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Forward

Welcome back to Areaer! This time we will not be watching dragons so much, and our main protagonist will not be in shock from discovering all that she has believed and worshiped is wrong. Instead, we will see and learn about dryads and gryphons, with a main protagonist – the half-elven Tara-lin – who has no religion nor much interest therein. However, we still have the same enemy – the nightmare and its Dark Lord.

I look forward to your comments, and I hope you enjoy this journey of discovery with me!

Sincerely,

Raina Nightingale
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PS. For those of you who love dragons, there will be more series about dragons in Areaer! In fact, look for Dragon-mage Book One, Heart of Fire, out April 16th, 2023.
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Chapter One - Elven Song
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Tara-lin's hair, red like the newly-formed leaves of an apricot tree, thick and curly, blew about her face, raised by a rain wind. Beneath her eyebrows, each like a slanted red feather, shone eyes that were the green of cherry leaves in spring. Her ears tapered to points, difficult to fully cover with her hair. Her bone structure was fine but strong. Her small nose was rather pointed. Her skin was beige, her cheeks had a blush rose, and she had freckles. She was very thin, and only about five foot five, very short for an elf, but only barely tall for a human. Twenty-one years old, she had matured very quickly for an elf, but a little slow for a human. She was a half-elf.

She leapt onto a rock and, with the wind in her hair, began to sing. With the first words of her song the rain began to fall, and a shimmering rainbow soon appeared.

O sweet rain, falling softly

Come meet me here

Freshen the colors

Soften both light and shadow

Catch the sunlight

Reflect in brilliant hue

Through the mist shining bright

A rainbow shining through

From the sky o rain fall down

Soften the ground

All the little plants

Refresh with your gentle hand

So they can grow

Taller and lovely and green

So beautiful you know

And happily growing

Rain, rain, rain

Freshen the day

Beauty I couldn't say

Fresh and moist all the way

Shower down a rainbow

Sing in the leaves

Prepare the green to grow

Fall from sky to stream

Come and swell the little streams

Fall down so softly

Moisten now the earth

For young roots, and air refresh

From the skies fall

Refreshing silver curtains

On the earth, on us all

It's spring, time for freshness

Rain, rain, rain...

They were now wet, but only pleasantly so, for the rain was both warm and light. A beautiful double rainbow shimmered brightly. Amazement lit her parent's faces. Tara-lin wanted to yell, “What?!” at them.

Her mother exchanged a look with her father, and Eldor said, “I think you're a singer.”

What?! thought Tara-lin. How could I not be a singer, since I sing? while her mother went on, “We've always known there was something special about your song, but a singer?”

Eldor met first his wife and then his daughter's eyes. “It's been fourteen centuries since the last singer.”

Tara-lin nodded, confused. That was two elven lifetimes. “What are you two talking about?” she blurted out.

Her father spoke to her mother, “Lìrulin, it seems she is older than you thought at first. How shall we tell her?”

This was getting really exasperating. Tara-lin wanted to stomp her foot and yell, “What is up with you two?”

Lìrulin motioned for her daughter to come down. As Tara-lin leapt from the rock and sat in front of her parents, she began. “We didn't see until this morning, but your song can summon energy and, perhaps more importantly, direct it. In case you didn't notice, the rainbow first dimly shone when you sang 'catch the sunlight' and quickly brightened, as you sang of it. The wind varied in time to your song, as did the rain. Tell me, when did you write that song?”

Without thinking, Tara-lin answered, “This morning.”

“Before or while you sang?”

“While. I have a question. Will my song call down rain anytime, or just this once?”

Eldor answered, “We don't know. It's been so long since the last singer, and besides, we have not studied the air. Probably, that is determined by many factors, not least the weather.”

Tara-lin nodded. “How powerful is this talent?”

“We don't know, but that depends primarily on you,” answered Lìrulin. Tara-lin's mother looked so beautiful. Her ruby hair fell about her shoulders and down her back. Her emerald eyes sparkled in her almost-white face.

Tara-lin rose, her silky green-tinged dress almost flowing as she rose. “So what happens next?”

“We don't know. You get to develop your ability.”

“I don't know how. One question, is singing like wizardry?”

“Don't know. Probably in some ways and not others,” replied her father. He rose to embrace his daughter. He was built much more thickly than either she or her mother, but was only a little taller than she was. His skin was a light shade of brown, his hair was dark brown, and his eyes were hazel.

“One more question,” said Tara-lin. “Do all half-elven children have strange talents?”

“You should drop that 'one'. I bet you have a hundred, at least,” said her mother with a hint of laughter.

“All children are unique,” said Eldor. “And I'm pretty sure all children have talents.”

“That wasn't an answer to my question, exactly,” muttered Tara-lin. After another moment, she withdrew from her father's embrace.

She tried again. “Do other half-elf children have talents like singing or wizardry?”

