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Chapter 1: “The Garden of Light”


 


Between the silvery streams of
the Arenth and the Celin stretched a land of extraordinary beauty and harmony,
such as could only be found in the days of ancient Erynmar. The Arenth sprang
from the cool springs of the north, in the hills of Feredrim, where the water
was crystal-clear and imbued with a silver sheen. It carved its way through
gentle slopes and shaded valleys before merging with the Celin. The Celin, in
contrast, had its source in the barren rock faces of Haldorath, where the river
began in a mysterious, deep green, carrying within its bed the secrets of the
heights and valleys.


In a place of rare splendour,
where the two rivers entwined to form a glistening, shimmering band, the great
Valan was born, flowing ever southward. On its path to the sea, it touched the
plains of Estolan, where the first men had settled, and the enigmatic marshes
of Aeluin-thar, before finally reaching the vast bay of Balasir.


The wind carried the fragrance
of wildflowers from the meadows, blooming in radiant hues beneath the sun,
while the rivers murmured their way through the gentle valley. In the distance,
the dense forests of Dúrial rose, their ancient trees weaving a green canopy
that cast cooling shade even in the heat of midday. To the west lay Nal Doroth,
a sombre grove whose shadows harboured secrets that filled even the eldest of
elves with reverence.


Here, at the heart of this
timeless landscape, dwelled Eruviel, a daughter of Nimlad, in a humble house of
wood and stone, built by her own hands. Her home stood upon a small hillock,
granting her a view over the plains, where the first light of dawn set the
Arenth shimmering. The garden that surrounded her dwelling was her pride and
joy. It was no grand garden of opulence and splendour, but a place of tender
care and quiet cultivation, where Lissuin and Elanor exuded their delicate
fragrance, evoking the happiest moments of her life. Among the flowerbeds grew
fragrant herbs, which Eruviel tended with mindful expertise.


Her garden was not only a
sanctuary of beauty but also one of healing. Many who suffered from pain or
bore the scars of war sought refuge with Eruviel. With a gentle hand and wise
counsel, she offered them solace—whether through a healing herb, a word of
comfort, or the quiet strength of her presence.


Eruviel’s lineage was deeply
rooted in the ancient bloodlines of Dúrial, that sacred realm guarded by Nalira
the Arin and Ilú Thanil, King of the Astilari. Her family had long been among
Thanil’s faithful servants, dwelling since the earliest days of the kingdom
beneath the veil of Nalira—that mystical shroud which forbade enemies from
entering the forest’s borders. Her great-grandfather, whose name in the old
tongue was Laegomir—meaning "Green Gem"—was a healer of great renown.
It was said that his gift for healing was not merely one of skill and knowledge
but was touched by the grace of the Arin herself.


It was told that in his youth,
Laegomir often visited the halls of Tharalorn, where Nalira held her court. In
the deep grottoes of stone and pearl, he listened to her songs, woven with
wisdom and mystery, and learned the names of the plants that flourished in the
hidden woods of Dúrial, as well as the secret powers that lay dormant within
them.


It was Nalira herself who taught
him the ways of Lissuin, that wondrous bloom from Luminar, which brought solace
and hope to the hearts of both mortals and immortals alike. Though Lissuin
rarely blossomed in Dúrial, Laegomir kept a small bundle of its dried flowers,
carefully preserved, and used them only in the gravest of hours, when all other
remedies had failed.


After the tragic loss of Thanil
and the fall of Dúrial in the dark days of destruction, many survivors sought
refuge in the lands beyond Nalira’s veil. Among them was Laegomir and his kin,
yet the loss of their sacred forest burned like a wound in their hearts.


He finally settled in Nimlad,
beyond the forests of Nal Doroth, in a quiet valley near the Celin. There, he
continued his work as a healer and taught his craft to the Vaharyn and Astilari
who had made their home in Nimlad. It is said that Laegomir lived until his
death in a small house surrounded by a garden filled with fragrant plants—an
echo of the lost beauty of Dúrial.


Eruviel’s grandmother,
Laegomir’s daughter Nimlos, inherited her father’s healing skills and carried
on his work. She too kept the memories of Dúrial alive, telling her children of
Nalira’s songs and the undying wonders of the kingdom. In time, Eruviel’s
mother, Celethril, was born, as the shadow of Shorath had already begun to
spread across the lands of Erynmar. Yet the teachings and memories of Nalira,
passed down through the generations, lived on in Celethril and, at last, in
Eruviel.


The sun had not yet risen over
the hills when Eruviel knelt in her garden, inspecting the delicate leaves of a
Lissuin plant. The fragrance of the herbs surrounded her like a whisper of
memory, while her hands moved with practiced care. Suddenly, a deep voice broke
the morning stillness.


"You are either the bravest
or the most reckless healer I know, Eruviel!"


She turned and met the
mischievous grin of a young elf, his arm resting in an improvised sling. His
face was smudged with dirt, yet his eyes sparkled with lively wit.


"And you are either the
boldest or the most foolish warrior I know, Thavion," Eruviel replied with
a smile as she rose to her feet. "Only someone with your courage—or your
stubbornness—would remain on the battlefield with a pierced arm."


"It was a… strategic retreat,"
he answered as he lowered himself onto a wooden stool.


"So you fell while trying
to run away."


"Let’s just say the enemy
was unexpectedly efficient—and I was surprisingly unprepared."


Eruviel chuckled softly and
shook her head as she gathered her herbs and bandages. But as she began
examining his injury, her voice grew gentler, more serious.


"You were lucky, Thavion. A
few inches closer, and you would have had not just a broken arm but a pierced
lung as well."


"If I were dead, at least I
wouldn’t have to listen to your lectures anymore," he muttered.


"That was not funny."


Her tone was sharp, and for a
moment, silence filled the space between them. Thavion looked up at her, but
whatever he saw in her expression made him hold his tongue. Eruviel turned back
to his wound, her movements as steady as before, but her eyes carried a shadow
that even the morning light could not dispel.


 


The wind carried a faint scent
of ash, and Eruviel closed her eyes as a single word, soft and unheard, escaped
her lips.


"Elwina...


 


Chapter 2: “The Path to Sélith”


 


The soft whisper of leaves
filled the air as a gentle wind stirred the garden. Young Aurelon trees, their
golden leaves shimmering in the sunlight, stood like silent sentinels around
the small glade where Eruviel lay at rest. She reclined upon a soft cloth of
finely woven linen, crafted by her own hands from the wool of the Nimlad sheep.
Her hands lay folded upon her breast, and a peaceful stillness encompassed her
as she drifted into deep slumber.


In her dream, the world was
bathed in golden light. The Aurelon trees had grown into towering guardians,
their crowns reaching towards the heavens. Laughter rang through the air as
children ran between the great trunks, their voices rippling like the murmuring
of a joyous brook. Their garments, woven in white and green, fluttered in the
wind. Eruviel watched them, a gentle smile playing upon her lips.


The ground beneath her feet was
strewn with soft golden leaves, glistening like a tapestry of stars. Flowers
bloomed in wild abundance—Elanor, Alfirin, and Lissuin—their fragrances
mingling into a melody for the senses. And above all, there lingered the sweet,
warm strains of an unknown song, one that the children seemed to sing.


Eruviel walked slowly through
the radiant idyll, her fingers brushing against the delicate blossoms as she
passed. Her heart felt light, unburdened by sorrow or care. Yet then, at the
very edge of her sight, she beheld a figure. A man—an Elf—stood there,
lingering at the borders of her dream. His hair gleamed like polished silver,
and his eyes shone with a deep and tranquil grey. He was clad in simple
raiment, yet there was dignity and strength in his bearing. His gaze was kind,
yet as their eyes met, a glimmer of urgency flickered within them.


"Eruviel..." 


His voice was soft, little more
than a whisper, yet it echoed through the golden world as if it held the power
to move mountains. The meadow began to shimmer. The golden leaves of the
Aurelon trees drifted from the branches like falling ash, and the laughter of
the children fell silent. 


"Eruviel!" 


His voice rang out again, now
louder, more urgent. The world around her shattered like glass, and darkness
crept in at the edges of her vision. With a startled gasp, Eruviel opened her
eyes. The sun hung low in the sky, and above her, Thavion was leaning forward.
His face was pale, his cheeks damp with sweat. His robe was torn, and dark,
dried blood streaked his arms. 


"Eruviel," he
repeated, his voice hoarse with exhaustion. "We need you. There are
countless wounded. Without you, they will not survive." 


Eruviel blinked, still caught
between dream and waking. But as she beheld Thavion's expression, her gaze
sharpened. She sat up, brushing her hair from her face. 


"Take me to them," she
said calmly, her voice steady. 


Thavion hesitated for a brief
moment, as though he wished to say more, but he thought better of it. He helped
her to her feet, and together they hurried from the garden. Behind them, the
young Aurelon trees swayed in the wind, their leaves whispering softly, as if
offering Eruviel and Thavion their blessing. 


The path they followed was
narrow, bordered by soft moss that yielded gently beneath their steps. On
either side, meadows stretched out, shimmering in the golden light of the
evening sun. Among the blades of grass, wildflowers bloomed in vibrant
hues—cornflowers, star-blossoms, and tiny white bellflowers that swayed with
the breeze. 


After a time, the path rose to a
gentle hill, from which they could see the course of a small brook, murmuring
as it wound its way through moss-covered stones. Thavion gestured silently
towards the bridge before them—a simple structure of weathered wood, its
craftsmanship speaking of long years of faithful use. 


Eruviel had crossed the bridge
over the Sélith Brook countless times—when she was a child, with her husband,
or alone, lost in thought as she wandered through the land. The Sélith had its
source in the western slopes of Nimlad and eventually flowed into the Arenth,
its waters clear and cool throughout the year. She ran her fingers along the
smooth wooden railing, where tiny lichens clung to the surface, and listened to
the soothing sound of the water lapping gently against the pillars beneath. 


Yet the peace of this familiar
landscape offered her no comfort. Thavion's steps behind her were hurried and
heavy, his words came in broken sentences. "The wounded... they have...
burns. Many. Some—" He faltered, shaking his head as if to banish a
particularly grim thought. "I've never seen anything like this
before." 


Eruviel turned slightly toward
him, her eyes searching his, but he stared straight ahead, his jaw tense. She
had seen Thavion often, yet never had he appeared so pale and unsettled. 


Soon, the first rooftops of the
village appeared on the horizon—the wooden houses Eruviel had known since
childhood. The shingled roofs, catching the sunlight, shimmered almost like
silver. Wood carvings adorned the doorframes: intricate depictions of leaves
and birds, passed down through generations. They were the same patterns she had
admired as a young girl, yet at this moment, their beauty was overshadowed by
the weight of worry for the injured. 


As they approached the village,
the inhabitants took notice. Men and women tending their small gardens lifted
their heads, their faces grave. Children fell silent in their play, and a heavy
hush settled over the village. 


"The barn," Thavion
murmured, nodding toward a large building on the village's edge. The barn stood
among old trees, their branches arching protectively over the roof. Eruviel
knew that grain and hay were usually stored here, but today, it had become a
place of desperation. 


"There are too many for the
healer’s house," Thavion said, more to himself than to her. "Nimloth
is doing her best, but she cannot be everywhere at once. We need every skilled
hand—and I knew you would come." 


Nimloth, the village healer, was
known for her calm demeanor and tireless devotion. With her silver-gray hair,
often tied in a simple knot, and her clear blue eyes, she had always exuded
comfort, even in Eruviel's childhood. Yet even Nimloth’s wisdom and skill would
not be enough if so many were wounded. 


"Burns, Eruviel. Deep,
terrible burns. Many of them can barely breathe, their skin..." Thavion
trailed off, shaking his head and rubbing his forehead, as if trying to erase
an image burned into his mind. 


The barn was a scene of chaos,
filled with the awful silence of the wounded and the frantic movements of the
villagers trying to do the impossible. Light filtered through the gaps in the
wooden walls, casting an almost surreal glow over the space, as if they had
stepped into a waking nightmare. Groups of village women hurried in with
buckets of water, attempting to cool the scorched flesh of the elves. 


Glowing, unnatural patterns
marked their bodies and faces, like marble veined with fire from within. This
was no ordinary fire. The acrid scent in the air was unlike that of wood and
ash. In the eyes of the wounded lay a mixture of confusion and agony, as if
they themselves could not comprehend what had struck them. 


Eruviel felt the familiar pang
of compassion in her chest, but she knew there was no time to dwell on it.
Nimloth, an old friend who had trained in the healing arts alongside her in
Nimlad, knelt beside a gravely wounded elf. His skin was seared, parts of it
already peeling away. When Nimloth looked up, her eyes flickered with
exhaustion. 


"We are fortunate you are
here. There are too many for me alone." 


Eruviel nodded silently, her
throat tight with the tension that hung in the air. She stepped toward an elven
woman with soot-darkened hair. Her wounds looked as though they had been caused
by something unnatural. As Eruviel examined her forehead, neck, and arms, she
sensed that more than just fire had been at work. A strange, shimmering texture
ran through the wounds—a sign of magic. 


"These injuries…" she
murmured, more to herself than to Nimloth. "This is no ordinary fire.
There must be sorcery involved." 


Nimloth let out a heavy sigh.
"I feel it too. But what kind of magic? I've never seen anything like it.
Whatever it is, it bodes ill."


Another Elf was brought in. His
disheveled hair clung to his blood-soaked face, and his armor was torn asunder.
Blood seeped from deep gashes upon his side and arm, and his skin appeared
unnaturally pale. Eruviel knelt beside him, placing a hand gently upon his
shoulder. “Stay calm. We shall aid you.”


He struggled to open his eyes,
his voice little more than a whisper. “It is too late for me, Elf-maiden.
Darkness has already touched me... but I thank you.”


“What is your name, brave
warrior?” Eruviel asked softly, as she attempted to clean his face with a
cloth.


“Caelir,” he answered, a faint
flicker of pride flashing in his eyes. “I never wished for such an end... yet
the battle was great. My blade struck many... but it was not enough.”


Eruviel paused. “It is enough
that you fought. Your courage has inspired others.”


A weak smile fluttered upon his
lips, yet it quickly gave way to an expression of pain. “I wished to see
more... the stars above Haldorath, the laughter of my brothers... Yet I am glad
to see you once more.”


“Then hold fast to these
thoughts,” Eruviel said softly, taking his hand. “Close your eyes, Caelir. Feel
the warmth that emanates from the Halls of Veyrath. There you shall find peace
once more.”


His breath grew slower as she
remained by his side. For a moment, it seemed as though he forgot his pain,
whispering the name of his homeland. At last, he stilled, motionless.


Eruviel lowered her head and
spoke in a gentle voice: “Find peace, Caelir. Your journey ends here, but your
spirit shall walk in the Halls of Veyrath until the time is ripe for your
return.”


For a brief moment, she felt the
weight of his loss upon her own heart, yet also a strange calm filled her, as
if Caelir's spirit had already found rest upon the gentle waves of eternity.


Suddenly, the sound of hooves
clattered from outside. Ilmarion, the high King of the Vaharyn, rode through
the door and dismounted with grace. His gaze swept over the wounded, his
countenance marked by solemnity and sorrow.


“I am sorry that you have come
to such straits,” he said. “The siege has grown worse. A great evil lurks in
the shadows. The attack came over the Narath Pass. We were unprepared.”


Eruviel met his gaze with quiet
resolve, though the exhaustion weighed heavily upon her limbs. “How many have
we lost?” Her voice was firm, yet the sorrow within it was unmistakable.


Ilmarion studied her for a
moment, as if grasping the import of her words, before asking, “How may I call
you?”


“Eruviel, daughter of Ailin, of
the people of Nimlad,” she answered with respectful composure.


He nodded slowly, as though the
burden of her words pressed upon him. “Eruviel… We have lost too many. Darkness
has overwhelmed us.”


“Too many,” he repeated softly,
almost as a prayer, before lifting his gaze. “And the road yet stretches long.”
His eyes lingered upon her, and he added, “Eruviel, daughter of Ailin, come to
me once you have tended to the wounded. There is much to discuss.”


The hours passed in a blur.
Eruviel had no time to feel the weariness that clawed at her limbs. Nimloth
worked tirelessly by her side, bringing bandages, preparing herbal brews, and
offering comfort to the wounded where words could not.


A flickering fire illuminated
the makeshift camp. Several injured lay upon simple blankets hastily unfurled.
The worst of the bleeding had been staunched, and most would survive the night.


Eruviel paused for a moment,
brushing a loose strand of hair from her face, which clung to her
sweat-drenched brow. Her gaze wandered over the saved, and for a brief moment,
she allowed herself the smallest smile. They had made it. The hardship was not
yet over, but they had driven the darkness back, if only for a while.


“Eruviel,” said Nimloth,
returning with a bowl of water and fresh cloths. Her gaze was weary, yet warm.
“Rest. At least for a moment.”


“Not yet,” she replied softly. “There
is still much to be done.”


Then she heard a faint moan from
one of the men, lying apart from the others. She had tended to him not long
ago. Exhausted, she knelt beside the grievously wounded man, whose breath was
so shallow that she almost believed him to be beyond life. His body was marked
by burns, the skin of his hands rough and blackened. Yet as she touched his
fingers, she felt an object that stood apart from the scorched flesh. With
utmost care, she pried open the charred fingers. A chain.


The pendant was coated in soot,
yet as her fingers brushed over it, she recognised its shape: a delicate
flower, miraculously untouched by the fire.


“Elanor,” she whispered. The
Flower of Light. Her thoughts raced. It was her son’s chain. She had given it
to him herself, on the day he had gone to war.


“That... that belongs to my
son!” Her voice barely more than a tremor. Eruviel leaned over the man, her
hands shaking with fear and desperation.


“Where did you get this?” Her
voice cracked. “Tell me where he is! What do you know?”


The man parted his lips, as
though he would speak, but no sound emerged. His gaze was vacant, unable to
meet hers.


“No!” Eruviel gripped his arm
with all the strength she had left. Tears streamed down her face. “Tell me your
name! Tell me what you know! Please!”


The man seemed to whisper, yet
his voice was too weak for her to understand. The chain slipped from her grasp
and fell upon the blood-soaked earth.


“Eruviel,” said a soft, familiar
voice from behind her. Nimloth had come. Her hands gently settled upon
Eruviel’s shoulders, pulling her back.


“It is enough. Let him rest.”


“No! He knows something,
Nimloth! I... I must know!” Her voice was almost a scream, a desperate struggle
for answers.


Nimloth drew her into her arms,
and Eruviel collapsed against her, grief nearly choking her breath. “He lives
still,” Nimloth whispered. “He must live…”


She waited for a moment, until
Eruviel’s sobs grew softer, and then leaned close to her ear. Her voice was
gentle, almost a breath.


“His name is Calenhir.”


Eruviel looked up, her eyes red
from weeping. The man’s name was unfamiliar to her—but perhaps, just perhaps,
it held a key to the truth. Behind them, the fire of the night flickered, while
the darkness deepened evermore.


 


Chapter 3: “The Burden of Hope”


 


The air was heavy and
suffocating, laden with the bitter stench of burning sulphur. Vorgoroth, the
dark bastion of Shorath, ceaselessly spewed forth dark smoke that lay like a
shroud of oblivion over the landscape. Stars and moon were but pale shadows
behind the noxious haze. Each breath seemed to drive the cold deeper into the
lungs, as if the darkness itself had become a tangible, all-consuming force.


"I swear by all the stars
we can no longer see, this smoke reeks worse than a troll after a three-day
hunt," muttered Calathor, a slender, red-blond elf who always had a quip
on his lips.


"That might be because it
smells like you," replied Thavion dryly, without looking back.


Thavion pulled his heavy cloak,
adorned with silver embroidery, tighter around his shoulders. Beneath the
mantle gleamed his artfully crafted armour of gravon and hardened leather. The
shoulder plates bore the emblem of a silver tree, a symbol of his origin from
the woods of Neldorin. Fine ornaments wound like woven tendrils over the
armour, and on his wrists shimmered the braces of Dúrial-gravon, so light that
they did not impede the agility of his swordplay. At his side hung his sword,
Lindórvaeth, which in Astilariin meant "Song of the North Wind." The
weapon was a masterpiece, and its curved blade reflected the elegance and
lethality of its bearer.


The other elves wore similar
armour, their colours ranging from deep green to midnight blue, allowing them
to blend seamlessly with the dark landscape. Helmets with filigree crest
adornments protected their heads, and their cloaks, woven from Galadhrim
fabric, were nearly silent, even when they billowed in the wind.


The troop moved cautiously
through the uneven terrain, their gazes vigilant upon the surroundings. Each
step was deliberate, each breath quiet. The ridge before them loomed like a
jagged shadow against the deceptive glow of Vorgoroth, which towered menacingly
in the distance. Thavion led the group, his sword hilt within reach, as the
cold wind swept over the barren hills. They all felt the oppressive weight of
the silence, broken only by the distant rumble.


Suddenly, they halted. Saerion,
the eldest and most experienced among them, let his gaze pierce through the
darkness. "Orcs," he finally whispered, his tone matter-of-fact,
almost indifferent, as if stating an old truth that no one could dispute.


"Not many," added
Calathor. "Perhaps fifty."


"Only fifty?" Thavion
turned halfway and grinned. "Few enough that even you can count
them."


The elves laughed softly as they
formed up. When the first wave of orcs broke upon them, it seemed almost like a
dance. The elves moved with the precision of a rehearsed ballet: swords
flashed, arrows whizzed, and every movement was deadly.


Thavion was like a whirlwind.
His sword cut through the orcs with an ease that seemed almost unnatural. A
precise strike shattered an opponent's blade, while a lightning-fast kick sent
the next orc sprawling. Around him, the others did likewise. Calathor fought
with a mix of fervour and skill, while Saerion, with the calm of a seasoned
warrior, felled his foes. Their movements were so coordinated that the orcs had
little chance of breaking through their ranks.


But the orcs came in waves. A
second, larger group charged up the slope with a wild roar. Thavion sliced
through their ranks like a hot knife through butter, but the pressure became
palpable. He noticed the spear too late. An orc, lying on the ground and seemingly
dead, lifted it with his last strength and hurled it with a gurgling scream.
The spear pierced Thavion's left upper arm, and the pain brought him to his
knees. Saerion was immediately at his side, his shield raised high to fend off
the attackers. With a firm tug, he pulled the spear from Thavion's arm, while
Calathor delivered a swift end to the orc who had thrown it.


"Well, and I thought you
were going to keep us out of trouble," called Calathor, grinning.


"That was the plan,"
gasped Thavion, forcing a smile despite the pain. "But I thought I'd let
you look good for a change."


Saerion shook his head, a smirk
on his lips, before helping Thavion to his feet. "Can you walk?"


"Only if Calathor doesn't
start singing again," replied Thavion dryly.


As the last orc fell and silence
settled like an oppressive mantle over the battlefield, Thavion panted heavily,
but he straightened up. The darkness wavered, the land around them filled with
the foul stench of spilled orc blood, and the cold wind brought no comfort.


"We must retreat,"
said Saerion quietly, his voice firm but calm.


"Retreat?" replied
Thavion, as he sheathed his sword, Lindórvaeth. "I call it an orderly
victory."


The group formed up, while
Calathor, a broad grin on his face, joked: "Orderly, because you're too
proud to admit you can't wield two swords with a pierced arm."


Thavion gave him a faint smile,
then nodded. "That's true. If I wielded two swords, none of you would be
needed at all."


They moved back, their steps
silent and disciplined. The elves surrounded Thavion, who, despite the burning
pain in his arm, did not let on that the injury was sapping his strength. Each
of them appeared like a statue from ancient times, with clear, determined
features, as they left the ridge behind. In the distance, the dull rumble of
Vorgoroth's fire was heard, like the heartbeat of a dying world. But the elves
did not look back. Each step was an act of defiance, each breath a silent vow
that they would not accept the shadow that had fallen over Nyrassar without a
fight.


When they finally reached the
safety of a densely wooded slope, Saerion placed a hand on Thavion's shoulder.
"Rest! Even heroes need a moment of peace."


"A moment, perhaps,"
replied Thavion, his voice weary but still carrying a hint of pride. "But only
a moment. We have much to do before this land can breathe again."


 





 


Eruviel stepped out of the barn
and into the cool, crisp air, where the first light of dawn was breaking upon
the land. The damp scent of earth and the whispering of leaves stirred memories
of home, fleeting yet vivid. But the grime and blood that clung to her skin
marred the image, a stark reminder of the road she had walked. With quiet
resolve, she made her way to the well, loosening the braids in her hair and
washing herself until her skin tingled. The cold water ran over her hands and
face, refreshing her, granting her a brief respite from the weight upon her
soul.


As she straightened and brushed
the water from her arms, her keen gaze fell upon two elves standing before a
nearby house. Clad in full battle regalia, their long spears gleaming in the
dim light, they bore great shields at their sides. Upon those shields,
unmistakable and proud, was emblazoned a sigil: against a field of deep blue
and silver stars rose eight jagged flames—a symbol of strength and fire,
uniting Ilmarion and his brother Feandor.


Eruviel’s heart quickened, yet
she did not falter. With firm steps, she approached. The two sentinels regarded
her with piercing eyes, though they raised neither spear nor voice against her.
When she came within speaking distance, one of them spoke, his tone steadfast
yet courteous:


“The king awaits you. Enter.”


Surprised, yet offering no
questions, Eruviel merely nodded and passed between them into the house.


Within, the warmth of a fire
embraced her, mingling with the rich, spiced scent of pipe-weed. The room was
plain, yet arranged with thought and purpose. Against one wall stood a long,
weighty table of dark wood, strewn with candles and parchment. Opposite,
leaning with quiet power against the wall, rested a blade so finely wrought
that it held her gaze at once.


Iskald.


Ilmarion’s legendary sword. The
mere sight of it sent a shiver along her spine. It shimmered with an unearthly
glow, like frost upon tempered steel. The runes upon its length spoke of ice
that had cut even through the darkness of Druugorath. The hilt, adorned with
silver and set with a blue gemstone, bespoke the hand of a master craftsman.
Here was a weapon that had shaped history, and for an instant, Eruviel could
almost hear the echoes of battle, the cries of warriors rising in the wind.


Near the hearth, seated upon a
simple chair, was Ilmarion. Yet he was not as she had imagined him. Gone was
the gleaming armour; instead, he wore a robe of deep blue, which caught the
firelight and accentuated the silver strands of his hair. His gaze, when he
lifted it to meet hers, was calm and kind, yet within it lay a depth that spoke
of burdens beyond reckoning.


Between his fingers he held a
finely carved pipe, tendrils of smoke curling into the air and vanishing into
the glow of the fire. As she entered, he gave her a small nod, his voice smooth
and measured as he spoke:


“Eruviel of Nimlad, sit with me.
There is much to discuss.”


The room was hushed, save for
the gentle crackling of the fire, casting flickering shadows upon the simple
yet finely crafted furnishings. The chair upon which she sat was of dark wood,
carved with delicate patterns that echoed the constellations of Luminar. A
soft, well-woven blanket of grey lay draped over the back, a quiet defence
against the chill of night.


Eruviel felt the heat of the
fire upon her skin, yet greater still was the presence of Ilmarion himself,
filling the space like a silent but unyielding tide. His posture was one of
ease, almost languid, yet his eyes held a sharp, piercing weight, as though he
sought to read her very soul.


“You have come far, Eruviel,” he
murmured, his voice deep and soft. She swallowed, momentarily overwhelmed by
the gravity of the moment, and gave a slight nod.


Ilmarion exhaled slowly,
watching the embers glow. “I have received reports,” he continued, his gaze
lingering upon the flames. “Of fire, devouring wood, stone, and elven flesh
alike. A force of destruction beyond what we have faced before. The enemy’s hand
has changed.”


He paused, turning the pipe idly
in his fingers before setting it aside. “Tell me, what do you make of it? You
have tended the wounded.”


Eruviel drew in a steadying
breath, her fingers curling around the arms of her chair.


“Yes, my lord,” she answered,
her voice trembling only slightly before gaining strength. “The wounded whom I
have treated speak of a heat that does not merely burn flesh, but lames the
spirit. As if this fire carries a darkness beyond mortal reckoning.”


Ilmarion listened in silence,
his expression unreadable, yet his eyes gleamed, as though weighing every word.


“You are a healer of great
skill,” he said at length. “And your gift, not only to mend the body but to
soothe the soul, is beyond price. Yet tell me—do you believe this is some new
sorcery? Or merely the wrath of fire itself, bent by the will of Shorath?”


Eruviel hesitated.


“My lord, I am no scholar of
dark arts,” she admitted. “Yet what I have seen leads me to believe that this
is no common fire. It burns with an intensity unnatural to the world we know.
And those touched by it…” she faltered, her thoughts returning to the suffering
she had witnessed. “They do not merely bear wounds upon their flesh. Their very
spirits seem scarred, as though some nameless shadow pursues them still.”


Ilmarion pressed his fingers
thoughtfully to his chin, his gaze fixed upon the flames.


“That aligns with what my scouts
have reported,” he murmured. “Shorath is forging something new, something yet
beyond our understanding.”


Eruviel gathered her courage and
met his gaze.


“If I may ask, my lord… do you
believe this to be an omen? A harbinger of something greater than we have yet
faced?”


Ilmarion regarded her for a long
moment, and in his eyes was the flicker of sorrow—but also unshaken resolve.


“Perhaps,” he said at last. “Yet
we shall stand ready, as best we may. And your gifts, Eruviel, may prove
vital—not only in healing, but in uncovering what we face.”


 


He stepped to the window,
looking out upon the dawn’s light creeping over the horizon. When he spoke
again, his voice was softer, as if he spoke more to himself than to her.


“The darkness may gather, but we
shall meet it. There is no other choice.”


A stillness fell, broken only by
the soft crackling of the fire. Eruviel lowered her gaze, Ilmarion’s words
still echoing in her mind. There was a quiet tension in the air, thick with
unspoken thoughts. Slowly, she lifted her head once more, her expression
resolute.


“My lord… may I ask you
something?” Her voice was calm, yet uncertainty tinged its edges. She knew the
weight of her question, yet she had to ask. “Do you know the warrior called
Calenhir?”


Ilmarion turned to her, one brow
rising. His eyes, now reflecting the fire’s glow, settled upon her with quiet
scrutiny.


“Calenhir?” he repeated, as though
weighing the name. “Yes, I know him. A valiant warrior of the Vaharyn, a
seasoned fighter. But what do you know of him, Eruviel?”


“I tended to him yesterday,” she
began, her heart tightening at the memory of his wounds. “He is deeply scarred.
His injuries… they are unlike anything I have seen before. And the pain in his
eyes…” She paused, the image of him lying stricken flashing before her. “But it
is not his wounds that trouble me most, my lord. In his burnt hand, he held a
chain. A chain with a flower pendant. It belongs to my son.”


Her voice faltered, yet she
pressed on. “What can you tell me of this?” Ilmarion studied her, his gaze
lingering, as though he sought the depths of her soul. Then, at last, he said,


“Come. Let us walk a while.”


The air was filled with the
fragrance of blooming Everwhite and the delicate scent of Hithlain vines, which
wove themselves gracefully around intricately shaped arches. A gentle golden
light spread over the gardens as the sun crested the horizon, its first rays playing
upon the dewdrops that clung to the leaves, glistening like scattered diamonds.
The quiet elegance of the gardens, tended with the patience and skill of the
Elves, shone in this warm glow, making the hues of Elanor and the tulips of
Lórien all the more vibrant.


Ilmarion, tall and regal as
ever, walked beside Eruviel with measured steps. His noble bearing caught the
golden light, making his silver-streaked hair shimmer, and his gaze wandered
with quiet admiration over the harmonious flowerbeds. Beside him, Eruviel
seemed almost a part of the garden itself, surrounded by this peaceful yet
timeless beauty.


"Eruviel," he began,
his voice soft, "these gardens are a wonder. Their harmony makes me almost
forget that this world stands upon the brink of shadow."


Eruviel gave a fleeting smile,
but the pain in her eyes did not go unnoticed. She reached out, letting her
slender fingers brush the shimmering leaves of an Eglantine bush, whose
blossoms carried the delicate fragrance of early summer.


"Plants often speak more of
hope than words ever can. And yet…" She hesitated before continuing,
"this hope feels distant at times."


Ilmarion halted and turned
toward her, his piercing blue eyes searching. "Hope may seem distant, but
it lives within you, Eruviel. Tell me, what burdens your heart?"


They walked a few steps further
until they reached a small, gently trickling fountain. Eruviel sat upon its
stone edge, her fingers trailing lightly over the cool surface of the water.


"It is my thoughts of
them…" she began slowly. "Of my husband, my children. It has been
fifty-two years since they rode with the united host of the Astilari and the
Vaharyn to Loth-Galor, to reinforce the siege against Shorath. At first… at
first, messages still came. Regularly, even."


"And now no longer?"
Ilmarion asked, settling beside her, his gaze steady.


She shook her head, her voice
quieter as she went on.


"All I know is what I heard
long ago. My two sons, Ríannor and Nivion, went to Haldorath to aid Eldhros and
his host. My husband, Lúthendil, and my daughter, Elwina, journeyed to
Feredrim, to stand watch over Shorath at the northern border. That is where
they were meant to be, together with Baldric and his kin."


Ilmarion nodded thoughtfully.


"The land of Feredrim is
indeed a place of beauty, but I know well the perils that lurk there. Many of
our bravest warriors have been sent to defend it. Together with the Dainor of
the House of Bëor, they stand side by side against the darkness. But tell me,
what weighs upon you so greatly that even the hope in your heart begins to
wane?"


Eruviel hesitated, as if
searching for the right words.


"It is the silence,
Ilmarion. The endless silence. I have heard no word from them. Not from
Haldorath, nor from Feredrim. Forty years have passed, and I fear…"


Ilmarion placed a hand upon her
shoulder, a gesture of quiet understanding.


"I know the pain of
waiting, Eruviel. But believe me, as long as we stand here, as long as Shorath
has not triumphed over us, there is still hope. Your family is strong, as you
are."


Eruviel looked up at him, a
flicker of gratitude in her eyes, though the weight of her fears still bore
heavily upon her. Rising to her feet, she reached out to touch the branch of a
yew tree, her gaze sweeping over the garden.


"Perhaps you are
right," she said at last. "Yet sometimes, I think I will not find my
answers in silence, but upon the road that lies ahead."


"Eruviel," Ilmarion
rose as well, "whatever may come—you are not alone. And when the day
arrives that you seek your answers, know that we will stand beside you."


She nodded, and at last, a faint
smile graced her lips—gentle, yet filled with quiet strength.


The dawn had nearly completed
its ascent, and the first true rays of sunlight flooded the garden with golden
light. Yet for Eruviel, the radiance breaking through the trees felt but a
distant whisper of hope, one that scarcely reached her. Her thoughts lingered
upon the words she had exchanged with Ilmarion, and upon the fears that now
weighed upon her heart like heavy chains.


"I do not know if we are
still in time," she murmured, more to herself than to Ilmarion, as she
stepped forward and breathed in the fresh morning air. "How long can they
still withstand the fire?"


Ilmarion stood beside her, his
silver eyes troubled.


"The sun is still young.
Let us speak with Calenhir together. Perhaps there is something he can tell
us."


His voice carried a mixture of
compassion and royal command as he made the suggestion.


"But Calenhir…,"
Eruviel began, her voice trembling with unease. "He is gravely wounded. He
will not be able to speak."


"He will," Ilmarion
answered calmly, his voice firm. "I will not press him, but perhaps we may
yet find a glimmer of hope in his words."


With one last glance at the
rising sun, as if drawing strength from its piercing light, Ilmarion turned
toward the barn. Eruviel followed, her steps hesitant and burdened. The thought
of her lost sons gnawed at her, an ever-deepening wound. Her pulse quickened,
and with each step, she felt as though the ground beneath her feet was slipping
away.


As they reached the barn, the
scent of charred wood and lingering smoke still clung to the air. Calenhir lay
upon soft straw, covered in cloths that barely concealed the extent of his
wounds. His face was pale, and the scars left by the fire ran deep and cruel.
Yet in his eyes, there remained a spark of life—a gaze filled with pain, but
clear and unwavering, cutting into Eruviel’s very soul.


Ilmarion stepped closer, his
mere presence shifting the air around them.


"Calenhir," he said
softly, "you have endured more in these last hours than many do in a
lifetime. I ask you to speak with us. There are questions only you can
answer."


The wounded warrior blinked, as
if seeing the king for the first time. Slowly, he parted his lips, as though
each movement was an effort beyond measure. At last, a whisper escaped him,
barely more than a breath: "Nivion… he lives."


Eruviel’s breath caught, her
heart leaping with sudden hope. "Nivion lives? But what has become of him?
What did you see?" Calenhir closed his eyes briefly, as though recalling
the moment.


"Nivion…" he murmured
weakly. "He wore the chain. I pulled him from the fire, but… when the
smoke and dust swallowed all, I lost sight of him. The chain… I tore it from
his neck as I dragged him from the flames. But the moment I let go of him, he
was gone. The smoke was so thick, I could see nothing. I… was burned."


His breath faltered, and Eruviel
could feel the raw pain in his voice. "You saved him from the fire?"
she asked, tears brimming in her eyes.


"I… I could not hold on to
him," Calenhir murmured. "I could not find him when the smoke
cleared…" "What of Ríannor?" Ilmarion asked calmly, his voice
steady yet filled with concern. "What do you know of him?"


Calenhir slowly shook his head.
"I... he was not with us. He was in another company. He fought beside
Eldhros, in Eldhros’ March. I do not know what became of him. The Vaharyn had a
great host there, but I... I could see no more. The dust, the smoke... all
blurred before my eyes."


Ilmarion took a step back, his
gaze thoughtful yet troubled. He turned to Eruviel. Her face was taut with
tension.


"This is no good
news," he said, his voice nearly gentle as he placed the weight of his
words upon her. "But there is still hope for Nivion. He may yet live,
somewhere within the smoke."


Eruviel felt her legs tremble.
Her thoughts were a whirlwind, robbing her of breath. Without another thought
spared for the dangers of the journey, she stepped forward quickly, her voice a
mixture of fear and resolve.


"I must go! I must find
him! I shall take a horse and depart at once. Where is a horse?" Ilmarion
laid a hand upon her shoulder, calm yet firm.


"Eruviel, wait. You cannot
simply ride into the morning without knowing whither you go. The world is no
longer safe, and you are in a state that could endanger you."


"I cannot wait!" Her
voice was nearly a cry. "What if he perishes before I find him? What if it
is already too late? I must go—at once!"


Ilmarion stepped closer, his
gaze locking onto hers.


"You will not find him if
you destroy yourself. You must find stillness. The fire that burns you is not
of the battlefield, but within your own heart. Still yourself. Breathe. I give
you my word that we shall find Nivion. But first, you must find your own
strength, lest you falter when it is needed most."


Eruviel felt the weight of the
king’s words seep into her weary mind, and slowly, unwillingly, she let herself
be caught in the steadiness of his presence. Her chest rose and fell, her
labored breath beginning to calm. Ilmarion guided her gently aside, his voice
quiet.


"Come, Eruviel. You shall
rest now. Let go of worry for but a moment. There is naught you can do if you
drive yourself to ruin."


She walked with him, her steps
slow and heavy. As they reached the soft bed, she hesitated only briefly before
her body sank into the blankets. Though her thoughts still circled endlessly
around Nivion and Ríannor, she felt sleep enfold her at last—quiet and
dreamless, as if the peace of the night itself embraced her. And for that
moment, for that single moment, the storm within her was stilled.


All was silent. Only the soft,
even sound of her breathing accompanied her dreams. It was a hushed whisper,
like the wind weaving through the trees of Nimlad’s forests, gentle and
soothing. Her thoughts drifted in a mist, somewhere between the clarity of
wakefulness and the shimmering haze of dreams. Images passed before
her—familiar faces, bright landscapes, melodies of long-forgotten days. It was
as though she were floating through a vast, boundless space, no firm ground
beneath her feet, carried only by the silence of the night.


But then, quiet as a distant
breath, sounds began to reach her senses. At first, it was little more than a
whisper, yet it grew clearer with time. The sensation was like a soft tug,
pulling her from her rest, as though something unseen yet powerful was calling
to her. It was the sound of hooves striking the earth—a rhythmic pounding that
echoed through the chamber, breaking the stillness with growing certainty. The
hooves of horses—strong, swift, resolute.


At first, it was but a single
hoofbeat, then another, until a whole host of them could be heard in
near-perfect unison. The sound sharpened, unmistakable now—a sign that the
world outside was stirring, that something vital and inexorable was unfolding.


Eruviel took a deep breath as
the noise drew nearer. The sounds breached her slumber, becoming sharper, more
real. She could hear the heavy, almost reverent tread of the horses as they
passed before and behind the house, as though the riders were preparing for
something great. Her eyelids fluttered, yet the mist that clung to her thoughts
seemed reluctant to release her fully into the waking world.


With each passing moment, the
sounds grew clearer and closer. Eruviel could now discern voices—calls that
pierced through the thick walls of the house. Unclear commands, words lost in
the air, yet their tone spoke volumes. This was no ordinary departure. No, this
was something else. Something that weighed upon the air itself, as though the
world braced itself for an event beyond reckoning.


Slowly, hesitantly, she began to
open her eyes. At first, only a sliver, as though she were not yet ready to
fully grasp the space that stretched around her. The first thing she saw was
the soft, blurred glow of light filtering through the window, casting a gentle
radiance upon the walls. Everything was hazy, as though reality itself was
still ensnared in the veils of sleep.


The sounds continued to reach
her, growing ever clearer. Now she could hear the voices of men outside—issuing
orders, calling to one another. She could hear the clatter of armor, the clash
of weapons, the hiss of leather and the creak of saddles being strapped onto
the backs of steeds.


Slowly, she opened her eyes
wider, the fog of her dreams beginning to dissipate, and the world took form
before her. Her surroundings came into focus—the familiar chamber that enclosed
her, the wooden walls, the soft padding of the bed, the faint fragrance of the
pillows, and the flickering glow of light filtering through the window.


And there, by the window, he
stood. Ilmarion. He gazed out into the world of the dawning morning, and the
gleam of his royal armor made him appear almost untouchable, a guardian
standing at the threshold between the night and the awakening of a new day. The
sword Iskald hung at his side, calm and silent, as if already aware of the
battle to come.


In the corner of the room sat
Thavion. His face, usually marked by a playful smile, was now serious, his eyes
staring into the void, lost in thought. The room itself seemed caught between
the sounds outside and the stillness within, suspended in a state between
expectation and looming danger. Eruviel blinked once more, the veil of sleep
lifting entirely from her, and she was ready to face the moment that awaited
her.


Ilmarion noticed Eruviel waking
and immediately stepped toward her bed. “You have rested,” he said, his voice
calm but carrying an unmistakable note of determination. “I have had time to
think. The situation is grave, Eruviel. I will ride to Haldorath at once,
taking all who can wield a weapon with me. The darkness is drawing near, and
Shorath plays a sinister game. We must be prepared to hold back the tide before
it swallows us whole.”


Eruviel felt dazed, but a
newfound clarity stirred within her as she met Ilmarion’s gaze. Yet, the words
he spoke next made her heart race.


“You, Eruviel, have a task far
more important,” Ilmarion continued. “A task that will not only help your
family but may determine the outcome of this war. You must travel to Nal
Doroth. Seek out Sylvarin. He possesses something that can aid us all—you, us,
the Vaharyn, and the Dainor alike.”


