe that King Anakrim was the elder of Princess Ithrìl's sons. How is it, then, that you, Keller, are the elder?”

Tara-lin and Keller glanced at each other. “What?!” formed on their lips. Keller turned back to the two elves. “Really?” he asked.

“Yes,” said Erenvin. “Not that I care. Anakrim is a dryad, now – though, like Arilim here, my sister, I would like to see this – and so cannot rule us. If the dryads choose to make him a dryad, who are we elves to dispute their choice? We certainly cannot undo it, and that leaves you, whether the elder or the younger son, as the Heir.”

If they insist, I suppose I must show Anakrim's new state to them, but I would rather not do it now. I am too tired to fight dryad-magic right now, though I suppose it might be best to show them as soon as possible, for it is not possible that Anakrim will have yet adjusted to being a dryad. She smiled to herself as her thoughts went on. Though this is so strange. Not a full elf, but a half-elf, one with only half the dryadic blood of most elves, is found to be a singer and learns her art from the dryads themselves, and is called 'Dryad-Friend' and given secrets which the dryads have never before revealed to any others. Yet another half-elf becomes not even a singer but a dryad himself! This world is very strange.

Then again, thought Tara-lin, if he is not yet adjusted to his new mode of life, it may be impossible for the elves even to be convinced that he is there at all. I would know, but that does not mean others would.

Keller turned to her. “When do you want to show them Anakrim?”

“I want to speak to the other dryads about it first,” said Tara-lin. “Perhaps tomorrow.”

“Very well,” said Keller. “We will ride into the city now.”

Tara-lin and Keller mounted their steeds and a company hand-picked and trained by Eldazìn and Namdon formed up around them. Erenvin rode ahead of them with his two companions.

The crowd of elves who had come with them to Frèlin erupted into cheers. “King Keller! Queen Tara-lin!” they began to cry.

Tara-lin turned to Akanë. “What? I'm not even Queen yet. No one has yet accepted or crowned Keller King.”

“They are announcing their support of you as King and Queen,” said Akanë.

“I don't like it,” said Tara-lin. I don't like it at all, she repeated to herself. It all feels wrong.

She and Keller rode into the city, and the Guard of Frèlin went before and behind them. As they passed through the open white and silver gates, cheers erupted from within the city also. There were cries of “Singer! Singer! The Singer of Elethri!”

Tara-lin wanted to hide from all the noise and clamor. She would have wanted to hide even if she were not the object of attention. Now, she wanted to run to the other side of the world. She wanted to hide in the deep, dark recesses of some forest closed even to the elves. She remembered being embraced by a dryad and drawn almost into the dryadic mode of existence and wished for a moment that she, like Anakrim, could become a dryad.

The atmosphere felt volatile to her. She could almost feel the elven complacency she and Eldor had discussed years earlier when they had ridden together into this very city, the first time she had ever seen a city. They might laud her. They might be thrilled to have a singer again. They might even be thrilled to have this singer for their Queen. But there was no real conviction in their hearts, no real understanding of what made a monarch good or bad, no interest in the question even. They probably would support her and Keller against any other contestants, and they might mourn her if she were killed, but they would easily accept another. Many of them accepted her and Keller now no differently than they had accepted Anakrim ten years earlier.

For the first time, as she rode through the city, Tara-lin hardly noticed its beauty. They climbed the terraces and crossed the rings of water, but she was scarcely aware of it. Amidst the cheers of thousands of elves, Keller and Tara-lin rode with their honor guard into the outer courtyard of the palace.

“This is so strange,” said Keller to Tara-lin.

“I'm glad you finally realized it,” she retorted.
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Keller and Tara-lin gave an address to the elves who crowded the streets and meadows of Frèlin City. Tara-lin did not remember what either of them said once they were finished. She, Keller, and their inner counsel
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