“Persistent, are you?” said her father, with a glint in his eye. He looked like he still wanted to hug her. “That'll be great, as long as you're persistent about the right things. Or not so great if you're persistent about the wrong ones.”

“Downright awful,” added Lìrulin.

Tara-lin noticed her parents had once again not answered her question. She tried to approach it from a different angle. “Are humans or elves more likely to be singers?”

“Likely?” snorted Eldor. “No human or elf is likely to be a singer. Either he or she is, or he or she is not.”

Tara-lin stomped her foot. Her parents were playing games with her. She hated these games. She liked answers!

Neither of her parents said anything about the stomped foot, but she knew they had noticed. She just knew.

“I'm hungry... I'm tired,” she declared. “I shouldn't be tired. It's still hours before noon.”

Lìrulin smiled a little. “You used your mind in a way you are not accustomed to. It's no wonder you're tired. C'mon. Let's have a meal.”

“Yes, I believe that would be a good idea,” commented Eldor.
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Chapter Two - Missions
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Tara-lin pulled her Elethrian cloak around her, and pulled the hood over her face, to keep out the rain, which was, by now, falling quite heavily. She sat on the foot of an old live oak, and tried to recall all that she could remember of how her parents met and married.

Her father, Sir Eldor, was a young knight then, no older than she was now, but nearly full-grown, for he was a fullblooded human. He had been called on a mission to discover and thwart the designs of the evil wizard, Falkur. With him was Lìrulin, her mother, who was incredibly gifted in the finding and use of herbs, as well as an accomplished archer. With them was Se'lorn and the drake-lizard, Tarunth. Drake-lizards were fire-breathing lizards, ranging in size from about that of a large kitten to that of a bobcat. Those who disbelieved in dragons thought that they might be the inspiration for the legend.

The trio set out from the Valor Hall in Astri, and journeyed along the Malaitha Mountains, through the Northridge Plain, to Orual. Along the way, they had some skirmishes with orcs and black drake-lizards. In Orual they uncovered little but rumors, giving evidence of a suspicious but unknown plot by Falkur.

The adventure led on into the Icecrown Mountains, and unendurable cold. At every step they encountered orcs and black drake-lizards. According to Eldor that was the worst part of the adventure.

Only by means of the Elethrian cloaks did they enter the wizard's Nightshade Castle. The most dangerous part of the quest followed. There Se'lorn was captured, and Tara-lin shuddered at what her parents knew befell him there, but he did not betray them. His drake-lizard Tarunth remained with Sir Eldor and Lìrulin as a message carrier, though he died within the week.

Several days later Lìrulin crept into the meeting of Falkur and his counsel, and listened long before she was discovered. There, at last, she understood Falkur's plot to forge an army of blackened dragons forced to bond with half-orcs. He wanted to force demons into the bodies of killed dragons and force the resulting monstrosity to bond to half-orcs under his control. Just as she turned to leave, she was discovered.

Tarunth told Eldor of her danger, and he came. Nothing withstood his sword, though he received serious wounds. At the last moment he thought of how to deal with the wizard. Quickly, he gathered some candles and lit the castle on fire – in so much as it was flammable material. He tore Lìrulin out of the grasp of the distracted wizard. Together they fought their way through the guard, and passed from the flames. They fled toward the sea, but within hours Eldor's strength deserted him, and he lay at death's door.

Lìrulin coaxed a fire from what wood she could get, and with melted snow bathed Eldor's wounds. Tara-lin knew her greatest anguish was her fear that Eldor would die – already they loved each other as more than comrades. Tarunth brought back what herbs he could, with his last few hours of life. As quickly as possible they made their way to the sea.

There they remained until Eldor regained his strength. Their mission was not yet completed. They still had to stop the evil wizard. But how?

At last Lìrulin persuaded Eldor to pass into the Nightshade Castle, again. In the middle of the night, when only the nightmare creatures roamed, and moving slowly to make full use of the camouflaging action of their Elethrian cloaks, they crept into the passages below the castle. Though they found not the dungeon, where, perhaps, Se'lorn was still held in torment, they found the hall where Wizard Falkur's 'precious' corrupted dragon eggs were held. (Tara-lin's parents thought they were not dragon eggs, but the eggs of an especially large variety of the drake-lizards, but they could not be certain. Maybe dragons did exist and these were some of their eggs.) But already daybreak must have been upon them. Quickly but cautiously they found the nearest torch, and set the hoard of blackened eggs on fire.

Unable to flee through the armies of evil again, the pair found a way into a crevice in the rock of the Icecrown Mountains. Knowing that there might be no way out, and that this could be their death, Tara-lin's mother and father wandered through the caves, hoping against all hope to see the light of day. They followed a trickle of water. At last, when both were near death, they emerged under the cold starlight, in a deep valley. There they slept.

Though weak and faint, Eldor had forced himself to arise and seek food. He had feared he would die before succeeding, but he returned with a cone of pine nuts, a rabbit, and two eggs. He managed to light a fire, and cooked the rabbit and eggs. When they were ready he had roused Lìrulin, and they had eaten together, and slept again.