Eruviel slowly sat up, the
blanket slipping from her shoulders, her hands feeling heavy. “Sylvarin?” she
repeated quietly. “What is it that he possesses?”


Ilmarion’s expression was grave,
as if weighing every word before he spoke. “It is something buried deep in the
past. But if you find it, it could be the key to victory—to driving back the
shadow. It is not only for us but for the future of your family as well.”


Thavion rose from his corner and
stepped closer to the bed. “Eruviel, you will not travel alone,” he said
firmly. “I will go with you and watch over you.”


Eruviel wanted to speak, but the
words caught in her throat. The thought of the journey ahead weighed heavily
upon her, but she knew she had no choice.


Ilmarion placed a gentle hand on
hers. “Do not delay, Eruviel. Set out at once. Time is short.” His gaze was
steady and calm, but the intensity in his eyes could not be mistaken. “Before
the shadow fully descends upon this world, we will meet again—I am certain of
it.”


He took her hand and pressed a
soft kiss upon it. Their eyes met in a silent exchange that spoke more than any
words ever could. “Take care, Eruviel of Nimlad,” he whispered, almost as if he
wished to etch those words into her heart. Then, without another word, he
turned and left the room.


Outside, in the mist of morning,
she heard the horses. She felt the ground beneath her tremble as the riders
departed. Hooves carried them away, the sun fighting through the dawn’s haze,
casting silver light upon the steel and armor of the soldiers.


Slowly, Eruviel lifted her gaze
from the soft fabric beneath her. Her hand brushed over the linen as she sat
up, shaking off the last remnants of sleep. The light spilling through the
window drove away the final shadows of night, waking the world outside to a new
day.


She took a deep breath, feeling
the crisp energy of the morning air and the unyielding urge to set forth
without hesitation.


The sound of horses and the
calls of commands still echoed in the distance. This was no ordinary day. She
was ready to face the journey ahead.


Without another moment of doubt,
she swung her legs out of bed, her resolve reflected in the golden light of the
rising sun. There was no turning back.


 


Chapter 4: “The Road to Nal Doroth”


 


The morning dew shimmered like
the finest crystal on the grass as Ilmarion and his warriors rode eastward, the
blades of their spears glinting in the first light. The wind carried a breath
of distance with it—a cool, undefined whisper that spoke of trials yet to come.
Birds raised their songs, yet even in their melodies lay a subtle unease, like
an echo of the footsteps that marked the land. The sun rose upon the horizon,
but its light seemed subdued, as though hesitant to bless the day.


Eruviel stood at the door of the
barn where she had tended to the wounded. From the fields came the quiet
humming of the elders as they bent over the grain—a laborious task that was not
unfamiliar to them, yet today it seemed heavier. The younger ones were gone.
Ilmarion had taken them to reinforce the siege of Druugorath. The silence
between the voices felt like a shadow. They knew that soon, their time to leave
would come as well. To where? No one could say.


Thavion, swiftly gathering the
last of their packs with practiced hands, turned to her with a cheerful smile.
“Ah, what does one really need for an adventure?” he said, stuffing a folded
tent into his rucksack. “Perhaps a few maps, some dried meat, and a good joke
to drive away the darkness of the forest!”


Eruviel only glanced at him
briefly, her thoughts distant. She could barely focus on his jesting. The
Forest of Nal Doroth was not far—a place no one would enter willingly. She knew
the tales—dark stories of the realm of Vyörn, the sinister elves, and the fate
that enshrouded that land. A place woven with secrets and dangerous creatures.
And yet, the eastern path that now lay before them led straight into its
depths.


“It would be nice if the forest
brought us light instead of darkness,” she murmured, mostly to herself, her
brow furrowed. “And perhaps a clue as to what exactly we are looking for.”


Thavion laughed, shaking his
head. “Ah, Eruviel, you truly are the queen of inspiration! Perhaps it is fate
we seek—though fate itself may not wish to be found.”


Eruviel raised an eyebrow,
though the corners of her lips twitched slightly. “That is certainly possible.”


Thavion grinned widely before
placing a dramatic hand over his chest. “But fear not! You have the finest
warrior of the Vaharyn at your side… me! And the sun shines above us. What
could possibly go wrong?”


His jest faded as he noticed the
solemn look in Eruviel’s eyes, though the ghost of a smile lingered on her
face. But she was far away, her thoughts drifting back to the faces she had
left behind in the camp—to the pain and the dead who would accompany her still.


“Humor is not much of a
companion to me today,” she murmured, staring out at the vast landscape ahead.


At that moment, Nimloth, the
healer, stepped out of the barn. Her sapphire eyes were calm, her expression
serious, but in her hands, she carried something—something that looked like a
small crystal sphere.


“I have something for you,”
Nimloth said with a reassuring smile, placing the object in Eruviel’s hands.
“This is Elensil, the Starshard. It comes from Lúmandor and is a reflection of
the ancient stars. It will accompany you on your journey and guide you when you
begin to doubt yourself. It will shine for you, always, when you walk the right
path.”


Eruviel took the light into her
hands. The sphere emitted a soft, warm glow, a presence that felt like a
whisper of warmth and security. It was a strange sensation, as though it could
push back against the darkness that clouded her heart. A flicker of hope amidst
the uncertainty.


“Thank you, Nimloth,” she said,
holding the light close. “And as I thought… the eastern path—it takes us
through Nal Doroth, doesn’t it?”


“Yes,” Nimloth confirmed, her
voice steady and firm. “The eastern path leads you straight there. Listen to
the sound of the river when you pass by its banks. It will guide you.”


Thavion stepped beside Eruviel,
shouldering his own pack with a grin. “Well then, off into the forest! If
nothing else helps, at least this glowing thing won’t let us down!”


Eruviel couldn’t help but allow
a small smile to pass her lips, though the weight of her thoughts remained.
“Then we go,” she said, her voice quiet but resolute.


Nimloth watched as they
disappeared into the distance. She knew this was a journey from which no one
could predict the outcome. But this was Eruviel and Thavion’s fate, and they
carried the light in their hands.


The sun was already beginning to
sink toward the horizon when Eruviel and Thavion left the eastern path behind
and ventured into the open lands ahead. The day had been hot, but now a
pleasant coolness settled over the earth. The fields they left behind stretched
wide, and the wind carried the scent of damp earth and distant forests toward
them. Eruviel felt the fresh breeze on her face and inhaled deeply. The light
of Elensil in her hands shone softly, and the darkness that had lingered around
her began to recede.


“It feels good to have the light
with us,” she said quietly, glancing down at the glowing crystal in her hand.
“It feels as though it takes away some of the burden that has built up inside
me.”


“That is the magic of the
stars,” Thavion replied with a grin, kicking a small stone from his path. “But
be careful not to lose it, or we’ll be on our own. And you know how much I’d
love searching the entire forest just to find a tiny little light! Because, you
see, the forest has spiders, and spiders are… well, awful. Especially without a
shiny light. So, please be so kind and hold on to it!”


Eruviel laughed heartily. “Are
you seriously telling me that the noble warrior Thavion is afraid of spiders?
You fight against Orcs, yet you tremble before little creeping creatures?”


“Well,” Thavion replied
hesitantly, “spiders just have far too many legs, don’t you think? It’s… unsettling.
Far too many, if you ask me.”


Eruviel attempted to adopt a
serious expression but failed miserably, breaking into laughter once more. “And
yet you think that a journey into the darkest forest, teeming with spiders, is
precisely the right choice for you?”


Thavion furrowed his brow in
feigned indignation. “I thought I had asked for discretion!”


Eruviel lifted the crystal orb
with a mischievous smile. “Fear not, noble warrior, I shall guard the
Star-light well—and protect you from all the wicked, many-legged creatures.”


The road wound further through
rolling green meadows, resting in tranquil beauty beneath the soft light of the
waning day. Yet as they advanced, the horizon seemed to shroud itself in
shadow. The dimming light revealed strange remnants scattered by the
wayside—relics of bygone days, half-veiled beneath creeping ivy. Amidst the
fields, ruined structures loomed in silence, solemn testaments to a time when
other folk had walked these lands.


Before long, they paused before
a statue, half-crumbled and worn by time’s relentless hand. The once-majestic
stone was weathered and cloaked in moss, its original form barely discernible.


“Look at this,” Thavion murmured
in quiet wonder, gesturing towards the statue. “I wonder how many among us
still remember who or what this once was.”


Eruviel regarded the relic with
a gaze that held both reverence and sorrow. “It is Elenthi,” she said at last.
“The head of the Celestial Queen. Once, they say, she spread her wings to drive
back the darkness. Her stars shone over these lands… yet who can say whether
they still shine as brightly?”


Thavion shrugged slightly, a wry
smile upon his lips. “At the very least, the sun has granted us a fine
evening.”


Eruviel nodded and raised the
Elensil in her hand. The gentle radiance of the star-crystal flared brighter,
casting a warmth that pushed back the cool breath of the approaching night.


The sky, now awash in hues of
gold and rose, seemed to bid farewell to the sun as they pressed onward. Yet
with each step that carried them closer to the great forest of Nal Doroth, the
twilight deepened, thick and weighty. The forest rose upon the horizon like a
shrouded veil, a realm of shadow and ancient secrets.


“There it is,” Thavion said
quietly as the first trees came into view. The fading evening light no longer
sufficed to pierce the gloom lurking beneath the towering canopy. The air grew
dense and still, as though held captive by an unseen presence.


The trees, now clearer to their
eyes, were old—ancient even. Their gnarled branches twisted skyward as though
grasping for the stars, yet there was something uncanny about them—a life
neither fully present nor entirely absent.


“It feels as if the forest is
watching us,” Eruviel whispered, halting in her tracks. Her gaze swept over the
knotted trunks and tangled limbs. “These shapes… they seem alive, and yet they
are not. It is as though they mean to warn us.”


Thavion barely shook his head,
his voice hushed. “They say the trees of Nal Doroth know more than they will
ever reveal. And as for the creatures that roam here…” He left the sentence
unfinished, as if even words might disturb the silence of the wood.


A chill wind stirred through the
shadowed branches, yet not a single leaf stirred. It was as if the forest
itself was a vast, black sea of silence. And with each step closer, it seemed
to grow into something more—a presence, an ancient sentinel whose unseen eyes
measured the weight of those who dared approach.


“Look,” Eruviel murmured, her
voice touched with awe. “The entrance…”


Before them, a vast gateway
rose, half-veiled by trailing veils of moss and entwined by roots of
immeasurable age. On either side of the path stood towering stone pillars,
thick with moss, yet unmistakably shaped by Elven hands. Their slender forms
wound upwards like delicate vines, and upon their surfaces ran filigree
patterns—Elven script, interwoven with such artistry that only the ancient
Edhil could have wrought them.


Eruviel stepped closer, her
fingers tracing the long-faded inscriptions, as though seeking some hidden
truth. In the dim glow of the Elensil, the engravings seemed to shimmer for a
fleeting moment—an echo of brilliance from ages past.


“Meleth e-guil,” she read
softly, shaping the words in Astilariin, a whisper in the darkness. “The love
of life…” She paused, her expression thoughtful. “But there is more,” she
added, narrowing her eyes as she delved deeper into the inscription. “Preserve
what is pure, and proceed only if your heart is free from shadow.”


Thavion stood beside her,
studying the pillars with a blend of admiration and unease. “What do you think
this once was?”


Eruviel did not answer at once.
Her gaze lifted to the grand arches that crowned the gateway. They were not
hewn from a single piece, but from countless stones, fitted together so flawlessly
that they seemed a work of nature itself.


Between the pillars hung a
shifting veil of light and shadow, shifting and twisting with the movement of
the air, as though the wind wove patterns within it.


“It is a gate,” she murmured at
last, her voice scarcely more than a breath. “A gate that guards more than a
place—it guards a truth. These words speak of purity and courage. Those who
wish to pass must bring more than mere will.”


Thavion raised a sceptical brow.
“And if my heart is not free from shadow, what then?”


Eruviel turned to him, a playful
smile curling upon her lips. “Then you always have the way back, Thavion. But I
suspect you will not take it.”


The darkness beyond the gate
seemed to deepen, yet Eruviel felt an inexplicable pull—an unspoken beckoning,
as though something beyond awaited them. She raised the Elensil, its glow
dancing over the stone-carved pillars, which seemed to stir, as though the
place itself acknowledged their presence.


“Come,” she said, her voice
resolute. “We have no time to hesitate.”


“What do you think?” Thavion
asked, glancing at Eruviel. “Do you believe the light of the Elensil will guide
us?”


Eruviel studied the crystal in
her hands and nodded. “It shines. We must simply go on.”


Eruviel stepped forward, holding
the light of the Elensil firmly in her grasp. The moment she crossed the
threshold of the gate, she felt the air shift—growing heavier, thicker, as
though an unseen hand had sealed the world behind them, drawing them into
another reality. The Elensil’s light pulsed gently, responding to the darkness
that descended like a shroud upon them.


The step beyond the entrance
felt like passing through a curtain woven of time and shadow. A faint sound,
scarcely more than a whisper, broke the silence—whether it was the murmuring of
leaves or the voice of the forest itself, Eruviel could not tell.


The darkness was no mere absence
of light; it was a presence, a living thing, enclosing them like the breath of
some forgotten spirit.


Thavion followed her, but she
sensed how he briefly hesitated behind her, as if even he, who otherwise seemed
unshakable, could feel the weight of this place. “It is as if the forest
breathes,” he murmured, his voice subdued, almost reverent.


Eruviel looked around. The trees
surrounding them were ancient, their trunks so wide that they seemed like the
pillars of a vast temple. Their branches intertwined, forming a roof above them
that denied any glimpse of the sky. The light of the Elensil was the only thing
piercing the darkness, yet here it felt foreign—an intruder in a world that had
long forgotten the touch of light.


“This place is different,” she
whispered, more to herself than to Thavion. “It feels as though we have stepped
into a dream—or a memory.”


With every step through the
gate, the world behind them seemed to grow more distant, more unreal, while the
shadows around them thickened, growing ever more tangible. Yet Eruviel held the
light high, undeterred, and it illuminated the path ahead like a spark of hope
persisting in the deepest gloom.


For a time, Eruviel and Thavion
wandered through this strange darkness—neither shadow nor light, but something
in between, elusive yet oppressively present. How many hours, days, or even
years passed in this void, they could not tell. Around them lay only emptiness—an
emptiness that swallowed even the sound of their footsteps. Yet now and then,
greenish lights flickered in the distance, floating like will-o’-the-wisps,
only to vanish once more.


Elensil, the small star-light,
shone gently, steadfast in her grasp, though here it seemed to wane in
strength.


“This place is strange,”
murmured Thavion, walking close beside her. “No stars above, no whisper of
wind—only darkness pressing upon one’s shoulders.”


Eruviel nodded thoughtfully. “It
is like a dream that refuses to end—or a memory of something long past, that
never truly was.”


Yet soon, the darkness changed.
At first, it was barely perceptible, but then the deep black gave way to a
faint, greenish glow. Slowly, massive tree trunks emerged from the mist, their
gnarled roots like the fingers of old giants, digging deep into the earth.
Above them stretched an endless canopy of leaves, casting all into a dim,
twilight haze.


“Look!” Thavion whispered,
pointing to the treetops where a pale glimmer of light seeped through. “Is this
the awakening of day—or the work of hidden magic?”


Eruviel halted, resting a hand
upon one of the immense trunks. “This is the ancient forest of Nal Doroth. The
woods where Nalira and Thanil found each other. Magic has rested here for ages—deeper
than we can comprehend.”


As they moved on, the path
widened, transforming into an artful walkway flanked by carved wooden railings
on either side. The engravings, delicate and masterful, bore the mark of Elven
craft—leaves unfurling into blossoms, butterflies resting upon slender twigs.


Thavion paused to study the
work. “Even in the halls of Tharalorn, I have not seen such craftsmanship,” he
said in quiet admiration.


“These are the remnants of a
time long past,” Eruviel replied softly. “The artisans who wrought this lived
and perished likely before the great shadows fell upon Erynmar.”


At the edges of the path,
flowers now appeared—strange and unfamiliar, like those Eruviel had only seen
in old tomes. Some glowed faintly in the dim light, while others bloomed in
deep, rich hues that seemed almost unnatural.


She knelt and examined the
plants. “This one,” she murmured, lifting a violet-hued blossom, “is said to
heal wounds that not even the finest salves can mend. And that one there”—she
pointed to a scarlet plant with needle-thin leaves—“holds a poison so potent
that a single drop can still the heart.”


Thavion stepped closer,
furrowing his brow. “Are you certain it is wise to take such things with us?
Poison is a weapon that easily turns against the one who wields it.”


Eruviel shook her head,
carefully tucking the plants into her pouch. “Wisdom lies not in shunning
danger but in understanding its nature. This may aid us later—or seal our
fate.”


“A comforting thought,” Thavion
replied dryly, though a small smile flickered across his lips.


They continued onward until they
reached a clearing where a single, colossal tree stood, vaster and older than
all those around it. Its trunk was so broad that even three men together could
not have encircled it with their arms, and its knotted roots spread deep and
wide, weaving through the earth like the ancient veins of the forest’s heart.
Its canopy was a sea of leaves, shifting in the soft green glow, and its scent
was a sweet blend of earth, moss, and blossoms, stirring in Eruviel memories of
long-forgotten springs.


“A fine place to rest,” said
Thavion, leaning against the trunk.


Eruviel nodded. She seated
herself upon one of the massive roots, shaped like a natural bench, and pulled
out a small bundle. Inside were bread, dried fruits, and a flask of clear
water. “Not exactly a feast, but enough to sustain us,” she said with a faint
smile.


“A feast is what one makes of
it,” Thavion replied, breaking off a piece of bread. “Besides, everything
tastes better when enjoyed beneath a tree of such dignity.”


“Dignity?” Eruviel shot him a
playful glance. “You are merely pleased that it grants shade.”


Thavion grinned, raising his
bread in a mock toast. “To the shade that shelters the weary!”


They laughed, and for a brief
moment, the weight of the past days seemed to lift from their shoulders. They
spoke of their travels, of old stories, and of people they had known. Soon,
Thavion began recounting outrageous anecdotes, leaving Eruviel uncertain
whether to believe them or dismiss them as fantastic inventions.


"And then," he
concluded with a triumphant smile, "it turned out that the 'mighty wizard'
who had terrified the entire forest was nothing more than an old, grumpy
badger!"


Eruviel burst into laughter but
suddenly pressed a finger to her lips. "Silence!" she whispered. A
faint crack sounded from the undergrowth. Both froze. Eruviel placed a hand on
the hilt of her sword while Thavion slowly rose. The sound came again, closer
this time, followed by a barely perceptible rustling, as if something was
sneaking through the bushes.


Then Eruviel heard a voice. At
first, it was no more than a whisper, a breath lost among the trees. But with
each passing moment, it seemed to gather form until it permeated the entire
forest. Her heart skipped a beat. The voice was familiar and yet strange, as if
it came from another time, another place. It sounded like the wind stirring the
branches, yet also like the murmur of a brook flowing over stones—a gentle,
soothing sound, yet carrying something ominous within it.


"Mother..." the voice
whispered, though it was so blurred that Eruviel could not immediately
recognize who it was. "Mother... They are coming..."


Eruviel stood frozen, her heart
pounding in her chest. The words had a strange, hesitant tone, as if spoken
through a veil of mist. The voice was not calling to her but rather seemed to
be uttering a warning, a cry from afar that she could not quite grasp.


"Who...?" Eruviel
murmured unconsciously as she looked around, listening in all directions. Her gaze
searched the shadows moving between the trees. The voice was still there, a
faint ringing, but the words were unclear, tangled.


"Mother... They are
coming... They..." The voice faltered, as if something had interrupted it,
a barely audible noise slipping into the words.


"Eruviel, wait!"
Thavion called, but she did not hear him.


She could not say how long she
stood there, listening and waiting. It was as if the forest itself was holding
its breath. Then, like a flash in the darkness, she recognized it—the familiar
melody of the voice, the gentle tone that only a mother could truly hear.


"Elwina..." she
whispered.


Her heart raced, and suddenly,
the forest was no longer still but alive, filled with movement and untamed
energy. "Elwina, where are you?"


But no answer came. The voice
fell silent, as if stifled by an unseen hand. Eruviel took one step after
another, her heart now dancing wildly.


"Elwina!"


The darkness seemed to deepen,
the trees leaning closer together as if to hinder her search. But Eruviel could
not stop. The words echoed in her mind, and it felt as if the very air around
her grew heavier. She heard the faint rustling of leaves, the soft crackling of
the forest floor as she pushed forward.


"Elwina! It is your
mother!" she called again, her voice firm yet laced with deep fear.


But there was nothing to be
seen, no sign—only the impenetrable darkness of the forest, which seemed ever
more intent on swallowing her whole.


Thavion picked up the small
starlight that Eruviel had carelessly dropped. It felt cold, so cold that it
nearly burned his skin.


"Eruviel, wait! You forgot
Elensil!" he called, but she was already out of sight. The starlight,
which usually shone clear and warm, flickered weakly and began to fade.


"This is not right..."
Thavion murmured, his eyes filled with worry. He ran after Eruviel, calling her
name, but the forest devoured his voice.


Deeper and deeper he ventured
into the dense web of trees and roots. The light around him grew dimmer, and an
eerie silence settled over the woods. The trees seemed to lean forward as if to
stop him, and the path beneath his feet became a tangle of twisting,
unfathomable ways.


"Eruviel! Answer me!"
he cried desperately, but no answer came.


Only the coldness of the
starlight in his hand remained—a silent warning urging him onward, even as he
felt himself sinking further into the darkness.


 


Chapter 5: “The Legacy of the
Forsaken”



 


Thavion wandered through the
forest, but this was no ordinary woodland. The trees stood so densely packed
that their ancient, weathered trunks seemed to have borne witness to the
world's first dawn. Their gnarled branches entwined like the fingers of a
sombre council gathered in hushed deliberation above him. The ground was soft,
almost marsh-like, swallowing his footsteps into silence. Yet with each step,
the earth seemed to yield further beneath him, as if conspiring to hold him
fast. The air was unnaturally still, as though even the wind had lost the
courage to stir in this place. 


Time lost all meaning. Was it
day? Was it night? Moments stretched and contracted like the ebb and flow of a
restless tide. Thavion tried to orient himself, but the forest was a labyrinth
of shifting shadows and deceitful paths. A tree that had stood firm only a
moment ago vanished as if it had never been, while what had seemed an open
glade now bristled with a tangled wall of thorns. Every step drove him deeper
into the snare of confusion. 


The silence pressed upon him,
not with the peace of undisturbed nature but with a living presence, a hush
that hummed and breathed—a silence that watched. It lay so thickly upon him
that he fancied he could reach out and grasp it, yet it slipped through his
fingers, lingering always just beyond touch. His breath quickened, and he felt
his thoughts turning against him. Why had he come here? What was he seeking?
Even Eruviel’s name, once a beacon of strength, grew distant, fading to little
more than an echo in the void. 


Then, in a fleeting moment of
weakness, he leaned against a tree. The bark was cold and slick, like the
clammy hide of a long-dead beast, and he recoiled at the touch. His pulse
quickened, and the fear he had thus far kept at bay slithered, unbidden, into
his mind. Every breath was heavy, every shadow pregnant with unseen menace,
poised to strike. 


He forced himself onward, though
each step felt as though he were being drawn into an unseen maelstrom, draining
him, dulling his senses. A whisper brushed against the edges of his
awareness—perhaps nothing more than the rush of blood in his ears, yet somehow
more than that. The darkness was omnipresent, not merely blanketing the ground
but sinking its roots into his very soul. Time and space crumbled, and the
forest closed in upon him, an unrelenting tide, dragging him ever downward. 


Then, without warning, came a
sound—a low, droning hum, faint at first, then swelling into a ghostly chorus.
Thavion spun, hand to the hilt of his sword, but he saw nothing. The sound
erupted, cascading from all sides, and then he saw them—winged creatures, the
size of crows but with leathery membranes stretched over twisted limbs,
grotesque visions from some fevered nightmare. Their glassy eyes glistened like
tarnished gems, and from their mouths jutted needle-like proboscises, quivering
hungrily in the air. Their oil-slicked bodies exuded a stench of decay, as if
they had dragged the very essence of rot from some forgotten abyss. 


Thavion moved without thought,
his instincts honed by years of battle. In a single motion, he had drawn and
nocked an arrow, his breath steady, his aim unerring. The first shot loosed
like a bolt of fury, piercing a creature’s head between its glistening eyes. A
shriek of agony shattered the silence, and the thing crumpled, its wings
spasming feebly. Yet where one fell, two more took its place, then five, then
ten. 


They descended upon him like a
storm of nightmares. But Thavion did not falter. He moved with the grace of a
dancer, every sidestep, every twist and turn executed with deadly precision. A
second arrow flew, sinking deep into the throat of another assailant. Without
pausing, he reached for a third, loosing it in the same breath—this time
striking through the translucent wing of one as it swooped, sending it tumbling
to the ground in a fit of convulsions. 


But they kept coming. 


When the swarm thickened, he
lowered his bow and, in one fluid motion, drew his sword. The blade gleamed in
the forest’s dim light, and with a sweeping arc, he cleaved through the
leathery bodies of his attackers. Dark ichor sprayed like foul rain as severed
limbs and broken wings tumbled to the earth. The surviving creatures screeched
and reeled back, but only for a moment. 


He turned, ducked beneath a
diving strike, and brought his sword up in a brilliant crescent. Time itself
seemed to hesitate—the whisper of steel against air, the wet snap of rending
flesh. In a single motion, three of them fell, their dismembered forms
collapsing into the shadows. 


Yet the tide did not abate. They
adapted, learning his movements, attacking from unseen angles, surging upon him
like a living wave. Thavion fought with the desperation of a man who had no
other choice—his breath ragged, his heart a drumbeat of war. A sweeping cut
bisected another foe, but even as it fell, more took its place. 


They were relentless. 


His body grew heavy, his strikes
less precise. A searing pain raked across his arm—claws tearing through cloth
and skin. He gasped but did not yield. Another slash, this time at his
shoulder. He bit down against the cry that threatened to escape, crimson
droplets staining the earth. 


One last strike—one final,
desperate sweep of his blade sent the creatures reeling for an instant. But his
strength was failing. His knees buckled, and he fell, one hand braced against
the ground. The world spun. The swarm gathered for their final, fatal descent. 


And then—  A sound. 


A melody of death, swift and
true. 


A single arrow cut through the
air and found its mark in the nearest creature’s breast. A shriek, a
convulsion, then silence. 


A second arrow, then a third. 


The forest rang with the sharp,
decisive whisper of fletching slicing the night. The swarm hesitated. Then, as
though gripped by some unseen dread, they turned and fled—vanishing into the
abyss from which they had come. 


Thavion forced himself to lift
his head. His vision blurred, his limbs weak, but in the distance, he saw a
figure—a lone silhouette against the shadows. 


His lips parted to speak, but
darkness claimed him, and he fell into the waiting arms of oblivion.


Thavion awoke from a shadowed
dream, its images dissolving like mist upon the winds of dawn the moment his
eyes opened. A dull ache coursed through his shoulder and arm, and
instinctively, he reached for it. Beneath his fingers, he felt the cool touch
of a carefully wrapped bandage, shielding his wound with a deftness that spoke
of patient hands and practiced skill. 


He blinked and raised his head.
The bed upon which he lay was a delicate weave of branches and grasses,
softened with moss and scented leaves. The air around him was rich with a
faint, resinous fragrance, stirring memories of the forest and the hush of
early morning. Above him, walls of interwoven boughs arched gracefully, adorned
with leaves and fragile blossoms through which the light fell in gentle shafts.
It seemed almost as though the chamber itself were breathing, alive with the
wisdom and grace of those who had shaped it. 


His gaze was drawn to the
intricate embroideries upon the walls—patterns that flowed in sinuous lines,
bearing the emblem of the Eglath. At their heart lay a single silver leaf,
delicate and veined with the finest tracery, encircled by a ring of small,
gleaming stars. The backdrop was of a deep, verdant green, a silent homage to
the enduring strength of the woodland realm. There was a sorrowful beauty in
its design, a remembrance of those who had journeyed beyond, leaving behind the
kindred who yet remained in Nyrassar. 


Beside him stood a small piece
of furniture, its form reminiscent of a gnarled root, yet so exquisitely
wrought that it seemed less a crafted object than a marvel shaped by nature
itself. Upon its smooth, pale surface rested Elensil, the Starshard, cradled
upon a cloth of fine white linen. His armour and weapons had been set with care
against the wall, polished and in a state that spoke of both reverence and
regard. 


Slowly, Thavion sat up, his
muscles protesting at the motion. Yet his curiosity, now roused, could not be
stilled. His gaze drifted towards the light curtains that adorned the chamber,
woven from delicate fabric and traced with patterns of vines and stars. They
swayed gently in the breath of the wind that stirred through the openings,
carrying with it the soft whisper of rustling leaves. 


He stepped toward one of these
apertures, fashioned like a window, and looked out. The realisation struck him
as softly as a passing breeze—he was high among the trees, within the dwelling
of the wood-elves. Below him stretched the vast expanse of the forest, a sea of
endless green, fading into the distance. The boughs that bore the house were
thick and strong, yet held a grace as though they had grown to this purpose by
their own will. A hush of reverence passed over him. The folk of this place had
wrought something that was not merely shelter, but a haven—one that touched the
soul as much as it shielded the body. This was a place where elvenkind and
nature were one, where even in simplicity there lay a beauty beyond the reach
of words. 


Thavion stood, hands resting
upon the lattice of the window’s frame, and drew a slow breath. For a fleeting
moment, he cast aside the pain and the darkness that had trailed him, allowing
himself to steep in the quiet enchantment of this sanctuary. Yet the questions
within him remained unanswered. Who had brought him here? And for what purpose?
The truth would not long remain hidden. 


The steps beyond the chamber
approached with measured care, yet they were unmistakable. A faint rustling,
the creak of interwoven wood, and then the door of braided boughs was drawn
aside. In its archway stood an elf of slender bearing, his hair a rich chestnut
brown, falling loosely to his shoulders. His eyes, keen and of a deep green
clarity, studied Thavion intently, noting every detail without haste or
omission. 


"Thavion—you wake at
last." His voice was calm, yet there was a sharpness in its timbre that
brooked no carelessness. "It gladdens me to see that your strength
returns. I am Gwaerion, and you stand in Galadorn, the city beneath the shadows
of the Everlasting Trees." 


Thavion eased himself upright,
the ache in his shoulder a stark reminder of how near he had been to death. Yet
the elf’s words commanded his attention. Galadorn —the name carried the weight
of secrecy, a place hidden from the world beyond, yet bound to a power all its
own. 


"I thank you, Gwaerion, for
your aid," he said, his voice steady, though touched with an earnest
gratitude. 


The wood-elf inclined his head
slightly, his emerald gaze gleaming. "Tell me, Thavion, what brings a
warrior of the Vaharyn into our lands—and so far from the beaten paths?" 


Thavion drew a slow breath and
met Gwaerion’s eyes. "I do not travel alone. I ride in the company of
Eruviel of Nimlad, sent forth at the behest of King Ilmarion. We had a charge
to reach this place, yet…" He hesitated for the briefest moment before
continuing, his voice firm. "I lost her. Somewhere within the
forest." There was a faint tremor in the words as he spoke them, but his
bearing remained unbowed. 


Gwaerion’s gaze narrowed, his
expression growing unreadable. "And what cause is so dire that the kings
of the Vaharyn send their warriors into our woods? Your lords do not dispatch
their emissaries lightly—least of all to venture this deep into our
lands." 


Thavion gave a solemn nod, the
weight of his next words pressing upon him. "We seek an elf by the name of
Sylvarin. It is said that he possesses something of great value—something that
may aid both Eruviel and the Vaharyn. Without this artefact, our purpose shall
fail." 


A flicker of interest passed
over Gwaerion’s face, subtle but not unseen. Yet his stance remained guarded.
"Sylvarin, you say…" He let the name hang in the still air between
them before continuing, his voice touched with the faintest trace of irony.
"Or perhaps you mean Esrathil ?" 


Thavion hesitated, uncertain
whether the name had been spoken in jest, or as a test. But he chose not to
take the bait. 


Gwaerion let the silence stretch
for a moment longer before speaking again. "Rest now, Thavion, son of the
Vaharyn. In time, you shall stand before our king. It is he alone who shall
judge what is to be done with you—and your companion. Until then… do try not to
stir undue trouble." 


With no further explanation,
Gwaerion turned and departed, though not without a final glance—like a hunter
weighing the nature of a beast whose temper was yet unknown. 


Thavion remained where he stood,
deep in thought. The wood-elf’s demeanour had been courteous, yet edged with a
coolness that spoke of unspoken distances between their kindreds. While the
Vaharyn fought and plotted, ever watchful of the great shadow upon the horizon,
the wood-elves had withdrawn, guarding their realm in secrecy and silence. And
they did not take kindly to those who sought to pry into their mysteries. 


 





 


Eruviel pressed on through the
forest, her steps stirring the damp earth, while the scent of moss and fresh
leaves enveloped her. The voice, which she still heard as a distant call, had
now dwindled to an indistinct murmur, a tangled web of words that brushed
against her ears like a whisper of wind, only to be lost upon the air. The
forest seemed to stretch and wane, the trees standing in their ranks like
ancient sentinels, bending ever so slightly with each passing step. The path
before her twisted into uncertainty, and with every stride she took, the world
around her grew ever stranger, ever more unreachable. 


Time had lost its meaning. She
was dazed, disoriented, and her limbs, as heavy as lead, sank deeper into the
damp soil. The mist thickened, veiling the trees until they wavered and
blurred, their shapes melting into one another. Her thoughts unraveled, until
naught remained but the hunt for the voice, and the desperate longing to find
her daughter. 


Then, suddenly—a splash. The icy
shock of water seized her. She had stumbled into a river that had lain before
her, silent and unseen. The water, deep and green as an emerald mirror,
shimmered with a spectral light. The cold, rushing waves of the Mornnen—the
brook that rises in Nal Doroth and flows into the Celin—wrapped around her with
a forceful pull, as though seeking to drag her into its depths. The chill of it
was piercing, numbing her limbs in an instant, and the sudden grasp of the
water stole the breath from her lungs. She fought against the current, each
motion met with fierce resistance, as the relentless stream tore at her legs,
seeking to ensnare her in its grasp. 


Disoriented and weary, yet
driven by one last effort of will, she pushed herself from the riverbed and
struggled towards the shore. The earth beneath her hands was soft, interwoven
with moss, and between the rocks at the water’s edge grew luminous plants, their
glowing leaves like tiny stars against the darkness. With one final exertion,
she grasped a fallen tree trunk, worn smooth by time and water. The ground was
slick and treacherous, yet her fingers found purchase among the tangled roots,
and at last, with a weary gasp, she pulled herself onto solid land. 


Panting, utterly spent, she lay
upon her back, the damp fabric of her garments clinging to her skin, her
drenched hair heavy upon her brow. As she opened her eyes, she beheld the vast
canopy of the forest above. Towering trees loomed over her, their gnarled,
sinuous branches bending low, arched above her like the arms of an ancient
weeping willow. But these were no common trees—they bore a presence all their
own, a quiet and solemn magic. Their name, Laeriel, meaning "The
Weeping" in the tongue of the Elves, seemed given by nature itself—as
though the trees carried the weight of sorrow upon their boughs, their trailing
leaves brushing the sky like mourning veils. 


The foliage of the
Laeriel-trees, laced with fine silver veins, glowed with a soft yet potent
light that pierced the surrounding gloom. It was no ordinary luminescence, no
mere starlight filtering through the branches; rather, it was a gentle radiance
that emanated from the trees themselves, suffusing the forest with an ethereal
glow. The golden leaves, silken and delicate, swayed as though attuned to an
unseen melody, moving with the slow and solemn rhythm of the earth’s own
breath. It was as if the trees had surrendered themselves to an eternal,
sorrowful dance. 


The stream, flowing in hushed
song through the woods, shimmered likewise with a silver gleam. Its rippling
waters carried a quiet, hymn-like cadence, murmuring over smooth stones,
weaving sound and light together into a single, harmonious whisper. In this
hidden glade, time itself seemed to slow, and all things—the river, the trees,
the air, the earth—were bound in silent accord. Though weary and half-dazed,
Eruviel could sense the ancient power that pervaded this place. 


Here was a land where light had
its own tongue, and the breath of the forest murmured old and forgotten tales.
The plants that thrived along the river’s edge—lilies of sapphire and violet,
reeds with stems like silver threads—seemed not merely to grow but to pulse
with quiet life, their blossoms gleaming with a cool yet beckoning glow that
cast away the shadows. The air was sweet, perfumed with the fragrance of fresh
flowers, damp earth, and the resinous scent of pine and moss. 


Eruviel lay motionless,
breathless, as the forest enfolded her. She felt its presence, as though the
trees themselves watched her, as though the river and the very earth beneath
her feet knew the weight of her thoughts. And in that moment, in the hush of
light and shadow, she felt, for the briefest instant, as though she had found
what she sought—as though, if only time would stand still, all her questions
might at last be answered. 


Yet she knew her journey was not
yet at an end. 


Slowly, imperceptibly, the air
around her began to shift. A shimmer, faint as the first light of a distant
star, crept through the gloom, breaking it apart. Before her, no more than a
breath of radiance, a figure took shape. It hovered just above the moss,
weightless, as though borne by a wind that did not stir. 


Its form was delicate, almost
spectral—its skin a pale, luminous blue, its great, fathomless eyes the color
of ice unbroken by sun or storm. Its face was a vision of otherworldly beauty,
yet touched by sorrow so deep that even the forest seemed to share in its grief.
Its long, silver hair did not stir, and yet it glistened faintly, as if moved
by unseen currents.


The figure that revealed itself
in that enchanted air spoke with a voice like the sigh of wind through the
boughs of an ancient wood—a voice at once soothing and yet woven with the
sorrow of ages untold.


"You have come for
vengeance," it whispered, and its words echoed softly in the hush of the
forest. "Vengeance for all that was done to us, for the suffering and the
torment that beset us through the long years. You have come to break the
curse..."


The figure drifted closer,
stepping forth from the veiling shadows of the trees. Though its form was
wraithlike, almost insubstantial, its presence bore a weight that pressed upon
the air, so that even time itself seemed to falter.


It turned its gaze upon Eruviel,
and in that moment, an unseen thread seemed to draw taut between them—a thread
spun of old tales and unanswered riddles, binding past and present in silent,
unspoken understanding."I am Silwen, daughter of Ilmarion, bound in dark
fetters by Vyörn’s cruel hand. A life spent in shadow, torn from freedom,
broken by ruthless will. Yet my end was not the final word—it was the beginning
of something greater. You, Eruviel, have heard the call of ancient justice, though
you did not yet know it. You have come, not only to fight for yourself, but for
me, who was shattered under the rule of dark powers. It is my suffering, my
bondage, that must be avenged."


Her voice grew softer now, like
a glimmer of hope flickering through the tears of a long-forgotten age.


"I was held captive in the
darkness, bound by the might of a tyrant. But fate has sent you, Eruviel, to
bear my voice into the world. My life, my suffering—through you, they shall
come to light. You have come because, in your heart, you know this is your
purpose. You know that you alone can break the chains that have bound me—and in
your courage, in your very soul, you will fight for me."


Silwen inclined her head, her
eyes closing for a moment, as if drifting upon the tides of memory.


"The darkness that once
imprisoned me is more than the struggle against Vyörn. It is my battle, and I
now entrust it to you. You will know what must be done, and you will find
justice. The spell can only be broken when my suffering is brought into the
light, when my name is spoken in freedom. You shall restore the balance."


With these words, Silwen’s form
began to fade, dissolving into the air, though the enchantment of her presence
lingered.


Eruviel remained behind, filled
with a profound certainty. The words she had heard had shown her a new path—a
road darker and longer than she had ever imagined. A path from which she could
no longer turn back.


 


Chapter 6: “Light and Shadow”


 


The first rays of morning
sunlight bathed the sky in a cool blue as Ilmarion and his host set forth. The
plains of Nimlad stretched before them like an endless tapestry of shimmering
green, interwoven with gentle hills and the silvery gleam of countless streams
flowing down from the slopes of the Narath Pass. The wind that swept across the
plain was crisp, carrying the scent of wild thyme and blooming thistles. It
tugged at the banners fluttering high above the riders’ heads, making the
emblems of the great houses of the Vaharyn gleam: Ilmarion’s own Star Banner, the
blue and silver of Hjalmorn, and many others that bore the hopes of the Elves. 


The horses snorted softly, their
breath rising in misty plumes as they galloped through the dew-laden grass. The
riders sat tall in their saddles, their armor glinting in the morning sun,
which ran along the scales of their mail and the delicate engravings of their
helms. Some carried spears whose tips glowed like flames, while others rested
their hands upon finely wrought bows adorned with gold and silver filigree.
Ilmarion himself rode at the forefront, a radiant figure astride his white
steed, his keen eyes scanning the distant horizon. 


More and more riders joined
them, some from the small settlements along the Arenth, others from the valleys
of Celin. It was as though the whole world had been set into motion. Women and
men, Vaharyn and Astilari, even some of the elusive Silquendi—who preferred the
shadows—came to swell their ranks. Their faces were solemn, their gazes filled
with determination, and they bore weapons that called for battle: long blades
with ivory hilts, spears with exquisitely carved shafts, and shields emblazoned
with the sigils of their houses. 


The sound of marching riders
filled the air: the steady thudding of hooves, the faint clinking of armor, the
murmuring of voices exchanging quiet commands or humming ancient war songs. A
heavy tension lay over all, as though even the wind could sense the approaching
doom. This was no departure marked by cheers, but one driven by unyielding
resolve. 


For four days and nights, they
rode with little rest. The wind from the Narath Pass grew sharper, and the
plains grew barren. The lush green of the hills faded to a muted gray as rocky
outcrops dominated the landscape, interrupted only by thorny shrubs and hardy
bushes that clung to the rugged earth. The ground became stonier, the air
colder, and on the horizon rose the first silhouettes of the hills of
Haldorath—like silent sentinels in the morning mist. 


Here, by a rocky riverbank lined
with jagged stones, Ilmarion ordered the host to make camp. The banners were
raised, a vivid sea of colors standing out even beneath the gray sky: red and
gold, blue and silver, green and black. The Elves set about constructing their
encampment, filling it with life—the neighing of horses, the clatter of
chainmail, and the rhythmic hammering of stakes securing tents and fire pits.
The air grew thick with the scent of smoke and steaming stew, and the cries of
the sentries echoed through the camp. 


Yet they were not the only ones
who had gathered here. From the east, where the hills sloped down into the vast
plains of Dorvethar, a mighty host approached. Thousands they were—men with
broad shoulders and weather-worn faces, warriors who seemed like figures from
ancient legend. Their beards were thick, and their hair fell in long strands
over their powerful shoulders. Their armor was simple but formidable: hardened
leather scales, helmets adorned with mighty horns, and in their hands, they
bore axes so great they could cleave a tree in a single stroke. 


The sound of their arrival was
like the rumbling of distant thunder. The ground trembled beneath their boots,
wagon wheels groaned, and their heavy shields thudded dully against one another
with each step. But most striking of all was their silence. No voices rose, no
battle songs rang out—only the sharp commands of their leaders cut through the
ominous stillness. It was the grim, unwavering determination of warriors who
knew they marched to war, whose hearts were steeled with cold resolve. 