When they had at last recovered, both were exhausted inside and out. Sir Eldor received leave, and went with his love to her woods. There they married, and there Tara-lin was born. There they still lived.

So, Tara-lin wondered, why am I thinking about all this?... I've got it. I have unusual talents. Does this mean I will have to go on a mission? I don't think I like missions. In fact, I'm sure I hate them.

She sat for a while contemplating missions, and knowing that, as a singer, the singer, sooner or later she would be called on a mission. At least, that was what all the stories she had learned, and even the history of her own parents, suggested would happen. Perhaps her parents might even ask her to go somewhere to train her abilities. Then again, maybe that would not happen, since there were no singers in the world and had not been any for a long time. But if she were sent somewhere, that would be horrible. She would not have any friends. It would not be home. She did not want to live anywhere other than where she did right now.

A man stood in the forest. He could be seen, or seen through, like a rainbow. He was robed in white, red, and gold light. His form and eyes radiated power. Tara-lin had no doubt that he was good, but in a way alien to her mode of being.

Tara-lin stood, instantly feeling like she recognized him, yet she knew she had never seen him before. She curtsied gracefully and asked, “What do you want, lord?”

“Be ready and do not hesitate, when you hear the call.”

Before Tara-lin could speak, he passed out of the realm of her senses. What did that mean? Was she about to be called on a quest? She hoped not. Well, only time would show.

Tara-lin decided to get up and walk to the little house, without any haste. It was actually a tarp stretched between four pine trees and tied along the edges to four more, twenty feet above the ground. Nine feet above the first tarp was another, which served as a roof. Curtains fell from the roof-tarp to the floor-tarp, providing further shelter from the elements. The entire structure was made from the same material as her Elethrian cloak, and therefore nearly invisible. A rope ladder of the same material hung down, along the trunk of one of the trees, for her father to use. When she was in a hurry or extremely tired Tara-lin used it too, for she was not quite as adept at tree-climbing as her mother. However, right now she was neither tired nor in a hurry.

When she crawled into the house, Tara-lin saw three people. Sir Eldor, Lìrulin, and an elf she did not recognize.

Her mother greeted her quietly, hardly looking up. “Hello, Tara-lin.”

“What's up?” asked Tara-lin, a little loudly.

“This is Fizzer, a messenger from the court,” said Lìrulin. “He brings us news.”

“What sort of news?” Tara-lin still spoke louder than necessary. “Good news or bad news?”

“Well,” Fizzer looked sad, “Wizard Falkur is dead –” Tara-lin squealed happily, her mother sshhed, – “but his son – or one of his sons – is looking for a way to make himself a wizard by stealing the energies of various creatures.”

“How do you know that?” Tara-lin blurted out.

“Princess Ithrìl has returned... and died.”

“What?! Princess Ithrìl died exactly three hundred and twelve years before I was born.”

“No,” corrected Fizzer. “Falkur captured her. Instead of using her as a hostage, and maybe torturing her, he became enamored with her, and forced her to marry him. She had two sons a hundred years apart. Anakrim, Falkur's heir, and Keller, who wanted to fight his father's evil, and was killed. Anakrim was always his father's favorite, but both Princess Ithrìl and – Prince? – Keller were abused. When Falkur died, her living son let her go. However, worn beyond her years, she died hours after delivering her story.”

“So,” Tara-lin said, “an evil half-elf is the heir to the elven throne? And King Orenduil and Queen Alaria are not likely to live for another century.”

“Yes,” replied Fizzer. “An evil half-elf, who might be able to make himself a wizard. We are going to try to stop him from doing so. A company is currently being arranged for that purpose. Candidates will gather in the Valor Hall within the month. Sir Eldor, you are summoned, as a Valor Knight. Lady Lìrulin and Tara-lin, you are invited to visit the Valor Hall.”

Sir Eldor nodded. “I'm actually surprised my leave was allowed to last for twenty-two years –”

Tara-lin interrupted. “How do you get these messages back and forth so fast?” she blurted out. “It's three and a half months to the Valor Hall on foot, and at least one on horseback. It's more than a month to Frèlin.”

“They travel by means of a wizardry device,” explained Lìrulin.

So that was what he meant. A quest. “I'll go,” said Tara-lin. “But I want to know why you're interested in me...”

“Lìrulin?” Sir Eldor locked eyes with his wife.

“I'll come. We'll see how I am in a month.”

Tara-lin's eyebrows shot up. “What, Mom? Do you not feel well?”

“Not that sort of thing,” said her father. He cocked an eyebrow at her.

“Your parents told me that you are a singer,” said Fizzer, looking at Tara-lin. “I wonder how that will turn out for you, exploring and developing your talent with no one who really knows much about it, since the last singer died more than a thousand years ago.”

Tara-lin nodded. Her mind was on something else at the moment, though. “So,” she said as she stood, “When do we leave?”