And from the south, from the
dense, shadowed forests of Galadh-or-Duin, the Morilîn came. Silent and unseen,
they slipped into the host—archers who, in their long cloaks of deep green and
brown, seemed to vanish into the surroundings. Their bows, crafted from the rare
trees of their homeland, were long and supple, and every arrow in their quivers
had been fashioned with lethal precision. Their faces were pale and solemn,
their eyes cold as the night sky, and yet an undeniable grace set them apart
from the others. 


Ilmarion’s camp became a
gathering place for all who still clung to hope. The murmur of voices, the
whinnies of horses, the whispering of the wind through the banners, and the
soft hammering of craftsmen merged into a symphony of anticipation. Here, in the
cool air of the approaching evening, the fate of Erynmar seemed to hover like a
sword suspended over the heads of all who had assembled for one final stand
against the darkness. 


As Ilmarion marshaled his army
and the banners of the great houses of Elves and Men stretched taut in the cold
wind, his entire focus lay on the defense of Erynmar. This was the last
resistance against the rising power of Shorath—a host of Elves and Men that
embodied both hope and despair. Yet even as warriors sharpened their blades and
the camp echoed with the call to arms and honor, Ilmarion could not know that
far to the north, another meeting was taking place. 


For at the very hour in which
the High King of the Elves planned the defense of Erynmar, Eruviel lay alone
and drenched by the waters of a cold stream, shrouded in the twilight of the
silent forest. Before her, the ghostly form of Ilmarion’s long-departed
daughter, Silwen, appeared—her voice carrying the weight of destiny. And she
told Eruviel that her fate was inextricably bound to the storm that was soon to
sweep across the land.


 





 


Thavion lay stretched upon the
bed within the lofty house of living wood, turning Elensil, the Star-shard,
idly between his fingers. The cold touch of the artefact mirrored his own
mood—silent, watchful, and tinged with unease. Where could Eruviel be? The
question gnawed at him, even as the soft whisper of leaves and the gentle
creaking of timber in the wind offered him little comfort. 


He strove to focus upon the
audience that awaited him with the King of the Wood-elves. Would this ruler
deign to aid him in his search? Or would he, in the manner of lords too long
seated upon thrones, greet him with naught but courteous smiles and hollow
words? The thought was far from heartening. Worse still was the notion that the
Wood-elves might regard them as unwelcome intruders. Perhaps they would cast
him into one of the dark, damp cells of which he had heard troubling tales. Or
worse—what if they resolved to rid themselves of him in some manner both poetic
and final? 


Thavion snorted softly, shaking
off the thought. Elves were elves, after all—gracious, refined, and, as far as
he knew, not given to feasting upon their guests. Probably. Hopefully. With a
sigh, he spun Elensil once more between his fingers and muttered, half to
himself, “Perhaps I should begin rehearsing my most persuasive arguments—one
never knows when a truly compelling apology might be required.” 


He had not long to dwell upon
such musings, for a gentle knock sounded against the wooden door. It opened
with quiet grace, and two Wood-elves entered. Their bearing was faultless: tall
and slender they were, clad in robes of green and brown, woven with silver
filigree and delicate traceries of gold-leaf. Their hair gleamed like polished
amber in the soft light, and their eyes, keen and watchful, seemed to drink in
every detail of the chamber in a single glance. Though their expressions were
pleasant, there was an air of measured curiosity about them, as though they
beheld something seldom seen in their halls. 


"Thavion, the King of
Galadorn awaits you," said one, and his voice was so melodious that even
these few words rang like the opening notes of a song. No further explanation
was given; with a slight inclination of their heads, they turned, expecting him
to follow. 


For a moment, Thavion merely
stared at them, then realised, with a flicker of embarrassment, that he had yet
to rise. Hastily, he sprang to his feet, slipping the Star-shard into his
pocket with a swift motion. Offering a fleeting, self-conscious smile, he fell
into step behind them. 


They led him from his chamber
and downwards into the lower reaches of the city—a city hidden like a whisper
among the ancient trees. The stairways they descended seemed to have grown from
the wood itself, their steps smooth and veined with golden grain. All about,
soft lights glowed from delicate glass spheres, suspended like floating stars
among the branches. The air was rich with the scent of fresh moss and blooming
herbs, and from some unseen place, a melody drifted—perhaps the rustling of
leaves, or the quiet singing of the elves themselves. 


They passed through halls
seamlessly wrought into the living wood, their walls adorned with carvings that
wove tales of ages long past. Upon one panel was wrought Malion, his mighty
wings spread wide above the peaks of Avirath; upon another, the image of
Galadria, her brow wreathed in living leaves. So exquisite was the
craftsmanship that Thavion, despite himself, paused to take it in, drinking
deep of the artistry. 


Others of the Wood-elves they
passed along the way: women with tresses like moonlit water, crowned with
blossoms; men with fine-wrought bows and serene visages, their gaze touched
with a wisdom unseen in younger races. They regarded him as he passed—some with
open curiosity, others with quiet wonder, as though he were a stranger
unforeseen yet woven, unbeknownst to himself, into the fabric of their designs.



At last, they reached a great
hall, hewn into the heart of a towering tree. The sight was one to steal the
breath, for the ceiling arched high above like the firmament itself, pierced by
countless glimmering lights, so that it seemed he stood beneath a star-laden
sky. Around them, balconies and stairways wove intricate paths to unseen
heights, and upon the walls, golden and silver inlays traced the deeds of the
Ilûmar and the long histories of the elvenkind. 


At the hall’s heart, a throne
rose as though grown from a single living trunk, twined with vines that bore
blossoms in a hundred hues. And there, seated in quiet majesty, was Sylvarin,
King of the Wood-elves. He was not tall by the measure of Thavion’s kin, yet
his bearing was such that none could doubt the weight of ages upon him. His
face was smooth, untouched by time, yet in his eyes lay a depth unfathomed, as
though he had seen all things—grief and glory, sorrow and song—and held within
him the echoes of unspoken truths. 


Slowly, Sylvarin rose, and in
the hush that followed, only the gentle murmur of the leaves could be heard.
"Be welcome in Galadorn, Thavion," he said at last, and his voice was
like the whisper of an ancient forest bending to the wind. 


Thavion inclined his head in
reverence, but ere he could speak, Sylvarin continued, his tone gentle yet
probing: "You have come far, Thavion of the Northlands. Even before you
set foot beneath our boughs, word of your coming reached me. Our eyes see far,
and our messengers move swifter than shadow. Yet one thing remains veiled to
me: what binds the King of the Vaharyn to a healer of the Astilari?" 


Thavion swallowed. He had hoped
to weigh his words more carefully, but beneath the searching gaze of Sylvarin
and the watching elves, every hesitation seemed magnified. Even so, he forced
himself to speak, steady though he felt the weight of their scrutiny upon him. 


"Eruviel… Eruviel seeks her
kin, who journeyed north many years past, to stand against the siege of
Druugorath. Her husband, her two sons, her daughter—all lost to her, vanished
these long decades. She fears for their fates and believes they may yet
live." 


He paused, waiting for some
response, but Sylvarin only leaned forward, as though urging him to continue. 


"Ilmarion…" Thavion
resumed, measuring his words, "Ilmarion said that you hold
something—something that may aid both him and Eruviel. But he did not say what
it was." 


A hush settled over the chamber,
the air taut with unspoken meaning. Sylvarin’s brow furrowed slightly, as if
weighing matters unseen. And then, to Thavion’s astonishment, the elven king
smiled. 


"A riddle, then," he
mused, a glimmer of mirth in his gaze. "How fitting for the Vaharyn. They
do so love their secrets—almost as much as they treasure their jewels."


Thavion sought to muster a
smile, yet it seemed insufficient for Sylvarin, who suddenly leaned forward,
his voice ringing through the hall: "But tell me, Thavion—what if this
secret is a curse? What if it binds those who seek to wield it?"


Startled, Thavion stiffened as a
ripple of quiet laughter passed through the gathered Elves. Sylvarin leaned
back, his features alight with mischief. "Forgive me, young messenger. I
did not mean to startle you. But you wear such a grave countenance, I thought a
touch of levity might not go amiss." The mirth of the Elves swelled, and
Thavion felt heat rise to his cheeks. "You have a peculiar sense of
humour, my lord," he muttered, to which Sylvarin chuckled softly. "Perhaps
so," the Elven King admitted, "but humour is a shield against
darkness, my friend."  


Then, with a shift in tone as
smooth as the changing wind, he continued, "Now, let us return to the
matter at hand. You say I possess something that may aid you? And yet, he has
not told you what it is?"  


Thavion inclined his head,
relieved to set aside the jesting. 


Slowly, Sylvarin rose from his
throne, and for a fleeting moment, he seemed to fill the hall with his
presence, as if the very air around him bent to his will. His gaze was
piercing, and a strange, knowing smile played upon his lips. "Perhaps,"he
murmured,"there is indeed something that may be of use. Yet it is not mine
to reveal—not yet. We must tread carefully. In time, all shall be known."  


A silence followed, heavy with
meaning. Sylvarin’s eyes grew distant, as if beholding something unseen by all
others. "But know this, Thavion—" his voice, though quiet, held the
weight of ages, "not all that offers hope is free of peril. There are
things that bring light to the heart and yet lead the mind astray. What I
possess is no window to truth; it shows what may be , but not always what is .
Such a gift may serve as a guide in darkened days, yet it can just as easily be
a thorn that rends the soul, should one cling to false hopes or needless fears.
It requires wisdom and a heart unclouded to wield it. And even then—uncertainty
remains."  


Thavion felt a quiet unease
settle over him, the veiled warning threading through Sylvarin’s words more
disquieting than the promise itself. Yet he did not press further. The
authority and wisdom of the Elven King were as vast as the stars, and in their
light, Thavion felt suddenly small. 


"Take what time you need,
Thavion," Sylvarin said at last, his voice now a calm tide. "You are
free to wander our city." There was a pause, measured and deliberate. "But
your search for Eruviel cannot suffer delay. We shall see what the stars
reveal, yet until then, you shall not go alone."  


A subtle shift ran through
Thavion’s posture as his hand instinctively brushed the pocket where he kept
Elensil , the Star-shard. It was an unconscious gesture, as if the ancient
light within the stone might lend him the strength he required for the trials
yet to come. 


 "I shall grant you two of
my finest trackers," Sylvarin continued, gesturing with graceful ease. His
gaze turned towards the gathered Elves, and from the hush of the chamber, two
figures stepped forth—one like shadow, the other like sunlight, as different as
night and day. 


The first was a tall, slender
Elf-woman with a countenance as sharp as a drawn blade. Her high cheekbones and
piercing emerald eyes bore the weight of silent judgment, and her raven-dark
hair was plaited into a single, practical braid that fell over one shoulder.
She was clad in dark leather, traced with silver filigree, and at her belt hung
twin daggers, sleek and deadly. Her stance was proud, her expression distant,
and it was plain that she regarded her new charge with little enthusiasm. "Ríthwen,"
Sylvarin named her. 


Beside her stood a younger Elf,
his golden-brown hair a wild mane about his shoulders, his amber eyes alight
with mischief. He was dressed in garments of green, unassuming yet elegant, and
across his back lay a bow, his quiver filled with arrows of varying lengths,
haphazardly placed—as if their owner paid little heed to order. There was a
carefree ease in his stance, an unshaken mirth that seemed to shimmer about him
like sunlight upon water. "Caledhil," Sylvarin named him. 


Turning his gaze upon Thavion
once more, the King spoke with measured certainty. "These two shall stand
beside you in your search for Eruviel. None know the woods better, and they
will aid you—whether they wish to or not."  


Ríthwen crossed her arms, a
flicker of displeasure shadowing her face. "I serve you, my King," she
said, "but this task…" Her keen eyes appraised Thavion, and the
corner of her mouth twitched in mild disdain. "seems a waste of my skills."
 


 "Oh, come now, Ríthwen, do
not be so unkind!" Caledhil interjected with an easy grin. "I find it
rather exciting to have a change of pace. Besides—he seems pleasant
enough." He flashed Thavion a conspiratorial wink, which only deepened the
latter’s sense of discomfort. 


Sylvarin raised a hand, quieting
them both, though amusement gleamed faintly in his eyes. "My will is
spoken. You shall travel together, whether it pleases you or not." 


Ríthwen exhaled sharply, rolling
her eyes skyward, while Caledhil merely shrugged, his usual grin never
wavering. "As you wish, my lord!"  


Yet in the King's voice now lay
a quiet gravity, a weight that settled over them like the hush before a storm. "Remember
this," Sylvarin intoned, "this search is not for Eruviel alone. The
secrets she carries may stretch far beyond what any of us now perceive."  


Thavion gave a slow, deliberate
nod, steeling himself against Ríthwen’s withering glare, while Caledhil clapped
him cheerfully on the shoulder. 


 "Come, my friend," the
younger Elf declared, his voice brimming with a reckless warmth. "Let us
see what answers we might uncover—and perhaps even find an adventure or two
along the way!"  


 "So long as you do not
stand in the path, Caledhil," Ríthwen murmured dryly, pivoting with a
fluid grace as she strode from the hall. 


As Thavion followed in their
wake, he could feel the tension between them, a thread drawn taut between
opposites. And yet, despite their stark contrast, he could not help but
think—perhaps they would prove a formidable company after all.


 





 


Eruviel stood alone in the
luminous twilight of the forest, encircled by flora that shimmered in gentle,
iridescent hues, as though the very stars had shed their essence upon leaf and
stem, upon bloom and bough. Her breath came unevenly—not from exertion alone,
but from the tempest of thoughts that raged within her mind. She reached for
the sword at her side, tightening the wet strap about her waist. The chill of
her rain-soaked garments bit into her skin, yet she paid it no heed. Lifting
her head, she brushed back the golden tresses that clung to her brow, and the
glow of the great Laeriel-trees made the droplets in her hair gleam like tears
of light.


Her gaze wandered along the
brook that wound its way through the enchanted thicket, a ribbon of silver amid
the twilight hues. Its gentle currents seemed to call to her, and though no
clear purpose yet guided her heart, she resolved to follow where the water led.
Uncertainty might cloud the way, yet the brook offered direction where
otherwise there was only the prospect of wandering astray.


As her feet moved softly over
the moss-clad earth, her thoughts turned inexorably to Silwen. The searing
brilliance that had shrouded their fateful meeting was burned into her memory,
like the last flare of the sun upon the horizon ere it yielded to dusk. What
had become of Ilmarion’s daughter? What sorrow or ruin had befallen her?
Eruviel shook her head, as if the mere motion might cast off the shadows of
speculation. Yet the tales of Silwen and Vyörn clung to her mind too vividly to
be set aside.


"Vyörn…" she murmured,
and the mere utterance of his name sent a chill creeping through her thoughts,
colder than the damp upon her skin. The Dark Smith of Nal Doroth—so was he
called, a craftsman of wonders, yet one whose heart was said to be wrought of
shadow as surely as his hands forged steel. What manner of bond had there been
between him and Silwen, that she had dwelt so long in his presence? Had it been
compulsion? Or something else, something deeper, that had bound her to that
place? Eruviel’s eyes narrowed. Whatever it had been, it had brought her no
joy.


And Ilmarion—had he, in his
wisdom, foreseen that she would be drawn to this place? A thought so bold that
she scarce dared to give it shape. Yet the memory of her former King’s gaze, as
she had felt it in the distant days of Nimlad, now seemed to bear a weight of
meaning she had not then perceived. Had he known that Silwen had been ensnared
in shadow here? And if he had known, had he believed that her fate was bound to
this forest in ways yet unfathomed?


Her pace slowed as the brook
curved before her, and she came to a halt, fingers resting lightly upon the bow
slung across her shoulder. Drawing a steady breath, she let her keen gaze sweep
the woodland, seeking some sign, some whisper of a path to guide her beyond the
tangle of questions and doubts. But the forest remained silent. Only the murmur
of water and the faint rustling of luminous leaves kept her company.


"Perhaps," she
whispered, "the only way to find the answers I seek is to press
onward."


With renewed resolve, she
tightened the straps of her pack and set forth once more. Yet as the darkness
receded behind her and the light of the forest drew her ever onward, she knew
that she followed not only the path before her, but also the ever-turning
course of her thoughts—thoughts that wound ceaselessly back to Silwen, to
Vyörn, and to the ancient, unyielding question of fate.


Many hours did Eruviel tread
beside the murmuring waters, whose cool and gentle course seemed like a quiet
companion upon her journey. And with each step, the forest wove itself deeper
into a beauty so enchanted, so near to the realm of dreams, that she wondered
if she still walked in waking lands. The glow of the flora, which at first had
seemed but a distant glimmer in the gloom, now enshrouded her like a mantle of
woven light, casting all in a hushed and hallowed radiance.


Her steps grew slower. The
further she wandered, the more she lingered, drawn by the wonders that surrounded
her. Here, ferns of silvered hue unfurled their fronds, shimmering like the
stars above the world. There, blossoms of flame-like petals flickered with a
light that bore no heat, their trembling glow untouched by wind or breath.
Beneath her feet, the moss sparkled like scattered gems, and above, vines
veiled in a soft, azure luminescence twined upward, as though drawn by an
unseen hand toward the heavens.


Eruviel knelt, extending a
cautious hand to a flower that shimmered like liquid starlight against her
skin. At her touch, its glow seemed to stir, brightening as though it knew her.


"Wondrous…" she
whispered, her breath scarcely more than a sigh in the hush of the wood.


She knew not these plants, nor
had she read of their like in any tome of lore. Even the oldest writings of her
grandfather, Laegomir, a scholar of great wisdom, had held no word of such
marvels. She thought of the nights of her childhood in Nimlad, where she had
sat at his knee as he read to her from parchment-bound volumes, recounting the
tales of lands far and fair, of days long passed into the echoes of time. Yet
no text, no story had ever spoken of such a light as this—a light that wove
itself through the world with a quiet and undying grace.


Eruviel straightened, her
thoughts still lingering upon those strange and wondrous plants. A peculiar
resolve stirred within her, a seed of desire that, for a fleeting moment, cast
aside all doubts and fears. Should she survive this journey—should she endure
this ceaseless wandering through shadow and peril—then she would return to this
place. She would seek the hidden truths of this forest, preserve its beauty,
and study these plants, which were far more than mere foliage.


With one last glance at the
luminous flora—glowing like a memory of the untainted light of the Two
Trees—she slung her bow and pack over her shoulder once more. Perhaps, she
mused, even in the darkest corners of the world, the remnants of light still
linger.







And so, with this thought, she
pressed on, following the course of the brook, the gentle radiance of the
forest ever at her side. Yet suddenly, the air itself seemed to shift. The
harmonious murmur of water grew muted, as though the woods had drawn a breath
and held it fast. Her keen gaze fell upon a wall of dark, black-violet vines
that reared before her, an intricate lattice of shadow and gloom. They sprawled
across her path, reaching to either side until they met the brook, whose
waters, near their grasp, seemed to flow with unnatural silence.


The luminous plants that had
bathed the glade in their gentle glow were absent here. It was as though the
forest itself had willed this boundary into existence—a bulwark against the
unknown.


Eruviel stepped forward, her
fingers instinctively tightening around the hilt of her sword. The vines
shifted, twisting and writhing as if aware of her presence. A shiver coursed
down her spine, yet she did not recoil. Instead, she studied the ominous
barrier with wary eyes.


"What do you conceal?"
she murmured, yet the vines offered no reply, save for the soft whisper of
sinuous wood entwining itself in slow, serpentine motion.


Her gaze swept the surroundings,
seeking some sign—some path that might lead her beyond this strange
obstruction. At last, she spied a stone—or rather, a monument—standing not far
from the tangled mass, half-veiled by the gnarled roots of an ancient tree. It
was a great, angular rock, set there by no natural hand.


Cautiously, Eruviel approached,
her steps near-silent upon the leaf-strewn earth. As she drew near, she saw that
the stone's surface was carved with runes—ancient elvish script, etched deep
into the rock and half-hidden beneath a delicate shroud of moss. Her fingers
brushed over the weathered inscription as she strove to decipher its meaning.


The signs were unfamiliar,
belonging to a time so distant that even the oldest chronicles of her kin had
let it slip from memory.


"Daeron..." she
murmured. Some of the forms called to mind the scripts devised by that master
of Doriath in ages long past, yet others were strange, bearing a dark and alien
cast. Slowly, she pieced together scattered words: "Guardian... Peril...
Purity..." The rest eluded her; the runes were too old, their meaning too
tangled to unravel.


Eruviel furrowed her brow,
thoughts whirling like leaves in a restless wind. A riddle lay before her—one
she could not yet solve, not here, not now.


With a weary sigh, she leaned
against the stone, the chill of its surface seeping through her damp garments.
Fatigue pressed upon her like a heavy mantle, impossible to shrug off.


"Perhaps... perhaps
tomorrow," she whispered, half to herself.


Her eyelids grew heavy, and
though she fought against the tide of exhaustion, sleep claimed her at last,
bearing her away like a wave that draws all things into its depths.


The final sight that lingered
before her mind faded into darkness was of the violet vines, shifting and
twisting like silent sentinels before some hidden truth. And in the depths of
her fading thoughts, she knew—this boundary was no simple obstacle.


It was a warning. One she would
soon come to understand.


 


Chapter 7: “Restless Allies”


 


Thavion stepped forth from the
gracefully arched entrance of the throne hall, the weight of his recent
discourse with the King of the Woodland Elves still resting heavily upon his
shoulders. It could have gone worse, he mused, yet the burden remained.


Beside him walked Caledhil,
whose seemingly casual bearing stood in sharp contrast to the keen curiosity
glinting in his eyes.


"So, my new friend,"
Caledhil began, his voice laced with mischievous mirth, "welcome to
Galadorn. Shall I give you a tour? It is not every day that we receive a true
Vaharyn in our midst."


Thavion could not tell whether
the emphasis upon Vaharyn was meant as jest or mere observation. Yet before he
could respond, Caledhil pressed on with a playful grin:


"You should count yourself
fortunate to have me as your guide. Without my counsel, you might well stumble
into a nest of spiders—or something worse."


Thavion widened his eyes in mock
alarm, donning an expression of exaggerated gratitude.


Behind them, Ríthwen followed,
her countenance betraying little amusement. Her lips were drawn into a thin
line, and her steps fell nearly soundless upon the moss-laden path.


"It seems you do not often
welcome guests," Thavion observed at last, letting his gaze drift over the
towering trees, their trunks like the pillars of some vast and ancient citadel.


"Guests?" Caledhil
echoed with a smirk. "Hardly. And if we do, they are elves of our kin, or
perhaps a wandering Astilari. But a true Vaharyn? That is a rarity indeed. Some
might even suspect you have come to sway us into marching to Druugorath and
taking up arms."


"That was not my
purpose," Thavion replied curtly.


"Well, that is a
relief," Caledhil said lightly, gesturing with a sweeping motion towards
the path ahead. "Come, there is much to see. I daresay Galadorn will leave
its mark upon you."


The city sprawled among the
mighty trunks and upon the platforms of colossal trees. The air was suffused
with a silent, lofty melody, born of the swaying bridges and the crystal
lanterns that gleamed like distant stars in the dusk.


"Down there lies our
forge," Caledhil said, pointing towards a glade below. A great opening in
the base of a broad tree revealed a smithy, where embers flared like fireflies
in the dimming light.


"A forge within a
tree?" Thavion asked, unable to suppress a wry smile. "Of
course," Caledhil replied dryly. "The dwarves may entomb themselves
in the bowels of the earth, but we, the elves of the wood, hold nature in
reverence."


"By setting it
aflame?" Thavion asked, lifting a brow.


Caledhil halted for a moment,
amusement flickering in his gaze. "Let us say… we take precautions."


Behind them, Ríthwen gave a
quiet snort. When Thavion turned, he met her cool stare. "Perhaps you should
save your awe for something of greater consequence," she said, her tone
edged with impatience. "There is more to Galadorn than trees."


Caledhil shrugged. "Ríthwen
is somewhat… reserved," he murmured to Thavion as they walked on.
"But her intentions are good. Most of the time."


"How reassuring,"
Thavion muttered.


Their path led them past an inn,
its terrace woven gracefully between two ancient trees, and a clothier’s shop
where fabrics of shimmering hues were proudly displayed. Everywhere,
craftsmanship flourished: intricate carvings that spoke of long-forgotten
tales, and vines that coiled in harmony with the architecture of the city.


"It is remarkable,"
Thavion admitted at last, as they lingered upon a bridge spanning the lower
tiers of the city. "Unlike anything I have known… but remarkable
nonetheless."


"And there we have
it!" Caledhil whispered conspiratorially to Ríthwen, who silenced him with
a flat, unimpressed stare.


"Perhaps," Thavion
added with a faint smile, "I shall yet find here some echo of Luminar’s
grace."


"Then we have achieved our
aim," Caledhil declared, gesturing theatrically towards the path ahead.
"Onward! There is still much to behold."


As they traversed the city of
the Woodland Elves, a tenuous, if uncertain, understanding began to take shape
between them. Galadorn was a place of wonder—but also one of trials, where the
bonds of their uneasy companionship would soon be put to the test.


The hours passed, and at last,
Caledhil and Thavion found themselves within a dimly lit tavern, its low-beamed
ceiling adorned with shimmering, finely wrought carvings. The great, circular
hearth at the room’s center cast flickering shadows upon the walls, where aged
tapestries whispered of bygone days.


The air was thick with the scent
of fresh bread, crushed herbs, and the deep, smoky fragrance of burning wood
mingled with the honeyed aroma of miruvor.


Seated at a sturdy oaken table,
they each nursed a tankard of deep-red elven mead, renowned in these lands for
its warmth and fortifying strength. The murmur of voices wove through the
room—a solemn old elf hunched over a steaming bowl of broth, a pair of weary
travelers whose boots still bore the dust of distant roads, and in the farthest
corner, a young minstrel plucking a quiet tune upon his lute.


Ríthwen stood apart, leaning
against one of the great supporting beams. Her bearing was ever proud, yet her
knitted brow and the faint, restless set of her lips betrayed a growing
impatience.


Thavion, well aware of her
silent discontent, risked a tentative smile and inclined his head towards the
empty seat at their table. For a time, she feigned indifference, but at length,
with a look bordering on reluctance, she pushed away from the beam and settled
into the chair, her posture anything but relaxed—more like a caged hawk,
tolerating its perch but ever poised to take flight.


"When do we finally set
forth to seek this fabled elven treasure?" she asked at last, her voice
sharp as drawn steel. "I have better things to do than sit here, wasting
time."


Caledhil leaned back, his smile
half amused, half taunting. "Better things? And what, pray, might those
be?" he inquired, his words lilting between jest and challenge.


Ríthwen turned to him, her gaze
cold as a whetted blade. "For one, not enduring your self-satisfied demeanor,"
she retorted coolly. 


Caledhil burst into bright
laughter, drawing the attention of the young lute player. Thavion, on the other
hand, only managed a cautious smile, and when Ríthwen turned to him, measuring
him with a piercing gaze, his smile froze instantly. Hastily, he averted his
eyes and let them sink to the table as if he could find refuge there. But after
a moment of hesitation, he lifted his head and spoke, his voice quiet but firm:
"Ríthwen is right. We should set out. Eruviel needs us."


An unexpected silence followed,
broken only by the crackling of the fire. Ríthwen studied Thavion for a
heartbeat, then abruptly stood up. "Then let’s not waste any more
time," she said, her voice like a cold wind sweeping through the inn.


Outside, the night stretched
over the land like a dark, protective cloak. No sky was visible between the
tall, interwoven branches of the trees, yet tiny, sparkling lights—fireflies,
or perhaps luminous seeds of the forest—floated like shy stars through the
darkness. The cool breeze carried the scent of damp wood and distant pines, but
the quiet of the night was soon interrupted by Ríthwen’s voice.


"Where did you lose
her?" she asked, her tone as sharp as a knife slicing through the cool
air. The undertone was unmistakable: How foolish can one be to lose someone?


Thavion shifted uneasily from
one foot to the other, searching desperately for words. "I… I don’t know
exactly," he finally stammered, his gaze dropping to the ground as if the
answer lay there. "It was all... strange. The time, the place—I couldn’t
perceive anything properly."


Ríthwen crossed her arms and
stared at him as if trying to bring him to his senses with her gaze alone.
Caledhil, who had been silently observing the scene, furrowed his brow deeply
and rubbed his chin in thought.


"Hmmm... where could she
be?" he murmured, more to himself than to the others. "No, probably
not there... and not there either..." He paused, the lines on his face
deepening, then suddenly lifted his head. "What do you think?" he
began, his voice filled with quiet concern. "Could she have followed the
course of the Mornnen? What if she found him? And... what if she has come to
him?"


At these words, his breath
caught, and he looked at Ríthwen with a fearful expression.


Ríthwen met his gaze and stepped
closer, her eyes boring into his as if she were trying to uncover the thoughts
behind his words.


"To him..." she
repeated slowly, almost like an echo rising from the deepest shadows of a
forest. It sounded less like a question and more like a realization spoken only
for herself.


"That would be... not good,
would it?"


A tense silence spread, broken
only by the faint crackling of the lanterns outside the inn.


Finally, Ríthwen straightened
abruptly and spoke with an unwavering determination: "Then let’s go. We’re
heading for Dor-Daereth."


Thavion and Caledhil stared at
her. The name seemed to weigh on the air itself. Dor-Daereth—the Black Belt, a
sinister barrier of black-violet vines, stretching across the distant land like
a wounded, living wall. A place even the bravest hunters of the woods avoided.


Ríthwen shot Caledhil a stern
glance. "And do me a favor," she added with a hint of mockery,
"bring proper arrows this time—and a decent sword. Your foolish jokes
alone won’t save us from orcs or anything worse."


Caledhil raised an eyebrow, his
mouth curling into a faint smile. "Foolish jokes?" he asked, feigning
offense. "I thought they kept us alive pretty well so far."


"Not this time,"
Ríthwen replied dryly, already turning away, her silhouette sharply outlined
against the warm, flickering lights of the elven lanterns in the trees.


"Not this time."


The ancient forest spread around
the companions like an impenetrable sea of shadows and whispers. High above,
the tree canopies intertwined so densely that barely a ray of daylight reached
the forest floor. Instead, the light seemed to slumber on the moss-covered
trunks and thick roots, a faint glow that barely illuminated their path. It was
quiet, apart from the gentle rustling of leaves above and the muffled crack of
branches whenever one of the companions took a misstep.


Caledhil led the small group,
his movements fluid and assured, as if the forest were an old friend whispering
its secrets to him. He seemed to find the best routes effortlessly, even when
it looked as if there were no path at all. Where thick tree roots made the
ground impassable, he guided them over narrow rock ridges or through hidden
passages between ferns.


Thavion, walking in the middle,
struggled to keep his bearings. Everything looked the same—trees, trees, and
more trees.


"How do you even find your
way in here?" he finally asked, his voice a mixture of admiration and
frustration.


"I’ve known this forest
since my youth," Caledhil replied without looking back. "Every stone,
every root, every fallen tree is familiar to me."


"And if they weren’t?"
Thavion asked dryly.


"Then I improvise,"
Caledhil said with a barely audible chuckle, which coaxed a brief smile from
Ríthwen.


Behind Thavion, Ríthwen walked
with keen eyes and attentive ears. Her steps were barely audible, even on the
uneven ground. Her gaze swept through the darkness as if she could analyze
every sound, every rustling leaf in the trees. Suddenly, she halted and raised
a hand.


“What is it?” Thavion asked,
nearly bumping into Caledhil.


“A squirrel,” she replied dryly,
the hint of a smile in her voice. “It coughed.”


Thavion blinked in confusion.
“Squirrels... cough?”


“If they’re near Vaharyn, they
do.” Caledhil smirked without turning around.


Ríthwen let out a quiet laugh,
while Thavion rolled his eyes. But after a while, he spoke again, his voice
softer. “There are places that remind me of this forest. Neldorin, for example.
I spent many years there after I came to Nyrassar.”


Ríthwen looked at him, the
amusement fading from her lips, replaced by a glimmer of curiosity. “Neldorin…
the northern part of Dúrial, isn’t it?”


Thavion nodded. “It was a place
of great beauty. The trees there were as ancient as these, but the light was
different. Clearer, almost silver. The singers of Dúrial used to say that
Nalira herself guided the light through the leaves with her song.”


“And yet you left,” Ríthwen
remarked, her voice barely more than a whisper.


“I didn’t leave,” Thavion
corrected her, his eyes fixed on something distant. “I was torn away. It was
long after Nalira’s departure, in the days of the Fall.”


Ríthwen said nothing. She
studied him for a moment, and something like understanding flickered in her
expression. Then she murmured, “Perhaps this place is what you’ve been
searching for—a place that is safe.”


Thavion shook his head, but a
faint smile played on his lips. “No place in Nyrassar is safe anymore. But I
think… there are still places that breathe peace. Maybe this forest is one of
them.”


Caledhil, who had been walking
ahead during their conversation, now turned around. “Your discussion may be
comforting, but the trees here are listening. We should be quiet.”


Thavion raised a brow. “You’re
joking, right?”


Caledhil gave him a serious
look. “Maybe. Maybe not. Let’s move on.”


They continued their journey,
the silence of the forest broken only by the distant whisper of the wind and
the occasional crack of a branch beneath their feet.


Time passed as the group wove
their way through the dense undergrowth of Nal Doroth. The shadows of ancient
trees draped over their path like a living tapestry, and the faint light
filtering through the canopy above formed small islands of gold upon the forest
floor. They slipped beneath a gnarled, crooked tree, its branches stretching
out like skeletal fingers above them. Tall ferns and thorny shrubs lined the
path, and at one point, Thavion had to pause to untangle a curling vine that
had wrapped itself around his waist. The rhythmic rustling of leaves
accompanied them like the quiet breath of the forest—until suddenly, that
steady sound was interrupted by the gentle murmur of water.


They had reached the Mornnen.
The stream was narrow, barely two meters wide, bubbling and splashing as it
carved its way through the undergrowth. Its clear waters shimmered like silver
as they tumbled over small stones, twisting northward. There, beyond the
shadows of the forest, it would merge with its greater brother, the Celin, and
journey onward toward Valan.


Caledhil halted, his eyes
shining with pride as he turned and flashed his brightest smile. “We have
reached our first destination,” he announced, gazing at the stream as if
greeting an old friend. “From here, we follow the water’s course until we
arrive at Aeslinthir. It is a special place—a wonder of our forest, seen by only
a rare few who do not belong to our people.” He paused meaningfully and looked
at Thavion. “You will like it—I promise. The plants there are like a reflection
of the stars themselves.”


It didn’t take long before the
first luminous flowers began to appear along their path. Delicate points of
light shimmered on the ground like fallen stars. With every step they took
along the riverbank, their numbers grew. Soon, not only the flowers glowed, but
the leaves of the trees as well, bathed in soft hues of gold, silver, and a
pale green that resembled the glow of the moon. It was a splendor that filled
the darkened forest with a quiet radiance, as if it had shed the shadows that
had weighed upon it for centuries.


Thavion halted, his gaze lifted
in wonder. Even in Luminar, even in the gardens of Lumaris, he had never seen
such beauty.


“Caledhil,” he asked at last,
his voice hushed, “what is this place? Aeslinthir? What does the name mean? It
feels as though the seed of Aurion and Silvaron still lingers here—only changed,
in its own way.”


Caledhil smiled gently, his eyes
drifting over the glowing leaves and star-like blossoms. “You are not the first
to make that comparison,” he said. “And perhaps… there is some truth to it. But
what we know is more of a story—or rather, a whisper of the forest itself.”


He fell silent for a moment, as
if taking in the wonder of the place before continuing.


“When Silwen and Ethion once
rode through this forest, they sought freedom—or so the tale goes. But when
Vyörn learned of it, his fury was boundless. They say he swept through Nal
Doroth like a storm wind, the shadows trembled before him, and his eyes burned
like molten iron. He hunted for his wife and son, but it was the last time any
elf saw him here.”


Caledhil stepped forward, his voice
lowering to a thoughtful murmur.


“They say he never returned.
What became of him, only the gods know. But a few months later, with the coming
of spring, something strange happened. At the very place where his trail was
last seen, these flowers began to grow. And the trees here began to glow, as if
they were filled with light from within—as if they knew joy for the first
time.”


Caledhil looked directly at
Thavion, his gaze serious. “Many believe that the forest itself brought forth
these flowers as an answer—a sign that Vyörn, with his dark heart, has left
this place forever. The colors, the light… it is as if the forest wishes to
express its gratitude.” His eyes wandered over the luminous blossoms.
“Aeslinthir—the place of radiant song. That is what we call it. For when the
wind moves through the leaves, they seem to sing. It is a wonder that only a
few have ever witnessed.”


They walked on, carried by the
ethereal beauty surrounding them. Every step felt like a part of something
ancient, something greater than themselves. The shifting light danced through
the trees, the leaves and flowers moving as though breathing in the forest’s
hush. Time itself seemed to hold its breath, and for a moment, they were but
silent witnesses to an age-old miracle.


But suddenly, Caledhil stopped,
his gaze sharpening. With a swift gesture, he pulled the others from their
dreamlike state. “Halt,” he whispered firmly. “Someone has been here. Not long
ago.” The others froze.


“What do you mean?” Ríthwen
asked quietly, but Caledhil had already crouched down, his fingertips brushing
the ferns lining the path. “Look—these leaves are bent. Someone stepped on
them. And here.” He pointed to the smooth riverbank, where the stones still
glistened with moisture. “Whoever it was, they emerged from the water.”


Ríthwen knelt beside him, her
keen eyes scanning the ground. She absorbed every detail, every sign left
behind. “And not only that,” she murmured at last. “Someone lay here. You can
see the imprint in the grass.” Then, with careful fingers, she reached for
something caught in the moss. As she lifted it into the light, a single strand
of hair shimmered like molten gold. “The one we seek… is a woman.”


An excited gleam lit up
Thavion’s eyes as he stepped closer. “May I?” he asked, and Ríthwen handed him
the strand. He held it in his hands as if it were a sacred relic, his
expression shifting from wonder to certainty. His voice trembled, laced with
both hope and fear. “It looks like Eruviel’s hair… Yes, I am sure. This is
hers!”


Ríthwen studied the strand in
Thavion’s hands, her gaze softening, though her voice remained steady. “Then we
are on the right path,” she said quietly. There was hope in her words—but also
a foreboding sense that danger lay ahead.


Thavion clutched the golden
strand to his chest, as if the simple gesture could bridge the distance between
him and Eruviel. For a moment, his thoughts seemed far away, lost in the
shimmering glow of the forest. “Whatever has happened,” he finally murmured,
more to himself than the others, “we must find her. We cannot waste time.”


Ríthwen and Caledhil exchanged a
brief but knowing glance before Caledhil spoke. “We will. And I swear, we will
learn the truth.”


Suddenly, Thavion’s hands
fumbled through his pockets, his expression shifting to concern. “Where is
Elensil?” he muttered, searching through the folds of his cloak. “It was just
here—” Finally, his fingers closed around a small object, and he pulled it
forth—a simple yet exquisitely crafted sphere from Luminar. Holding it up, he
watched in astonishment and relief as Elensil began to glow. A soft, silvery
light emanated from within, carrying a gentle warmth that spread through his
chest, filling him with renewed hope.


“Look!” he breathed, eyes bright
with wonder. “Caledhil, Ríthwen—Elensil is guiding us. We are in the right
place!”


Caledhil stepped closer, a smile
of quiet relief playing on his lips. “Then we must not delay,” he said. “Let us
move on—this forest still holds many secrets.”


Thavion nodded resolutely, his
fingers tightening around Elensil as though drawing strength from its glow.
Together, they pressed forward, every step fueled by the hope of finding
Eruviel—and the certainty that their journey would test them in ways they had
yet to imagine.


 


Chapter 8: “Dor-Daereth”


 


It was not long ere the three
companions reached Dor-Daereth, that sombre and ancient place, steeped in
mystery and shadowed by time. Without hesitation, Ríthwen strode forth, her
steps unwavering, towards the great rune-stone that stood upon the verge of the
glade. "Come hither! She is here!" she called to the others, who had
turned towards the dark barrier of twisted vines.


Thavion was the first to heed
her summons. Swiftly he came, falling to his knees as he took Eruviel’s hand in
his own. It was warm. "She lives," he murmured, his voice laced with
both relief and quiet joy. By now, Caledhil had also arrived, breathless from
haste, yet his face bore an expression of deep satisfaction. He cast Ríthwen a
glance of acknowledgment. "I deem we have once more proved our worth,"
he said, with a touch of pride that was not misplaced.


As Thavion's fingers traced
gently over Eruviel’s pale countenance, she stirred. Her eyelids fluttered, and
at last, she opened her eyes. "Thavion… it is thee," she whispered,
and then, as though overcome by some great feeling, she flung her arms about
him. Her relief was palpable, and for a fleeting moment, all else faded.


Yet soon she perceived the
others, and a soft blush crept to her cheeks as she drew back, clearing her
throat in mild discomfiture. "Ah… good morrow," she stammered, her
gaze shifting warily between them.


"Good morrow,
Eruviel," said Caledhil with a warm smile. "I am Caledhil, and the
lady at my side is Ríthwen. We have aided Thavion in his search for thee—and
lo! Here we stand!" His smile deepened, bright as a king’s welcome or the
first taste of summer’s fairest berries.


Ríthwen stepped closer, her grey
eyes filled with quiet concern. "How dost thou fare?" she asked
gently. "Art thou wounded?"


Eruviel shook her head.
"Nay… I… I lost my way," she answered hesitantly. "I stumbled
and fell into a stream. Thereafter… I beheld Silwen. Or mayhap but her
wraith." She paused, as though ordering her thoughts. "She charged me
with a task—to restore the balance, and to avenge her death."


Caledhil’s brows lifted in
surprise. "Silwen? Ilmarion’s daughter?"


"Aye," Eruviel
whispered. "I knew not even that he had a daughter…" Her voice
faltered as her fingers absently traced the runes upon the stone. "Before
I succumbed to slumber, I sought to read these signs, yet the tongue is too
old. I grasp it not. Can ye aid me?"


Ríthwen knelt beside her, her
gaze keen as she studied the runes. "These are markings of the Elder
Days," she said at length. "A warning, perchance. Or a command."


Eruviel’s eyes strayed to the
dark, violet-black vines that wove a living wall of shadow before them. That
dense, writhing barrier stirred yet, and from its depths came a whispering
sound, like the murmurs of unseen voices uttering a wordless caution. A shiver
ran through her, and she turned to the others. "What is this barrier? Why
is the path forbidden? And… what manner of place is this?"


Caledhil stepped forth, his gaze
fixed upon the shadowed vines, and his voice was grave as he answered.
"Dor-Daereth," he said, "is a place bound to the darkness of the
Elder Days. It bears the mark of Vyörn, the Dark Elven-smith, a craftsman of
peerless skill, yet of a heart utterly corrupt."


At the name, Ríthwen visibly
tensed, stepping nearer to Eruviel. Her voice, though soft, bore the edge of
long-harboured contempt. "Vyörn…" she murmured, almost as though the
very utterance of the name were poison. "A name best left unspoken. He was
no common elf.


"Once he dwelt in the early
days of Dúrial, yet the beauty and goodness that flourished there were a thorn
in his soul. It seemed he could not endure a joy that was not of his own
making. So he forsook that fair realm, which would not keep him, and came
unbidden into Nal Doroth, our wood. There he wove his dark designs, seeping
like venom into the roots of the land, until all light and gladness were driven
forth. Soon, the forest grew so thick and dim that even the light of the stars
was swallowed in its depths. The ancients say he bent the very shadows to his
will, shaping them as one might shape steel upon the anvil."


Eruviel looked to her, her brow
furrowed in unease. "But what hath he to do with this place?" she
asked.


Caledhil answered ere Ríthwen
could speak. "Here was the dwelling-place of Vyörn. Dor-Daereth was his
stronghold, and here he kindled his forge. It was in this place that he wrought
the first of his blades, weapons infused with his dark sorcery—blades that
brought naught but doom and ruin. The vines thou seest, Eruviel, hold at bay
the darkness he left behind. They guard the place where his secrets remain.
None, it is said, may pass beyond this barrier without falling under the
dominion of his lingering will."


A chill ran through Eruviel, but
Ríthwen spoke on, her voice now edged with loathing. "Silwen, whom thou
beheldst—Ilmarion’s daughter—was held captive by him. Of that, there can be no
doubt." Her emerald eyes flashed with ire. "No woman would remain by
the side of one such as Vyörn save by force. He was a tyrant, a master of
deceit. It is said he ensnared her with guile and sorcery, binding her fast in
his grasp, making her his…" She broke off, too filled with wrath to
continue.


Eruviel cast a troubled glance
between them. "And yet," she murmured, "Silwen spake to me—not
with malice, but with care. She spake of balance and justice. Why should she
say such things, if she suffered so?"


Caledhil hesitated, then spoke
in a voice deep and measured. "Mayhap her spirit sought peace. Or
perchance the threads of her tale are more tightly woven with this place than
we yet understand. Dor-Daereth is no mere relic of bygone days. So long as
Vyörn’s curse lingers here, it shall remain a wellspring of shadow and power.
If Silwen has entrusted you with a task, Eruviel, then it may be the key to
cleansing this place—and, perhaps, to granting her final release."


Ríthwen knelt, placing a hand
upon the earth as if she could feel the whisper of its ancient grief.
"This land is tainted," she murmured, more to herself than to the
others. "These runes, inscribed in the stone, may tell us more. They may
offer us guidance—some means by which to sunder the power Vyörn left
behind."


Eruviel’s gaze drifted toward
the ominous brambles, dark and twisted like veins through which some fell force
still pulsed. "If Silwen placed her trust in me," she said at last,
"then I shall do all in my power to banish this darkness. But I shall need
your aid. I do not understand these runes, nor do I know the full tale."


Caledhil inclined his head.
"We shall seek the answers together. But be warned, Eruviel—this darkness
has endured the turning of long ages. It will not be undone with ease."


Thavion laid a steadying hand
upon her shoulder. "Whatever comes, we stand beside you. You do not face
this alone."


For a moment, silence fell upon
them, broken only by the whispering of the brambles—a sound both hushed and
menacing, as though the air itself bore an unspoken warning. The shadow of
Vyörn yet lay heavy upon Dor-Daereth, a grim reminder of the power that once
held dominion here.


"Eruviel," Thavion
said softly, reaching into the folds of his cloak. "I have something for
you." He held forth a glimmering shard—the Star-fragment, Elensil. It lay
in his palm like a sliver of captured starlight, but as he passed it to her, it
began to thrum with a quiet, steady pulse.


A breath caught in Eruviel’s
throat as she reached for it, and without thinking, she embraced Thavion once
more, her voice warm with gratitude. "Thank you, Thavion. You cannot know
how much this means to me."


No sooner had her fingers closed
around the crystal than it flared to life. A soft hum filled the air, and the
light that spilled forth from it grew ever brighter, purer—until it pressed
back the encroaching gloom of Dor-Daereth. It grew warm—nay, hot—glowing like a
beacon against the black. The very shadows recoiled from its radiance.


"Well," Thavion said
with a small, lopsided smile, "it would seem it has missed you as
well."


But before Eruviel could answer,
Caledhil’s voice rang out, tense and urgent. "Hold! Stand where you
are!" His arm was outstretched, pointing towards the rune-stone.
"Look!" he whispered in awe.


All eyes turned to the ancient
monolith, which had stood silent in the dim half-light like a voiceless
sentinel. Yet now, faint lines of argent fire traced across its surface, as
though woven from starlight itself. Runes, unseen until this moment, gleamed
with an eerie clarity.


"Moon-runes…" Caledhil
murmured, his voice hushed with reverence. "Visible only beneath the light
of the stars—or the moon. Elensil has revealed them to us."


Ríthwen and Thavion stepped
closer, their gazes wide with wonder as they beheld the luminous script. It was
as though the stone had begun to speak, whispering across the gulf of time.
They read the words aloud in hushed tones, one by one, as though each syllable
bore weight upon the very air: "Death… Darkness… Pure heart… Pure soul… Open…
Banishment… Pain… Light."


Each word fell like a drop upon
still water, sending ripples through the silence. The air about them grew
dense—almost tangible, as if something unseen yet keenly aware had taken note
of their presence.


"It is both a warning and a
charge," Caledhil said at last, his voice firm. "Only that which is
pure may break this darkness. But it will not be done without pain."


Ríthwen placed a hand upon
Eruviel’s shoulder, her voice soft yet certain. "The light in your hands
has shown us this," she murmured. "Perhaps you are the key, Eruviel.
Whatever fate lies hidden in this place, Elensil has led you here… and perhaps
to your destiny."


Eruviel’s gaze wavered between
the glowing runes and the Star-fragment in her grasp. Its warm light danced in
her eyes, and she felt a tide of thoughts and emotions welling within her,
though she spoke no word. She only closed her eyes and drew in a steady breath,
seeking some anchor within herself, some truth that might guide her.


When she opened them again, the
glimmer of Elensil was mirrored in her steady, resolute gaze. Without another
word, she began to move forward—slowly, yet with a purpose that was as tangible
as the chill air of Dor-Daereth itself.


Before her loomed the dark
barrier, a tangled snarl of black and violet thorns that pulsed like some
living, malevolent thing. It was waiting—watching—hungry. It would not yield
easily.


Behind her, the three companions
exchanged swift glances, yet none dared to break the hush that had settled over
them. It was as though the very silence carried its own enchantment, binding
word and will alike.


Ríthwen drew her blade, the
whisper of steel against its scabbard as soft and deadly as a breath upon winter
air. Her gaze swept the shadows, seeking the threat she could sense but not yet
see. She was poised, taut as a bowstring, a huntress awaiting the moment to
strike.


Caledhil, ever silent, moved
with the grace of a great cat. With effortless precision, he nocked an arrow to
his bowstring, fingers steady, his keen eyes fixed upon the writhing wall of
thorns.


Thavion, who had stood in
thought until now, squared his shoulders and strode forward with quick,
decisive steps until he was once more at Eruviel’s side. His expression was
troubled, yet within his gaze was a fierce resolve. "Have you a
plan?" he asked at last, his voice calm but laced with quiet urgency.


For a moment, Eruviel did not
answer. She did not look away from the pulsing darkness ahead, but merely
tightened her grip around Elensil. Its light flared once more, bright as the
morning star, and in that glow, the brambles before them seemed to twist and
shudder—as if, for the first time in long ages, they had come to know fear. „


“No,” she said at last, her
voice calm, touched with a quiet melancholy. “I have no plan. But if I am to be
the key, then something is bound to happen, is it not?” She turned briefly to
Thavion, a faint smile upon her lips, though her eyes gleamed with solemn
light. “Perhaps the darkness will recoil before me and Elensil… or perhaps it
will consume me. Who can say for certain?”


Thavion halted mid-step, staring
at her, the weight of her words settling upon him like a stone. His expression
hardened. Without hesitation, he drew his sword, its blade catching the glow of
the Starshard. “Then I shall stand with you, whatever may come,” he said
softly, yet with a resolve that brooked no denial.


Before them, the writhing wall
of thorns crept ever closer, a twisting mass of pulsing shadows and flickering
light. It was as though the darkness itself breathed, and with it came a
whisper—low, insidious, wordless, yet heavy with malice. Fear curled at the
edges of their thoughts, cold and clinging.


Eruviel stepped forward, Elensil
held aloft. Its radiance poured forth like a silver tide, washing over the
blackened barrier. For the span of a breath, the darkness seemed to hesitate,
as though beholding the light with an ancient hatred. Then, with renewed
hunger, it stirred, tendrils of shadow creeping towards her, relentless,
inexorable.


Higher she raised the Starshard,
its brilliance now fierce as a flame unfurled. The shifting thorns trembled,
and from their depths came a sound—a deep, resonant thrum, like the keening of
some vast and nameless thing. Slowly, unwillingly, the blackened mass parted.
The shadows peeled away, not in defeat, but in wary deference. A path lay open
before them, veiled in mist that glowed with a strange, spectral sheen.


“She knows you,” murmured
Ríthwen, scarcely more than a breath. “The Lightbearer.”


Eruviel did not turn. Her gaze
remained fixed upon the abyss that yawned before them, a void threaded with
mist, restless and shifting. Together, they stepped beyond the opened gate,
crossing into the heart of the unknown.


As soon as the last of them had
passed through, the thorned barrier slammed shut behind them with a shuddering
finality. The way back was lost. Silence descended, thick and unnatural.


Within, the world was… wrong.
The very air carried the weight of a dream turned sour. The ground beneath
their feet was not stone, nor soil, but something else—something faintly
yielding, as though it lived. A cloying, fetid scent clung to the air, sweet
and rotting. From the mist loomed monstrous flora, their swollen, fleshy leaves
studded with needle-like thorns. Some shifted, as though breathing. Others
exuded a sound, high and thin, like the ghost of laughter, twisted beyond
recognition.


“Stay sharp,” whispered
Caledhil, already drawing an arrow to his bowstring. His eyes, keen as a
hawk’s, swept the shifting dark, searching for the unseen threat he could sense
all around them.


Then, from the depths of the
mist, came a sound—a faint, scratching skitter. A whispering scrape, like claws
against stone. The noise echoed within their minds, threading through thought
like a creeping vine.


Then they emerged.


First, the gleam of too many
eyes, glistening like coals in the murk. Then, the grotesque shapes of their
bodies—great, bloated spiders, their bristling limbs moving with eerie,
deliberate precision. Their mandibles clicked, a rhythmic, taunting beat.


“Spiders?” Thavion’s voice was
incredulous, almost offended. “You have got to be jesting.”


“Down!” cried Ríthwen.


The first of the creatures
lunged. With a swift, fluid motion, Ríthwen’s blade met it mid-leap, severing
its head clean from its body. The carcass collapsed in a convulsive heap, but
even as it twitched its last, more came crawling from the mist.


And they were not alone.


From the shadows lurched other
forms—gaunt, twisted figures of bone and rotting flesh, their hollow sockets
burning with a cold, unnatural light. Their rusted swords and splintered
shields bore the scars of ages long past. A gurgling rasp escaped their
throats, a sound neither speech nor breath, but something in between, as though
they still suffered beyond death.


Thavion stepped to Eruviel’s
side, his sword flashing as it cleaved through one of the specters, scattering
its form into dust. “These are not the living,” he called. “They are echoes of
what once was—shadows of the lost!”


Eruviel spun, her own blade
moving with the grace of a dancer. Her strike split the skull of a spider
lunging from the side, its body collapsing with a sickening crunch. Around
them, the battle raged.


Darkness itself seemed to rise
against them, lashing out with thorned vines that struck like whips. But
Ríthwen and Caledhil moved as one, their blades carving a path through the
onslaught. Eruviel wielded her sword with deadly precision, and in her other
hand, Elensil shone, its radiance a beacon against the gloom.


Where the light touched, the
shadows recoiled, shrieking in anguish.


They fought without words, bound
by unspoken resolve.


Then, with a final, piercing
wail, the last of the creatures fell. Silence, deep and profound, swallowed the
battlefield. The mist recoiled. The strange, twisted plants seemed to shrink,
withdrawing their thorns, as if the hunger had left them.


The four stood amidst the
wreckage, unscathed. Elensil still burned with silvery fire, its glow unwavering.


Eruviel took a steady breath,
straightening. “This was only the beginning,” she murmured, her voice firm.


Caledhil, bow now slung across
his back, cast a glance toward Ríthwen, who was casually wiping spider-ichor
from her blade. To his bemusement, she was humming—a lilting tune, lighthearted
and utterly at odds with their surroundings.


“Tell me, Ríthwen,” he began,
one brow arching, “is this… adventure enough for you? Or shall we summon a few
more demons for good measure?”


Ríthwen looked up, a wide grin
breaking across her face. “Pfft. This?” She spun her sword lazily, flicking the
last of the vile ichor aside. “This is child’s play. Honestly, I’ve had more
thrilling hunts chasing hares through the snow.”


“Oh, forgive me,” Caledhil
replied dryly. “I was unaware you had come seeking an invitation to
‘Morrogslaying 101.’”


“Hey, if you’re going to do
something, do it properly,” Ríthwen shot back, slinging her sword over her
shoulder with an easy air. “This has everything a grand adventure needs—dark
sorcery, repulsive monsters, and endless opportunities to look utterly heroic. What
more could one ask for?”


Caledhil shook his head, yet a
smile stole its way onto his lips. “You are truly incorrigible, you know that?”


“Of course I am,” Ríthwen
replied with a wink. “Otherwise, you’d be here all alone with your endless
caution and unshakable reason. And honestly, where would be the fun in that?”


Caledhil huffed, but he could
not help finding her enthusiasm somewhat infectious. “Very well,” he said at
last. “Then I hope this darkness still holds some surprises for you. It would
be a shame if you were to grow bored.”


“So do I,” Ríthwen answered as
she set forth once more. “But worry not, Caledhil. I shall watch your back—with
style.”


The living gloom seemed to
thicken with every step as the company pressed on. The mist slithered across
the ground like clinging smoke, and the twilight about them flickered
unnaturally, as though the darkness itself were breathing.


After another assault by the
great spiders, their luminous eyes gleaming like cold fire in the blackness,
and the skeletal warriors who came against them with rusted blades, the mist at
last began to thin, revealing a strange sight.


Before them rose a hill, its
slopes tangled with crooked, withered shrubs. Yet these were no natural
growths—their gnarled branches reached skyward like withered fingers, and their
leaves shimmered in a pallid, lifeless silver, as though they had drawn every
last breath of life from the earth around them.


“That looks… inviting,” Thavion
murmured, his voice heavy with sarcasm as his gaze swept the scene.


At the base of the hill, a short
flight of stone steps led straight to a great door set into the hillside
itself. The door was wrought of blackened wood, preserved neither by time nor care,
but by some darker sorcery, perhaps Vyörn’s own. Gold tracings curled like
filigree across its surface, yet even the gold seemed cold and without luster
in this place. Above it, ancient runes had been carved—so old and weathered
that their meaning was all but lost.


In Eruviel’s grasp, Elensil
pulsed, its light brightening as they drew near. It pushed the shadows back,
though only by a little, as if the darkness here had taken root too deeply for
even the purest light to banish it entirely.


“This is the place,” Eruviel
murmured as she ascended the steps. Her fingers tightened around Elensil, her
gaze never leaving the great door before her.


Ríthwen followed close behind,
her eyes sweeping restlessly across their surroundings, her sword held at the
ready, as though expecting an unseen foe to strike at any moment. “Let me go
first,” she whispered, laying a hand upon Eruviel’s arm. “I will enter first.”


Eruviel gave a curt nod and
stepped aside.


Ríthwen set herself before the
door, tested the heavy latch, and drew a deep breath. “Well then,” she
muttered, and pressed the latch down.


A hideous creak rang out, so
loud and grating that it seemed to shake the very hill.


Caledhil tensed his bowstring,
his sharp eyes scanning the shadows around them. “If anyone didn’t know we were
coming before,” he remarked dryly, “they certainly do now.”


With a groaning, reluctant
sound, the door swung open.


Beyond it, a darkness
yawned—thicker, deeper than any they had yet seen. The air that came rushing
forth was cold and stagnant, carrying with it the stench of metal and decay, a
scent not unlike blood.


Eruviel stepped forward, raising
Elensil to pierce the gloom. Its light crept into the blackness, as if
struggling against some unseen force, and slowly, it began to reveal the chamber
within.


The walls were rough-hewn and
uneven, as though the hill had been carved away with bare hands. Chains and
iron tools hung from every side, their purpose unclear—some bore the shapes of
a smith’s craft, others seemed fashioned for a far darker trade. A strange,
lingering heat clung to them, as though they had been recently used.


The floor was set with uneven
stones of black, cracked and jagged, forming a pattern that seemed fractured,
broken. Between the stones ran veins of some thick, dark substance, pulsing
faintly as though it lived.


Somewhere in the distance, a
slow, steady dripping could be heard, echoing through the silence.


“Vyörn’s workshop,” Ríthwen
muttered, gripping her sword more tightly. “I have heard the tales of this
place… but this…” She trailed off, the words escaping her.


“This is where he held them,”
Caledhil said softly, his voice taut with restraint. “Silwen. She was here, in
this place.”


Eruviel felt her stomach
tighten. The very air was thick with suffering, with pain that had long since
seeped into the stone. Yet she squared her shoulders, lifting Elensil once
more. “We go on,” she said, her voice unwavering. “Whatever waits within, we
must face it.”


The four pressed deeper into the
house. The walls seemed to narrow around them, and the scent of damp decay grew
stronger.


“Something is not right,”
Ríthwen murmured, her gaze flickering to the walls, where strange carvings had
begun to appear—patterns and runes, etched like scars into the stone.


“Wait,” Caledhil said suddenly,
dropping to one knee. His fingers traced the markings upon the floor, where
they seemed to converge upon a single point—a section of wall, strangely
smooth. “Here… something lies concealed.”


Thavion stepped forward and
struck the stone lightly with the pommel of his sword. A hollow sound answered.


“A hidden door,” he murmured,
brow furrowed.


Eruviel knelt beside Caledhil,
studying the wall with narrowed eyes. “Not merely hidden,” she said at length,
“but warded.”


Caledhil nodded, his expression
resolute. “I will try.”


He placed both hands against the
stone, whispering words in the tongue of the Wood-elves. A faint tremor ran
through the air, a pulse of unseen force.


Then, without warning, black
flames erupted from the runes, lashing out like striking serpents.


The fire struck Caledhil and
flung him backward. 


Caledhil groaned as he sat up,
rubbing his chest where the faint scorch mark had marred his tunic. “I am
well,” he muttered, drawing a steadying breath. “But I cannot break through.
This is dark sorcery.”


Eruviel and Ríthwen exchanged
glances. “Let us try,” Eruviel murmured.


The two women stepped forward as
one. Eruviel raised Elensil, the light of the blade swelling, pushing the
clinging shadows back. Ríthwen laid a hand upon the wall, her fingers tracing
the runes as she whispered:


“Ghash udug. Zubdu rakhas.
Láthor gurth.”


The dark words slithered through
the air like a breath of wind, and for a moment, the chamber grew heavier, as
though the very stones held their breath.


“It stirs,” Ríthwen whispered,
her voice unsteady. “The magic is ancient… but it knows us.”


Eruviel felt the bitter cold
seeping from the runes, resisting the purity of Elensil’s glow. She closed her
eyes, summoning prayers of light, whispering them into the heavy air. Ríthwen
continued her incantation, dark words layered with something deeper—something
defiant. The runes flickered and faded, and with a sound like a distant growl,
the shadowed sorcery recoiled.


The wall trembled, and with a
deep, thunderous crack, the hidden passage yawned open, revealing a narrow
tunnel plunging downward into the earth.


“Impressive,” murmured Thavion
as he stepped past them, his tone laced with something like amusement. “I shall
remember never to cross either of you.”


The tunnel was tight and steep,
its walls slick with damp, streaked with dark veins that gleamed like congealed
blood. With every step, the air grew colder, their breath unfurling in pale
wisps before them.


“I like this not,” Caledhil
muttered, his bowstring taut in his fingers.


“We are close,” Eruviel
answered, though she herself felt the weight of the darkness pressing in.


At last, the tunnel widened into
a cavernous chamber, bathed in an eerie greenish glow. Strange fungi clung to
the walls, pulsing faintly as though they drew breath. And in the centre of the
chamber, shackled in rusted iron, sat a monstrous troll.


The creature’s skin was ashen
grey, its eyes burning red with hunger and hate. As it sensed them, it loosed a
guttural roar that sent tremors through the stone.


“Well,” said Ríthwen,
unsheathing her sword, “that is a fine welcome.”


With a wrench of its chains, the
troll heaved forward. Metal shrieked, straining against the beast’s brute
force.


“They will not hold,” Caledhil
called, loosing two arrows at once. The shafts struck true, sinking into the
troll’s thick hide—yet the monster barely flinched.


Thavion was upon it in an
instant, his blade flashing as he slashed deep across its leg before leaping
aside, evading the retaliatory swing of a massive fist.


Ríthwen darted low, rolling
beneath the beast’s reach, then sprang onto its back, driving her blade into
the sinew between its shoulders.


Eruviel gripped Elensil and
surged forward. With a swift, deadly stroke, she severed the tendons at the
troll’s ankle. The creature bellowed in rage, staggering.


“It falls!” Thavion shouted.


They pressed the attack. Yet
with another roar, the troll lashed out wildly—one great arm catching Caledhil
and hurling him across the cavern. He struck the stone wall with a sickening
thud and crumpled to the ground.


“Caledhil!” Eruviel cried—but
there was no time to reach him.


The battle raged. Blow after
blow they struck, until at last, Thavion and Eruviel together drove their
blades deep into the troll’s chest.


With a final, shuddering breath,
the beast toppled, the crash of its body shaking the chamber. Then—silence. Their
chests heaved, their limbs trembled, blood stained their hands—but they yet
stood.


“That was close,” Ríthwen
muttered, wiping her blade before sheathing it. “Close?” Thavion huffed, hauling
Caledhil to his feet. “That was madness.”


Eruviel gazed down at Elensil,
its radiance now calm and steady. “And that,” she murmured, “was only the
beginning.”


Ríthwen’s eyes remained sharp,
scanning the chamber. “Something must be down here,” she said. “No one would
bind such a creature merely as a sentry.”


She stepped toward the shattered
chains, running her fingers over the rusted iron. “This was no trap. This was a
barrier.”


“Search the chamber.”


They fanned out cautiously. The
air was thick with an acrid scent, sulphur seeping from unseen fissures.


Thavion, prowling the chamber’s
far side, came upon an anvil—and upon it, a blade.


The weapon was wrought of black
iron, runes grotesquely scored into the metal. He lifted it, frowning as the
blade drank in the light rather than reflecting it.


“Vyörn’s forge,” he murmured,
near reverent in his unease. “There are more.” Ríthwen gestured to a rack of
weapons—swords, horned helms, a shield embossed with a grim, unfamiliar sigil.


“This is no mere armoury,” she
murmured, her fingers hovering over the darkened steel. “This is… something
else.”


“A relic of his blackest craft,”
said Caledhil grimly, studying the twisted markings. “He forged not merely
weapons… but curses.”


“Here,” called Thavion.


He had pried open a chest, its
contents glinting in the dim light—gold, jewels, a hoard worthy of kings. But
amid the riches, he pulled forth a medallion, its surface dark and ominous.


“This,” he murmured, turning it
in his fingers, “does not belong among the treasures of the living.”


As they searched, Eruviel’s gaze
fell upon a wooden post, chains fastened to its base. There—a skeleton lay
slumped, its bony fingers raised as though in a final, futile attempt to free
itself.


She knelt, her voice barely a
whisper. “Who was this poor soul? What dark ritual bound them here?”


Ríthwen’s hand settled on her
shoulder. “Whoever they were,” she said, quiet and solemn, “their suffering has
long since passed. But the shadow they left behind… remains.”


For a time, they searched on—but
nothing more of true import was found.


Frustration gnawed at them.
Eruviel’s patience thinned.


“This cannot be all,” she
muttered, voice edged with steel.


She let out a weary breath and
sank into a chair, half-forgotten in the dim recess of the chamber.


And pressing her fingers to her
brow, she closed her eyes. 


"Perhaps it is
hidden," said Thavion, stepping to her side. "Not all things lie bare
before us. Vyörn was a master of deception."


"Then we must delve
deeper," answered Ríthwen, casting her keen gaze about. "We have
overlooked something. I am certain of it."


"Or it hides itself from
us," murmured Caledhil, his eyes roaming the chamber as though seeking
something that lay half-veiled in shadow. "Perhaps it takes more than
sight to behold it."


Eruviel sat motionless, her face
bowed into her hands, while Elensil pulsed in her grasp, its gentle, golden
glow a lone bastion against the all-encompassing dark. Thoughts surged within
her like the restless tide.


"What am I meant to find
here?" she whispered, scarcely more than breath. "I must find it. I
must restore the balance. Silwen, guide me... where should I look?"


Though meant for no ears but her
own, her voice carried strangely in the stillness, as if the chamber itself had
listened. Then, all at once, a breath of cold air stirred, though none among
them had moved. It was as if the very stone had answered.


A faint whisper arose, like wind
sifting through the leaves of Nal Doroth. Eruviel lifted her head, her eyes
widening. Before her shimmered a silver radiance, and from its midst a figure
took shape—slender and fair, her hair a cascade of white fire, and in her face
lay the sorrow and grace of uncounted years. Silwen.


The spirit’s gaze met Eruviel’s,
and her voice, when she spoke, was as the far-off echo of a song long sung:


"In
shadow wrought, in darkness bound,


where
light may never tarry long.


Unshaped
by hand, yet formed it stands,


veiled
apart from the world’s throng.


Be
pure in heart, be clear in mind,


only
thus shall the seal unbind."


 


As the final word faded, so too
did Silwen, her silver light dissolving like dew beneath the morning sun. Yet
her presence lingered, a fleeting warmth within Eruviel’s heart.


"What… was that?"
Thavion whispered, stepping nearer. "Did you see her?" Eruviel
inclined her head. "Silwen… she has left us a riddle. It is here. I am
certain of it—what we seek lies hidden in this place."


Ríthwen moved to her side,
murmuring the spirit’s words anew.


"In shadow wrought, in
darkness bound…" She let them turn within her mind. "That could mean
anything. Something unseen? Or something that devours the light itself?"


"Unshaped by hand, yet
formed it stands," Caledhil added, his brow furrowed in thought.
"That sounds as though it were… not crafted in the manner of mortal works.
Perhaps something born of nature? Or of sorcery?"


Thavion ran his fingers over one
of the rune-etched helms upon the wall. "Perhaps it is…" Yet ere he
could finish his thought, the light of Elensil flared brighter in Eruviel’s
grasp, its radiance falling upon a small, unremarkable mark upon the stone.


Eruviel’s breath quickened. She
raised Elensil higher, and in its glow she glimpsed what none had seen before—a
fine, near-invisible line, a crack in the stone, no wider than a thread of
silk.


"Here," she said,
pressing her fingers lightly against it.


Together they heaved aside a
heavy slab of stone, revealing beneath it a small casket, wrapped in ancient,
timeworn leather. It was no larger than two handspans, yet it was veiled in
runes that gleamed darkly at their touch.


"This is it," Ríthwen
murmured, a shudder running through her frame. "I am certain of it." Yet
when Thavion reached to lift the casket, he recoiled as if burned. "It
will not yield. There is some ward upon it."


Ríthwen tried as well, but it
would not budge, as though bound to the very earth. Then Eruviel stepped
forward, laying both hands upon it. To her astonishment, it grew warm beneath
her touch—not burning, nor hostile, but something familiar, something
welcoming. She lifted it effortlessly.


"It accepts you," said
Caledhil in hushed wonder.


Yet the lock remained, a
delicate web of fine engravings and runes, their meaning lost to time. "Only
you can open it," Ríthwen whispered. "The purity of your heart… that
is the key."


Eruviel closed her eyes,
reaching for the stillness within her. Yet the lock did not yield. "I… I
do not know how," she admitted at last, doubt shadowing her voice.


Thavion knelt beside her.
"Eruviel, think of something that defines you. The purest moment of your
life. Something that banishes all darkness."


Eruviel drew a slow breath. Her
thoughts wandered to the green vales of her homeland, to a day long past when
she had tended a wounded fawn, sunlight filtering through the canopy, the air
thick with the scent of summer blooms. A moment of peace, of harmony. Yet the
lock remained still.


"No," she murmured,
barely audible.


She breathed deep, steadying
herself. Her hands trembled, but within her heart, she sought a memory—not
merely bright, but one that burned with a light no shadow could quench.


It had been her day of birth, in
the time of peace, when Nimlad was yet unspoiled and the darkness far removed.
The golden light of the sun bathed the stone halls, and the scent of jasmine
lingered in the air. Lúthendil, her husband, sat upon a bench of carved wood,
his strong hands resting upon the lute he had wrought with his own craft. A
smile of warmth and pride graced his lips as he began to play, and their
children—fair and full of laughter—raised their voices in song, a melody woven
for her alone.


One by one, they had come to
her, each bestowing a kiss, speaking words of love. Her daughter, full of
mischief, whispered some jest into her ear, while her eldest son embraced her
fiercely. She had sat among them, her heart heavy with joy, the air filled with
their song. A moment untouched by sorrow, radiant in its simplicity.


Now all of it was gone, her
children lost, Lúthendil naught but memory. Yet the love she had known, the
light they had left within her—that remained. That could not be taken.


As the warmth of that love
coursed through her, the lock pulsed, the runes flickering like embers in the
wind. Then came a faint click, shattering the silence.


The casket had yielded.


Slowly, the lid of the casket
sprang open, and the light within drove back the lingering shadows. There,
nestled in the hollow of aged leather, lay the Galorn Aenor—a stone of
unearthly beauty. White as freshly fallen snow, it gleamed with a soft and
steady radiance, and yet its presence was overwhelming. A chill emanated from it—not
the cruel cold of death, but a clarity, a peace that stilled the restless air.


Eruviel reached out and closed
her fingers around the stone. At once, a surge of purity and strength flowed
through her, as though the Galorn Aenor had answered the love within her heart.
It was light in her grasp, yet its substance felt unbreakable, as though no
force in Arda might undo its form.


"What is it?"
Thavion’s voice was hushed with awe as he stepped nearer, his gaze fixed upon
the relic. He raised a hand as if to touch it.


"Beware!" Caledhil’s
warning came too late. Thavion flinched, as though he had grasped a shard of
ice, and withdrew, flexing his fingers.


"It is cold as death,"
he murmured, his voice hoarse with astonishment.


Ríthwen, who had stood in
silence until now, moved forward, her keen eyes alight with curiosity.
"This is no common stone," she said gravely. "It does not belong
in the hands of all."


"And why not?" Thavion
growled through clenched teeth, rubbing the hand that had dared to touch it.


Eruviel gazed upon the stone in
her palm, and the answer welled within her as if it had been there all along,
waiting to be spoken. "Because it is wrought of light and love," she
whispered. "It knows no darkness, nor does it suffer it to remain."


A hush fell upon them then, and
for a time, only the faint pulse of the stone filled the chamber, a rhythm like
a living thing.


"Is this all?"
Ríthwen’s voice barely stirred the stillness as she took a step back, her eyes
resting upon the casket as though seeking something more. "Is this what
you were meant to find?"


Slowly, Eruviel lifted her gaze
to meet Ríthwen’s. Her eyes, deep as the ancient woods of Erynmar, shone with a
newfound clarity. She nodded.


"Yes," she said at
last. "I believe it is."


"Then we might leave now,
in theory?" Thavion ventured, shifting from foot to foot, his unease plain
upon his face. Ever since they had uncovered the relic, he had seemed eager to
depart, as though the very stones of this place pressed too heavily upon him.


"I would not contest that,"
Caledhil agreed, his tone weary beneath the weight of the darkness that still
lingered around them. "Then let us be gone," said Eruviel, her voice
quiet yet firm. But there was a shadow in her gaze that none could fail to see.
"I must speak with Sylvarin."


Wordlessly, they turned and left
the house, stepping beyond its threshold into the open air. As her feet crossed
the boundary, Eruviel felt a strange, subtle relief, as though the air had
grown lighter, less burdened by unseen weight. It was not that the darkness had
wholly lifted, but somewhere deep within, she sensed that the shroud which had
clung to this place for so long was beginning to fray.


Vyörn’s house, once a bastion of
shadow, no longer bore the same grip of oppressive night. The very walls seemed
altered, and the blackness that had lain upon them like a taint was fading,
dissolving as if it could no longer sustain its hold. The darkness that had
loomed so heavily now seemed weak and crumbling, like an ancient curse at last
losing its strength.


Even the air had changed—still
heavy, but no longer suffocating. The earth beneath their feet seemed to
breathe again, as though, after long suffering, it was free to stir.


"It… it is shifting,"
murmured Ríthwen, stepping back unconsciously, as though wary of the
dissolution before her. "As though the darkness itself unravels."


"Do you hear it?"
Thavion’s voice had dropped to a hush, his eyes flickering to the twisted
brambles that had barred their path before. They remained, dark and tangled,
yet Eruviel saw it at once—their grasp was no longer so tight, their form no
longer so impenetrable.


The Black Vines, which had stood
like a wall against them, now trembled, as though something vital within them
was failing. They writhed sluggishly, like a wounded beast drawing its final
breath.


"They are yielding,"
Eruviel whispered.


Before their eyes, the barrier
that had sought to deny them passage faltered. Slowly, as though reluctant to
concede, the vines began to part, their once-unyielding mass weakening, falling
away.


Eruviel stepped forward, and the
others followed without a word. The Black Vines, which had once held so firm,
let them pass as though they were no more than echoes of past fears.


"It is as if this place is
losing its power," said Caledhil, his voice laced with quiet wonder.
"Is this… the end of the curse?"


"It is the beginning,"
Eruviel answered, and her voice held a certainty born not of hope alone, but of
knowing. "The end will come when we make it so."


And thus they departed
Dor-Daereth, a place once steeped in dread. The shadow that had held it for so
long was crumbling, dissolving like mist before the dawn. Yet she knew—the
darkness was not yet vanquished. The true battle still lay ahead.


 


Chapter 9: “The Mirror of Truths”


 


Baldric rose suddenly, as if
struck by an unseen hand, his form cast in stark relief against the flickering
firelight. “Vorgoroth stirs,” he began, his voice weighted with foreboding.
“Smoke rises from its blackened chasms, and a rumbling echoes from the depths,
like the struggle of titanic forces bound in fetters. Orcish hordes swarm
through Loth-Galor like a festering wound, and trolls dare to tread as far as
Lindar. We can delay no longer, my friends! Shorath draws his web ever
tighter.”


The flames in the great braziers
cast shifting shadows upon the solemn faces of those assembled. Baldric leaned
heavily upon the oaken table before him, as though the burden of his words had
become too great to bear alone.


Rodan, his brother, rose in
measured pace, resting a steadying hand upon Baldric’s shoulder. “Not yet,” he
said, his voice firm but quiet. “As yet, we have driven the beasts back. No
creature from Druugorath has dared to breach the borders of Feredrim. But
Shorath tests us. He seeks the cracks in our resolve, the weaknesses in our
walls. This is no mere invasion—it is a proving. We must remain watchful, and
we must be ready.”


His words hung in the air, heavy
and unyielding, before Eldhros, tall and broad of frame, stepped forth. His
long, fire-kissed hair gleamed like embers in the dim light as he raised his
left hand and spoke: “Brothers, allies—we have seen enough to know the truth.
This is no common march of orcs and trolls. This is the gathering storm that
shall rend the world asunder. Shorath has learned from his defeats. The
failures that undid him at Dolgorath Althor shall not be repeated. He will pour
his wrath upon Isalor as a tempest of death and shadow. We must arm ourselves
with more than steel if we are to withstand him.”


Hadrion, Lord of Dôr-Londoril,
stood then, a towering figure, his presence like a bastion of unyielding stone.
“Five hundred of my finest engineers are here,” he said, his voice resonant, as
if struck upon an anvil. “They stand ready to fortify Loth-Galor. We shall
raise bastions that no orc shall breach.”


Calarin, his golden hair
gleaming, his keen eyes piercing as the stars of old, nodded slowly. “It must
be so,” he said in measured tones, his words bearing the weight of a thousand
years of wisdom. “But will it suffice, Hadrion? Shorath will not be easily
stayed. He will seek to spill across the vast plains of Lhîr-annún. If we do
not halt him there, his hordes will spread like a creeping fire across all
Erynmar.”


He turned then to Ilmarion. “We
shall need thousands, not only for the strongholds, but for the fields of war.
Can we call upon such strength?”


The High King rose in silence,
his gaze deep as the fathomless sky, bearing the weight of an age even the
stars themselves had beheld. “Aye, Calarin,” he answered at last, his voice
clear as a mountain stream. “Our hosts are many, and our strength is unbroken.
We shall hold the plains. But let us first hear what tidings our scouts bring.”


With a gesture, he signalled to
the great doors, and the guards swung them open to admit the watchers from the
wild.


Three elves strode into the
hall, clad in mail, their cloaks bearing the sigil of Ilmarion. “Step forward,
friends,” said the king, bidding them speak. “Calarion, let your voice be heard
first. What have you seen?”


Calarion bowed and lifted his head,
his voice steady but laced with unease. “My lord, we traversed the heights of
Arôn-Dúath. From there, our sight reached far over the plains, even to the
slopes of Druugorath. The mountain belches fire and smoke, though yet in small
measure, but the forges within labour without rest. We saw orcs and trolls in
number—but worse yet, something greater stirs in the deep. Its roar echoes in
the night, even unto the high places.”


Tiriondir, a warrior marked by
the scars of many battles, spoke next, his tone hushed. “I walked alone near
the black stones of Druugorath. The orcs speak in whispers of a creature that
even they fear. Something vast, greater than a Morrog. They are emboldened, my
lord, and that bodes ill for us all.”


Then Naurvion, an elf whose silvered
hair gleamed like moonlight upon the sea, stepped forth. “Brothers,” he said,
“from the peaks I beheld a shadow that darkened the stars. It was no mere smoke
from Vorgoroth. It moved, silent as a wraith, shrouding itself in the gloom. We
must guard not only the earth, but the skies.”


Ilmarion drew a deep breath, his
form seeming to grow in stature as the firelight flared, as though he gathered
within him the strength of all the free peoples. His voice, when he spoke, rang
as thunder upon the peaks.


“The hour is upon us. Shorath
has gathered his hosts, and we must answer him with strength united. Eldhros,
you and your warriors shall hold the pass of Narath and the marches beyond. No
enemy must ever set foot beyond that threshold, for it is the gate to our
heart. Aegnor,” he turned to a golden-haired elf, “you shall lead fifty
thousand bold warriors to fortify the western expanse of Lhîr-annún. Shorath
will throw his might against that pass. I charge you—hold it, no matter the
cost.”


His gaze swept over the gathered
company before resting upon Baldric and Rodan. “You must return to Feredrim,
your homeland. The host of Dorvethar shall ride with you, and a hundred
thousand warriors of the Vaharyn shall stand at your side. Hold the storm at
bay. Seal the breach to Mithrenor, for that road must never be opened to the
enemy.”


Then at last, he turned to
Rinthálir, his nephew. “Rinthálir, my faithful kinsman, you shall marshal your
forces of Nythgothar at the heart of our lines. Yours is the task of holding
firm, lending strength where the foe strikes hardest. I shall take command of
the eastern flank, ensuring that no chasm remains through which Shorath’s
servants might pour.”


Silence fell then, deep and
unbroken, so that the crackling of the fire sounded like the beating of distant
war-drums. None stirred, for all knew that this night marked the end of peace
and the dawn of a dark and bitter age.


At length, Baldric rose, his
voice steady but grave. “Lord, what of the skies? Shorath treads not only upon
the earth. We have heard tell that even the heavens no longer belong to us
alone.”


Ilmarion bowed his head, his
brow furrowed in shadowed thought. “The Eagles of Malion… We know not whether
they still heed our call. Their keen eyes pierce the clouds, and their mighty wings
bear them beyond the bounds of our world, yet whether they shall answer in this
hour of need, none can say.”


A sigh, soft as wind upon the
moors, escaped him, and when he spoke again, his voice was that of a king
bearing the sorrow of his people.


“Yet still, we must send a
herald to them, should they deign to listen.”


From the shadows of the great
hall, a figure emerged, slender and clad in a mantle of grey, as if a single
beam of light had found its way through a narrow cleft. The gathered lords turned
in surprise as she spoke, her voice clear yet gentle:


"I shall go, my lord."


Ilmarion turned to her, his keen
gaze searching her form as though seeking the answer to a question he dared not
ask aloud. "Who are you?" he inquired, a note of wonder in his voice.


"My name is Lúthain,
daughter of Lathron, of the mountains of Mithrenor," she replied, bowing
her head slightly. "I have heard your counsel, for my heart has known no
rest since word of this war reached my ears. Pardon my boldness, yet once, long
ago, I spoke with the Eagles of the peaks. They know my voice, and I know the
paths that lead to their eyries. Let this task be mine."


A murmur passed through the
assembly, and anxious glances were exchanged. Yet Ilmarion raised a hand,
stilling their whispers, and stepped toward Lúthain. "Your courage is no
small thing, Lúthain," he said. "So be it. You shall journey to the
Eagles and bear to them our plea. Tell them the hour is come when their might
may yet shape the fate of the world."


The Elven woman bowed once more,
and her eyes shone with quiet resolve. "I shall not rest until I have an
answer, my lord."


Ilmarion inclined his head, and
for a fleeting moment, it seemed that hope had kindled anew amid the gathering
gloom. Yet as Lúthain turned and slipped once more into the shadows, all
present knew that her mission was fraught with uncertainty—and time itself grew
perilously short.


Then Ilmarion strode forward,
raising his right hand, and his voice rang forth, steadfast and unwavering:


"At dawn, we march! Let
every man and woman sharpen their blade, steel their heart, and offer up their
prayer, for the storm is upon us. Yet even in the blackest night, the stars
shall not fade, and once more we shall stand against Shorath—and we shall
endure!"


So the council was ended. The
flames in the great braziers flickered, as if the very powers of the world had
hearkened to his words. And one by one, the assembled lords rose in silence,
their faces set with grim resolve and the foreboding of sacrifices yet to come.
A hush fell upon the encampment—a final, fateful stillness before the storm
that would soon break over Erynmar.


 





 


At that hour, when Elves and Men
in distant lands devised their last refuge against the gathering darkness,
Eruviel, Thavion, Ríthwen, and Caledhil crossed the silent borders of Galadorn.
The great trees, veiled in mist, seemed to whisper of their coming, and scarce
had their steps touched the soft forest floor of the hidden city when figures
emerged from the shadows.


Clad in garments of green and
brown, woven as though from the very hues of the woodland, the Silvan Elves
moved with a quiet grace, like the murmur of wind among leaves. One among them,
whose eyes were clear as a still lake at dawn, stepped forward and inclined his
head.


"Eruviel of Nimlad, and
your company," he spoke, his voice like the echo of a forgotten song.
"We have awaited you. Long have our eyes followed your path upon the
hidden ways, and the forest itself has whispered of your arrival. Come now, for
you are expected."


Eruviel hesitated but a moment
before bowing her head in turn. "These woods are strange to me, and I know
not what awaits us. Yet I trust that the path you bid us take is sure,"
she said at last, her voice quiet, touched with a hint of uncertainty.


A faint smile ghosted across the
Elf’s features. "You stand in Galadorn, and here the trees guard those who
come with an unshadowed heart. But your caution is well-founded, Eruviel of
Nimlad. The shadows yonder lengthen." He cast a glance to the boughs above.
"The trees are old and full of secrets, yet even they tremble at the
darkness that draws near. Come, we shall lead you to a place of peace, though
it may be fleeting."