“Tomorrow. It's pretty late already.”

“How will we get there in time? You didn't bring an extra three horses, did you?” asked Tara-lin.

“No, I brought one.” said Fizzer. “You and your mother are invited to visit; it's not Valor Hall business for you to come, and so you must provide your own mounts.”

“We have one, and we might be able to borrow one from Earnrìl. If we can't, I'll stay,” said Lìrulin.

Tara-lin wanted to say, “Me too.” She had jumped to the conclusion she would have something to do with this quest, no matter whether she wanted it or not, and no matter whether anyone else wanted her. When one had unusual talents, one was always stuck with strange things happening around one!
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Chapter Three - The Elven City
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Tara-lin posted Neiler's trot with ease. Earnrìl, a friend of Tara-lin who was over twice her age in years, had ridden down to the sea, so Lìrulin stayed behind. Her father rode the horse Fizzer had brought, in a saddle. He could ride bareback rather well, but he did not like to do so all day.

“I don't like going on this mission,” Tara-lin mumbled.

“What?” asked Sir Eldor.

“I do not care for going on the mission,” Tara-lin repeated, slowly and loudly.

“What are you talking about? You're not going on this mission.”

“But I am,” said Tara-lin. “I'm a singer, and singer is an unusual ability. People with strange abilities always have to go on exciting, painful, and scary adventures. So I will, too.”

“Not all are that painful. Besides, discomfort and exhaustion are not bad. Some of my moments of greatest awareness of inner peace have come while tired, or in pain, or both. Besides, I am not going to let my completely unprepared daughter who's still a child go with me into enemy territory, so that's that. You are not coming.”

“But I am!” said Tara-lin, turning red all over. “You are an aging human, Dad! I am a half-elf and may live as much as a full seven hundred years! You aren't likely to live another fifty years, even if you don't get killed. And, if you do die on this thing, well, I am just too young to never see you again in a few months!”

“You are not coming,” said Sir Eldor. “That is that. No one would even want you. You are too childish and would only make things harder. Besides, girl, I'm more likely to get killed with you around, trying to protect you, than if you aren't around. What if you get killed? Do you think I would want to see my daughter, who even if I had married a human should outlive me by at least twenty years, die before I'm fifty?”

Tara-lin shrugged. “You have no idea – and neither do I – what I might be able to do.” Neither of them said anything for perhaps half an hour, except for a few comments Sir Eldor made on the trees they passed. Tara-lin was thinking about what he had said about pain and exhaustion. “How many missions, quests, whatever, have you actually been on?” she asked.

“Three, I think. There was the one I met your mom on. You know about that one. Before that, I had to help with the survival, restoration, and defense of a village burned by some of Falkur's minions. My first involved freeing the mayor of Hollen – I know it sounds like Hollin – from the influence – control – of one of Falkur's spy agents.”

“This one sounds like the one you met Mom on. 'Go discover and thwart whatever that evil wizard is trying to do.' 'Go and stop that guy from stealing lives to make himself a wizard.' Hmm?”

“I already told you that you are not going on it, so you might as well stop worrying about what it will be like. Why do you even want to go?”

“Because I will, some way or another. I have an ability! Things always happen to people with abilities. If it's not this one, it will be another, and it won't be any better. Also, if this one is like the one you met Mom on, you will probably die and I will never see you again, since, even if it's impossible for me to accept or understand it, you are older and weaker than you were before I was born, and that one almost killed you and Mom then, when you were as young and strong as she still is! And it did kill that drake-keeper, Se'lorn. Why not you this time? I am coming! I will be with you as long as I can, since either way you will die while I am still young.”

“Well, you're not coming,” said Sir Eldor. “As I said, it will be harder on me and more likely to kill me if you are around.”

For several more hours both were again silent, except for occasional comments about the flora or fauna. Then Tara-lin brought up again something her father had said that she couldn't understand.

“I don't understand what you mean about pain,” said Tara-lin in a rather confrontational tone, “and, even if you don't want me to, I will end up involved in something like this sooner or later. It always happens to people like me. I'm both a singer and a half-elf.”

Sir Eldor ignored her repeated comments about her talents and her supposed fate. “Don't fight pain, or try to avoid it or dull it with anger. You'll want to do so. Very much. It's such a relief when you learn not to. Even I haven't got that one down yet.”

“Then how do you know it's a relief when you learn not to?”

“Because it's a relief when you don't.”

Tara-lin shook her head. She would never understand. She leaned forward and stroked Neiler's neck under her mane. “You don't understand either, do you?” she whispered. The animal turned her ears back to hear her voice.