They followed their guides along
a narrow, near-invisible trail, where the air was thick with the scent of moss
and rain-kissed leaves. Only the wind in the high branches stirred, a gentle
murmur above their silent steps. In time, they came upon a dwelling, nestled
gracefully against the mighty trunks, wrought so cunningly that it seemed part
of the forest itself. The walls shimmered in the dim light like bark, and the
roof, clad in moss and ferns, was near indistinguishable from the canopy above.
A soft glow issued from small windows, warm and inviting.


"This is a place of
refuge," said one of the Elves, gesturing to the door—a masterwork of
carved wood, adorned with delicate patterns of leaves and blossoms.


Thavion, who had thus far walked
in silence, regarded the dwelling with quiet wonder. "Your craft is beyond
compare. Not even in the great halls of the Vaharyn have I seen work so
seamlessly bound to the land."


The Elf regarded him with a
measured gaze. "Perhaps because we do not seek to shape the forest, but to
move with it. But come, enter. The night is chill, and a fire has been kindled
in your honour."


They stepped within, where the
scent of herbs mingled with the gentle crackling of flames in an artfully woven
hearth. Eruviel paused, her eyes drifting over the space, and felt some small
weight of their journey lift from her shoulders.


"Truly, this is a
sanctuary," she murmured, more to herself than to the others.


"A sanctuary, indeed,"
Caledhil agreed, though a shadow crossed his expression. "Yet I fear we
shall not long tarry in its peace."


The Elves exchanged glances, and
one stepped nearer. "Rest while you may. The world may sink beneath the
storm, but for this night, you are under the protection of Galadorn."


Eruviel nodded, yet her eyes
betrayed a lingering unease. The darkness lay beyond these walls, yet had it
not already entered the hearts of all who dwelt within?


Before long, the door opened
with a whispering creak. A breath of cool air drifted in, and with it, a figure
crossed the threshold, clad in a mantle of silken green that shimmered like
silvered leaves in the firelight. The hood was drawn low, veiling the features
beneath, and for a moment, the presence of the newcomer filled the chamber with
a quiet weight, as though the very air had grown watchful.


Eruviel, Thavion, Caledhil, and
Ríthwen turned as one, their words falling to silence, as if some unseen force
had stilled them. The figure stood unmoving, head inclined, as though listening
to thoughts unspoken. Then, slender hands—elegant, bearing the grace of the
Eldar—rose to the hood and drew it back.


The fire’s glow caught upon hair
of silvered moonlight, cascading like a river of light, and upon a face
unmarred by age, yet laden with wisdom beyond the reckoning of mortals.


"King Sylvarin!"
Caledhil and Ríthwen spoke as one, bowing swiftly, their voices tinged with
surprise.


Thavion, upon beholding the
mighty Elf-lord, paled and lowered his gaze, as though seeking refuge from the
weight of that regal presence.


Eruviel, who had never before
stood before the King, regarded him with quiet curiosity. Her eyes roved from
his flowing hair to the subtle embroidery of leaves and stars upon his fine
raiment. At last, she arched a brow and, with a faint smile, said,
"So—King Sylvarin? I did not know that I sought a king. Yet if that be so,
I suppose I have now found him."


A flicker of mirth, scarcely
more than a breath, touched Sylvarin’s lips. "Eruviel of Nimlad," he
said, his voice a thing both soft and unyielding. "Your words are as
unexpected as they are refreshing. Few address a king with such…
composure."


"Composure?" Eruviel
echoed, her smile deepening. "I would call it rather a lack of
preparation. But I suppose that is a thing soon remedied."


The tension in the room lessened
somewhat as Caledhil cleared his throat, a wry grin upon his face. "My
lord, you might have sent word ahead. It is hardly fitting to arrive
unannounced and send the hearts of old friends into such disarray."


Sylvarin gave a quiet laugh,
like the murmuring of a woodland stream. "There are times when an
unexpected visit yields the clearest truths. And at others," he added, his
eyes glinting with amusement, "it is simply a pleasure to unsettle old
friends."


Ríthwen, still faintly flushed,
shook her head. "You have not changed, my lord."


"And yet the world has
changed," Sylvarin replied, his voice growing graver. "There is much
to discuss, and time runs swift as a river in flood."


Eruviel nodded, her smile fading
as she caught the weight in his words. "Then let us begin, King Sylvarin.
I am ready, though I know not what lies ahead."


"That," Sylvarin said,
his gaze resting upon her, "is more than many can say. Come—be seated.
This night shall be long."


When all had been told of the
quest and the finding of Eruviel, the talk turned at last to the enigmatic
moon-runes and the Rune-stone. The gathered company spoke in hushed voices of
those hidden inscriptions, revealed only in the light of Elensil. Yet when the
name of Vyörn and his veiled dominion was uttered, the faces of those present
darkened, as if a shadow had passed over their hearts. His name was not one to
be spoken lightly, even in Galadorn. But then, King Sylvarin, who until that
moment had listened in solemn silence, let his voice be heard:


"Vyörn, the Dark Smith...
His works are known, and his influence reached far beyond the borders of his
blackened wood. Few, however, know that I myself once aided in the forging of
the Ban-belt that encircles his realm. It was wrought to seal the darkness
within. At its making, it was green as the woodland itself, filled with the
purity and power of the trees. Yet the shadow Vyörn left behind, the poison of
his will, twisted its very essence. That which was meant as a bulwark became
black as night and bore forevermore the stain of his heart.”


A hush fell upon the room, heavy
with unspoken thoughts, as memories of those fell days stirred in the minds of
the listeners.


Then Eruviel, her voice quiet
yet intent, began to speak of a strange, snow-white artifact she had discovered
on her journey. At her words, a change came over Sylvarin. His keen eyes, clear
as a still lake beneath the stars, fixed upon her with renewed interest, and in
a tone both gentle and commanding, he broke the silence:


“Show it to me, Eruviel.”


For a moment, she hesitated,
then reached for the satchel at her side. With careful hands, she drew forth
the artifact—a smooth, gleaming object, white as untouched frost, shining with
an otherworldly luminescence. It was fashioned from no stone nor metal known to
the hands of smiths, yet bore the strength of both.


She placed it upon the table
before them, and beside it she set Elensil, the Star-shard, whose soft radiance
banished the chill from the air. Sylvarin leaned forward, his hand hovering
above the artifact, though he did not touch it. It seemed as though he sought
to perceive not its shape alone, but the very space between his palm and its
shimmering surface. A look of deep thought settled upon his face, and for a
moment, he closed his eyes, as though listening—not with ears, but with a sense
far older, far deeper.


Then he opened them once more,
and his gaze was sharp, yet touched with reverence. In the tongue of the Eldar,
he spoke at last:


“Hiril i Giliath—the Lady of
Stones.”


Eruviel blinked, taken aback.
“The Lady of Stones?” she echoed, her voice tinged with wonder.


Sylvarin inclined his head. “It
is no light name, and yet it seems fitting. You bear not only a rare fragment
of the stars but also this relic, whose origins elude even my knowledge. And
yet there is truth within it: wherever you walk, you gather unto yourself
things lost or forgotten—like stars fallen from the heavens.”


A faint smile curved Eruviel’s
lips. “Then I can only hope I shall find the light to make them shine once
more.”


“That shall be the true trial,”
Sylvarin murmured, and his voice was like the rolling of distant thunder. “But
for this night, you are in Galadorn. And here, even the faintest spark is
guarded.”


Again, his gaze turned to the
artifact, his expression one of quiet scrutiny, as though he searched through
the veils of time itself. “This piece is ancient—far older than I first
thought. It may hail from the days before the Two Trees, a relic of a time when
the world was yet young and unshaped. It could be that Vyörn did not forge it,
but rather unearthed it, seeking either to understand its power—or to wield
it.”


His hand once more passed above
the artifact, as if to sense its essence. His voice, when he next spoke, was
but a whisper, though it filled the room like a breath of wind before a storm.


“But one question lingers: Why
did he hide it? Why did he conceal it behind enchantments so strong that, when
they were broken, even his own foul creations withered and fell to ruin?”


His eyes met Eruviel’s then, and
his voice dropped lower, like the rustling of leaves at the edge of hearing. “I
have a theory. It may be that this stone bears a power not of his making, but
one set against him. Perhaps he feared it—that it might undo him should it fall
into the wrong hands. Or perhaps he knew that it held a truth that would unmake
the foundations of his own craft.” His gaze lingered on the relic. “It may not
be an artifact of darkness, but a thing that can drive the darkness back. A
fragment of something far greater—a light he could not master.”


A stillness fell upon the
gathering, deep and unbroken, before Sylvarin’s voice rose once more, more
ponderous than before.


“It is also possible that he did
not hide it out of fear, but out of guilt. If this stone holds ties to the
ancient days, to the first ages of the world, then it may hold answers to
questions even we Eldar have not dared to ask.”


He straightened then, and his
gaze rested once more upon Eruviel. “One thing is certain: this is no ordinary
finding. And perhaps, Eruviel, it was no chance that made you its keeper.”


His words hung in the air like
the echo of a distant song, and Eruviel felt the weight of the moment, the
quiet certainty that something greater was at play. She had come seeking a
thing lost—something Sylvarin held, something that might aid her in the search
for her kindred, in the war against Shorath, whose shadow now crept ever further
across Erynmar. Yet she still did not know what it was she sought, nor what
power it held, nor what meaning it bore for her—or for Ilmarion, who had sent
her on this errand.


“Sylvarin,” she said at last,
her voice steady, though her heart was laden with thought, “you know that
Ilmarion sent me to Nal Doroth with a purpose. You possess something of great
worth—both to me and, perhaps, to the fate of this war.”


Her face was grave, and the
light of the Elven-lanterns shimmered in her deep eyes, glistening like stars
in the twilight.


“Yes, I know it, my child,” he
answered, his voice soft, flowing through the chamber like the murmuring of a
hidden spring. “Thavion has told me all, and now I see that you are the one to
whom I must entrust this secret.”


Slowly, he rose from his chair,
his every motion filled with the quiet grace of ages beyond counting, and he
cast his gaze over those gathered. A look of silent understanding lay upon his
face, deep as the roots of the world.


“Come with me, Eruviel,” he said
at last. “But you alone…”


At that moment, as the night
cast the woodland in a gentle, silver glow, Eruviel’s thoughts began to take
form. She had come in search of that which might aid her in finding her kin,
something of import to Ilmarion’s war as well. Yet now she perceived that her
quest reached far beyond what lay near at hand. And the path she would tread
might alter not only the fate of her family but, perchance, that of all Isalor.


Night enfolded Galadorn like a
dark mantle, as Eruviel followed Sylvarin in silence. The path they now took
was touched by an ancient enchantment, woven into the elder trees and the
murmuring wind, as though the forest itself were a living thing, watching their
steps. Deep within its heart, a narrow trail, overgrown with moss and soft
ferns, wound downwards to a place of secrecy. Above them, countless lights
flickered like fireflies among the branches, their pale silver gleam guiding
the way. It was a place spoken of only in hushed tones by the eldest of
loremasters, a place whose mysteries lay hidden in the very roots of the wood.
A silent garden, where time flowed more slowly, and even the wind stood still
in reverence, as though it too understood the weight of this place.


Before them, the path widened,
and a stairway of stone descended, weaving gently between the limbs of an
ancient tree, as though nature itself had warded these steps. Slowly, Eruviel
made her way down, her footsteps near soundless upon the smooth stones, worn by
the passing of centuries. The forest around them seemed to retreat, granting
them the space they required, and the darkness grew less oppressive as they
ventured deeper into the hidden way. A faint humming, like a distant song,
trembled in the air—a whisper from far away, as though the woodland had awaited
their coming.


At last, the stair opened onto a
wide glade, where a small lake lay in tranquil repose. Its waters gleamed like
molten silver beneath the dim light of countless lanterns and glimmering orbs
drifting among the trees, as though the very stars had fallen to earth. So
still was the lake’s surface that it mirrored the forest and the overarching
boughs, the reflections shifting in delicate ripples like a dream woven of
moonlight. At its edge, half-veiled in gentle radiance, stood something beyond
mere beauty, something that seemed to hold the very essence of this sacred
place.


A basin rose upon a low
pedestal, wrought like the twisted limbs of an ancient tree, its silver
filigree curling about the stone like living vines. It bore a broad, shimmering
vessel, its polished surface reflecting the myriad lights above, as though the
sky itself were captured within. The path leading to the basin was inlaid with
intricate patterns, the work of Elven hands long past, so fine and delicate
that it rivaled the greatest craftsmanship of the Eldar. A few steps led up to
the basin’s rim, and beside it rested a silver ewer, gleaming as if it alone
held the power to guard the secret of this place.


"This is Esrathil’s
Mirror," Sylvarin said softly behind her, and Eruviel turned swiftly.


"Who is Esrathil?" she
asked.


Sylvarin regarded her with an
intent gaze, as though he sought the depths of her soul. "Esrathil means
'Gleam of Light,'" he replied. "It is the name I was given countless
years ago, when I first learned to read the Mirror. I am its keeper—the one who
catches the light and casts it forth to reveal what is hidden. Some have called
me ‘the Keeper of Light,’ for I am able to perceive truths that are veiled to
all but those who gaze into its depths."


Eruviel stepped closer to the
Mirror, her heart a mixture of reverence and resolve. "What will it show
me?" she asked quietly. "Will it reveal the path to my kin?"


Sylvarin shook his head, a
wistful smile touching his lips. "The Mirror does not show only that which
you seek. It shows what you are, and what you may yet become. It may reveal
that which lies deep within your heart—the truth of yourself, and the road you
must choose. But be warned, Eruviel: truth is not always what we desire."


The Elf-woman stepped nearer
still, her hand hovering just above the silver bowl. The enchantment of the
vessel was strong, almost tangible, and she felt the strange bond between
herself and the Mirror, as though it awaited her touch to yield its hidden
knowledge.


"Do you wish to see,
Eruviel?" Sylvarin asked gently, his voice but a breath upon the air. Eruviel
lifted her gaze, the weight of her choice reflecting in her eyes. She spoke but
one word, quiet as a falling leaf: "Yes."


"But heed me,"
Sylvarin continued, his voice grave with meaning. "What you behold may
alter all. It may weigh upon your heart, strengthen your spirit, or do both. It
may mislead you, or guide you true..."


A hush settled over them, and
even the forest seemed to hold its breath, as though it too awaited the
Mirror’s judgment. Sylvarin lifted the silver ewer and poured forth a stream of
clear water, letting it fill the vessel. A soft radiance kindled upon the
surface, a glow that seemed almost alive, and the very air about them grew
dense with unseen power. Then, as though the Mirror had pierced the veil of
night, the water shimmered, and the world beyond it seemed to shift, as if time
and space themselves had begun to yield.


Eruviel felt a strange tingling
in her veins as the light flickered across the Mirror’s depths. Slowly, with a
tightness in her chest, she leaned over the water, which lay still and unbroken
before her. For a moment, she saw only her own reflection. But then, as though
the Mirror willed it, the image began to change—revealing not merely what the
eye could see, but something beyond.


A whisper, like the sigh of a
distant wind, stirred in the air. And Eruviel knew, in that moment, that she
had stepped beyond the threshold into the unknown.


Upon the water’s surface, a pale
blue gleam wavered, shifting like a veil drawn aside to unveil a hidden vision.
At first, the image was unclear, but as the ripples settled, a form took
shape—one that sent a tremor through Eruviel’s heart.


Ilmarion.


He sat astride a mighty steed,
the noble beast seeming almost one with him, proud and strong. The wind stirred
his silver-threaded hair, which fell over his shoulders in gleaming strands,
and in his eyes burned the fierce resolve of a warrior, one who bore upon his
shoulders the heavy burden of war.


Ilmarion stood upon the
wind-swept plains, his keen eyes surveying the vast expanse as though he could
grasp the breadth of the world in a single glance. A weight of purpose hung in
the air, almost tangible, as he raised his sword, Iskald, high into the
storm-lit sky—a symbol of defiance and unwavering resolve.


"Cálë ar coa!" he
cried, his voice ringing across the land like the tolling of a great bell.
"Honour and death!"


For a moment, the world itself
seemed to hold its breath. Then, as if summoned by his very words, the wind
rose in a furious gale, bending the tall grasses in undulating waves. A host of
riders thundered past him, clad in gleaming elven armour, their steeds swift as
the coursing wind, their hooves pounding the earth with the sound of a thousand
drumbeats. They were a tide of silver and steel, their banners streaming like
lightning across the storm-darkened sky. In their charge was majesty and dread
alike, as if they rode not merely to battle but to shape the fate of the world
itself.


The vision trembled, the edges
of the image fraying like mist before the wind. A new scene unfolded before
Eruviel's eyes.


She saw a long and weary
procession, a train of wagons inching southward across the land, burdened with
the old, the young, and the lost. Faces, pale with sorrow, peered out from
beneath tattered cloaks—elves and mortals alike, all driven forth from the
place they had once called home. They moved with a hushed solemnity, their eyes
downcast, their steps heavy with the weight of despair. It was the march of the
exiled, the broken, those who had been cast adrift upon the tides of war.


A silence clung to the scene,
thick and stifling, broken only by the creak of wagon wheels and the occasional
cry of a child. Then, without warning, the hush was shattered.


Flames leapt into the sky,
crimson and gold, consuming all in their path. From the shadows came the shapes
of horror—Orcs, their crude blades gleaming with malice, their howls a chorus
of hatred. They descended upon the helpless with unrelenting savagery, their weapons
flashing as they hewed down the fleeing. The fire devoured all it touched;
wagons became pyres, and the air was thick with the acrid scent of burning
cloth, wood, and flesh.


The cries of the dying cut
through Eruviel like knives, each one a wound in her soul. She could feel the
terror that bled from the vision, the helpless agony that clawed at the hearts
of those who fell beneath the merciless steel. Her hands gripped the edge of
the basin, her knuckles white with the strain of holding herself upright. The
weight of the images pressed upon her, the horror threatening to drag her down
into the abyss of despair.


And then, like smoke scattered
by the wind, the scene dissolved.


Darkness enveloped her sight,
but within it, clouds began to take form—great, towering billows that stretched
high into the heavens. The earth seemed distant now, far below, as though she
had risen beyond its grasp. A sensation of lightness filled her, a freedom
unlike any she had known, as if she soared upon unseen wings.


Beneath her, the world unfolded
in splendour. Snow-crowned peaks gleamed in the brilliance of the sun, their
icy mantles stretching as far as the eye could see. The mountains stood
eternal, untouched by the turmoil of war, their silence a song of ages past.


Then she was no longer alone.


A shadow swept across the sky—an
eagle, vast and noble, its wings outstretched like banners of the heavens.
Another followed, then another, until a great host of them filled the air,
their flight a solemn march across the vault of the sky. The beat of their
wings was the rhythm of the wind, steady and strong, a song sung in silence.


But as swiftly as the eagles had
come, another shadow fell upon them.


A piercing cry split the
heavens, a sound wrought of fire and despair. The sky darkened, the air thick
with smoke and the stench of burning sulphur. The light was swallowed in an
instant, and from the blackness, a form emerged—vast, formless yet dreadfully
real, a presence of malice that sent the heavens into turmoil. A storm broke, wild
and unforgiving, and she was hurled downward, a leaf caught in the tempest.


She fell through the cloying
dark, and when the mists parted, the world below was chaos.


A battlefield stretched before
her, an endless expanse of ruin and carnage. Fire raged across the land,
choking the air with thick, curling smoke. The ground was littered with the
fallen—elves, men, orcs—all lying in a tangled tapestry of death. The very
earth seemed to bleed, the soil dark with sorrow, as if it, too, wept for those
who had perished.


In the heart of the slaughter,
titanic forms writhed—serpentine creatures, wreathed in flame, their scales
seething with infernal heat. Morrogs, the dread-beasts of the shadow, lashed
the air with their burning whips, sundering steel and flesh alike. A tide of
orcs poured forth, an unceasing wave of blackness, devouring all before them.


Despair surged within her, a
weight too great to bear. The vision pressed upon her like the closing of an
iron vice, its horror so absolute that she felt herself crumbling beneath it.


Then, without warning, the
mirror shattered.


Not in glass, nor in sound, but
in light—a burst of radiance, golden and warm, spilling forth like the dawn
upon a sundered night. The darkness retreated, vanquished by the simple purity
of that glow, and Eruviel gasped, her hands trembling upon the mirror’s edge.


The surface of the basin
shimmered now, reflecting not horror, but something new.


A fire burned within a sheltered
glade, its light golden and soft. Around it sat elves and men, their faces
alight with laughter and song. Voices rose in harmony, weaving melodies that
spoke of peace, of home, of the quiet joys of the world untouched by war. Some
held cups brimming with wine, others turned spitted meat over the fire’s warm
embrace. They were untroubled, unburdened, held together by the simple bond of
companionship.


It was a scene of solace, a
vision of what could be.


A whisper of laughter drifted
through the air, distant and familiar, as if carried from a time long past. The
echo of a song, fair and unbroken, lingered upon the breeze.


And for the first time, Eruviel
dared to hope.


And there she beheld him: her
husband, Lúthendil, whose countenance arose before her, as vivid and dear as in
a thousand cherished memories. He sat with a quiet smile upon his lips, his
gaze aglow with warmth. Beside him, laughter bright as morning’s light, was
their daughter Elwina. The girl leaned playfully against her father, and her
eyes sparkled with unbridled joy. Both seemed weary, as though a long journey lay
behind them, yet no wound marred their forms. Clad in simple garments, they
appeared so real, so alive, that Eruviel, unthinking, reached out her hand, as
though to touch them, to affirm their presence.


The scene lay nestled beneath
the mighty pines of Feredrim, whose vast boughs wove a sheltering canopy over
the gathered folk. The fire’s glow cast flickering shadows upon the rough-hewn
trunks, and its golden light bathed the glade in a warmth both gentle and
inviting. It was a place of peace, a moment stolen from the grasp of darkness
and peril.


Yet then, all was undone. A
distant thunder rolled across the heavens—soft at first, but swiftly rising,
until it burst upon them like the wrath of storm-lords unseen. The image
wavered; laughter ceased, stolen as if by some unseen hand. The golden radiance
faded, and a sudden deluge, vast and terrible, crashed upon the vision. A tide
unchained, it swallowed all—folk and fire, tree and earth—consuming all in its
merciless embrace.


“No!” Eruviel’s cry rang out,
raw with anguish. She gasped, clinging to the mirror’s edge as though by sheer
will she might hold fast the vision, keep it from slipping beyond her grasp.
Yet all dissolved before her eyes, and the waters passed as though they had
never been. Naught remained but the cold, lifeless reflection of the glass,
dark and empty. Yet within her, the thunder yet echoed, and the spectre of loss
burned into her heart, as though the wave had borne away the very world itself.


Yet scarcely had she time to
reckon with the sorrow of what had been, ere the mirror flared anew—this time
not with gold, but with a crimson blaze, fierce and unrelenting, as though all
within it was set to ruin by devouring flame. The heat of it seemed to reach
for her, drawing her into its fire-born wrath.


And suddenly, she stood amidst
chaos—a battlefield, or was it a siege? The vision blurred, lost in the frenzy
of war. Upon high walls stood the Elves, bows bent, and a storm of arrows
darkened the sky. Below, a tide of Orcs and trolls surged forth, black and
unyielding. Their cries mingled with the deep boom of war-drums, and the clash
of steel rang sharp and unending. The din was terrible, an unceasing crescendo
of ruin.


Through the fray she moved, slow
as one in a waking nightmare. The weight of the vision pressed upon her; she
felt the heat of flame, the choking taint of smoke and blood. Her eyes fell
upon a narrow stair, leading down into the fortress depths. She descended,
drawn by some unbidden force, until at last she stood within a great hall.


A fire blazed within a mighty
hearth, casting shifting light upon the stone. The air was thick with the
murmur of voices—cries of the wounded, the hurried words of healers. The
chamber pulsed with urgency, with suffering and with desperate hope.


Eruviel pressed forward,
threading her way through the press of folk, her heart heavy with a weight she
could not name. Then, suddenly, she halted. Her breath caught; a shiver, cold
as death itself, ran through her.


Before her knelt a young Elf,
his garments dark with blood, his form bowed in grief. “Nivion…” she whispered,
but the name scarcely found voice.


It was her son.


And in his arms lay another.
Pale as moonlight, still as stone. Ríannor. Her second-born. Life had fled him.


Nivion clung to him, his head
bowed, silent sobs wracking his frame. And Eruviel—she stood, motionless, the
world about her shattering like glass. The clamour of the hall faded to
silence, and all that remained were her sons—one breathing, broken, and the
other lost to the dark.


Tears, unbidden, traced their
course down her cheeks. Yet even as she stood, drowning in sorrow, the vision
shifted. With cruel suddenness, the battlefield, the hall, the faces of her
children—all were torn away.


And she found herself in
darkness.


A labyrinth of corridors
stretched before her, cold and endless. The walls, slick with damp, bore the
weight of time’s decay, their stones wrapped in the creeping grasp of moss.
Torches, guttering and dim, cast flickering shadows that writhed like spectres
upon the walls. The air hung thick, laced with a scent both foul and cloying,
pressing upon her like an unseen hand.


And in the silence, a sound—low
and distant, yet thrumming with power. A growl, deep as the bones of the earth.


Yet no other noise disturbed the
stillness. Only the soft drip of unseen water, the whisper of her own breath.







One hand upon the stone, she
pressed forward, step by step, down the lone and winding path. Left and right,
tunnels yawned like the mouths of nameless things, opening unto darkness
without end. Yet she did not turn aside.


She knew the way. Or the way
knew her.


After what seemed an eternity,
the passage opened before her, revealing a vast and solemn hall, oppressive in
its immensity. The flickering torches upon the walls cast but a feeble glow,
scarcely enough to dispel the deep gloom that lay heavy upon the chamber. And
there, at its very heart, battle raged—a duel that stilled the breath and sent
a shudder through the soul.


A towering figure dominated the
scene—Shorath. His dark armour gleamed dully in the ruddy light, and upon his
brow rested a crown of black iron, wrought with cruel spikes. In his mighty
grasp he wielded Vark, the Black Warhammer, and with each terrible stroke, the
very ground trembled beneath him. Opposing him, steadfast and unyielding, stood
Ilmarion, High King of the Vaharyn.


The Elven King was a vision of
radiant resolve, though the battle had left its mark upon him. His blade,
Iskald, shone with the cold fire of a frozen star, and his shield bore the deep
scars of countless blows. Sparks flew as Iskald met Shorath’s massive armour in
a relentless clash of steel against darkness. It was a struggle of light and
shadow, of life and death, waged in fierce and unrelenting fury.


Shorath’s mighty strikes shook
the very hall. Where Vark struck the ground, deep chasms yawned wide, and
within them seethed rivers of molten fire. Yet Ilmarion moved with the grace of
a whispering wind, swift and sure, ever seeking the chinks in his foe’s
iron-clad form, driving his blade deep where he found them.


Eruviel stood transfixed,
watching as if bound by unseen chains. She knew she was but a witness to these
events, powerless to alter their course, and yet, with every blow struck, her
heart clenched tighter.


The chamber filled with fire and
smoke as Shorath, with a mighty roar, brought his hammer crashing down upon
Ilmarion’s shield. The shield shattered into a thousand glittering shards,
raining like dying stars across the hall. The force of the blow hurled the
Elven King to the ground, and there he lay, weary and struggling for breath. A
cruel, mocking laughter filled the vast space—Shorath’s laughter, echoing
against the blackened stone, a sound as merciless as the grave.


“Well now, Ilmarion, High King
of the Vaharyn,” Shorath’s voice rumbled like a mountain rent asunder, “your
time is at an end. But fear not—you shall not be alone in Veyrath’s halls. All
who bear your name, all the Elves of Isalor, shall soon follow. For this world
is mine, and before this night is done, I shall cleanse it of your kind!”


With these words, Shorath raised
a great iron-clad foot and pressed it upon Ilmarion’s throat. Yet before the
King of the Vaharyn could yield his final breath, he gathered the last remnants
of his strength. With a desperate cry, he drove Iskald into Shorath’s foot,
piercing through flesh and steel alike. A dreadful roar burst from the Dark
Lord’s throat, shaking the very foundations of the hall.


But Ilmarion’s eyes, gleaming
with one last flicker of light, then closed forever. His body grew still, and
his fate was lost to the mists of Erynmar. The vision began to wane, yet
Eruviel remained, gasping for breath, her heart wracked with a pain beyond
words.


A steadying hand came to rest
upon her shoulder—Sylvarin’s touch, firm yet gentle, an anchor holding her fast
against the storm of her own thoughts. She was shattered by what she had
witnessed, her body bent, her face pale as a frost-touched leaf. Her steps were
slow, each one a struggle against a weariness that seeped not only into her
limbs but deep into the recesses of her soul.


In silence, Sylvarin led her
back along the narrow path toward the house. The world around them seemed
hushed, the murmurs of the forest subdued, as though even nature itself stood
in solemn reverence of what had transpired. At last, the familiar outline of
the house emerged through the trees, and the warm glow of the hearth flickered
through the windows—a frail comfort against the encroaching darkness.


At the threshold, Sylvarin
pushed open the door, and at once, Thavion sprang to his feet, his face
stricken with alarm. “What has happened?” he cried, rushing toward them. His
gaze swept over Eruviel’s tear-streaked, anguished face.


“Come, help me,” Sylvarin said,
his voice steady, yet heavy with concern. “She must rest… she has seen more
than any mind should bear.”


Together, they guided Eruviel
inside, her steps faltering, her weight unsteady. Thavion supported her on the
other side, his touch hesitant, as if fearing that she might break beneath the
gentlest pressure. They laid her carefully upon the bed, and Sylvarin drew a
blanket over her, while Thavion reached out, fingers trembling, to rest a hand
lightly against her brow, as though to reassure himself that she had not faded
away entirely.


Eruviel did not open her eyes, yet
her lips moved faintly, murmuring words too soft to be heard—no speech, but
rather the lingering echo of a sorrow too vast to name. The two men exchanged a
glance, heavy with unspoken worry, and at last, they stepped back, granting her
the silence she needed.


A hush fell over the room,
broken only by the soft crackling of the fire. Sylvarin placed a hand upon
Thavion’s shoulder. “Let her rest,” he murmured. “What she has seen… it will
take time to heal. Perhaps more time than we can know.”


Thavion nodded, yet his gaze
remained fixed upon Eruviel. “It is not only what she has seen,” he said at
last, his voice low, burdened with a sorrow of its own. “It is also what she
feels. And that… that is something even time itself may not mend.”


And so they left her in the hush
of the chamber, where only the fire cast flickering shadows upon the walls, and
her breath, shallow and unsteady, lingered in the quiet air.


 


Chapter 10: “Blood and Darkness”


 


When at last Eruviel awoke, her
sleep had been neither restful nor kind. The pallid light of dawn crept through
the half-latticed shutters, casting faint, wavering patterns upon the walls.
Her head throbbed, and her limbs, weighted as if hewn from stone, rebelled
against motion; yet she resisted the pull of weariness and willed herself
upright.


Drawing her cloak about her
shoulders, she stepped unsteadily toward the door. The chamber wherein her
companions rested lay shrouded in silence, yet as she appeared in the
threshold, all eyes turned toward her, as though summoned by some unspoken
call. A hush settled over them, tense and expectant, before it broke like a
tide as Thavion rose first and was swiftly at her side.


“How do you fare, Eruviel?” he
asked, his voice low, yet edged with quiet concern.


She met his gaze, her own red-rimmed
eyes heavy with things unspoken. When she answered, her voice was but a
whisper, wavering as a candle in the wind:


“I must depart.”


A murmur ran through the
gathering. It was Ríthwen who stirred next. Though her face was drawn with
worry, her bearing was ever unyielding, steadfast as the old oaks of the North.


“We knew you would say so, the
moment you woke,” she murmured with a faint smile, one that did little to
soften the weight of her words. “Of course, you shall depart. But do you truly
think to claim all the perils of the world for yourself alone? If there are
hordes of orcs to be hewn, I shall be at your side, my dearest one!”


A playful glint danced in her
eyes, and for the briefest of moments, Eruviel felt the ghost of a smile touch
her lips.


“And I,” added Caledhil, arms
crossed where he leaned against the wall, “can hardly let Ríthwen run off
alone. Someone must keep an eye on her, after all, and who better than I?” He
cast a wink toward Eruviel. “Besides, I daresay a little humour would do your
grim company some good.”


Eruviel blinked against the
weight of exhaustion and turned her gaze upon her companions. The burden in her
chest, heavy as lead, lightened—if only by a breath. She stepped forward,
clasping first Ríthwen, then Caledhil, and when she spoke, her voice was
steadier, though still low.


“I thank you. Your words are a
flame in the dark. I know well what awaits me—awaits us—is no mere shadow of a
nightmare. But with loyal friends at my side and keen blades in our hands,
perhaps even the blackest of nights may yet yield a glimmer of hope.”


A silent accord passed between
them then, unspoken but understood, as firm as an oath sworn in elder days. And
as Eruviel drew a deep breath, she felt, for the first time in many long days,
the strength to take the road before her.


The hush in the room deepened,
heavy with fatigue and foreboding. Thavion sat upon a plain wooden chair, his
gaze fixed upon the blade in his hands—Lindórvaeth, forged from the cold depths
of Gravon, its fine engravings gleaming dully in the dying embers of the
hearth. With measured strokes, he ran a cloth along the keen edge, as if in
tending the steel, he might also bring order to his thoughts.


“Whither does this road lead us,
Eruviel?” he asked at length, his gaze yet upon the blade. His voice was
steady, but there was a weight to it, as though the unknown troubled him. “What
is our aim?”


Eruviel stood by the window, her
eyes lost in the waning twilight. Slowly, she turned to face him, her golden
hair falling in a veil over her shoulders, and in her gaze was something that
pain could not wholly obscure.


“I have seen a vision,” she
said, her voice quiet but firm. “A place like a keep, or a fortress. It stands
amid a bleak and stony land, its walls dark—black, almost. And I felt… I felt
that many of my kind were gathered there. I know no more, save for this: my
sons are there.”


The words fell into the silence
like stones into a still pool, and for a long moment, none stirred. Thavion
lifted his head, the cloth slipping from his grasp, his brow furrowed deep in
thought.


“You speak of a vision,” he
echoed, turning the words over as if to test their weight. “There are many
strongholds once raised by the Vaharyn against Druugorath. But your
description…” He hesitated, searching his memory. “The fortress that comes to
mind is that of Haldorath. It stands upon a broad hill, ringed by the lesser
peaks of the Haldorath range. Not far from the Celin’s source. It was raised by
Eldhros, eldest son of Feandor, and is said to be unassailable.”


Hope flickered in Eruviel’s
eyes. “My sons were stationed at Haldorath,” she breathed, her fingers
clenching as though seizing this thread of fate. “Then our road leads there.”


“It is many days’ march to the
mountains,” Thavion said, rising now. His tone was measured, though concern lay
beneath it. “We would do well to follow the Celin’s course; it will bring us
closer to our path. Yet…”


A soft voice, scarcely more than
a breath, cut through the hush. From the shadowed corner of the room, Sylvarin
stepped forward, his presence like the whisper of wind through an ancient wood.
His face was veiled in dimness, yet his eyes gleamed like stars in the
twilight.


“You would do well to give
Ostirion a wide berth,” he said, and though he spoke no louder than before, the
weight of warning in his words was heavy as stone. “That place is not what it
once was. Long ago, the orcs laid waste to Ostirion, and since then, it has
been a haunt of dread. In the dark corners, wolves prowl—but there are things
worse than wolves. Beasts that fear neither sun nor shadow.”


A chill ran through Eruviel at
his words, but she bowed her head in gratitude.


“Thank you, Sylvarin,” she
murmured. “We shall tread with care.”


The company looked upon one
another, knowing well the trials that lay ahead. The path before them would be
fraught with peril, and the darkness pressed ever closer. Yet in each of their
gazes was a quiet resolve, steadfast and unyielding. No doom, nor dread, nor
shadow of fear could turn them aside. 


"So be it, then," spoke
Eruviel, her voice suffused with newfound resolve. She lifted her chin, and in
her eyes glimmered a fire, as if she sought to drive away the shadows that
clung to her path by will alone. "Let the next stage of our journey
begin!"


It was not long before the
company found themselves once more upon the road, winding northward from the
gloom-laden groves of Nal Doroth. The ancient woodland seemed still a place
where time itself held its breath, and the dark boughs arched above them like a
woven net, casting long fingers of shadow upon their path. Yet they did not
falter.


Sylvarin, his countenance hewn
as if from stone in the dim light of the forest, had bestowed upon each of them
a steed, sturdy and sure of foot, their saddlebags heavy with provisions.
"You shall need all that I can spare," he had said in parting.
"May your steps be lighter than your road, and may the light guide your
hearts."


Ríthwen stood somewhat apart,
fastening with deft hands the twin elven blades at her belt, so placed that
they might be drawn in a heartbeat should the need arise. Two smaller knives
disappeared into the high leather of her boots, as though this were naught but
habit. Caledhil, busy with the stores of food, glanced up and smirked. "If
you secrete many more knives upon your person, Ríthwen, you shall soon resemble
a wandering armoury rather than an elf-maiden," he observed dryly, though
there was mirth in his eyes.


Ríthwen straightened, tilting
her head with a playful glint. "Worry not, Caledhil. Should our lembas run
short, I shall lend you a blade to catch a fish."


A soft laugh rippled through the
company—an ember of light before the weight of their purpose settled once more
upon their shoulders.


At the edge of the path, elves
of the woodland stood in full armour, their heads inclined in solemn farewell,
their bows resting in quiet reverence at their sides. Their eyes were calm, yet
behind them lay a sorrow unspoken, for it was no small thing to send comrades
upon an uncertain road. Eruviel, Thavion, Caledhil, and Ríthwen answered their
silent benediction with a grave nod, then turned and rode on.


Thavion led the way, his bearing
unbowed, his gaze fixed ahead. Behind him followed Eruviel, her grip firm upon
the reins, though her thoughts soared far beyond the horizon. Caledhil took the
third place, his keen eyes ever watchful for aught that might threaten, while
Ríthwen rode at the rear, her gaze flitting from shadow to shadow, ever alert.


The road that bore them forth
was old, its surface softened by moss and earth, yet beneath its green mantle
lay the deep-worn furrows of many footsteps and hooves long since passed. The
trees that bordered their path stood as silent witnesses, their gnarled limbs
entwining above, a lattice of darkness that veiled the sky.


And thus the next chapter of
their journey began—a journey that would lead them not only through the wilds
of Erynmar but would brush against the very fate of an age.


The company had not long to ride
ere the heavy shadow of the forest fell away, and the land beyond unfurled before
them. It was no golden morning—no triumphant burst of sunlight to herald their
passing—but rather a pale and muted day, where the sun strove in vain against a
veil of lingering mist. Yet after the endless days beneath the tangled canopy
of Nal Doroth, even this soft grey light seemed a revelation.


The world stretched wide before
them. The trees withdrew, yielding to rolling hills that undulated toward the
horizon. Tall grasses swayed in the wind, their silver-tipped blades beaded
with lingering dew. The scent of damp earth and wild herbs laced the air, and
from afar came the gentle murmur of the Celin, threading its way through the
land like a ribbon of glass.


Eruviel rode upright, her
posture proud, yet her gaze was cast far ahead, as if seeking something unseen.
Thavion, riding before her, guided his horse along a narrow path flanked by
wild brambles and young saplings.


"It is good to see the open
land again," Eruviel murmured at last, almost to herself, drawing a deep
breath. The mist-laden air and the scent of the fields seemed to clear her
mind, though a shadow yet lingered behind her eyes.


Thavion slowed his horse until
she drew alongside him. Now they rode side by side, and his gaze rested upon
her, keen and understanding. "We shall find them," he said, his voice
quiet but unwavering. "Believe me, I know Haldorath well. I have many
friends there—friends who remain so, despite the passing years and the dark
days between. Your sons are not alone, Eruviel."


She turned her head toward him,
her golden hair stirred by a wandering breeze. "What do you mean?"
she asked at length, her voice scarcely more than a whisper. "Has war
already begun?"


Thavion held her gaze, and a
grimness settled upon his features. "Has it ever ended?" he replied.
"Shorath knows no peace, and so long as he lingers in Druugorath, there
shall be none for us either."


For a moment he was silent, as
though weighing his words. "It was not long ago that I was wounded on
patrol. You saw the scar, Eruviel. We all know the perils of the North, yet of
late…" He shook his head, his brow furrowed in thought. "The orcs
grow bolder. Or else something urges them forth, testing our watch, probing our
defences. I cannot say for certain, but this much I know: the storm gathers. Shorath
will not wait much longer."


Eruviel did not answer, yet
within her heart, she felt the chill of recognition. The signs were clear—too
clear to be ignored. The world itself seemed to draw breath, poised upon the
precipice of some doom yet unseen, yet long in the making.


The two rode on in silence, and
behind them, Caledhil and Ríthwen followed in quiet step, their movements
measured as if drawn into the same unspoken rhythm. The sounds of the plain
surrounded them—the whisper of the wind in the grass, the distant murmur of the
river—yet the thoughts of each wandered far afield, drawn into the shadowed
realms of the days to come.


Through the veil of mist and
shrubbery, the Celin shimmered—a slender ribbon of silver, winding its way
through the land like a living thing. For a brief moment, Eruviel reined in her
steed, her gaze fixed upon the water. She knew not why, yet a memory stirred
unbidden—a song, old and half-forgotten, of the Celin’s waters and the hope
they had carried through darkened times. “Perhaps,” she whispered, almost to
herself, “perhaps the river leads not only northward, but back to ourselves as
well.”


No answer came, yet Thavion
turned his eyes upon her, and for a fleeting instant, a faint smile touched his
lips. “Then may the Celin guide us safely,” he said at last. “And may it bear
away the shadows that follow in our wake.”


Onward they rode, the light of
the open land before them, the burden of their task upon their shoulders, and
the hope they sought to keep alight within their hearts.


The sun had long since begun its
descent, and the shadows of the riders stretched long upon the road when at
last they beheld the distant outlines of a village upon the plain. At first, it
was but a faint glimmer of rooftops rising from the land, yet as they drew
nearer, the details grew clearer—thatch-roofed dwellings nestled low among the
grasses, thin plumes of smoke curling skyward from hearthfires.


But something was amiss. Even
from afar, they could see an unusual stir within the village. Figures moved
swiftly to and fro, carts were laden in haste, and an air of unrest clung to
the place like the hush before a storm. As they approached, the sounds of
hurried voices and the creak of wagon wheels grew louder. Sacks of grain,
bundles of clothing, baskets filled to their brims—all were being gathered with
desperate urgency, while children ran amidst the throng, their high-pitched
calls breaking against the tense murmur of their elders.


Eruviel pulled her horse to a
halt and raised a hand, bidding the others to wait. “Remain here,” she said,
her voice quiet yet firm, and with a fluid motion, she dismounted.


Her steps carried her toward an
elderly woman, who struggled to lift a great wicker basket onto an already
burdened cart. The lines of age lay deep upon her face, yet her eyes were keen,
scanning the road and the sky with the wary vigilance of one who awaited ill
tidings.


“Well met,” Eruviel spoke, her
tone gentle, accompanied by a slight bow of her head. “Tell me, if you
will—what transpires here?”


The woman started slightly and
straightened. Her hands, gnarled with years of toil, gripped the edge of the
basket, though it seemed not the weight of her labor but something deeper that
bent her shoulders.