Already Tara-lin missed her mother. But she knew what her father would say if she told him. She could just turn around and ride back to her. While he would like to show her Frèlin and the Valor Hall, she did not have to come if she did not want to do so. The only problem was that she would miss him, too. She had never thought of this before, until she learned he was summoned back to duty, but he was a human. Her mother would live for decades and centuries assuming nothing killed her. Her father might live for three, maybe four, more decades. It was not that long. And, if he had to fight or go on a mission, he could so easily be killed! Then she would never seen him again. Neither, of course, would her mother. Thinking about it, she had realized he had aged. He was weaker than he had been. Struggle would weaken him more. Somehow, it all felt terribly distant, and yet terrifyingly close and real.

Besides, she would be involved in the problem, one way or another.

[image: image]
About two and a half weeks later, Tara-lin rode into Frèlin, the capitol of Elethri, forest-nation of the elves. Her father had told her that among men it was known as the Land of the Five Rivers. She had never been to a city before, and it both impressed her and made her feel uncomfortable. She leaned over, to whisper to her father.
He nodded. “Just wait till you see human cities. If you don't like this, you won't like them at all – even the best.”

In the center of the many-tiered city, up against the mountain, was a tower of white stone, taller than the tallest of the trees of the forest. Above the point of the tower hung, as if floating, an orb of silver with veins of gold. Sir Eldor told her that it would glow at night, illuminating the city with a soft light. Tara-lin asked her father if all the elven cities were lit in the same way.

“Yes, child, but the elves are diminishing. It is not that their might in body or in mind is less, but they do not care to master or preserve the arts of old. Much has already been lost.”

Tara-lin nodded. They had already passed through the wall of white stone, full of intricate carvings and decorated with silver. Here and there rose towers of white stone, imposing but small when compared to the central tower. Above each hung an orb like the one in the center, only smaller and often a different color. Her father told her that these also glowed. Scattered about were buildings of white stone, of various height and size, sometimes raised above the earth by pillars and reached by stairs. The roofs were usually silver, amethyst, ruby, azure, or cerulean. Everywhere pines, cedars, or firs grew clumped together, and Tara-lin saw the subtle signs of dwellings like their own. More obvious were the boards, often richly engraved and sometimes with gold or silver, nailed to one of the tree-posts and telling who lived there. Here and there an elf had made his or her dwelling in an oak or birch tree.

“Too many people too close together,” murmured Tara-lin.

The paths were made with flat, shiny, almost-white gray stones. The city was laid out in a semi-circle around a prominent ridge of the mountain. At the back of each great terrace was a ring of water, not always the same width or depth, and sometimes with little isles, sometimes with fingers of water reaching far out into the terrace. At each crossing small wood boats, some decorated with gems, were moored. Long bridges of mossy white stone spanned the waters, and at the back of each terrace rose another, with a stairway that cut deep into it. Retaining walls of white stone held the earth up on either side. Much of the path from the gate to the central tower was these stairways.

At the entrance to the tower, which was even more amazing now that it was up close, they were admitted by the guard after brief, almost careless, courtesies. They entered the throne room, where courtesy demanded they visit the king and queen.

As she glanced at all the people all over the room, Tara-lin thought, Way too many people in way too little space. I've never seen half this many people together!

Tara-lin felt unbearably awkward and uncomfortable in the presence of the king and queen. She attempted an awkward curtsy, wishing she could vanish into thin air. Fizzer's announcement that she was a singer only made things worse. The king requested that she sing for them.

“You can do it,” her father whispered in her ear.

Tara-lin nodded, but she was not so sure. Sing, of course. Sing with power? Not so sure. “I'm not sure I can sing like a singer,” she whispered back.

“Don't try to. I'll explain later,” he whispered back to her hastily.

Tara-lin stepped back. She could not think of anything to sing about, except a clumsy warbler, who tried to sing but only produced grating combinations that rubbed everyone's ears raw. It was a children's song among the elves, but it was all she could think of. She felt the pressure around her mount. She raised her voice, which now quavered.

Little bird, little warbler

Tries to sing

But can only screech

Perfectly uncomfortable

Little bird embarrasses

Family

With song uncomely

No one can bear to listen

Tara-lin soon ran out of lyrics. She was sure there were more, but she could not remember them. She felt as embarrassed as the bird in her song. She just wanted to vanish.

Her father put his arm around her shoulders and whispered, “You did great, girl.”

“I did?” she gasped. “I did terrible!”

“Not at all. You communicated. Everyone in this room can now identify with 'Little Bird.'”

After a few more courtesies, Sir Eldor and Tara-lin departed up the spiral stairway that curled up the inside of the tower. Sir Eldor whispered to her as they climbed, “Well, maybe not everyone can now identify with 'Little Bird.'”

“It was horrible,” said Tara-lin.

“No, it wasn't. I'll explain later.”
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Chapter Four - Suspicions in the Valor Hall
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At the top they found the magical device ready for them. A frame of treated oak wood with jewels of every color embedded in it stood against the far wall. The air between them was a black void, in which sparks of bright colors almost continuously appeared and reappeared.

“It's called a portal,” said Sir Eldor to Tara-lin.

The portal was supposedly guarded – against intrusion from the other side – by dozing guards.