“You do not know?” she asked,
her voice trembling, and her fingers tightened upon the woven edge. “We have
been bidden to abandon our home. Word has come that we must flee eastward, to
safety—Lathorien, perhaps, or beyond the Arôn-Nimrath, if we are wise.”


The words tumbled forth, urgent,
as though time itself were too fleeting to allow for all that must be said. She
gestured with a shaking hand to the laden carts. “We take what we may carry,
but much must be left behind. By nightfall, we shall depart—all of us. None
shall remain.”


A cold shiver passed through
Eruviel’s frame. “Who bade you do this?” she asked, though she already knew the
answer.


“Scouts,” the woman replied, her
voice lowered, as if to speak the truth aloud was to invite it closer. “From
the northern strongholds. They brought warning—the storm is coming. They said
we have no choice. May the Ilûmar have mercy on us.”


Her voice faltered, and she
lifted her eyes to Eruviel’s, a silent plea mingling with the dread that lay
heavy in their depths. “Take your leave while you may, child. The storm comes.”


For a long moment, Eruviel said
nothing. The woman’s words echoed within her, but she let no sign of it show.
At last, she placed a reassuring hand upon the elder’s arm. “Fear not,” she
said softly. “You do what must be done. The Ilûmar watch over you, and light
shall guide your path.”


The woman gave a small nod, her
fear undiminished, yet something in her gaze flickered—perhaps a glimmer of
comfort, or merely the resolve of one who must press on.


Eruviel turned and strode back
to her company.


Thavion watched her approach,
his voice low when he spoke. “What did you learn?”


She met his gaze, and though her
face was calm, something in her eyes betrayed the weight of what she had heard.
“The villagers flee,” she said. “Word of the storm has reached them. They seek
refuge in the east.”


Caledhil rode forward slightly,
his brow furrowed. “If even the villages of the plains are emptying, then the
storm is closer than we feared.”


“Closer than we hoped,” murmured
Ríthwen from the rear, her keen eyes studying the distant smoke rising from the
hearths, as though searching for an omen within its curling forms.


Eruviel drew a steady breath and
swung herself once more into the saddle. “We ride on,” she declared, her voice
firm. “The time for waiting is past.”


The company moved forward,
leaving the village behind, though the weight of the old woman’s words did not
remain upon the road.


The storm comes.


Like an omen spoken into the
wind, the words carried over the plain, drifting into the distance, borne by
the hush of the coming dusk.


The sun slanted lower upon the
sky, and the road stretched before them, long and dust-laden, its path winding
into the unknown. The whispering wind wove its way through the grasses, and the
rhythmic sound of hooves upon earth was the only voice that dared break the stillness.


Eruviel leaned into the saddle,
the reins light in her grasp, as the dust of the road curled in eddies behind
them. Her eyes roamed the shimmering vastness ahead, and the thought of what
lay beyond the horizon urged her ever onward.


“We have many leagues yet to
cross before we may rest,” she murmured, as much to herself as to her
companions. She knew that time pressed upon them. The wind that swept across
the open land seemed, in that moment, to swallow all things—the sound, the
thought, the breath of the world itself.


She bent slightly forward,
whispering to Ailinor, her steadfast companion, whose hooves touched the earth
in swift yet near-silent rhythm. His white coat gleamed in the waning light,
and his ears flicked at every subtle sound the wind carried.


And so they rode on, into the
deepening dusk, as the sky darkened with the promise of the storm to come. 


"Ailinor," she
whispered softly, her voice almost a prayer. "Be swift, and bear us
northward as fleet as the wind and as silent as the breath of morning."
The horse snorted, as though it understood her words, and the muscles beneath
her tensed before it leapt forward, surging into an even swifter gallop.
Eruviel felt herself melt into its motion, their forms becoming one as they
cleaved through the gathering dusk. The landscape blurred around them; trees
and shadowy grasses swept past in a rush of green and gold, and the dusty road
stretched ever onward, vanishing into the horizon’s embrace.


It was as though the wind itself
bore them aloft, carrying them across the vast and unyielding plains where none
could overtake them. The horses, Ailinor most of all, moved with such grace and
speed that they seemed no longer bound by the world of mortal beasts. The
pounding of hooves echoed across the land, yet within Eruviel there was a
strange and solemn stillness, as though all the world held its breath.
Northward they rode, and with each heartbeat, they drew closer to the unknown
fate that lay before them.


The sun had sunk low, and mist,
rising from the earth, swallowed the last lingering rays of light. The path
wound through thickets and wild grasses, darkened by the coming night, yet they
did not falter. The horses pressed onward with steady purpose, their swiftness
seeming beyond what flesh and sinew could grant. "As swift as the wind…
and as silent as the breath of morning," thought Eruviel, even as her
thoughts stretched beyond the road ahead, reaching for the dream of a fairer
time beyond shadow. The journey was long, the end still distant, but with
Ailinor at her side, the miles seemed but a fleeting breath upon the wide
plains of Nyrassar.


By the time they made camp, the
sky had deepened into the hues of twilight, a velvet blue embroidered with the
first glimmers of starlight. They had come to a small clearing near the eaves
of a wooded hollow, where a fire flickered low and golden, sending slender
tongues of flame into the night air. The scent of dry wood and the crisp breath
of evening mingled, and the horses stood nearby, their packs secured, resting
yet ever watchful.


"This is the hour when the
trees grow still, as though they listen," Thavion murmured, gazing into
the hush of the night. Eruviel inclined her head, her fingers deftly checking
the contents of her healer’s pouch. "We should rest while we may,"
she said softly, "but keep your wits about you. The wind is
shifting."


Even as she spoke, the night’s
breath faltered, and a silence unnatural and deep settled upon the glade. It
was Ríthwen who first sensed the wrongness, rising swiftly to her feet, a hand
on the hilt of her blade. "There is no wind…" she murmured, and the
others stirred, their eyes turning to the darkened woods.


Then the silence was shattered.


A long, shuddering howl split
the night—raw, terrible, and filled with hunger. It was a sound that gnawed at
the bones and sent a tremor through man and beast alike. Then, from the shadows
beneath the trees, they came. Great wolves, dark as the void between stars,
their eyes gleaming with a baleful light. Their hulking forms moved with deadly
grace, their powerful limbs carrying them swift as phantoms across the glade.
Their breath came in snarls, their fangs catching the glimmer of firelight, and
the stench of blood clung to them like a cloying mist.


"Wolves!" Thavion
cried. "Hold the horses!"


But it was too late. The beasts,
driven by some cruel and ancient instinct, reared and screamed in fear. Eruviel
was at Ailinor’s side in an instant, seizing the reins and pulling the steed
into the safety of her grasp. "Steady," she murmured, her voice low
and soothing even as her pulse thundered in her ears. She cast a swift glance
toward her companions—


And the wolves were upon them.


One sprang toward Thavion, fangs
bared in a vicious arc. He turned at the last instant, the beast’s slavering
jaws snapping shut upon empty air as he twisted aside. The wolf struck the
earth, claws raking deep furrows in the soil before it wheeled, poised to
strike again.


And then Ríthwen moved.


Like a shadow in the fire’s
glow, she leapt. Twin blades, slender and deadly, flashed in her hands. Her
first strike found the wolf’s flank, her knife slicing through thick fur and
flesh as though through mere cloth. The beast howled, turning sharply to
counter her, but Ríthwen was quicker. With a dancer’s grace, she vaulted over
the creature’s back, twisting in the air, and as she landed, her blade found
the base of its neck. A swift, clean thrust—death took the beast before it
could so much as snarl.


Yet there was no time to
breathe. The wolves were many, and they came in a tide of fury.


Thavion’s sword danced in the
flickering light, steel meeting claw and fang in a deadly contest. A beast
lunged for him, its fangs seeking his throat, and he barely deflected the
strike, his blade carving a line of silver through the night.


Caledhil met another wolf
head-on, his sword a blur as he drove the steel into its side. Dark blood
spattered across the earth, and the creature reared, striking out in blind
agony. A snarl, a snap of jaws—Caledhil gasped, staggering back, his arm
bearing the sting of a shallow but fierce bite. "Damn them!" he spat,
wrenching his blade free, the fight far from done.


"Stand fast!" Eruviel
called, and she turned, her own sword flashing as she met a wolf in a deadly
arc of steel. Her strike took the beast in its flank, the force of the blow
sending a spray of blood into the air. But there was no time to watch it
fall—for the shadows still stirred with more.


Caledhil, his wound forgotten,
turned as another beast rushed toward him. It was swift, its fangs glinting in the
fire’s light. Yet even as it closed the distance, he did not flinch. With a
breath drawn in iron resolve, he reached for the bow at his back.


The string sang. The arrow found
its mark.


Straight and true, it flew into
the night, striking the wolf between its gleaming eyes. The beast jerked,
frozen in that instant of death, then crumpled to the earth, its dark form
motionless. The fire’s reflection faded from its lifeless gaze.


"A fair shot!" called
Thavion, though his breath came heavy, his sword still gripped tight. Around
them, the battle raged, the night torn by the clash of steel and the howls of
the dying. And still, from the depths of the forest, more shadows stirred.


The fight was not yet won.


A few moments later, as the
battle still raged, Thavion set his gaze upon another of the assailants. With a
fierce stroke of his sword, he cleaved the air, his blade finding the beast’s
throat. The steel bit deep, and a spray of blood darkened the ground as the
wolf gave a final, rasping gasp before crumpling lifeless at his feet. With a
swift, practiced motion, Thavion wrenched his sword free, and the creature lay
still, its head twisted at an unnatural, grim angle.


"A fine strike,"
Caledhil remarked dryly as he cast a glance at the fallen beast. "But I
fear it will not be the last."


Even as he spoke, Ríthwen moved.
With one final, decisive motion, she sprang once more into the fray, her form a
blur of motion as she bore down upon the wolf that charged at Thavion. She
twisted in the air, her knife flashing in the dim light, and with a single,
fluid stroke, she severed the beast’s throat. For an instant, the night held
its breath—then the wolf fell, and all was still once more.


"Not bad," murmured
Caledhil with a faint smile as he absently rubbed at the wound on his arm.


"We have endured,"
Thavion said, his breath heavy as his keen eyes swept over the others.
"But we must not let our guard falter."


"Show me your arm,
Caledhil," Eruviel said, her tone firm as she stepped forward. Her gaze
searched the wound—dark, glistening, and raw upon his skin. "A wolf’s bite
is no small matter… Least of all from such cursed creatures as these. Never
have I seen wolves of such monstrous size."


She knelt, her hands moving
deftly over the wounds, her touch both light and knowing. Her skills were
precise, and as she worked, her voice was calm. "It is nothing we cannot
mend," she assured him. "But the true battle yet lies ahead. These
wolves were but a harbinger of what is to come."


With a glance at the
blood-streaked earth about them, Eruviel reached for her pouch, beginning to
sort through her healing supplies. The battle was won, yet the shadow that
loomed over them had not passed.


Caledhil gave a slight shrug,
glancing at his wound. "They were formidable, I grant you," he mused.


"Aye," Ríthwen said
with a wry smile, wiping the long, slender blades of her knives clean with a
cloth. "But at least the hunt ended in our favour."


Thavion, who had been washing
the blood from his face, looked up, his weariness plain but his resolve unshaken.
"A fine beginning to our journey," he muttered, swiping the last
traces of crimson from his brow.


"We must set a watch at
once," Eruviel said, turning her gaze toward the dark line of trees
beyond. "No more fire. If we let it burn, every Orc in Druugorath will
know where we are… And Orcs and wolves are not the only foes we have cause to
fear."


"On that, we can
agree," Ríthwen said, sliding her knives back into the sheaths at her
side. "The night is yet young, and with every step, we draw closer to our
enemy. We would do well to tread with care."


"Thavion, you will take the
first watch," Eruviel instructed, her voice steady. "Caledhil, you
shall follow after, and Ríthwen, stay close. I will finish tending to the
wounds, but we can afford no missteps."


The company nodded, each one
setting to their appointed task. Around them, the hush of the trees deepened, a
weight upon the air, as if the very night itself waited and listened.


 


Chapter 11: “Ostirion”


 


The night had passed, yet it had
brought them little rest. Each had taken their watch in turn, their eyes ever
searching the darkened forest, their senses taut with vigilance. Now, as the
first pale breath of morning crept over the treetops, they beheld the wolves
they had slain in the dead of night.


The carcasses of the beasts lay
strewn across the glade, their ragged pelts dark with blood, their mighty claws
still sunk into the earth, as though they had sought to kill even in death.
Their yellowed fangs, sharp as honed steel, gleamed wickedly in the grey dawn.
Even lifeless, they seemed as fearsome as they had in their final, furious
charge.


Ríthwen approached one of the
hulking bodies, her arms crossed, studying it in silence before giving it a
sharp nudge with her boot. “Who could have bred such monsters, I wonder,” she
muttered, wrinkling her nose in distaste.


Eruviel stepped beside her,
circling the still form with furrowed brow. “A fair question,” she said softly,
running her fingers over the dark fur. It was coarse and wiry, unnatural to the
touch. “These creatures are not of the wild. They reek of… corruption.”


Ríthwen nodded, her gaze
lingering upon the massive form. “Another sign that Shorath’s shadow reaches
every place we tread.”


The words hung unspoken in the
air, and after a brief silence, they turned back to rejoin the others. Before
the sun had fully risen, they were astride their steeds once more. Thavion led
them onward, his keen eyes scanning the landscape, which rolled in gentle hills
towards the horizon.


“We are not far from Ostirion,”
he said as Eruviel drew up beside him.


“Ostirion?” She cast him a
questioning glance. “What manner of place is that?”


Thavion hesitated, as though
searching through the vaults of memory. “Once, it was a great watchtower,” he
said at last. “A bastion of knowledge and power, but long ago it was razed to
the ground by an army from Druugorath. It is said that Feandor himself often
dwelt there, studying… the Seeing Stones.”


Eruviel’s brow lifted. “The
Seeing Stones?”


“Aye,” Thavion replied, his
voice thoughtful. “They say he brought such stones from Luminar—artifacts of
great power, crafted to gaze across vast distances, perhaps even through time
itself. But no man has set eyes upon them in many long years.”


“And what became of them?” she
asked, her gaze distant, fixed upon the far horizon.


“No one knows,” Thavion sighed.
“Some claim Shorath destroyed them. Others believe Feandor hid them away, safe
from all who would seek them. Perhaps they lie forgotten, or perhaps they are
lost, as so many things are in these dark days. But one thing is
certain—Shorath must have seen their worth, for he left no stone unturned in
his efforts to see Ostirion brought to ruin.”


A chill wind swept across the
plain, and the company rode on in silence. The thought of Ostirion—of its lost
grandeur and the secrets that might yet lie within its ruined halls—lingered in
their minds like a shadow.


Eruviel rode wordlessly, her
thoughts gathering like storm clouds behind her eyes. Time and again, she
seemed to weigh some unspoken choice, yet her expression remained unreadable.
At last, she lifted her head, her gaze keen as sunlight piercing the forest
canopy, and she called to Ríthwen.


“Ríthwen,” she said, her voice
firmer now, carrying a note of resolve. “What think you of Ostirion? Might it
be worth our while to search it more closely?”


Ríthwen reined in her horse
slightly, regarding Eruviel with raised brows. “You wish to ride to Ostirion?”
she asked, incredulity in her tone. “To the very place we were warned to
avoid?”


Eruviel met her gaze, unwavering.
“I know it is perilous,” she admitted. “But what if Feandor did leave something
behind? We have walked the ruins of Dor-Daereth, and I cannot imagine Ostirion
could be worse. If there is something hidden there, something of worth, we may
yet find it. Perhaps even something that could aid us in these dark times.”


Ríthwen leaned back in her
saddle, idly toying with the hilt of one of her knives. Then, all at once, a
sly smile tugged at her lips, and she gave a soft snort. “Now that,” she said,
her eyes glinting, “is a plan I can appreciate. A place of doom, full of peril,
where all wisdom says we should not tread? I would be sorely disappointed if we
passed it by.”


Thavion, who had been listening,
cast them both a critical glance over his shoulder. “You are both mad,” he
muttered, though a faint smile ghosted across his lips.


Behind him, Caledhil chuckled.
“If this means changing our course, I should see my wound tended more
carefully. Who knows what awaits us there?”


Eruviel did not waver. “If
Ostirion yet holds a secret, then we must uncover it.”


The company rode on, yet the
choice had already been made. The thought of Ostirion—its lurking shadows and
the mysteries they might yet unearth—hung over them like a silent omen.


The day stretched before them
like a heavy shroud, the hours slipping by until the sun had long since passed
its zenith and now dipped toward the west. The shadows of the trees lengthened,
and the air was thick with a hush, as though the very earth held its breath.


Suddenly, Thavion raised his
hand, and the company halted. His eyes were watchful, sweeping the landscape
before he turned to face them.


“So, my friends,” he began, his
voice calm yet grave, “here ends the path of safety. This is our last chance to
turn aside. From here, the road runs straight to Ostirion’s gates. Once we take
it, we shall no longer pass unseen. Whoever now dwells within those ruins will
see us coming—that is as certain as the turning of the stars.”


A heavy silence followed his
words. Only the soft snorting of the horses and the occasional rustling of the
grass could be heard. The air was thick with unspoken thoughts, and the weight
of the moment pressed upon them like the gathering of a storm.


Eruviel, who had been lost in
thought, suddenly straightened. Her voice rang through the hush, clear and
resolute as the peal of a silver bell:


"The world stands upon the
brink of fate. The shadow spreads, and every chance to oppose it must be
seized. We four—have we not broken Vyörn’s spell, have we not found the White
Stone, and do we not bear Elensil? Such deeds are not wrought by mere
happenstance. And beyond that, you are the finest warriors I have ever known.
None shall come after us to search these ruins—of that, we may be
certain."


She let her words settle, her
gaze moving from one to the next. Then, after a moment, she spoke again, her
voice firm, unwavering.


"Let us go forth. Show no
fear, but keep your wits about you. Stay close together, and whatever awaits us
there—we shall face it as one."


A brief silence lingered, but
then Ríthwen nodded, a smile sharp as a blade curving her lips. "I knew
you would say that."


Caledhil pulled his cloak more
tightly about him, a wry grin playing at his features. "Well then, if we
are indeed to ride into the maw of the unknown, I had best keep my wit
sharpened—it tends to make such ventures more bearable."


Thavion, who had remained at the
fore, let out a slow breath, his gaze turning toward the darkening horizon. "So
be it. Let us waste no more time."


With that, the company spurred
their steeds onward, resolute and unshaken. The sun dipped lower behind the
hills as they turned onto the road that led to Ostirion. The horses moved
swiftly, and the path before them stretched out like a shadowed promise—fraught
with peril, yet brimming with possibility.


The road itself bore the marks
of an age long past, wrought by hands whose craft had since been forgotten.
Large, hewn stones, carefully set in place, formed the ancient way, and though
the years had worn it, it still held firm beneath their horses’ hooves. Small
fissures ran through the stone, where grass and moss had taken root, as though
nature sought to reclaim what the hands of elves and men had built.


On either side, ruins rose—once
proud walls, now broken and overgrown, remnants of a fortification that had
stood against time and tide. Great oaks and slender birches had taken root
amongst the shattered stone, their gnarled roots curling over the remnants of
towers and battlements, as if to clasp the past in an unyielding embrace. The last
light of the sun wove long, shifting shadows over the road, painting the four
riders in a spectral dance of light and dark.


Thavion rode at the head, ever
watchful, his hand resting lightly upon the hilt of his sword. He glanced over
his shoulder at Eruviel, who rode behind him, and spoke in hushed tones.


"These walls… they tell of
a time when we still dared to hope that darkness might be held at bay. But even
stone crumbles under the weight of time—and under the will of Shorath."


Ríthwen, riding farther back,
let her gaze roam across the ruins. "They are beautiful," she
murmured, her voice touched with both awe and sorrow. "And yet… there is
something unsettling about them. It is as if the very stones whisper of things
I cannot quite understand."


"Perhaps it is better that
way," replied Caledhil, his eyes lingering on a half-fallen tower, its
crown now claimed by the green fingers of a young tree. "Some tales are
best left to the shadows. But of one thing we may be sure—those who built these
walls defended them with blood."


Eruviel, who had remained
silent, let her eyes drift across the ruined landscape. She reined in her horse
slightly, her voice quiet, contemplative.


"It is more than mere time
that has brought these walls low. Can you not feel it? There is a darkness
here… something lingers, unseen, yet present, like a whisper woven into the
very air."


A sudden gust of wind stirred
the branches, sending leaves swirling across the road. Ríthwen drew her long
knives, letting their keen edges catch the waning light.


"Perhaps," she said
with a grim smile, "that whisper is not so silent as it seems. But if
something lurks here, I shall see to it that it speaks no more."


Thavion let out a dry chuckle.
"Ríthwen, ever eager for a fight. Perhaps there is naught here but echoes
and memories."


Caledhil shook his head.
"And yet, oftentimes, echoes and memories are more dangerous than flesh
and steel."


Onward they rode, their steeds'
hooves striking softly against the old stone, the quiet settling upon them like
the hush before a storm. The ruins thickened about them, rising from the
undergrowth in broken arches and fallen towers, veiled in ivy and fern.


Eruviel drew to a halt before a
great stone outcropping, its surface worn by time yet bearing the faint trace
of an inscription. She leaned forward in the saddle, eyes narrowing as she
studied a half-obscured sigil hidden beneath the creeping moss.


"A crest," she
murmured. "It is almost faded beyond recognition, but… see here, this
flame—could it be the mark of Feandor?"


Ríthwen arched a sceptical brow.
"So, this place was truly his. It does not surprise me. Such monuments
would suit his pride."


"His pride, or his
greatness," Thavion said softly, his gaze lingering upon the stone.


"Greatness?" Ríthwen
laughed, the sound edged with something bitter. "Greatness, or a folly so
vast it borders on madness?"


"Forget not that it was
Fëandor who slaughtered the Núvellir and took their ships by force. Tell me,
Thavion, where were you when he bathed the harbour of Nimrilondë in the blood
of his own kin?”


Thavion halted, his face
unreadable, yet there was a keen edge to his voice as he replied. “I have never
raised my blade against the Núvellir, Ríthwen, nor have I set foot upon one of
their ships. I was among those who remained behind with Ilmarion, and we
crossed the Naiqarossë—a road no Elf would take, save in uttermost despair.”


“I am the one among us upon whom
the curse of Veyrath lingers,” Thavion said softly, his voice barely more than
a murmur that lingered in the hush about them. His gaze dropped, and a shadow
passed over his face. “If only I could turn back and undo what was done that
day...” He paused, as if the very words pained him. “I would not hesitate for
even a moment.”


Eruviel placed a gentle hand
upon his arm, her voice calm. “None here question you, Thavion. The choices of
the past weigh upon us all, and we all bear wounds from them.”


Caledhil, who had remained
silent until now, spoke at last, his voice low. “Perhaps it should remind us
why we are here—not to rekindle old feuds, but to preserve what still may be
saved.”


Eruviel nodded thoughtfully,
then reached into her pouch and drew forth Elensil, the Starshard. The artefact
lay still in her palm, its glow awakening like a silver flame that pushed back
the encroaching dark. A warmth, steady and comforting, emanated from it, and
the tension that had gripped them eased, if only by a little.


“We are on the right path,”
Eruviel whispered, her gaze fixed upon the shimmering light.


They pressed onward. The path
began to rise, and the air grew crisper, touched with the scent of old stone
and damp earth. On either side, ancient pillars emerged from the gloom, clad in
ivy and moss. Some lay toppled, their forms broken by time, yet others still
stood, defiant against the centuries that had sought to claim them.


“Imagine how this place must
have been,” Caledhil mused as he studied the weathered ruins. “Elven
travellers, soldiers in gleaming armour… aye, even Fëandor himself, walking
this road, lost in thought over his craft.”


“Or brooding upon his next step
into darkness,” Ríthwen interjected dryly.


Thavion cast her a glance but
held his tongue, turning instead to the path ahead.


“We should make haste,” he said
at last. “That rise yonder will grant us a better vantage. But let us not
forget—whoever now dwells in Ostirion will not be blind to our coming, if they
have not already marked us.”


The company rode on, and the
road led them ever higher. The waning sun cast long fingers of shadow over the
broken columns and overgrown walls. Soon, twilight would descend, and with it,
perhaps, answers—or new perils.


The hill before them was gentle
in its ascent, crowned with slender spires of rock that stood like ancient
sentinels. The grass was sparse and wind-worn, dotted with pale blue flowers that
swayed in the evening breeze. From its crest, the land stretched wide before
them, vast and breathtaking. To the west, the forest sprawled like a sea of
deep green, while in the distant east, the mountains rose stark and grey
against the sky. A golden light lingered upon the world’s edge, draping the
land in an ethereal glow.


And there, before them, stood
Ostirion.


The tower loomed, silent and
solemn, a relic of another age. Its walls, veiled in creeping lichen and moss,
gleamed faintly in the dying light. Though not wholly unscathed by time, the
wounds it bore seemed superficial, inconsequential against its enduring
majesty. A hush lay upon the place, a stillness that felt at once sacred and
forsaken, as if time itself had forgotten it.


Ríthwen drew her horse alongside
Eruviel, her eyes narrowing with unease. “This is Ostirion?” She let her gaze
sweep over the tower, then over the land that cradled it. “It looks… too
peaceful.”


“Too peaceful,” Thavion
murmured, tightening his reins. “No sound, no sign of life. Not even a bird
dares draw near.”


Eruviel frowned, her thoughts
uneasy. She studied the tower’s walls, bare of any movement, and the empty
fields beyond. “It is quiet, yes. Too quiet,” she admitted, her voice laced
with concern. “It does not fit. If this place were indeed held by Druugorath’s
creatures, we ought to have been sighted by now.”


“Perhaps...” Caledhil loosened
his bow from his saddle and ran a hand over its string. “Perhaps they are
waiting for us. Traps are best laid in silence, are they not?”


Ríthwen arched a brow. “Or they
have gone. But why would Druugorath abandon such a place?”


Thavion shook his head slowly,
his eyes scanning the deepening shadows. “I have fought in enough wars to know
this—when something appears too easy, it seldom is what it seems.”


“What do you propose?” Eruviel
asked quietly, feeling the weight of the moment settle upon them.


“We go forward—but we go with
open eyes and sharpened wits,” Thavion answered firmly. “If we are to learn
what has befallen Ostirion, there is no course but to approach the tower
itself.”


The sun dipped lower, and the
world dimmed, while Ostirion stood yet in the last light of day—unmoved,
unyielding, and filled with a foreboding presence. Something was amiss here, of
that they were certain—but they knew not yet what.


Shrouded in the lengthening
shadows, they pressed on by foot, their steps light upon the earth. Twilight
veiled the land, and every sound, even the snap of a twig, seemed unnaturally
loud. Their blades whispered free of their scabbards, the cold steel glinting
faintly in the dusk.


A hush fell over them, thick
with watchfulness. The air carried a weight, a presence unseen yet felt. Each
step brought them nearer to Ostirion, and nearer to the truth that lay in wait
beyond its silent walls.


Suddenly, Thavion raised his
hand—a silent command to halt. “Look,” he whispered, his voice scarcely more
than a breath. “There, by the blackened tree... something lies there.”


Their eyes followed the line of
his outstretched arm, and in the dimming twilight, the silhouette of a charred
tree took form. It rose like a grim monument from the earth, its branches
stripped bare, twisted like the claws of a dying beast.


Slowly, and with ever greater
caution, they crept forward. Beneath their feet, a thin layer of ash covered
the ground, heavy with the acrid scent of burnt flesh. The tree, consumed by
fire beyond recognition, stood ghostly and unreal in the fading light.


Around it, bodies lay
strewn—Orcs, grotesquely contorted and lifeless. Their flesh was blackened and
cracked in places, and the remnants of their weapons and armour lay scattered,
like the detritus of a battle long past. Eruviel knelt, her keen gaze narrowing
as she examined a shield half-buried in the cinders. “The sigil of Druugorath,”
she murmured, her voice laced with both wonder and revulsion.


“Burnt,” muttered Caledhil,
nudging a helm with the tip of his blade, half-submerged in the ashen earth.
“But not by any ordinary fire. This... this is different.”


Ríthwen swept her gaze over the
scene, lips pressed into a thin line. “Whatever did this bore no kindness for
its prey. And it may yet be near.”


Thavion stood motionless, his
hand tight upon the hilt of his sword. His eyes pierced the darkness, as though
willing it to surrender its secrets. “Something is amiss,” he whispered at
last. “Why did they all fall in one place? This was no battle. It looks as if
they were... expected.”


The hush that lay over the place
seemed to deepen, as though even the air had drawn breath and dared not release
it. Eruviel straightened, her hand hovering unconsciously over Elensil, which
stirred with a faint warmth, a whispered warning pulsing through her fingers.


“We must tread carefully,” she
said at last, her voice steady with quiet resolve. “Whatever wrought this
destruction may yet linger.”


She drew Elensil from her
satchel, and its faint silver gleam flickered against the encroaching dark. The
sounds of the night grew louder in the hush, as though the stillness itself had
weight, pressing upon them with unseen hands.


“What say you?” she asked, her
voice scarcely above a whisper. “Shall we press on, or wait for the dawn? I may
raise Elensil—his light will guide us—but it feels unwise to wander in
darkness, blind to what lies ahead.”


Ríthwen, whose sight pierced the
gloom, stepped forward. Her voice was firm. “Caution is wisdom. If we move
forward now, we do so blindly. Better, perhaps, to hold our ground and gather
our strength.”


Caledhil nodded. “We know not
what awaits us, and daylight may grant us clearer eyes. Let us retreat for now,
and take our rest.”


Thavion gazed out upon the
darkened ruins ahead, his expression grave. “I am of the same mind. This place
holds many secrets yet, and the light of day may lay them bare. Let us seek
shelter until morning.”


Eruviel inclined her head. “Then
we withdraw. We shall make camp beyond the ridge.”


With quiet steps, they retraced
their path to where their horses waited and rode on until they came upon a
small watch-house, nestled among the ruins. Time had taken its toll—the walls
were crumbling, the roof had collapsed in places—but it would serve to shield
them from the chill of the night. Eruviel cast a watchful eye over the steeds,
nodding in quiet satisfaction when she saw them secured and safe.


Ríthwen, already tending to the
fire, spoke over her shoulder. “I shall take first watch. Caledhil, Thavion—you
may rest, but keep your senses sharp.”


“Understood,” Caledhil replied,
leaning back against the weathered stone as he adjusted his sword at his side.
“We should take turns at watch. If anything stirs, we must be ready.”


Eruviel sat beside the fire, the
flickering light casting restless shadows upon the walls. “Let the night pass
in peace. Tomorrow will be a day of import. We do not yet know what awaits us,
but the dawn will bring clearer counsel.”


The company settled into
silence, each lost in their own thoughts. The fire crackled, its scent mingling
with the crisp night air, as they waited for the first light of day—the moment
when truth, long buried in shadow, would at last be revealed.


Dawn broke, a slow tide of pale
gold spilling over the ruin-strewn land. A spectral hush clung to the world;
only the whisper of the wind through the tall grasses and the distant murmur of
unseen trees disturbed the stillness. No birds rose to greet the morning. No
voices called from the wild. It was as though the land itself held its breath,
waiting for a fate it had not yet discerned.


Ríthwen stood upon the worn
stones of the ruined house, one boot propped against the crumbling wall. Her
gaze swept the desolate expanse before them—silver and grey in the morning
light, a landscape etched in silence. A lone blade of grass twisted idly
between her lips as she spoke, her voice tinged with wry amusement.


“The hour is upon us, my
friends. Enough idling. The night is swept away, and the mists of oblivion have
been peeled from these stones. It is time to stir whatever lingers in these
halls and put a little fire to its heels.”


“Fire to its heels?” Caledhil
muttered, rubbing sleep from his eyes as he cast a wary glance at the broken
towers beyond. “Have you forgotten the Orcs? We ought to count ourselves
fortunate that whatever awaits us does not put fire to ours.”


Eruviel lifted her gaze, her
expression unreadable. “I have tended many wounded in Sélith—warriors burnt
beyond recognition by the flames of war. The scars of fire are not only upon
the flesh. They burn deep into the soul. And here... all is strange. This is no
common ruin. We must go with watchful hearts.”


The sun rose slowly over the horizon,
bathing the world in a soft, golden light. Caledhil halted, his gaze resting
upon the eastern sky, where the first rays of dawn rent asunder the lingering
shadows of the night. “A red sun,” he murmured, his tone contemplative yet not
grim. “Blood may have been spilled beneath the stars, yet behold—she rises,
ever steadfast, to remind us that each day bears the promise of hope.”


Ríthwen arched a brow and shook
her head slightly. “If we are not cautious, this day may bring more wounds than
hope.”


“That may be so,” Caledhil
replied with a faint smile, “but let us leave such matters to fate and turn our
minds to what lies before us.”


Eruviel clicked her tongue
softly, a quiet command for the horses to remain behind. She patted the neck of
her faithful steed, murmuring in a low voice, “Wait here and rest. We shall
return—bearing new tales.”


The four companions pressed on,
their journey now on foot. The air lay still about them, save for the hushed
sound of their footsteps and the brittle crackling of charred wood beneath
their tread. As they passed the withered husk of the great blackened tree,
their eyes fell once more upon the lifeless forms of the orcs, their bodies
sprawled in grotesque stillness within the deep shadows. The acrid stench of
burned flesh clung to the air, heavy and unrelenting.


“It would seem the fire struck
with precision,” Thavion observed, crouching beside a fallen orc. The
creature’s armour had melted, fusing in twisted ruin with its scorched flesh.
“This was no ordinary blaze.”


“No mere happenstance, that much
is certain,” Eruviel added, her fingers brushing the soot-streaked stone of a
nearby wall. “Whoever wrought this destruction wielded a power both mighty
and... deliberate.”


Their path led them through
fields now turned to desolation, where ruin lay heavy upon the land. The very
earth was blackened to the roots, the skeletal remains of bushes and trees
standing like spectres of a lost age amidst the ashes. The scars of battle
marred every stone: scorched bones, soot-streaked ruins, deep fissures where
the stone itself had been riven by terrible heat.


Eruviel halted, her keen eyes
tracing the intricate carvings upon the crumbling walls. “Look here,” she said,
her voice hushed with reverence. “These entwined boughs—see how they seem to
move, as though caught in an eternal dance.”


“Not merely alive,” Thavion
murmured, his fingers trailing across an unmarred portion of the carving, “but
enduring. These stones have withstood the long march of centuries, though the
stronghold itself has not been so fortunate.”


They pressed onward, drawing
nigh to a vast gateway—once an entrance to the fortress’s heart. Mighty arches
loomed above them, their stone filigreed with craftsmanship so fine that,
despite the ravages of time, they yet held a stately grace. But their way was
barred—great slabs of rock lay strewn across the passage, as though placed with
intent to deny entry to all who came after.


“So wide a host could pass
through here,” Caledhil mused, his gaze sweeping the shadowed passage beyond. “Or
wagons, laden with treasures wrought by the hands of Feandor himself.”


“If that is so,” Ríthwen said,
her tone edged with quiet bitterness, “then perhaps these fallen stones are no
mere wreckage. It may be that someone sought to ensure that no memory of this
place would endure.”


Yet the blockade was not wholly
impenetrable. With care, they pressed through the narrow gaps, slipping between
the vast stones until at last they emerged upon a path that wound downward into
the hill’s embrace. The walls bore the faint remnants of carvings, though many
had been eroded by time. The air grew cool, and the scent of earth and old
stone filled their lungs.


They came upon more slain orcs,
their bodies burned as those before. Some lay twisted in their final throes, as
though death had claimed them in the midst of desperate battle.


“I know not what unnerves me
more,” Ríthwen murmured, “the certainty that they are dead, or the uncertainty
of what slew them.”


“Stay vigilant,” Eruviel said,
her grip tightening around Elensil, the Star-shard. Its pale glow pushed back
the encroaching darkness, though it could not banish the foreboding that clung
to the air. “The answers lie ahead—but we may not find comfort in them.”


With measured steps, they
descended further, the shadows thickening about them. The silence was heavy,
pressing against their senses like the hush before a storm. Yet none among them
faltered. The secrets of Ostirion lay waiting, and they were resolved to unveil
them.


Their path wound deeper into
gloom, and soon it was plain that they had entered not a simple passageway, but
a labyrinth—a vast network of corridors and chambers hewn from the rock. Some
passages were narrow, veiled in shadow; others yawned wide enough for two
riders to pass abreast.


The first chambers they explored
spoke of a time when life had dwelt within these halls. Eruviel stepped lightly
into one such room, her gaze tracing the faded outlines of ancient tapestries
that once adorned the walls, now little more than tattered ghosts of their
former splendour. Beneath a thick mantle of dust lay wooden bedframes, their
craftsmanship elegant yet worn by time’s hand. It was as though the inhabitants
had departed suddenly, never to return.


“A war camp,” Caledhil said
thoughtfully, running a hand along the carved railing of a bunk. “And not an
ordinary one. The workmanship—this is elvish craft, without question.”


Eruviel nodded, her eyes
drifting to the spear-racks where weapons still stood, untouched by the ages.
The spearheads gleamed, catching the faint light of Elensil as though they had
left the forge but yesterday. “Feandor’s sigil,” she murmured, tracing the
sigil embossed upon the shields that rested beside them. “This was more than a
refuge. It was a bastion, a place of preparation—for war.”


They pressed deeper, coming upon
a great forge, long since cold. The anvil stood steadfast at the chamber’s
centre, ringed by workbenches where tools lay scattered as if abandoned
mid-task.


“Here, wonders were wrought,”
Thavion said, lifting a fragment of metal from one of the benches. “Perhaps
weapons, perhaps something greater. You can still feel the craftsmanship in the
very air.”


Ríthwen arched a brow, a wry
smile playing at her lips. “Or the obsession of a man who knew nothing beyond
his own will.”


At last, they entered a vast
hall, a chamber so great that even in the dimness, its grandeur was
unmistakable. The ceiling soared beyond the reach of Elensil’s light, yet a
soft golden glow suffused the air.


Looking closer, they discerned
the remnants of hidden lightshafts carved into the stone, ingenious channels
designed to capture and reflect sunlight from the world above. Even now, though
faint, the lingering glow lent the hall a spectral majesty. 


"Behold," said
Caledhil in hushed reverence, his gaze fixed upon a single shaft of light that
pierced the darkness through a narrow aperture above. "The Elves of old
tamed even the gloom, crowning their works with light."


Stone steps ascended from the
great hall, each hewn with such precision that they seemed fashioned not for
the feet of mortals, but for kings. The pale radiance of the descending beam
danced upon the worn treads, illuminating the intricate carvings that adorned
them, etchings of forgotten splendour.


Eruviel let her gaze wander,
drinking in the vastness and grandeur of the place. "This was no mere
retreat," she murmured. "It was a stronghold of the spirit and of
craft, a place of gathering and of creation." Yet even amid its haunting
beauty, the scars of ruin lay heavy upon it. The acrid stench of charred flesh
clung to the air, and all about them lay the blackened corpses of Orcs. Death
lingered in the silence, yet the light that filtered through the shafts above
lent the chamber an air of solemnity, as though time itself had paused in quiet
remembrance of what had been.


The juxtaposition of light and
shadow, splendour and desolation, held them still. For a fleeting moment, the
hall seemed to whisper its tale—a tale of revelry and majesty, of an ending
both bitter and grim.


Long tables and benches, now broken
and decayed, yet held in their shattered forms the ghost of former
magnificence. Upon the walls, iron rings jutted forth, where once torches had
burned, casting warmth upon the carven stone.


At the heart of the chamber lay
a vast hearth, ringed by crumbling stone seats. Ash and charred fragments of
wood told of fires long extinguished—fires that had borne witness to stories
now lost to the abyss of time.


"Even here the flames ran
their course," Eruviel whispered, kneeling beside one of the fallen. Her fingers
brushed against the scorched stone, warped by the unimaginable heat. "Yet
what wrought this ruin did not do so out of wanton destruction. It
cleansed."


"A guardian, perhaps?"
Caledhil ventured, his gaze sweeping the hall. "Some ancient power that still
keeps watch?"


Ríthwen let out a dry breath,
half a scoff. "Or an enemy with its own quarrel against Druugorath’s
filth."


"Perhaps both,"
Thavion muttered darkly, lifting a charred spear from the stone. "Whatever
it was, we have seen its wrath before. And I fear we shall see it again."


Slowly, they crossed the great
hall, their footfalls echoing like the murmur of forgotten voices. Before them
lay the path descending further into shadow. They could not yet see what
awaited them, but the air was heavy with the knowledge that this place
harboured secrets far greater than they had guessed.


Then, as they neared the
threshold, a voice broke the silence. Deep, thunderous, and cold with ancient
scorn, it rang through the chamber as though spoken from the very bones of the
stone. The words coiled in the air, doubling upon themselves, making it
impossible to discern their source.


"Dare not venture further,
foolish mortals!" The voice rumbled like distant thunder, followed by
laughter, low and cruel as the grinding of sundered rock. "You believe you
may tread unchallenged in my domain and leave unscathed?"


Ríthwen spun, sword bared, her
eyes scouring the gloom. "Who speaks?" she called, her voice firm
despite the weight of the unseen presence. "Show yourself, if you have the
courage!"


"Courage?" The voice
curled with mocking amusement. "You speak of courage while your hearts
quail in the dark? I am the curse of these halls, the storm of fire that turns
flesh and bone to ash. Turn back now, while yet you may!"


A sudden gust swept through the
chamber, carrying with it a breath of icy malice. The beams of light from above
flickered as though dimmed by some unseen will. Instinctively, the companions
drew closer together.


"It is but a trick,"
Caledhil murmured, though his fingers tightened upon his sword’s hilt. "A
shadow seeking to unnerve us."


But Thavion slowly shook his
head, his expression grave. "This is no mere phantom," he said
softly. "There is power in these words... an ancient power."


Eruviel raised Elensil, the starlit
blade casting a pure radiance into the gloom. "Show yourself!" she
commanded, her voice clear and steady. "Whatever you are—we do not fear
you."


The laughter returned, deeper
now, edged with menace. "You do not fear me?" the voice roared.
"Then you are more foolish than I thought. Very well. Go on, then. Meet
your fate—or burn in its flames."


Then silence fell. A silence so
complete it swallowed even the crackle of torches and the scrape of boots upon
stone.


They exchanged glances, none
speaking at first. At last, Ríthwen exhaled sharply, a half-smile tugging at
her lips. "Well, if that was not an invitation..." she murmured.
"I wager whatever lurks ahead does not expect us to press on."


Eruviel nodded slowly.
"Then let us prove it wrong. But be wary. We are watched."


And so, with wary hearts and
quiet resolve, they pressed onward, each step heavier than the last, the echo
of that voice lingering in their minds like a shadow yet unseen.


As they ventured deeper into the
dark, unease coiled about them like an unseen wraith. It was as though the very
air thickened, laden with unseen eyes. The pale glow of Elensil flickered over
the age-worn walls, and for the briefest of moments, Eruviel saw something
move—a glimmer, a flicker just beyond certainty. She halted, her gaze sharp as
honed steel.


"Be on your guard,"
she whispered, her voice no more than a breath upon the stone. The others
nodded, their hands tightening around the hilts of their blades.


The air seemed to press upon
them, heavy and still, as they stepped into yet another chamber. This one, like
the hall before, bore shafts through which light fell in slanting beams. Yet
before they could advance further, the stillness shattered.


A sound, a deep and distant
tremor, reverberated through the passageways. A thunderous shifting of weight,
like mountains stirring from slumber.


Then, from the gloom, it
emerged.


The ground trembled beneath its
colossal frame. Scales, red-gold like molten brass, gleamed in the dim glow,
each one shaped with flawless, unyielding craft. Eyes like smouldering coals
burned with an intellect unfathomable, with a will ancient and terrible. A
breath of searing heat rolled forth, and the stench of sulphur filled the air,
thick and cloying. It was as though the very forges of Druugorath had lent
their fire to the lungs of this beast.


A dragon.


And it was awake.


The dragon parted its mighty
jaws, smoke curling and a flicker of flame dancing between his teeth. “Who
dares disturb my rest?” His voice thundered, deeper and more terrible than
anything they had ever heard. “You are bold, strangers—or fools. Most likely
both.”


The companions stood as if
turned to stone, yet in their eyes there was no fear, only resolve. Eruviel
stepped forward, Elensil shimmering in her hand like a distant star. “We are no
foes,” she said, her voice steady though her heart pounded. But the dragon was
not so easily soothed. His gaze swept over them one by one, as though weighing
their very souls.


“No foes?” A cold laughter
rumbled through the chamber. “You come armed. And in the shadow of Ostirion,
there are no friends.”


They held their ground, hands
upon their hilts, ready yet not reckless. But it was not only wariness that
filled them—it was a sense, an inkling that this dragon was something more than
a mere foe.


“My name is Eruviel,” she spoke,
calm yet firm, “and these are Thavion, Caledhil, and Ríthwen. We hail from Nal
Doroth and seek my kin. Our path brought us past Ostirion by chance, yet we
bear no ill intent.” She raised a hand, a gesture of peace, her gaze locked
upon the dragon’s fiery eyes. “See,” she said gently, “we put aside our
blades.” Without another word, she signaled to the others, and one by one, they
lowered their swords and slid them back into their scabbards.


Eruviel dared a smile, small yet
sincere. “You have slain many orcs here. One who stands against the servants of
Druugorath—be they man, elf, or dragon—is a friend to us.”


Her words hung in the air for a
moment, carried by the soft glow of Elensil, as she searched the dragon’s
smouldering gaze for something beyond menace.


The dragon lifted his head,
nostrils flaring, as though testing the weight of her words. For a long moment,
he was silent, and then he spoke—his voice still deep, yet now laced with an
unexpected bitterness.


“Friend?” he spat the word as
though it burned upon his tongue. “What do I know of friends? The only
creatures I knew were maggots and vermin—Orcs!” The final word was a growl, his
voice filling the vast hall with fury. “They treated us as cattle, beat us,
tormented us. And in the end...” He paused, his breath heavy with the stench of
sulphur. “In the end, they sought to eat me. Eat me! Do you understand?”


He struck the ground with a
mighty claw, and the stone trembled beneath them. “I will not be devoured! Not
by orcs, nor by any other!” His eyes blazed like twin infernos, and for a
moment, the hall was filled with the wrath of a creature who had suffered far
too long.


Caledhil swallowed hard and
lifted a hand in a hesitant gesture of conciliation. “That... that I can understand,”
he said at last, his voice faltering slightly. “Truly, I can. I mean, who
wouldn’t? Being eaten? No, absolutely not!” He nodded, perhaps a little too
enthusiastically.


Eruviel stepped closer, her face
calm, touched with sympathy. “I, too, understand,” she said, her voice soft,
like a whisper of wind easing the tension. “No soul should endure such a fate.”
She let her words settle before she asked, “What is your name? Will you tell us
your name?”


The dragon tilted his head
slightly, as though the question was strange to him. Silence stretched between
them, until at last he spoke, his voice quieter now, though no less powerful.


“A name?” He exhaled sharply, a
thin tendril of smoke curling from his nostrils. “The orcs gave me a name. They
called me ‘Gorhâsh’—Shadow Maw. A name meant to instill terror. How fitting for
a servant of Druugorath, is it not?” His voice dripped with bitter mockery.


Then his head lowered slightly,
and in his voice there crept a weight of sorrow. “Later... later they called me
‘Raglhoth’—the Broken One. They laughed as they spoke it, mocking my damaged
wing, forever too weak to bear me aloft.” He closed his eyes for a moment, as
though casting off the memory. “These names are naught but chains. They bind me
to what I was, not to what I might yet become.”


Eruviel held his gaze, her eyes
filled with understanding. “And what would you become?” she asked, her voice
scarcely more than a breath, yet it carried through the chamber like a note
upon the wind.


The dragon’s eyes flickered
open, and in them, for the first time, there was something else—a glimmer of
something unspoken, something near to hope. “If I could choose... I would bear
a name that speaks of freedom. A name untainted by pain or shadow.”


Caledhil, who had been silent,
now nodded thoughtfully. “What of ‘Thúrion’?” he offered. “It means ‘The Free’
in Astilariin.”


The dragon inclined his head, as
though testing the weight of the name. “Thúrion,” he murmured, and for the
first time, his voice was not merely vast and terrible, but almost... gentle. “Yes...
Thúrion. I like it.”


Eruviel smiled. “Then let it be
so. From this day forth, you are Thúrion—a dragon unbound.”


For a moment, all was still.
Then, slowly, Thúrion raised his head, and from his throat there rumbled a
sound—not a growl, nor a roar of fury, but something new. A sound of pride.


Ríthwen stepped closer, her eyes
glinting with new understanding. She could scarce fathom what it must have been
to suffer so long beneath Druugorath’s shadow, shackled in Shorath’s chains.
“It must have been terrible,” she murmured, her voice barely audible, her
fingers unconsciously brushing the hilt of her sword, as though grasping for
something tangible amid the weight of his tale.


The dragon regarded her, his
golden eyes softer now. “It was not only the pain of the chains,” he said, his
voice quieter yet no less powerful. “It was the eyes of the others. They who
knew naught but servitude. I watched them suffer, knowing nothing but the will
of their master. But I... I was fortunate enough to find the mist. The darkness
was not absolute, and on that night, I glimpsed freedom.” 


"But why did you not
flee?" Thavion asked, his voice pensive. "Why did you not break free
sooner?"


"The mountain was a prison,
but it was also a weapon," said Thúrion thoughtfully. "Freedom was
not easily won. Shorath holds dominion over the land. He knows what he is
about, and he would not suffer any to escape his grasp. He would sooner have
cast me to the Orcs as carrion.


"They sent me forth—a mere
pawn upon the board—alongside a wretched band of Orcish vermin, creatures who
scurried like beasts in the twilight of their wretched lairs. Our task was to
test the defences at the Narath Pass. But in truth, they had marked me for
sacrifice, a piece to be played and lost, marching towards its doom with no
hope of deliverance.


"But then the mountain
roared, and the earth trembled. The skies were choked with ash, and the mists
swallowed all. In that single, fleeting moment, I took my chance. I fled,
crossing the mountains, borne upon the winds of the West. Over the peaks of
Haldorath I went, and southward at last to Ostirion. I thought perhaps I might
endure here, hidden until Shorath fell and the winds turned anew."


"I see," said Eruviel,
her gaze steady and contemplative. "You chose to turn away from the
darkness and claim your own freedom."


Thúrion looked down at her, the
glow of the fire reflected in his golden eyes. "Perhaps. Yet that does not
mean the road is easy. The darkness has taken a part of me. I am no ordinary
dragon—I was bred for a single purpose. And now... now that purpose is lost to
me. What am I, if not that?"


"You are Thúrion,"
said Caledhil, perching upon a stone nearby and leaning back with a faint,
knowing smile. "A dragon who no longer serves a dark master. But also a
dragon who may choose for himself what he will become."


"A name that brings
freedom," added Eruviel, her voice warm and encouraging. "Perhaps
that is the key to your beginning anew. You have cast aside your chains, yet
the shadow lingers still. In time, it too must fade, until you find your own
path."


Thúrion was silent for a moment,
as though weighing her words. "I have never known what it means to be
free," he murmured at last. "Yet now... there are moments when I
begin to grasp it—that I might live for myself. Perhaps I shall find another
path, another place, somewhere in the Arôn-Nimrath... with a purpose of my own
choosing."


"Wherever that may
be," said Thavion with a roguish smile, "you are welcome to journey
with us, should you wish not to walk alone."


The dragon exhaled a slow
breath, and a fleeting shadow of amusement crossed his ancient face. "You
have courage, that much I will grant you. But if I do accompany you, know
this—the road will not grow easier. The darkness may have loosened its grip
upon me, yet it has not vanished. And I am not, shall we say...
inconspicuous."


"We are well aware,"
said Ríthwen calmly. "But the darkness has come for us before, and we have
stood against it. Perhaps we must do so once more. As for your size... well, we
shall have to think of something, should you choose to follow." She smiled
wryly.


Thúrion," said Eruviel
after a pause, "you spoke of an injury to your wing. How did it come
about? I am a healer—perhaps I can aid you."


The dragon lowered his gaze, his
eyes flickering with something between doubt and weary acceptance. "It has
been thus since my birth," he said at length, his voice rough, as though
unused to speaking of such things. "The wing appears as any other, yet it
does not obey me. It moves as it wills—sometimes, I feel as though it is not
truly a part of me at all."


Eruviel took a careful step
closer, studying the wing with a keen and knowing eye. "Would you permit
me to examine it?" she asked softly.


Thúrion huffed, a low, amused
snort. "You are welcome to try," he said with a hint of dry
scepticism. "Though I doubt Elven medicine shall avail much when it comes
to the wings of a dragon."


"I have seen greater
wonders," Eruviel replied with a gentle smile, quiet confidence in her
tone. She reached out, her touch light yet filled with reverence for the mighty
creature before her.


The wing was vast, its scales
gleaming dully in the dimming light of day. Yet beneath the surface lay
something... stilled, constrained. Eruviel closed her eyes, allowing the flow
of healing energy to pass through her hands as she murmured words of ancient
Elvish craft, seeking the source of the affliction.


"It is not your muscles
that hinder you," she said at last, her voice laced with certainty.
"It is the nerves. They are incomplete, as though they never fully bound
themselves to you. They have been silent since your birth."


Thúrion flexed the wing
slightly, as if testing the truth of her words. "I have always suspected
as much," he rumbled. "It has ever felt... distant. As though it were
a piece of another, merely attached to me rather than my own flesh and
blood."


Eruviel nodded solemnly.
"Perhaps I may aid you in strengthening it. But it will take time and
patience."


The dragon regarded her,
something unreadable in his molten gaze. And then, at last, a spark of
something new—something like hope. "If you can do this, Eruviel," he
said quietly, "then I shall be in your debt for all my days."


"Then let us begin,"
she said, her voice steady, her spirit resolute.


Eruviel turned to her satchel,
her hands searching through the carefully gathered herbs and vials collected
over many years. Her eyes brightened as she found the dried leaves and roots
she required. "I shall need a fire and a vessel to brew in," she
said, gathering a small pile of dry wood.


"Thúrion," she added
with a mischievous glint in her eye, "might I trouble you to light our
fire?"


The dragon eyed her for a moment
before exhaling, a low, deep sound that might have been the echo of laughter.
Lifting his head, he released a controlled breath—a single tongue of flame,
curling like a dancer upon the waiting wood. The fire caught with a soft
'whump,' flickering to life, casting warm light upon the gathering dusk. 


"Thank you," said
Eruviel as she drew forth a small copper kettle. All the while, Caledhil had
watched the ritual in silence, and now, seeing the moment at hand, he stepped
forward to secure the vessel in place.


Eruviel set to work, carefully
preparing the fragrant tincture. With measured grace, she added the herbs to
the steaming water, their essence curling into the air in delicate, silken
wisps. The scent of burning beechwood mingled with the soothing vapours of the
brewing mixture, rising in a warm, earthen fragrance—at once calming and
restorative.


It was not long before she
nodded in quiet satisfaction. "It is ready," she said, pouring the
shimmering green liquid into a small vial with steady hands.


Stepping toward Thúrion, who lay
resting upon the ground, she let a few drops spill onto her fingers and gently
rubbed them into the base of his wing. The tincture glowed faintly in the
dimming light, its luminous sheen catching in the dragon’s scales as a subtle,
herbaceous aroma drifted through the air.


The moment the elixir touched
his skin, Thúrion felt a soothing warmth seep into him, slow and deep,
unfurling like the first breath of spring upon frostbound earth. A quiet relief
spread through the limb that had long felt foreign to him, as if some unseen
weight, borne for years, had at last begun to loosen its hold.


"It is... good," he
murmured, drawing the wing in ever so slightly, testing the new sensation.
"Far better than I had dared to hope."


"It is but the
beginning," Eruviel said, her voice steady, her gaze filled with quiet
reassurance. "With patience, it will mend. And perhaps, in time, you may
yet fly again, as you have long wished."


For a long moment, Thúrion
studied her, and in the golden depths of his eyes, a faint and fleeting light
flickered—something quiet, something almost unthinkable.


"Perhaps," he
murmured. "Perhaps this is the beginning of something else entirely."


 


Chapter 12: “The Forgotten Legacy”


 


The wind toyed with Lúthain’s
hair as she rode along the southern flanks of the Arôn-Gorath upon her faithful
steed, Linvar, whose brown coat gleamed in the sunlight. Streams and rivers
wound their way through the rugged land, their waters singing softly as they
flowed. But not far from her path yawned the dark ravine of Nan Morlach, and at
the thought of venturing into that shadowed place, a shiver passed through her.
Since childhood, the valley had been a name of dread—a place steeped in
whispered terrors and the creeping malice of great spiders that had made their
lairs within its depths.


Now, as the shadows in the North
gathered strength, it was certain that the darkness in Nan Morlach had
deepened, grown more perilous still. No mortal nor Elf of sound mind would set
foot within that ill-fated chasm, and Lúthain knew her road must lead her far
from it.


For a moment, she pondered her
course, then turned her gaze downstream, deciding to follow the river’s course.
It would lead her safely to the edge of the forest of Dúrial, the ancient and
secretive dwelling place of the Woodland Elves, where, perhaps, shelter and
allies awaited her.


Yet though the woods of Dúrial
held wonders and mysteries beyond counting, Lúthain had no time to linger. Her
charge—to seek the aid of the Eagles of the North—was of utmost urgency, and no
delay could be afforded. Time pressed upon her, and so she drove Linvar ever
onward, swift as the wind that whispered through the high boughs of the ancient
trees. Twilight lingered beneath the towering eaves of Region, but at last, as
she neared the borders of Neldorin, the first rays of dawn pierced the hush of
the departing night. Neither the beauty of the waking day nor the darkness that
crept behind deterred her.


Relentlessly she rode toward her
goal—the distant haven of Mithrenor—where she hoped to find the Lord of the
Eagles before it was too late. The chill of the North wind rose against her,
yet her resolve wavered not, and the sound of Linvar’s hooves rang like an echo
of the haste that drove her onward. For four days and four nights she rode
without rest, until at last, she reached the banks of the Rilven. The river, a
tributary of the mighty Valan, wound its way through the mist-laden land of
Dúmarth, where a strange and foreboding silence seemed to dwell.


Here, in this twilight realm
that bordered the stony slopes of the Arôn-Gorath, countless streams and
waterfalls tumbled from the cliffs above, their ceaseless murmur filling the
air. The land lay wrapped in shadowed fens, its waters glimmering beneath the
ghostly mist that crept and curled, seeking to ensnare the senses and lead
wanderers astray. Here began the Dûrthal Pass, a perilous road of steep ascent,
winding narrowly between the knife-edged peaks of the mountains. Beyond those
craggy heights lay the vast pine forests of Feredrim—an enduring testament to
the ancient powers of Nyrassar, a whisper of sanctuary for those who could
reach them.


But Lúthain did not tarry. The
mists of Dúmarth were no place to linger, and the shadow that stretched from
the North seemed to claim even this desolate land. She knew she must hasten.
Two days’ hard riding still lay before her ere she would reach the hidden pass
beyond Tol Valan, the secret road that would bear her toward Mithrenor. And so,
with unwavering purpose, Lúthain swung herself once more upon Linvar’s back,
spurring him into a swift gallop. Like a fleeting shadow she flew, vanishing
into the veil of mist that wreathed the moors of Dúmarth. The ever-present
murmur of falling water surrounded her, a ceaseless lament of streams that
plunged from the heights of Arôn-Gorath, while the path carried her onward
along the banks of the Valan.


The river grew broader, its dark
waters slow and deep, yet here and there jagged stones jutted forth, breaking
the surface where foam and spray leapt high. At length, the mist began to thin,
and upon the horizon, vast shapes loomed, taking form in the dim light. It was
a bridge, rising proud and high across the river—a work of the Elves, ancient
and wondrous, wrought with a grace beyond the craft of mortal hands. Its
sweeping arches spanned the Valan, defying time and the perils that loomed from
the North. At either end, towers rose, their slender spires reaching skyward,
adorned with delicate battlements shaped like the leaves of trees. Their walls
were of pale stone, gleaming faintly with a silver sheen, even in the deepening
dusk, and from each tower flew a banner.


Upon the dark blue field of
those banners shone the emblem of Tol Valan—a silver eagle, wings outstretched,
enclosing a mountain beneath the rising sun. A symbol of vigilance and
guardianship, a mark of the power that kept watch over the pass.


As Lúthain neared, she beheld
warriors upon the bridge, their figures steadfast against the failing light.
They were clad in light armour, fashioned of interwoven scales that gleamed
like polished silver. Their cloaks were dark blue, edged with silver
embroidery, and upon their helms were small wings, shaped in the likeness of
the Eagles of Tol Valan.


One among them stepped forth as
she reached the bridge, raising his hand to stay her passage. His voice was
clear and firm, yet courteous:


"Who rides with such haste,
untarrying, so near to the borders of Tol Valan?"


Lúthain drew Linvar to a halt
and looked up at the Elf-warden, whose keen grey eyes studied her with
unwavering scrutiny. A lingering veil of mist drifted over the river, and above
his head, the wind stirred the banner into motion.


"I am Lúthain of
Mithrenor," she called, her voice carrying over the water. "My errand
is urgent, and there is no time for delay. I seek the hidden pass that shall
lead me home. I ask leave to take this road."


The sentinel gave a slight nod,
bidding her wait, while another elf stepped forth upon the bridge—clearly a
captain of rank. His bearing was proud, and his keen gaze seemed to pierce all
that it beheld as he approached Lúthain. "Your haste may be justified,"
he said, his voice at once courteous and commanding. "Yet in these
troubled days, none may pass unchallenged. Tell me—what brings you to
Mithrenor?"


Lúthain drew a deep breath
before she answered, yet her gaze did not waver, nor did her voice falter as
she chose her words. "Captain," she began firmly, "I hail from
Nimrath, a small settlement upon the shores of Lake Mithrenor. Yet my path has
not led me thence, but from Haldorath itself, from the stronghold of Eldhros. I
ride under the charge of High King Ilmarion, who entrusted this errand to me
with his own hand."


She paused but briefly, her eyes
meeting the captain’s, where a flicker of doubt and curiosity stirred like the
shifting of wind upon still water. When she spoke again, her voice carried an urgency
that could not be denied. "This task cannot suffer delay, and its success
may prove vital—not only to the fate of my own kin, but to the very survival of
Tol Valan. Perhaps even your own life may rest upon the swiftness of my
journey." Though her words were laden with gravity, she spoke without
fear. "Therefore, I ask of you—grant me passage. Time is short, and my
road cannot be forsaken."


The captain said nothing, yet
his gaze was searching, piercing, as though he would read the very depths of
her spirit. At length, he stepped aside, raising his hand in a brief but
decisive gesture. The guards stood motionless, like statues of old, as she
urged her steed forward across the wild waters of the Valan.


Behind her, the shadow of the
towers faded into the gloom, and she quickened Linvar’s pace, guiding him along
the western banks of the river. The night was deep and still, broken only by
the ceaseless murmur of the waters. Above her, the stars gleamed, cold and
clear, while upon the distant horizon loomed the dark silhouettes of the
Arôn-Dúath.


With each stride of her mount,
the land grew ever more desolate. The gentle hills yielded to harsh and broken
rock, and the path began to twist, climbing steep and treacherous. The chill
breath of the mountains carried the scent of stone and moss, and the sound of
loose gravel slipping beneath Linvar’s hooves echoed through the silence of the
night. She had reached the foothills, and with them came a solemn solitude,
unbroken save by the merciless countenance of the land itself.


"The pass is near,"
she murmured, her keen gaze sweeping the darkened crags ahead. Linvar gave a
soft snort, as if questioning her certainty. "Yet by night, we dare not
attempt the narrow path. We must rest here."


The dawn came pale and cold, and
the first light of the sun touched the crags like a breath of silver. Lúthain
took Linvar by the bridle, guiding him forward with care. The ground was strewn
with loose stones, crunching softly beneath her boots. Between great boulders
and ancient pines, their roots clinging to the rock like the fingers of time
itself, the faintest trace of a trail emerged from the wilderness—no more than
a whisper upon the land, visible only to the practiced eye.


"We are here... this is the
entrance to the Talathir Pass," she whispered, a note of relief in her
voice, her fingers brushing Linvar’s muzzle in quiet reassurance.


Before them, a stairway, hewn
long ago into the unyielding stone, rose into the heights. The wind and rain
had worn it smooth, the steps uneven, treacherous. Cautiously, she placed her
foot upon the first, moving with deliberate care. Linvar followed, his sinewy
frame tensed, as if he too sensed the peril of the climb.


The path wound through narrow
ravines, hemmed in by towering cliffs that loomed like ancient sentinels above
them. The sound of water dripped in the silence—sometimes soft as a whisper,
sometimes striking sharply where hidden streams fell from unseen crevices. A
chill wind coursed through the crags, bearing the scent of damp stone and earth,
and Lúthain shivered.


At a place where the path
narrowed to scarcely the breadth of a hand, she halted. One misstep, and the
abyss would claim its prize, plunging any unwary traveller into the gaping
chasm below. She ran a soothing hand along Linvar’s flank. "Steady now, my
friend. We shall see this through."


The trees dwindled, receding
into the misted heights, until naught remained but the bleak expanse of barren
rock. The path coiled like a serpent, vanishing and reappearing with each bend
of the mountain’s rugged flank. Once, her foot dislodged a stone, and it
tumbled into the depths with a hollow clatter, the echoes ringing through the
cliffs like the voice of the mountain itself.


The morning light was slow to
break through the brooding clouds that wreathed the peaks, yet Lúthain knew
they must press on, for the pass would demand its toll with each step taken,
and the road ahead was long yet.


 





 


"Thúrion," Eruviel
began at last, after a silence in which only the whisper of the wind through
the crumbling walls of Ostirion could be heard, "thou hast dwelt here
longer than I. Hast thou searched the fortress in its entirety?"


The great dragon raised his
head, and his golden eyes gleamed in the wan light like embers of an ancient
and long-forgotten fire. His voice, deep and solemn, rolled forth like distant
thunder. "As far as I was able, Eruviel. Yet there are passages and
chambers that lead to the tower, narrow and choked with ruin, that were not
fashioned for one such as I. It may be that there the shadow yet lingers."


Eruviel regarded him keenly, her
gaze resting upon him as that of a fox measuring the cunning of another.
"Then there may yet be orcs above?"


"It is possible,"
Thúrion rumbled low, a faint growl stirring in his throat. "And yet, if
they are there, they dare not stir—like shadows that shun the light. They are
afraid… and rightly so, I deem!"


Eruviel smiled. "Rightly
indeed, my friend."


A wind laden with dust swept
through the hall as Eruviel beckoned the others to her side. "Thúrion,
remain close," she said, her voice calm yet firm. "Guard our path,
for we may rouse a nest of orcs ere this venture is ended."


A faint shower of sparks danced
from the dragon’s maw as he answered with quiet mirth, "None shall pass
me. Be at ease."


"Then let us go," said
Eruviel, and so they ascended by a flight of stone-hewn stairs that wound like
a serpent against the bare walls. The steps were worn by the passage of
uncounted years, some cracked and broken, yet as they climbed, the air grew
heavy, oppressive, as if laden with the weight of time itself.


Eruviel pushed open a door, its
hinges yielding almost soundlessly, and led them into a chamber of striking
beauty. Tall windows, framed in wood of delicate and intricate craft, opened
upon a vast view of the ancient stronghold, whose walls seemed to murmur with
the echoes of their own past. The light that filtered through the fractured
panes was of a clarity nigh unearthly, casting a shimmering glow about the
room, as though the sun itself sought to honour the legacy of these elven
halls.


Here, in this hallowed place,
had once laboured Fëandor, and perchance other lords of old. The very air
seemed steeped in their art, in a presence almost otherworldly. The pillars,
slender and finely carved, bore the likeness of celestial constellations, and
along the walls hung faded tapestries whose hues, though dimmed by the years,
had not utterly perished. In the corners of the chamber stood furnishings
wrought with loving hands, of fine timber and gleaming metal, fashioned with
skill beyond mortal reckoning.


Yet the splendour of these halls
was but a ghost of what once had been. The dust of long ages lay thick, a
shroud upon all things. The delicate woodwork was veiled in a grey haze, the
once-bright inlays of metal dulled by the creeping fingers of time. Some of the
furnishings lay broken or marred, as if by the wrath of some long-vanished
warrior, or merely by the slow and relentless decay of forgotten years. And
yet, even amid the ruin, a faint whisper of beauty endured, an echo of the
majesty that once had ruled here.


"All this is as a heritage
lost," murmured Ríthwen as she moved softly through the chamber, her keen
eyes searching for some sign of its forgotten purpose.


"But what a heritage,"
breathed Caledhil, stepping lightly to the centre of the room, turning slowly
as if to take in the very air. "These walls could tell of mighty deeds, of
wonders wrought in ages past."


"There is naught
left," Eruviel said, drawing near to a far corner where the wall bore
intricate carvings, their meaning lost to time. "Fëandor himself may have
studied these stones… yet all that remains are echoes of the past."


They passed on from chamber to
chamber, uncovering only the remnants of vanished glory. In one room they came
upon ancient scrolls, yellowed with time, torn hastily from their shelves. The
dust of centuries had nearly devoured them, and many were little more than
tattered fragments, seared at the edges, their seals broken, their words half
lost. Yet in those that remained, Eruviel discerned the faded traces of secret
formulae, of olden runes and forgotten lore—whispers of the knowledge that had
once been guarded here.


They pressed on into a smaller
hall, one that bore the mark of a workshop. The air was chill, the silence
deep, and at its heart a great stone slab rose from the floor, as though it
were the very core of the room. Near a small but finely wrought forge, long
since darkened by rust, it stood like a monument to lost wisdom. The surface of
the stone bore deep furrows, as if it had been shaped by the very hands of
Fëandor himself, tracing the lines of his craft. And at its base, gathering the
last residue of what once had been forged there, lay a basin of blackened
silver, its rim wrought with delicate patterns that gleamed faintly in the dim
light.


Scattered about the chamber lay
strange devices, instruments of a craft long passed from the memory of the
world. They were fashioned from rare and unknown metals, their luster dulled by
the breath of time. Some bore the likeness of tools, yet so finely made that
they seemed more like art than mere implements of labour—slender rods of
curious design, twisted bands of silver, flat tablets graven with runes that
pulsed with the faintest flicker of hidden power, as though they but slumbered,
awaiting a hand to wake them.


Hammers of many sizes lay strewn
upon the floor, each seeming to bear a purpose of its own. Some were well-worn,
their surfaces marked by long use; others lay untouched, as if meant only for
the grasp of Fëandor himself.


Eruviel stepped forward, her
gaze lingering upon the tools with a mixture of reverence and fascination. It
was plain to see that this workshop had been more than a mere forge; it was a
sanctuary of creation, where Feandor had wrought his greatest works. Yet
whatever had been fashioned here was now naught but a shadow of the past.


“What a forge this must have
been,” Eruviel murmured. “Feandor himself must have shaped mighty works within
these walls…” She knelt and ran her fingers across the stone table’s surface,
tracing the deep and precise furrows carved into the rock. Her fingertips
followed the intricate channels, each one no wider than a thread of elven silk,
all converging at a single point in the centre. “A place where he melted metal,
fusing it into something new… But now, all is lost.”


“A pity that we do not know what
he truly wrought here,” said Caledhil, his eyes resting upon the scattered
tools. “Such craftsmanship is beyond imagining.”


“We should search this place
carefully,” said Eruviel, rising and turning her keen gaze to the chamber. “Who
can say what still lies hidden?”


Even as she spoke, her eyes
alighted upon a bundle of ancient wood, lying near the edge of the workshop. It
seemed untouched by the passing of centuries, as though the breath of time
itself had not dared to wither it. “This…,” she whispered, reaching towards it.
“Could it be the firewood Feandor used? It is yet fresh. And of a kind I do not
recognise.”


They gathered about the bundle,
examining it with curiosity, but their moment of quiet discovery was shattered
by a sudden sound—a low, hissing breath carried from the shadows beyond. It was
the rasping snarl of Orcs drawing near.


“They are not far,” Ríthwen
said, her hand already upon her weapon.


“Then let them not escape,”
muttered Thavion, stepping forward, his blade flashing in the dim light.


It was over in moments. With a
swift, deadly strike, Thavion felled the first Orc, his body crumpling to the
ground before he could cry out. Eruviel and Caledhil moved as one, their blades
glinting like silver fire as they struck down another, the clash of steel
ringing through the chamber. Their movements were swift, precise—an elegant
dance of death that left their foes no chance to resist.


“That was almost too easy,”
Eruviel remarked, flicking the blood from her blade before delivering a swift
kick to the fallen Orc’s helm, sending it clattering across the stone.


“Aye… too easy,” Caledhil
murmured, his gaze distant as he sheathed his weapon. A thought seemed to stir
within him, one he could not shake. “With a dragon in our company… The
possibilities are endless. What if we could ride him?”


“Ride? A dragon?” Ríthwen turned
to him with a sceptical glance. “What a strange thought.”


“Think on it,” Caledhil said, as
they moved once more through the darkened halls of Ostirion. “With a dragon, we
could rule the skies. Who knows what great deeds still lie ahead? Perhaps…
perhaps we could even change the course of fate.”


“And what if he brings only more
ruin upon us?” Ríthwen asked, a note of unease in her voice.


“I trust him,” said Eruviel, her
eyes gleaming with certainty. “Thúrion will not betray us. He is not like the
others.”


“I hope you are right,” Caledhil
murmured, though he did not sound convinced.


They pressed on, passing through
chambers long abandoned, each one heavy with dust and the weight of time.
Broken furniture lay scattered, its former beauty all but erased by the slow
decay of years and the careless hands of those who had defiled this place.


Yet as they stepped into the
next room, Eruviel halted abruptly, her senses assaulted by a vile stench.


“Ugh! By the stars, what a foul
reek!” Thavion exclaimed, raising a hand to his face as he entered. “It must
have been an Orc den.”


The chamber was small and
airless, and the feeble light that streamed through a crumbling wall revealed a
wretched sight. Filthy rags hung upon the walls—perhaps once blankets or
bedding, now nothing but tattered remnants of decay. The floor was strewn with
refuse: gnawed bones, shattered pots, empty barrels, and the rotting remains of
something that had once been cooked, now little more than a festering mass of
corruption.


“Whatever they feasted upon, may
it rest in peace,” Ríthwen said grimly, pinching her nose against the stench.
Though her voice remained steady, the revulsion in her eyes was plain to see.


Eruviel frowned, her gaze
sweeping the chamber. “What do you think? Were these the same creatures we just
slew, or are there more of their kind lurking in these halls?” There was a note
of concern in her voice as she considered what horrors might still await them
in the depths of the fortress.


The sight before them was
sobering—a bitter reminder of what had been done in these halls, and what might
yet come to pass. Unconsciously, Eruviel’s grip upon her sword tightened. Were
these loathsome creatures merely a prelude to something far worse?


They moved forward with caution,
weapons at the ready, the silence around them thick and oppressive. Their path
led them at last to a great door—one that seemed to lead into the fortress’s
inner courtyard. Yet as it creaked open, what lay beyond gave them pause.


The vast wooden gates had been
torn asunder, as though they had withstood the wrath of a great storm. The
ironwork upon them, once shaped into the graceful image of a tree, now hung in
ruin, its branches twisted and lifeless, as though the very breath of the world
had abandoned it.


A cold wind swept through the
shattered entryway, carrying with it the scent of old decay.


“What in the name of the Ilûmar …?”
Thavion breathed, his eyes widening as he beheld the sight before them.


Before them lay the sun-drenched
courtyard, yet instead of the tranquil sight they might have expected, it was
strewn with corpses. Countless Orcs lay upon the ground, many bearing grievous
wounds, their black blood glistening darkly in the golden light. Their bodies
were scattered in all directions—some still clutching their weapons, others
twisted in unnatural poses, as though they had fallen in a final, desperate
struggle.


Eruviel stepped forward, her
keen eyes sweeping over the grim scene. Slowly, she walked among the fallen,
searching, as if seeking some sign that might grant meaning to the slaughter.
“This was not Thúrion’s doing,” she murmured, gazing down at one of the slain.
“There are no signs of fire.”


“No,” Ríthwen agreed, her voice
calm yet contemplative. “If you ask me, they slew one another.”


“Why would they turn upon their
own?” Caledhil asked, his brow furrowing as he knelt beside a fallen Orc, whose
face bore the mark of a savage strike. “It is as though they wrestled in their
dying throes with their own kin.”


Ríthwen moved lightly among the
dead, her steps leaving faint imprints in the blood-soaked earth. A quiet hum
passed her lips, a wordless lament, as if she would grant peace to those who
had never known it in life. Her eyes narrowed as she took in the manner of
their wounds.


“It seems as though they fought
over something,” she mused, kneeling beside a particularly large Orc whose form
set him apart from the rest. A rusted blade was lodged deep in his shoulder,
and several arrows jutted from his back. His lifeless eyes stared skyward, his
expression twisted in rage and agony.


“Who were you, I wonder,”
Ríthwen murmured, more to herself than to the corpse, as her fingers brushed
over the Orc’s powerful, filth-streaked arms. She studied his body as though
she might glean from it some whisper of the battle’s cause.


Eruviel, who had drawn silently
near, bent over the fallen warrior. “He holds something in his grasp,” she
observed, placing a steady hand upon Ríthwen’s arm. At her touch, Ríthwen pried
open the stiffened fingers and drew forth the object that had been so fiercely
clutched in death.


A shard of metal, dark and
glimmering with a sullen, blood-red sheen, lay in her palm. It was no common
fragment—this was a piece of a blade, once forged in the great smithies of the
Vaharyn. The markings upon it spoke of a light that would never fade, a flame
that could not be quenched. The strength with which the Orc had clung to it
told of its worth, its power beyond reckoning. Eruviel studied it for a long
moment as the wind stirred the thick air of the battlefield.


“A fragment of a sword…” she
murmured, almost to herself.


Though broken, the steel bore a
strange elegance, and even now, it seemed to hum with a slumbering power. It
was as though the blade itself carried the memory of old battles and the weight
of elven history.


“This must have been the cause
of their strife,” Eruviel said at last, running her fingers lightly over the
ancient engravings. “Such a relic—no wonder they fought so fiercely for it.”


Ríthwen leaned in, her gaze
tracing the jagged break where the sword had been sundered. “This steel is more
than mere metal. It is a remnant of something greater… perhaps the very thing
that drove them to madness.”


Eruviel nodded, slipping the
shard carefully into her pouch. “It is a fragment of a long-lost tale. We must
learn what it truly is—what bond it bears to these creatures, and why they
would kill one another for its possession.”


Having scoured the ruined tower,
Eruviel and her companions at last descended into the great hall below, where
Thúrion, the dragon, awaited them in patient silence. His golden scales gleamed
faintly in the dim light, and his eyes—deep and wise as the ancient seas—regarded
them as they approached.


Eruviel withdrew the shard from
her pouch, holding it forth as she spoke. “We have found something—a fragment
of a sword, wrought in the forges of the Vaharyn.” She described its markings,
the strange aura it possessed, and the grim battle that had been waged for its
sake.


Thúrion lowered his mighty head
until his gaze was level with hers. The warmth of his breath stirred the dust
upon the stone floor as he examined the relic in solemn silence. Then, at last,
he spoke, his voice deep as the earth, echoing through the chamber.


“It may well be,” he mused,
“that this sword bears a power great enough to defy the Dark Lord himself. Such
blades were not merely instruments of war—they were symbols of hope, weapons
against the Shadow.”


He let his words linger, their
weight settling upon his listeners before he continued.


“The Orcs, wretched though they
are, remain bound to his will. It is not beyond reason that this blade—once
lost, now found—was of great import, and still may be. Each of them, no doubt,
sought to claim it for his own, believing that with such a prize, he might earn
the favour of Shorath.”


His gaze grew dark, and a faint
tremor ran through his mighty wings. “Yet,” he added, a note of unease in his
voice, “if this is truly a weapon against the darkness, why is it here? Why was
it shattered and left behind?”


The company fell silent, each
pondering the dragon’s words. The great hall was heavy with stillness, broken
only by the whisper of the wind as it drifted through the high shafts of light.


“We must learn more,” Ríthwen
said at last, her voice firm. “This fragment alone does not tell the whole
tale. There are secrets still hidden within these walls, waiting to be
uncovered.”


“Then we should waste no time,”
said Caledhil, running a hand over the edge of his blade. “If this sword once
stood against the Shadow, perhaps it can be made whole again. It may yet prove
to be the weapon that turns the tide of the battles to come.”


Thúrion straightened, his
majestic form like a bastion of unyielding might. “If you choose to seek
further, then I shall accompany you,” he declared. “A sword may be a fearsome
thing—but there is no shield like the breath of a dragon.”


A quiet understanding settled
upon them as they weighed their next course—drawn onward by the power and
mystery that the fragment had revealed.


“We should seek a smith,”
Ríthwen suggested, her tone steady, though her eyes gleamed with resolve. “One
who knows the craft of the elder days.”


“And where might we find such a
master?” asked Thavion, his keen gaze shifting between them.


“We could journey to Neldorin,”
he mused after a moment’s thought. “Surely, we would find skilled hands there.
Yet… the road would cost us dearly in time.”


Eruviel nodded, thoughtful. “We
are not far from the Haldorath Mountains. When we reach the northern paths, we
must choose—either the Narath Pass, or the way through Eldhros’ Mark to the
stronghold. Both roads hold peril, yet our choice may well decide our fate.”


Caledhil hesitated briefly
before he spoke. “If we take the Mark, I have heard tell of a smith who dwells
near its borders.”


“A smith?” Thavion asked, both
skeptical and intrigued.


“Yes,” Caledhil replied with a
faint smile. “Our own smith, Aegloras, has oft sung of him. A master of his
craft, or so the tales would have us believe. Perhaps…” He paused, then, almost
without thought, began to sing the words of the old song:


Beneath the shadow of Haldorath’s steep,


A heart of fire in embers deep.


He shapes the light from starlit gleam,


His hammer rings like thunder’s dream.


The flame obeys, the metal sings,


From earth’s dark depths, eternity springs.


A master’s hand in Luminar bright,


A blade reborn in fate and fight.


For peace, for freedom, his craft shall stand,


For the greater good, the guiding hand.


The hammer sounds, a solemn vow,


Its song resounding, then and now.


 


As the last note faded, silence
fell over them, save for the murmuring wind that curled through the stone
halls.


“A smith of such renown…”
Eruviel murmured at last. “If he truly lives, then he may hold the key to
understanding this shard—and perhaps, even to restoring it.”


“Then let us take the road
through Eldhros’ Mark,” Ríthwen said, her decision firm. “May it prove worth
the journey.”


With their path now set before
them, the company returned to their steeds, who had waited patiently in the
fading light. The setting sun bathed the land in a golden glow, casting long
shadows from the trees that reached across the ancient watchtower. As they
approached, the horses greeted their riders with eager snorts and restless
hooves.


Thúrion remained a little apart,
his great form strangely out of place in the tranquil scene, though his keen,
gleaming eyes missed nothing.


“We should ride through the
night,” said Eruviel, her voice resolute. The others exchanged a brief glance
before nodding in agreement.


Ríthwen turned to the dragon.
“Tell me, Thúrion, how well do you see in the dark?”







Thúrion lifted his head, and
there was a note of quiet pride in his reply. “I see perfectly, by night or by
day—it makes no difference to me.”


“Then you could keep watch as we
ride,” Ríthwen suggested, confidence in her tone. “Should wolves or worse be
lurking, you would see them before we would.”


The dragon let out a soft snort,
a sound not unlike a chuckle. “That I could do with ease, if it would aid you.
However, I will not be flying high—not yet. And should I attempt it, I fear my
efforts will resemble more the clumsy flailing of a fledgling falcon than the
graceful flight of an eagle.”


Ríthwen smiled fondly and laid a
hand against his scaled flank. “That matters not, my winged friend. You will
see—Eruviel’s healing will have you soaring as you once did.”


Thúrion rumbled in quiet
contentment, though Eruviel barely glanced his way, her thoughts already fixed
upon the road ahead.


Soon, all were ready, and
beneath the rising stars, they set forth once more. The steady beat of hooves
was swallowed by the hush of the night.


At first, Thúrion trod behind
them, his pace unhurried. Yet it was not long before he spread his wings with a
sudden, almost playful motion and lifted himself into the air. But his flight
was not the majestic ascent of legend; rather, it bore the uncertain waver of a
bird taking wing for the first time. He climbed too sharply, then faltered,
losing height and barely catching himself in the branches of a tree that loomed
unseen in the dark.


It was not the stately flight of
a dragon, nor the swift grace of a falcon—it was an awkward, lurching dance
through the sky, and more than once, the company exchanged amused glances.


“Perhaps you ought to seek
instruction from the eagles,” Ríthwen quipped with a gentle smile, as Thúrion
executed another ungainly turn. Her voice was warm, filled with quiet
encouragement. “But you are improving, my friend. Each flight is steadier than
the last. Soon, you will fly as a true dragon should.”


The dragon grumbled something
unintelligible, though a glint of humour shone in his eyes as he swept upwards
once more, this time with greater control—though still not with the effortless
mastery of old. Again and again, he passed over their heads, his wings stirring
the cool night air with a rhythmic sigh.


There was something almost
endearing in his unpolished flight, and though none spoke of it, a quiet smile
played upon each face.


Yet for all his faltering
movements, one thing was certain—Thúrion watched over them, unwavering and
alert. And though his wings had yet to remember their former glory, his
vigilance had lost none of its strength.


Chapter 13: “The Banner of the North”


 


A chill wind swept over the
land, veiled in twilight. Though it was midday, the sun lay hidden behind a
thick pall of ash and smoke, a heavy shroud that pressed down upon the plain.
The air was close and stifling, laden with a biting scent that clung to the throat.


Where once the northern steppe
had flourished, where green grasses had swayed and blossoms of every hue had
bloomed, there was now only a desolate waste. A thin layer of grey ash covered
the ground, devouring all trace of colour. Gnarled tree stumps jutted from the
earth like broken fingers, yet some bore the last traces of life—twisted
branches that still reached skyward, as though grasping for hope. Their few
remaining leaves were shrivelled and dust-laden, but the trees stood
nonetheless, like wounded warriors refusing to yield to the encroaching ruin.


Through this deathly silence
rode two figures, their black steeds stirring up long plumes of dust as they
crossed the wasteland in a wide arc. The steady rhythm of hooves fell dully
upon the withered ground, as though even the land itself were too weary to give
back an echo.