Tara-lin nodded. “Astri, right?”

“Yes, Astri is where the Valor Hall is located. Unless something has changed, this opens into the Valor Hall,” said Sir Eldor.

“Okay,” said Tara-lin. “So, what do you do now?”

“Well, only one person can go through the portal at a time.” Sir Eldor turned to Fizzer. “Are you coming with us?”

“No,” said Fizzer. He pulled a small scroll out of his clothing. “Take this to the Overseer of The Valor Hall, Sir Eldor.”

“I will,” said Sir Eldor. He turned back to his daughter. “I will go first. Wait a minute. Then go.”

Tara-lin nodded.

“I will make sure the time works out fine,” said Fizzer.

“Thank you,” said Sir Eldor. He turned and walked into the blackness.

Tara-lin almost screeched as his body disappeared.

“It's okay, Tara-lin,” said Fizzer. “You'll find him just fine on the other side.”

“Yeah,” said Tara-lin, but her body was shaking and her mind felt like it was melting. The time between when her father disappeared and when Fizzer told her it was now ready for her felt like it would never pass.

Tara-lin stepped forward. Her legs felt like they would melt. She stood before the portal and stopped. She felt a strange, thin vibration in the air that frightened her horribly.

“Go on, Tara-lin,” said Fizzer.

Tara-lin turned and yelled at him. “You're not my father or my mother!” she said.

The guards looked at her. She risked no more time then. She darted into the portal and fell through.

Blackness swallowed her. There was no air. There was no warmth. Her body was not even cold. Her heart did not beat. She could not breathe. She could not scream. There was only nothing.

Suddenly, as abruptly as the blackness had come on, it ended. Tara-lin was dizzy but she felt her body again. She stood on hard floor and could hear voices around her.

One of them was her father's.

It took Tara-lin a few moments to resolve her environment. She stood on a marble floor. The walls were built of blocks of white and blue stone. Her father stood several feet in front of her speaking to several men dressed in shining armor over which they wore white capes trimmed with violet. Sir Eldor had turned to her. Concern was clearly evident in his face. “Are you all right, Tara-lin?”

“Ah, yes. It was scary, though,” she said.

Sir Eldor nodded. “I'd forgotten what it was like,” he said. He turned to the others. “Sirs, this is my daughter, the Lady Tara-lin.”

Tara-lin curtsied.

A tall man with silver-black hair nodded to her. “The Lord Vardan at your service, here. I am pleased to meet you, Lady Tara-lin.”

“I'm pleased to meet you as well, Lord Vardan,” said Tara-lin. She knew she sounded as awkward as she felt. She cast a pleading glance towards her father.

Sir Eldor nodded to her. “You're fine,” he mouthed.

Tara-lin resisted an insane urge to stomp her foot. This was not funny!
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The rest of the afternoon was spent in exchanging pleasantries. Sir Eldor learned that some whom he had once known and expected to be alive were dead, while others whom he would have expected to have died were still alive, notably Lord Sindragos, who had been Master of the Hall when Sir Eldor was last there.
Tara-lin was exasperated by all of it. In the exchanges of pleasantries, she soon forgot all about the mission and thought only about how vastly inferior this environment was to the woods of her home and the company of her elven friends and play-mates. It would have been so much more fun to go down to the sea with Earnrìl.

It was night. Tara-lin swung open the door to her father's room – hers was right across the hall – and stepped in, to hear him muttering, “That Fizzer! I should never have told him.”

“You should never have told Fizzer what?” asked Tara-lin, closing the door.

“That you are a singer,” said Sir Eldor.

“Why?”

“Because, though it's been almost fifteen hundred years, people remember singer as a powerful ability. Most will probably discard it as nothing like it's reported to be, especially after the way you sang there. Just well enough, they will think that to be a singer means nothing more than to be especially good at making people feel what you're singing about. It was so perfect, girl!”

Tara-lin smiled, pleased at his praise. She still did not quite understand what he was getting at, but she figured it out quickly. “Oh!” she said. “You don't want me to be in danger because anyone evil knows I might... be able to do... unpredictable... things.”

“Something like that,” said Sir Eldor. “But you are not going on this mission. Remember that.”

Tara-lin shrugged. “You know it will be something sooner or later, and whether Fizzer had or had not announced it. People with strange and powerful abilities always have to do something.”

Sir Eldor fixed her with his gaze in a way that made her uncomfortable. “And how do you know your talent is powerful? Even among elves something could be greatly exaggerated in fourteen hundred years, and the talent was never uniform. Some were more powerful; some less.”

Tara-lin smiled. Her father was not sure whether she was relieved, or did not believe him, or some of both.

After a moment, she changed the subject. “This place is stupid.”

“It is, kind of. I never noticed it until living in the forest with Lìrulin and you. Even living in Frèlin wouldn't have done it. As you said, even Frèlin isn't quite right. There's so much pretense and fake courtesy and intrigue and so much that isn't natural. It's a wonder I didn't notice it before, and I don't know what I shall do with it now, for I am a Valor Knight and cannot just leave. There's so much going on that I didn't even notice as a young man, and I'm not, for the most part, sure who wants what and why.” He shook his head. “At least, I suspect that the story about Princess Ithrìl is true, or mostly true, and there really is a Prince Anakrim who intends to steal the energy and magic from other beings to make himself a wizard.”

“I can see why a man stealing other beings' whatever in order to make himself powerful so he can do evil things is a problem,” said Tara-lin, “but I just never got around to asking this before: why does it matter that he is technically the heir to the throne in Frèlin? Can't the elves just decide they won't be ruled by a half-elf they don't like? Can't King Orenduil and Queen Alaria name someone else heir and denounce him? Can't the people just not accept him?”

Sir Eldor sat back and sighed. “All of those things could happen, if people would do them. They're possible, in that sense. Except that there is no provision in elven law for someone other than the blood heir to be named heir. In fact, it's explicitly illegal. The heir is always, if such a one is living, the eldest son of the eldest son. If there is no eldest son, it's the eldest daughter. It's a little more complicated, but Anakrim's claim is very clear. There are no disputations, and there is no one else close to the line of succession.”

“Couldn't the elves say they don't believe he is Princess Ithrìl's son? That he just made that up?” asked Tara-lin. “And just pick a king from among their people?”

“If Anakrim is dead, then King Orenduil and Queen Alaria can name someone heir. Now, I don't like the idea of doing an assassination in order to circumvent an icky situation with the law, and I'm not sure what the politics between the elven throne in Frèlin and the Valor Hall in Astri is. I don't, however, mind trying to keep Anakrim from his scheme to gain power, which may be a scheme also to guarantee a long lifespan, because, as it is, it is highly unlikely for Anakrim to even know if he is likely to outlast the King and Queen, unless he knows that, naturally, he won't. Now, I don't know, and I don't know if anyone knows, if it is possible to prolong one's life with this nasty way of wizardry. Wizards do tend to live a little longer than other humans, though.

“But you asked, why can't the elves just throw out Anakrim's claim? Even make up, perhaps, that no half-human can hold the elven throne, so even if he is the son of the Princess he can't be King? I suppose that could be done, but it would have ramifications on the relationships between the elves and the humans. Some of the elves care only about the elven law and keeping the status quo; some of these would dearly like to rediscover their lost arts. Most of the elves don't, as far as we can tell, care one way or another about much except their comforts. The elves who care about elven law and magic would almost certainly accept Prince Anakrim as King, especially if he offered to help them rediscover and rebuild their magic with his own knowledge of magic arts. In fact, by such offer he would win a good portion of the elven youth to himself.”

Sir Eldor sighed deeply, and then went on. Tara-lin held her tongue in check to keep from interrupting him with a thousand thoughts. She felt sad. He looked so tired and worn out, more tired than she had ever seen him before.

“The Princess' news is well-enough known, it would be hard to argue that Anakrim is not Crown Prince. And the elven law regarding the succession is carefully written, to make it very hard, if not impossible, to disregard someone's claim. I don't know why; it's probably buried in some bit of Elethrian history which I don't know, but it is that way. 'He wasn't raised by elves' is not an option; it's just possible that claiming no half-human can take the throne might work; also, it might have some leverage on those elves who really care about keeping and restoring their heritage, but the promise of helping them re-discover their magic would probably more than outweigh that in most of their minds; and he won't present himself as evil. He will present himself as unfortunate in his parentage and with a desire to be as elven as possible. And, most of the elves won't want to fight. If he claims the throne, and if he has powers to back him, they will just accept him. It would be too difficult and too bloody to resist him; then, when he starts to command evil things, they will obey him, once again, for the same reasons. Bloody civil war could result. There's so much here that I cannot forecast. But the situation is really bad, and there's something about the Valor Hall that I don't like. In fact, there's something I really don't like. Why hasn't your idea about how the ruler of Elethri must be a pure-blooded elf not been broadcast? But, perhaps that would not work; he might still claim to be their King when Orenduil dies, and then it's fight him or accept him, and a lot of people might accept him.”

Sir Eldor lapsed into silence. Tara-lin watched his face with love. He looked so tired and overwhelmed. Defeated, almost. She wondered why. Suddenly, she said, “Dad, even if we don't succeed, it won't be your problem. You'll probably die before King Orenduil does, though I wish heartily that it won't be that way.”

“So does your mother,” said Sir Eldor, forcing a smile. “No, something else concerns me. If the Valor Hall is compromised, say, if Anakrim has his own people high in the structure of the Valor Hall, working for him, depending on how it is, those of us who use our minds and don't blindly do whatever is asked of us, trusting our superiors, but who think about what we're doing, will probably end up being assassinated or executed.”

“Couldn't we run away?” asked Tara-lin. “We could fly back to Mom, and then disappear, couldn't we? Especially if I could learn how to shield our presence and confuse anyone who looks for us,” she added, flashing a smile.

Her father smiled at that idea, too. “I don't know,” he said. “Mom is pregnant, and they will look for us. Still, I suppose it could be tried. But I gave oath. I'd have to break my oath, and I won't.” He dropped his voice. “Not while the Valor Hall might not be compromised. Not until I'm asked to do something wrong.”

Tara-lin nodded. “But I don't want you to die!”

Her father was about to speak, but suddenly she jumped to her feet. “If they kill you, I'll, I'll, I'll k-kill them!”

“Let's hope it's not as bad as I fear,” he said. “See what comes of sharing my thoughts with my daughter?”

“I don't think it's funny,” said Tara-lin.

“It's not,” said Sir Eldor. “But c'mon, relax, and I'll share about my interactions with people and point things out to you? I enjoy being with you. Having an elven wife and daughter makes me wish my own lifespan were longer, for you age so slowly, and I want to do and share things with you.”

“I feel that way, too,” said Tara-lin. “It's why I am coming with you on this mission, no matter what anyone, including you, say about it.”

Sir Eldor chose not to push that issue at the moment, though he did not waver in his resolve that she should not accompany him. “Do you want to sleep in the same room as I?” he asked her.

“Of course,” said Tara-lin. “We always slept in the same... tree-house, together, at home. It would be awkward otherwise.”

“The humans around here would think differently, but come. I think we have sheets and bedding enough here.”
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Chapter Five - Escape from The Valor Hall
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Over the weeks, more people arrived. Tara-lin was introduced to human ladies, and she found their company exasperating, for the most part.

It was not long before Lìrulin came to them. When Earnrìl had come back from the sea, she had borrowed her horse and ridden to them. It was now certain that she was pregnant. She stopped arguing with her parents about how she was going to go with her father.

One day, Tara-lin observed her mother and her father embracing. “I'd go with you, Eldor, no matter what, if I weren't pregnant again... You must not die! You must not leave me with our second child an infant who's never seen you.”

Tara-lin stood still, feeling horrible.

“I don't intend to die,” said Sir Eldor. “We don't know what this will be like, or what my role in it will be. But, if you don't want that, we will have to make sure you don't get pregnant again.”

“I love you,” said Lìrulin.

Tara-lin walked away. Just earlier that day, she had met a girl who did not irritate her as much as the other women – or men – around. Her name was Alis Luela, and though she spoke little she was definitely interested in what Tara-lin had to say about the animals and plants of the Elethrian forests. She was quieter than the other girls, and spoke little about herself and the other things interesting to them, and when she did ask Tara-lin a question it was about something in which Tara-lin herself had some interest.

It took Tara-lin about half an hour to find Alis. When she did she came up to the girl and, finding a pause in the conversation, said to her, “Would you like to come to my room and talk?”

Alis' face visibly brightened at Tara-lin's suggestion. “Yes!” she said. To the other young women she said, “We'll talk more later. It was nice enough.”

Several minutes later, both were sitting on the furs that would have been Tara-lin's bed except that she slept in the same room as her parents. They were silent for a few moments, then Alis said, “How I would love your life, Tara-lin! I'd love to hear an owl hoot flying over my head as I sleep in a hammock high in the trees! I'd love to look over the edge and see a herd of deer go running by! I love to have hours to just sit still and let the rabbits get used enough to me to sniff my hands!”

“It's really nice,” said Tara-lin. “Do you know how to ride a horse?”

“Alas, no,” said Alis. “I groom them. I tack them up. I lead them. But learning how to ride? To really ride, so you can fly with the horse like the wind and soar over obstacles? No. After all, I can't be a knight, can I? It would just be a waste to teach me, I'm told, and distract me from my real life. It was hard enough for me to be allowed to learn how to care for them!”

“I'm so sorry,” said Tara-lin. “Maybe, when this whole thing about Anakrim is over, I can take you back with me to Elethri, and you can get to do all those things. I'll teach you how to ride my very own horse by my very own self!”

“Oh, that would be so fun,” said Alis wistfully, “but I can't.”

“Why not?” asked Tara-lin.

“My parents wouldn't allow it.”

“Are you that young?” asked Tara-lin.

“I don't know what that question means,” said Alis. “I'm sixteen. Are you allowed to just run away and do whatever you want?”

“Well, there are some things I'm not allowed to do, but it's more that there are things I'm not allowed to do, and I'm going to do one of them anyways!” said Tara-lin. “I can go down to the sea with Earnrìl whenever I want to. I could do other things, too, and my parents wouldn't like it, but I might be able to get their permission to completely go off. Either way, I'm half-elf. But someday I'll be allowed to do as I like. I think I could, now. So that's why I asked if you were that young.”

“Well,” said Alis, “I'm old enough my parents want me to be married.”

“What are you talking about?” asked Tara-lin.

“My parents want me to marry, and I don't want to,” said
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