Upon a low rise they reined in
their mounts, their dark silhouettes stark against the brooding sky—two lone
figures in a world of sorrow. The wind pulled at their cloaks, carrying with it
the bitter taste of ruin and decay. From this vantage, they beheld the full
expanse of the ashen plain, stretching out like a barren sea to the horizon. No
birds sang, no whisper of hidden life stirred—only the ever-present wind, heavy
with the stench of death and destruction.


Yet in the far distance,
movement stirred. Hundreds, perhaps thousands, of shadowed figures toiled
ceaselessly, shifting like restless spectres within the smoky haze. From the
hilltop, they seemed as tireless ants, labouring to construct some vast and
terrible nest. Even at this distance, there was a grim order to their actions—a
relentless, methodical urgency that permitted no hesitation, no pause.
Heavy-laden wagons rumbled through the grey desolation, flanked by figures bent
beneath their burdens or wielding tools with grim efficiency. Amidst rising
columns of steam and towering scaffolds that clawed at the sky like the limbs
of some monstrous thing, there was an eerie precision to it all, as though
every motion served a single, ruthless design.


A low rumble hung in the air,
the distant echo of hammers and hoarse voices, a murmur of industry that seeped
into the wind like a foreboding omen. The eye was drawn to the restless scene,
to the unnatural order that stood in stark contrast to the lifeless ruin
surrounding it.


“Do you think this will be
enough to stop the coming storm?” The smaller of the two elves spoke, his voice
hushed. Though the shadow of despair lay over the land, his blue eyes shone
undimmed, and the long strands of golden hair beneath his hood were faintly
stained with ash from the wind.


“I cannot say,” the other
answered, his voice low and weary. His grey eyes bore the weight of many
sleepless nights. His hood had fallen back, and his dark hair streamed wild in
the wind, as though defying the bleakness around them. “We do not yet know what
sorceries Shorath has woven against us this time. But of one thing I am
certain—he will stop at nothing to see this war won.”


The younger elf turned his gaze
upon his companion, studying him for a long moment before asking in a whisper,
“Do you ever feel afraid?”


The other was silent for a time.
Then, at last, he answered, “Yes. Often.” His voice was steady, but there was
no mistaking the truth in it. “There are moments I wish we had never come to
Haldorath.”


The younger elf lowered his
eyes, as though the honesty of the words had caught him unguarded. “Do you
think our mother is safe?” he asked at last, his voice edged with quiet worry.


The elder sighed, and for an
instant, a shadow passed over his face. But then he forced a faint, reassuring
smile. “I know she fears for us. That much is certain. But I pray the war has
not yet reached Nimlad. Eruviel is strong—brave. She will endure this. I
believe that with all my heart. And when this is over, Nivion, we will go
home.”


Nivion nodded slowly, yet the
worry did not leave his eyes.


“What of Calenhir?” he asked
after a pause. “Had he not pulled me from the fire… do you think he survived?”
His voice trembled with unspoken fear.


“Calenhir is a warrior,” the
other said with quiet certainty. “A little fire and a few orcs will not be the
end of him. Have faith.”


But Nivion looked away, as
though the words could not quite reach him. “It’s just…” He hesitated, then
murmured, “I hope he still has my pendant. It was from our mother. It gave me
strength when I needed it most, and now—now I feel its absence.”


His voice faded into the wind,
and the sorrow in his eyes ran deeper than words.


For a time, they sat in silence,
the hush of the wind their only companion. At last, it was Nivion who broke the
quiet. “At least we still stand together,” he murmured. His words were scarcely
more than a breath, as if the wind might steal them away before they reached
his brother’s ears.


The elder elf laid a firm hand
upon his shoulder. “Aye,” he said. “And together, we will endure.”


“Come,” said Ríannor,
straightening in the saddle. “Let us see how the defences fare. The report must
be delivered.”


With that, he spurred his horse
forward. Nivion followed, giving a quiet signal to his own mount. Together,
they rode out across the grey expanse, their cloaks billowing like banners in
the wind—a defiant symbol of resistance that would not break, even in the face
of gathering darkness.


The first towers rose upon the
horizon—wooden strongholds wrought in great haste, hewn from mighty tree-trunks
and bound with bands of iron. Tall they stood, like sentinels set to watch the
coming storm, spaced evenly along the line of defence. Upon their platforms
were mounted vast engines of war, not unlike great crossbows, yet fashioned
upon a monstrous scale. The bolts they loosed were of tempered steel, thick as
a warrior’s arm, barbed and cruel. Some were tipped with burning pitch, that
they might set the enemy’s ranks ablaze.


"The towers are stoutly
built," called Nivion above the clamour of the encampment. "But will
they stand against Morrogs, or worse?"


"We shall know soon
enough," Ríannor answered grimly.


As they rode onward, they passed
through a great labour of hands, where Elves and Men toiled side by side, their
backs bent beneath the burden of war. Some hewed timber for further barricades;
others worked with rope and pulley, hoisting great plates of iron into place.
These, it was said, would serve as shields against fire and other dreadful
weapons of the enemy.


Beyond the towers, they beheld
the great ballistae, set firm upon the earth. Ingenious were their mechanisms,
bound with cunning cords that their missiles might not only be flung far but
aimed with deadly precision—an answer to the winged terrors that Shorath might
send against them. Already teams of warriors trained in their use, their
movements swift and practised, as though they wove a dance of death.


"Look yonder," said
Nivion, gesturing towards a line of deep trenches, freshly cut before the outer
defences. Within them stood rows of sharpened stakes, and in their depths was
poured a black and glistening oil. The intent was plain to see: should the
enemy break through, the oil would be set alight, and a wall of fire would rise
up against them, an impassable barrier to even trolls and great wolves of war.


Between the trenches and the
towers, a cunning web of hidden pits and snares had been laid. Some were lined
with iron spikes, others devised to hinder and confound the enemy, that they
might be held apart and slaughtered piecemeal. Here and there, blacksmiths
worked tirelessly, weaving nets of iron and steel, edged with cruel barbs—a
final defence against creatures that might descend from the skies. Beyond the
pits, the barricades stood in a jagged line, a thicket of split timbers and
sharpened stakes stretching as far as the eye could see.


Upon one of the towers, the
riders paused to take the measure of all that lay before them. Below, a company
of Men loaded great wagons, burdened with stores and weapons for the coming
siege. Near them, an Elven woman with keen and knowing eyes directed the
labours of the workers. She stood beside a vast war-engine, a catapult of
mighty construction, still in the making.


"Impressive," murmured
Ríannor. "And yet it feels as though we race against time."


"And time is not with
us," Nivion answered, his gaze fixed upon the dark plumes of smoke that
crept ever nearer upon the horizon.


The last defence was a mighty
bulwark, a wall of interwoven timber and iron, fastened with great bolts of
steel, built to withstand the fiercest onslaught. Sentries walked its length
without rest, and at each corner great signal-fires stood ready to be kindled,
that warning might be sent along the line at the first sign of attack.


As they rode on, a silence fell
upon them, heavy and full of thought. Great was the work that had been wrought,
a labour of Elves and Men alike, bound together by purpose despite all that
might divide them. Yet even so, was it enough? Would this stand against the
storm that now gathered over them?


The brothers turned back, and
the weight of night fell upon them as they rode. The stars were veiled behind a
curtain of smoke, and only the dim glow of torches lit their path through the
heart of the encampment. It was well past midnight when they came at last
before their captain.


Dînlon, son of Ilmarion, stood
tall within his tent, his countenance grave, his keen eyes passing over maps
and scrolls spread before him. As the Elves entered, he looked up, his gaze
steady and full of purpose.


"Captain Dînlon,"
Ríannor began, his voice measured, yet taut with the weight of all he had seen.
"The defences rise, and never have I beheld their like. The enemy will pay
dearly should they seek to break them—but it will yet take weeks before the
work is done."


Dînlon nodded, and for a moment,
the shadow of a proud smile touched his face. "You speak truly, Ríannor.
Never before have Elves and Men wrought such a bastion. Yet we must harbour no
illusions—Shorath’s wrath is boundless, and he will spare no effort to see us
undone."


He paused, his gaze distant, as
though looking beyond the present hour. Then he spoke again, his voice firm and
unyielding: "We must cast him down from his dark throne and reclaim that
which has been ours since the world was young."


A silence fell then, heavy with
meaning. At last, with a brief motion of his hand, Dînlon dismissed them.
"You are free to go."


The brothers bowed low and
stepped out into the cold night. The wind carried with it the scent of earth,
of ash, of hewn wood, and still the sounds of labour rang in their ears.


"They mean to reclaim the
Fëlthar, do they not?" Ríannor spoke at last, his voice quiet.


Nivion nodded. His words, when
they came, were no more than a whisper. "It was ever their desire, since
first they returned to Nyrassar. But tell me, brother… who shall stand against
Shorath? Even Tharok, mightiest of the Ilûmar, would be hard-pressed to
overthrow him."


Ríannor halted, his gaze lost in
the far distance. "I cannot say, brother," he murmured. "I
cannot say."


And so they stood, as darkness
lay heavy upon the land, bearing the weight of a war that would demand of them
all they had to give—and more besides.


 





 


Thavion rode at the head of the
company, his gaze set firm upon the northern road. He kept a swift pace,
allowing no room for hesitation. The ground grew rougher as the open plain gave
way to a land of rising hills, wild and untamed. To their left, the Celin
flowed, its waters gleaming cold and bright beneath the moon’s pale light. The
river carved its path through jagged rock and fell in small, whispering
cascades, murmuring like the ancient voice of the land.


A little way behind Thavion rode
Eruviel, her thoughts fixed upon the fragment of the Vaharyn blade she held in
her hands. The cold steel glimmered faintly, as though some hidden light yet
slumbered within it. Her fingers traced the delicate carvings upon its
surface—runes that must once have borne great meaning, though now they stood
like the echoes of a language long forgotten. “Will the smith be able to tell
us more?” she murmured to herself, her voice scarcely louder than the wind that
stirred the grass. Her keen eyes lingered upon the markings, searching, as if
the blade itself might whisper its tale.


Caledhil and Ríthwen rode side
by side, their horses treading lightly over the rocky earth. The stark contrast
between these rugged lands and the deep forests of Nal Doroth was not lost upon
them, and they spoke of it in hushed tones.


“Truly, Ríthwen,” said Caledhil
at last, plucking a stray pine needle from his cloak, “I shall never understand
how one can abide in a place where the trees stand so far apart that sun and
moon may gaze freely upon the land.”


Ríthwen cast him a wry glance.
“Perhaps a little sunlight would do you good, Caledhil.”


“And your mind flits like a
squirrel from bough to bough,” Caledhil retorted dryly, though a smile played
upon his lips. “But tell me—do you not think this land proof enough that trees
and men share much in common? They flourish best in company.”


“Or they perish alone,” Ríthwen
added with a teasing smile. “But fear not, Caledhil, I shall not let you perish
alone. So long as I am near, you will always have company—and someone to laugh
at your poor jests.”


Caledhil laughed aloud. “Then I
may die content, Ríthwen, knowing at least that I shall perish in good
company.”


But even as he spoke, the earth
trembled beneath them, and a scattering of loose stones tumbled down from the
slopes above. A great shadow passed over them, and with a rush of wind,
Thúrion, the mighty dragon, descended—or rather, attempted to.


“Oh no… not again,” Ríthwen
muttered, halting her horse as she watched the great beast beat his wings in an
ungainly struggle, sending up a cloud of dust and debris as he came to an
abrupt and graceless landing.


“I am still mastering the art!”
rumbled the dragon in a deep and somewhat wounded voice, shaking the dust from
his scales. “Not all can be as dainty as you tiny creatures.”


Caledhil grinned. “No doubt,
Thúrion, one day you shall land as lightly as a falling leaf. Until then,
however, we would do well to stand clear of your path.”


Eruviel, despite herself,
allowed a small smile to touch her lips. She turned her gaze from the sword and
addressed the dragon. “You are like the storm, Thúrion—wild and untamed, but
full of power. Perhaps we should make a contest of it—who is swifter: your
wings, or Caledhil’s sharp tongue?”


Laughter rippled through the
company, a fleeting moment of lightness upon the long road. But the north
called them onward, and with it came the shadow of a growing peril.


Thúrion rose once more, his
mighty wings unfurling as he struck the air. This time, his ascent was almost
graceful—by his standards, at least. They watched as he climbed into the night
sky, until he was but a dark shape against the stars.


For a time, they rode in
silence. The night pressed in about them, and only the steady sound of hooves
broke the hush. The Celin glimmered faintly in the starlight, its voice a soft
and ceaseless song. The road had been long, and weariness gnawed at their
limbs. Dawn was not far off when the dragon’s voice suddenly rang through the
air, deep and commanding.


“Halt! Stay your horses!”


At once, the company drew their
reins, bringing their steeds to an uneasy standstill. A gust of wind stirred
the trees, and with a resounding thud, Thúrion crashed into a sturdy pine,
sending dust and stones scattering. The tree shuddered beneath the impact but
held its ground.


“No jests,” growled Thúrion,
rising with as much dignity as he could muster. “Listen to me.”


Eruviel smothered a smile and
gave a solemn nod. “We are listening, Thúrion.”


“Not far from here,” the dragon
said in a hushed tone, “fires burn in the darkness. I see movement—many
figures, though I cannot tell if they be friend or foe. We must tread with
care. And I must not be seen—the dawn is near.” He exhaled heavily, lowering
his vast body to the earth, folding his wings tightly at his sides. “I must
make myself small… as best I can.”


“Well spoken, Thúrion,” said
Eruviel, her voice calm, though her eyes gleamed with a quiet intensity. “Keep
to the shadows, and be ready. If we find ourselves in peril…” she hesitated,
then her voice grew steely. “…burn it all.”


“Save for us, of course!”
Caledhil interjected hastily, raising a hand in mock alarm, his lips curling in
a playful smirk. He stepped nearer, placing a hand upon the dragon’s mighty
flank and patting it affectionately. “Take care, old friend. We can ill afford
to lose our only winged ally.”


Thúrion let out a low rumble,
though a flicker of amusement shone in his golden eyes.


And so they pressed on, the
darkness deepening about them, while in the far distance, the fires of unknown
watchers burned like embers against the coming dawn. 


"Wait but a moment longer,"
said Eruviel, drawing forth a small vial from the folds of her cloak. As she
unstoppered it, a scent rich and resinous, like the deep heart of the forest,
drifted upon the air. "I shall anoint thy wing once more with this
tincture. We have need of thee, my friend."


The dragon rumbled, a sound not
unlike the purring of a great mountain-lion, and lowered his vast wing so that
Eruviel might better tend to the tender places. With deft fingers she worked,
moving over the leathern span with care born of practice. "There,"
she murmured at length, sealing the vial once more. "That should suffice.
Take heed, Thúrion, and stay watchful. We shall call if we have need of
thee."


"And I shall answer,"
the dragon replied, bowing his mighty head. His voice was deep, steadfast as
the roots of the earth.


So the company pressed onward,
their steeds treading with quiet vigilance upon the rugged path. Behind them,
shrouded in shadow, Thúrion kept his silent vigil—a guardian, poised to strike
with flame and fury, should need arise.


The first light of dawn stole
across the valley, gilding the far-off peaks of Arôn-Nimrath in a splendour of
gold and silver. Many leagues yet lay between them and Dorvethar, where the
glimmering waters of the Varethil lapped at the feet of Branûl, that lone and
solemn peak which rose into the heavens like a watchful sentinel.


The night’s chill still clung to
the land, though the lengthening shadows bore promise of the day’s warmth to
come. The hush of their approach was broken only by the faint crackle of
frost-kissed leaves beneath their boots as they crept toward the rise. There,
from their vantage, they beheld the encampment below. A thin wisp of smoke
curled skyward from a fire long-banked, drifting against the pale vestiges of
night. Cloaked figures moved among the tents—some bent in quiet toil, others
huddled about the embers of the watchfire. A murmur of voices carried on the
wind, though the words were lost to distance.


Something in the scene sat ill
with Caledhil, and his brow furrowed. "That is Dînlon’s banner," he
murmured, as if to test his own words. His fingers, as if by instinct,
tightened about the hilt of his sword. "And yet… why here, so far from
Dôr-Londoril?"


"Mayhap an outpost?"
Ríthwen mused, crouching beside him. Her keen eyes swept the camp, thoughtful,
searching. "Or a hidden campaign to lay claim upon the eastern
dunes?"


Eruviel brushed an errant strand
of hair from her face, her gaze resting upon the heavy banners that stirred in
the morning breeze. She stilled, as if a revelation had come upon her.
"The stars…" she breathed. "Dînlon’s sigil. They are not placed
idly; this is no mere soldier’s camp. There is a message written here, though I
know not yet its meaning."


Ríthwen’s brow creased, yet she
nodded. "Perhaps a council-place… or a gathering of allies?"


"Whatever the
purpose," said Caledhil, "we must not linger overlong. If we are seen
before we have chance to declare ourselves, the mistake may prove costly."


Eruviel hesitated, then spoke
with quiet resolve. "I say we ride forth openly, as the sun climbs. If
they see us approach with honour, they shall know we come not as foes. Yet we
must not tarry. If Dînlon himself is here, we must learn his purpose."


A glance passed among them, a
silent accord shared in the space of a heartbeat. Caution warred with
curiosity, and in the depths of their eyes flickered a shadow of uncertainty.


The morning grew, casting the
land in hues of amber and rose. Wordless, they mounted their steeds, the weight
of decision settled upon them like a cloak.


As they neared the camp, it
stirred with waking life. Men in armour of blue and silver moved among the
tents—some armed, some engaged in labour. At the banners, sentries paused,
their heads turning at the measured sound of hooves upon stone.


Eruviel held her reins firm, her
bearing noble and unwavering, though her gaze missed naught. Beside her,
Caledhil rode with easy composure, while Ríthwen bore aloft the standard of the
Wood-elves, making plain their peaceful intent.


A party of soldiers stepped forth
to meet them, hands resting upon sword-hilts—unsheathed, yet ready. At their
head stood a tall man, his visage lined with the years of war. Though wary, his
stance softened as his eyes fell upon the elven banner.


"Who comes hither, and by
what errand?" he demanded, his voice at once commanding and searching.


Eruviel raised a hand in the
gesture of peace, a sign among her kindred. "We come from Galadorn,
bearing tidings and a request that may only be laid before Lord Dînlon
himself," she said, her voice steady as the wind through the boughs.


The soldier measured her a
moment longer, then gave a curt nod. "Then follow, but know this—until
such time as your names be known among us, our hands shall not stray far from
our blades."


With steady hearts, they passed
within the encampment, where the banners of Dînlon stood proud against the
morning sky, their presence whispering both of hope and of peril untold.


"Tiriel, Calenwen, come
forth!" called the soldier, his voice ringing clear over the waking camp.
"Take their steeds—see them watered and fed, for they have journeyed long,
and shall need their strength for what is to come."


Soft as a whisper, two
dark-haired Elven women stepped forth, their armour glinting in the gentle
light of morning. Their finely wrought breastplates were adorned with silver
filigree, woven like trailing vines, and at their belts hung slender blades,
their hilts wrought of Elven steel. With fluid grace, they took hold of the
horses’ reins.


"Welcome to our camp,"
said Tiriel, a warm smile upon her lips, as she steadied Eruviel’s restless
steed with a practiced hand. "Fear not, we shall see to it that your noble
companions are well cared for," added Calenwen, her voice as soft as a
breath of spring. The travellers dismounted, feeling the solid earth beneath
their boots as they shook the dust of the long road from their cloaks. As the
two warriors led the horses towards a shaded glade, quiet words in Astilariin
drifted on the breeze—soothing murmurs in the tongue of the Eldar, spoken to
calm the beasts.


"Follow me," said the
soldier with a brief gesture, before turning towards the largest of the tents.
The company moved in step behind him as the morning light strengthened, bathing
the encampment in a golden radiance. Before the tent stood two guards, long
spears in hand, their stance disciplined, their gaze keen. The tips of their
weapons gleamed like polished glass, and their silver helms caught the first
light of dawn, casting glimmers across their deep blue cloaks, embroidered at
the edges with fine silver thread—patterns woven in the likeness of the stars
and the heavens. At the soldier’s signal, the sentries parted, and he lifted
the tent’s entrance. "Enter, and be seated," he bade them, holding
the heavy fabric aside.


Within, the tent was a chamber
of cool elegance and Elven craftsmanship. At its heart stood a great round
table, hewn from dark wood, its surface smooth as polished ebony. Upon it,
intricate carvings of twining leaves and celestial patterns caught the
flickering light of the silver candelabra above. Around it were set many
chairs, each a work of art—tall-backed, adorned with delicate traceries of
starlight, their deep-blue cushions shot through with silver thread.


The walls were draped in heavy,
velvet-like fabric, falling in stately folds, the deep hues of midnight blue
laced with argent filigree, mirroring the night sky. Along the tent’s expanse,
banners and pennants hung, bearing the sigil of Dînlon, accompanied by painted
depictions of the Vaharyn’s storied past. A low table to one side bore carafes
of shimmering crystal, filled with drinks ranging from deep ruby to pale gold.
Beside them, wide dishes offered an assortment of dried fruits and nuts, their
scent rich and sweet upon the air. A faint aroma of resin, smouldering in a
small bronze dish, lent the space a warmth both grounding and fragrant. The
candlelight flickered gently upon its mirrored glow, casting an air of quiet
enchantment over the chamber.


As the travellers took their
seats, their steps muffled by a thick, ornate carpet woven with motifs of vine
and blossom, there came a soft movement at the entrance. A slender Elf entered,
clad in simple garments of fine grey wool, fastened at the shoulder with a
single silver brooch. There was a quiet precision in his motions, a grace as
effortless as flowing water. Without a word, he lifted a crystal decanter and
poured forth an amber-hued drink into delicate goblets set before each guest. A
fragrance arose—hints of orchard fruits laced with the lightest touch of wild
honey.


At last, the Elf spoke, his
voice measured, respectful. "The Lady will attend you soon. Be at ease,
and take your rest from the road." With a courteous bow, he withdrew,
drawing the tent’s entrance shut behind him.


For a time, silence lingered,
broken only by the soft murmur of the camp beyond. Then the entrance was lifted
once more, and a presence entered that filled the space as light fills a
chamber. A tall Elven woman strode forth, her long black hair gleaming in the
candlelight. Her armour was a masterwork of silver and deep blue, the flowing
engravings upon it echoing the landscapes of her homeland. The Elf who had
served the drink hastened to her side, lifting the helm from her brow with
swift, reverent hands, then unfastening the weighty breastplate and placing it
upon a waiting stand.


"Welcome, friends of the
Woodland Realm," she said, her voice like a wind through ancient
boughs—soft, yet bearing the command of a seasoned captain. "I am Fendril,
High Marshal of Dôr-Londoril, and this is my encampment." Her emerald gaze
shone in the shifting glow of the lanterns, and the faintest smile graced her
lips. "Now tell me, who are you, and what errand brings you to these
northern lands?"


Eruviel, who had been studying
the Elven woman with keen eyes, took a step forward and bowed with due
reverence. “I am Eruviel of Nimlad,” she began, her gaze sweeping over those
assembled. “These are my companions: Caledhil, Ríthwen of Galadorn, and Thavion
of Neldorin.” She raised a hand, indicating each in turn. “We seek my kindred.
For some time now, the traces of their passing have led us ever northward.”


Fendril inclined her head in
understanding, yet her eyes narrowed slightly as she grasped the weight of
Eruviel’s words. “And what brings you to me? What does your road demand of a
company such as yours?” Her voice was both curious and measured with respect.


Eruviel drew a steady breath,
the words of Ilmarion echoing once more in her mind. She knew well that too
much should not be revealed. “We are upon another errand also,” she continued.
“A charge from Ilmarion himself. I met him in the south of Nimlad before
setting forth. He bade me journey to Galadorn, where I found my two companions.
Thavion has walked beside me since the beginning of our road. But we have come
hither for one purpose above all else—to seek a smith. A craftsman of rare
skill, though his name is yet unknown to us.” She paused briefly before adding,
“There is little more I can say at present, but it is of great import that we
speak with him.”


Fendril regarded Eruviel keenly
as she spoke, and though her countenance remained composed, the sharpness of
her gaze betrayed the careful weighing of each word. “A smith…” the High
Marshal murmured, as if testing the sound of the thought upon her tongue. “Such
artisans are beyond price, especially in these days. But the North is not
easily trodden, and many who wander here find themselves lured onto dark
paths.”


“We are not unmindful of the
dangers,” Eruviel replied, meeting the Elven woman’s eyes with steady resolve.


Fendril gave a slow nod, though
her expression remained grave. “I understand. War drives us all to choices
beyond the ordinary ways of things.” There was wisdom in her voice, yet beneath
it flickered a deeper apprehension. “I may lend you my aid, but you must reckon
with the perils that lie ahead.”


She fell silent for a moment
before speaking once more, her tone measured. “Rhuvaldir is the name of the
smith you seek. A true master of his craft—and he dwells not far from here. But
the road you take is one of both peril and secrecy.” Her gaze settled upon
them, weighing their resolve. “Yet if you choose to go forward, know that you
shall ever have sanctuary here in my halls.”


Her words seemed to linger in
the hush that followed, and for a moment, none found voice to answer. Then
Caledhil stepped forward, his tone both firm and respectful. “We are grateful
for your kindness, Fendril.”


She studied him a moment before
allowing the faintest smile to touch her lips, a flicker of recognition in her
eyes. “Then let us drink to the bond that is formed between us. The road will
not be easy, yet I deem you all well fitted to face what lies before you.”


There was a quiet sense of
resolve among those gathered as the Elven woman took up a carafe and poured
once more, filling the goblets of her guests. Though their path lay uncertain,
the weight of unspoken truths pressed upon them as heavily as the duties yet to
come.


Soon after, Tiriel and Calenwen
were summoned. Fendril turned to the two Elven women, her voice firm yet not
unkind. “You shall ride with our guests to Rhuvaldir. The road may seem short,
yet these lands are treacherous, and I trust in your vigilance.”


Then, looking upon Eruviel and
her companions, she continued. “When your business with the smith is concluded,
take the Hidden Westward Path. It will bear you unseen to Haldorath. Near the
stronghold of Eldhros, you will find Ilmarion.” For a moment, her gaze seemed
to drift beyond the confines of the tent, as though she felt the weight of
these uncertain times pressing upon her shoulders. Yet her voice did not waver
as she added, “Tiriel and Calenwen shall lead you as far as the path’s
beginning. May the light of Ilûmar guard and guide you.”


With these words, Fendril rose.
Her long black hair fell in silken waves over the fine embroidery of her robe
as she turned to them, a warm, steady smile gracing her lips. “Go in safety, my
friends.” She gave a nod to the warriors before striding from the tent, bearing
already the burden of the trials yet to come.


By now, the day had climbed past
its zenith, and the sun stood high in the sky. Yet from the north, a thin veil
of dark mist drifted over the stony plain, driven by a wind both chill and
restless, a herald of coming strife.


“Let us ready the horses,” said
Tiriel resolutely, stepping forward with swift, sure strides. “The road is but
a few hours’ ride, yet the way grows ever more perilous. Orcs and trolls have
been sighted slipping across the Mark, venturing unseen into the vales that lie
between Haldorath and the Arôn-Nimrath. We must be vigilant.”


Thavion lengthened his stride to
match hers. “Do you know this smith, Rhuvaldir?” he asked.


Tiriel hesitated a moment before
meeting his gaze. “He is a man of singular will,” she answered, a note of
measured respect in her tone. “Brilliant, yet as unyielding as the iron he
shapes. Some say he once dwelt in Aman itself and studied under Aulë in the
days of old.”


Calenwen, walking just behind
them, nodded. “It is said that he is a master of forging, even among the
Vaharyn. And there are whispers that he has struck alliances with the Dwarves—a
rare bond, little understood by most.”


Thus, with the wind rising and
the road before them stretching into uncertainty, the company made ready to
depart.


The company pressed on in
silence, the weight of unspoken words lingering in the air, and a quiet unease
settling upon them. The ominous hush of the plain left no doubt that they trod
upon perilous ground.


Before long, the rhythmic
clatter of hooves echoed through the camp, mingling with the soft crunch of
sand beneath iron shoes. One by one, the six riders passed beyond the
encampment, the blue banners of the Eagles fading into the dust of the open
plain.


Tiriel and Calenwen rode at the
fore, their movements a study in unspoken harmony, the mark of long
companionship. Behind them rode Thavion and Caledhil, their heads bowed close,
as if lost in murmured counsel. Eruviel and Ríthwen brought up the rear, the
wind catching the edges of their cloaks so that they fluttered like the wings
of a great bird in flight.


"What do you reckon—where
might Thúrion be?" Ríthwen inquired at length, her voice edged with faint
concern. Her keen eyes roved over the sky and the rocky outcrops about them,
searching for some sign of the great drake.


Eruviel smiled, dipping her head
in the slightest of nods. "He is near, I am certain of it. In daylight, it
is harder for him to remain unseen, yet I feel his presence. He is with
us." There was a quiet certainty in her words, as though she spoke a
promise.


The land grew ever more rugged,
and soon they rode through a strange and barren landscape, shaped by the slow
and unrelenting hand of time. Great boulders lay strewn as if hurled carelessly
by some ancient wrathful giant, their surfaces worn smooth by the ages. Some
bore the creeping touch of moss, while others stood stark and grey, their
jagged edges casting twisted shadows. Here and there, tufts of coarse grass
thrust forth, and gnarled cork-pines clung stubbornly to the rock, their
twisted branches reaching skyward as though grasping at the thin air.


The path climbed steadily
upward, and the going grew more arduous. To the north, the rugged ridges of the
Haldorath rose, their flinty slopes wrapped in a mantle of mist. A chill wind
swept down from the heights, carrying with it the scent of stone and resin, its
keening breath deepening the hush that surrounded them. They pressed forward,
each lost in their own thoughts, while the lengthening shadows of the cliffs
foretold the coming of dusk.


Eruviel reached into the folds of
her cloak and drew forth Elensil, the Shard of Starlight. In her palm, the
jewel pulsed as though it held a living heart, its silver radiance cutting
through the deepening gloom. "We are on the right path," she
murmured, her gaze meeting Ríthwen's troubled eyes with quiet reassurance.


Then, without warning, a sharp,
whistling sound rent the silence.


An arrow sped forth—swift,
unerring—and struck Calenwen deep in the chest. She gasped, a choked breath
that barely reached the air, before slipping lifelessly from the saddle.


"Down! Take cover!"
Thavion's voice rang out, firm and commanding.


The horses reared in alarm,
hooves stamping the earth, as the company swiftly dismounted, darting behind
boulders and the gnarled trunks of low, twisted trees. Hands sought hilts and
bowstrings, eyes scanning the gloom.


"Did anyone see from whence
it came?" Ríthwen called, her voice taut with fury.


Tiriel knelt beside her fallen
companion, her hands trembling as she touched Calenwen's lifeless shoulder. Her
head lifted, tears tracing silent paths down her cheeks, and with a quivering
hand, she pointed toward a rocky rise not far ahead. Her voice was but a
whisper. "There..."


Eruviel moved swiftly to
Tiriel’s side, leaning close over Calenwen. But one glance into the lifeless,
glassy eyes of the Elf told her all she needed to know. The light had gone out.
Calenwen was lost.


"No… no, it cannot
be…" Tiriel's voice faltered, breaking into sobs as she crumpled beside
her friend, her hands pressed against the bloodstained wound.


Wordlessly, Eruviel pulled her
close, holding her as she wept. "I grieve with thee," she whispered,
her own voice heavy with sorrow.


For a time, the world was still,
save for the wind’s sorrowful whisper and the distant, rhythmic pounding of
hooves. But then Eruviel lifted her head, her gaze hardening. "Let not her
death be in vain," she murmured, quiet yet resolute. "We will see
justice done."


She rose to her feet, her hand
tightening upon the hilt of her blade, her eyes fixed upon the ridge. The pain
within her burned fierce and bright, transmuted into strength.


Thavion nodded, his jaw set.
"They will not escape retribution."


The company was shaken, but
their resolve had not shattered. They made ready to strike, ensuring that
Calenwen’s body was guarded before advancing toward the ridge. "We shall
return for her," Eruviel vowed, her voice unyielding. "Our fallen are
never left behind."


Silent as shadows, they moved
forward, inching toward the rocky rise where their foes lay hidden. Every step
was measured, every breath held, as the stillness of the night was punctuated
only by the occasional hiss of arrows, loosed blindly into the dark.


Then, a thunderous roar
shattered the silence.


A great inferno erupted from the
ridge, searing the heavens with crimson flame. Smoke billowed black and thick,
the stench of scorched wood and seared flesh filling the air. Screams rose,
wild and panicked—then were abruptly silenced.


The rock shuddered, stones
clattering as a mighty form descended.


Thúrion had come.


The dragon wheeled overhead in a
great arc before plunging downward in a blaze of wrath, landing with a force
that sent dust and embers swirling. His wings folded, the fire still
smouldering in his maw, as his golden eyes swept over the battlefield.


Eruviel's breath caught, and
then, sudden and fierce, laughter bubbled from her lips. "At last!"
she cried, a note of fierce exultation in her voice.


The others stood, stunned, the
heat of the blaze reflecting in their wide eyes.


For though they had suffered
loss, their vengeance had come with the wings of fire.


Tiriel stood as if turned to
stone, her eyes wide with an unfathomable mixture of grief, wonder, and fear.
The loss of her friend, the awe of what lay before her, and the primal dread of
dragons were woven into the stricken expression upon her face. Caledhil stepped
swiftly to her side, resting a steadying hand upon her shoulder. His voice was
calm, yet firm.


“Fear not, Tiriel. This is
Thúrion. He is one of us. He will not harm you.”


Thúrion inclined his massive
head, his gleaming eyes fixed upon her, as though he perceived her wavering
spirit. A low, rumbling sound issued from his throat, neither threat nor growl,
but rather something like an assurance, rough and deep, that no peril came from
him.


“He is truly on our side?”
Tiriel murmured hesitantly, not daring to take her eyes from the great beast.


“Aye,” said Eruviel, a gentle
smile touching her lips. “He is our ally—steadfast and mighty beyond
reckoning.”


Slowly, the tension in Tiriel's
form lessened, yet still, her hand remained upon the hilt of her sword, even as
the company turned to take stock of the field before them.


“Thúrion, never have I been so
glad of thy coming,” said Eruviel. “Didst thou glimpse aught of our foes ere
thou struckst?”


“They were but orc-scum, a
scouting-party of Shorath’s ilk,” rumbled the dragon. “I left none alive.”


“Well done,” she replied
gravely. Then, glancing towards the still form of Calenwen, she lowered her
gaze. “Let us grant her the honours befitting the fallen, for she was among the
valiant.”


They set to the solemn task,
laying her to rest beneath a great cairn of stone, raised high in mourning,
that none who passed this way should forget her name.


Then Thavion, his face worn with
sorrow, stepped forth, his voice trembling as he wove an ancient elven lament
upon the hush of the night:


Lirë Aldara,


Lassëna harëa.


Ilën orën silë lúnar,


Mal turan vanëa Aorënar.


Estan ar marë orentië,


Na Verathës maralinë.


Si vaina na, mal úva nauva,


Aran
na lómë onar nauva.


 


A hush followed, heavy as the
weight upon their hearts.


“What now?” Tiriel's voice was
no more than a whisper, frail as autumn leaves upon the wind. The shadow of
sorrow lay deep within her, and in the searching of her gaze, there was no
solace to be found.


Ríthwen, ever watchful, her
senses keener than the pale light of distant stars, turned towards Thúrion, the
slight shift in her stance betraying the burden of her thoughts.


“What say you, Thúrion?” she
asked, her voice grave as the encroaching dark. “Are we safe here until dawn bids
the night retreat?”


“Safe?” The dragon let the word
fall from his tongue, cold and edged like honed steel. “There is no safety left
in these lands. The shadow of Shorath has crept far and wide, and the Enemy has
long since set his will upon this world. But for this hour—perhaps—we may yet
draw breath. Yet woe to him who trusts in fleeting shelter.”


His eyes burned in the dimness,
and a great silence settled in the wake of his words, as though he could feel,
even now, the distant tremors of some unseen peril.


Eruviel stood unmoving, her gaze
drawn towards the dark horizon, where the sky wove itself into the bones of the
earth. When at last she turned, her voice was but a murmur, carried upon the
still air.


“Tiriel, how far lies Rhuvaldir
from here?” she asked, her words laced with the unspoken hope that they might
yet reach their haven before the night wholly took them.


Tiriel, her face carved with
sorrow, drew in a slow breath, lifting her gaze. Within her eyes, green as the
forests of old, a glimmer of resolve shone forth.


“We must cross the Little
Gelion,” she said steadily. “Here in these lands, it is not yet broad, nor is
its current swift—but we must take heed, lest we stumble. Once we have passed
the river, the journey is short—a few miles, no more—until we reach the Vale of
Ithilwen. A hidden refuge, nestled deep within the roots of the Haldorath,
shrouded in ancient enchantments and watched over by the keepers of the
woodland. It is a place unseen by the eyes of the enemy, a stronghold of
Rhuvaldir and his kin.”


She paused, meeting Eruviel’s
gaze, searching for silent accord.


“We should reach it ere
midnight,” she added, and now her voice bore the quiet strength of one who
defies the darkness itself. 


„"Then ride, my friends!
Swifter than the wind, and quieter than the shadow!" cried Eruviel, her
voice firm and laden with resolve. "Thúrion, be our eyes and ears!"


A sharp whistle cleaved the hush
of dusk, and the rhythmic drumming of hooves mingled with the whispering
breeze, echoing across the vast plain. Above them, the heavens deepened into a
fathomless black, the dark mantle of the land merging with the distant peaks,
as though swallowing their jagged forms into its abyss. The company surged
forward, their steeds leaping ahead, driven by the same urgency that gripped
their riders’ hearts. Above them, Thúrion soared, his vast wings unfurling with
a sound like the rush of a mighty gale. His keen gaze swept the land, his
ember-bright eyes piercing the dim light, seeking the slightest stir that might
betray unseen peril.


The road they had taken grew
ever more treacherous. The land was rugged, broken by jagged rock and uneven
ground, making it nigh impossible to maintain their former speed. Hooves struck
hard stone, ringing out in defiant protest, and their pace was forced to slow.
Then, as the dark wind from the distant peaks curled towards them, thick with
the scent of smoke and shadow, the murmur of water reached their ears—the
murmuring and gurgling of a stream slipping like a silver ribbon into the valley
beyond: the Little Lirion.


A faint smile touched Tiriel’s
lips. "The sheltering vale is near," she whispered, lifting her gaze.


With a fluid motion, she bent
low over her steed’s neck, her voice slipping into the lilting cadence of an
ancient tongue. "Ailin, meldo, na vedui, achad naeg!" she murmured,
stroking the noble beast’s ear with a gentle hand. At her words, the horse
whickered softly, as if understanding, and with a sudden surge, it pressed
forward. With the grace only an elven steed could possess, it wove its way
through the tangle of great stones and the slender trees that stood sentinel
near the water’s edge. The others followed, their formation tight, their
movement near soundless as they passed into the shadows.


Before long, they reached a broad
sandbank, its surface shimmering silver beneath the pale light of the moon.
Before them, dark and whispering, lay the Lirion, winding its way through the
land like a silent, patient guardian. The current, though not swift, ran deep,
its murmuring waters lapping at the shore like a hushed warning.


The horses, weary from their
flight, bowed their heads to drink, drawing deep from the cold stream. A wind,
sharp with the bite of the high places, curled down from the mountains,
carrying the scent of the nearing forest upon its breath.


"Come, follow me,"
called Tiriel at length, urging her steed forward once more. "We are not
far now."


Her voice, though quiet, bore
the strength of unyielding will, and in her eyes gleamed the light of hope,
seeking the distant hill behind which lay Ithilwen’s Vale, hidden and waiting.
The company gathered, steeling themselves for the final leg of their journey.
The valley—secret, sheltered—would be their refuge. And there, if fortune
favoured them, they would find a brief haven, a place to rest and gather their
strength before the trials yet to come.


 


Chapter 14.: “Ithilwen”


 


"Kragz, do you think it
will begin soon?" Urzik, the youngest among them, spoke in hushed tones,
yet the unease in his voice could not be masked. His eyes flitted nervously
about the barracks, as though fearing unseen ears might be listening.


Kragz snorted, turning his
weary, bloodshot gaze upon the lad. "I know not, little one." His
voice was rough, the scarred remnant of many battles and years spent in the poisonous
fumes of Druugorath. "But seeing how the overseers skulk and bellow, how
the air is thick with the din of their clamour… it cannot be long now."


Urzik lowered his gaze, tugging
absently at the frayed hem of his tattered tunic. Outside, the tumult of the
encampment raged on—drums beat in a slow, thunderous rhythm, and from time to
time, harsh commands rang out, followed by the dull clatter of iron and the
shuffling of orcs herded into rank and file. The air within the barracks was
thick and acrid, a stifling blend of smoke, decay, and stale sweat. It burned
in the lungs.


"It has been like this for
weeks," Kragz muttered, more to himself than to Urzik, tearing at a scrap
of rancid meat with his teeth. "Since Vorgoroth began to stir, naught has
been the same. The earth shudders, the air reeks fouler than before, and
everywhere—this restless, ceaseless motion."


"What do you think it
means?" Urzik’s voice was barely a whisper.


Kragz shot him a sharp glance.
"What else should it mean? The Dark One sends forth his tidings—despair
and dread. It is his craft, and he wields it well."


Outside, a horn-blast shattered
the night—long and foreboding. The sound made Urzik flinch.


"Kragz, what if we
just—"


"Silence!" Kragz's
voice snapped like a whip, his hand darting forth to seize Urzik by the arm,
dragging him close. "Never speak of such things again, do you hear me?
Never. If any should hear what you just thought, they would flay the flesh from
your bones while you still drew breath."


A heavy silence fell between them,
broken only by the drumbeats without and the distant rumbling of Vorgoroth.


"I am only afraid,"
Urzik whispered at last.


Kragz released him with a weary
sigh, his shoulders sagging beneath an unseen weight. "We are all afraid,
lad. But here, fear is of no worth. Here, only obedience matters."


Shurg, the third of their
number, crouched in the gloom of the barracks, his presence near forgotten.
Now, he spoke at last, his voice a deep, grim rasp. "Obedience or no, we
are but fodder in the end. For their blades, for their fires. And none of us
has a choice."


Kragz’s voice came again, low
and bitter. "This new weapon… if it is what I have heard, we shall be
naught but flies caught in its web. But perhaps…" He hesitated, his gaze
distant. "Perhaps that is better than this. Fire and dust. That is all
that shall remain of us."


"I do not wish to end
so," Urzik murmured, his voice raw. "I do not wish to be but a
shadow. I… I want something else."


Shurg fixed him with a tired,
hollow stare. "We all want something else, Urzik. But to want and to have
are not the same thing."


A sharp command rang from beyond
the barracks, followed by the clash of iron and the wail of another horn.


"Out! Out, you rats!"


An overseer strode into the
barracks, his face hidden beneath a helm, his voice a cruel, resounding bark.


Kragz rose slowly, the weight of
something unseen pressing upon him. His eyes, dark as the pit, lingered on
Urzik. "Time to carve the path, as you say, lad." With one last
glance, he turned and shambled towards the door. "Fire and dust."


Urzik and Shurg followed in
silence, each lost within his own thoughts as they stepped into the foul
darkness of Druugorath.


Above them loomed Vorgoroth, its
vast, menacing bulk wreathed in blackened clouds of ash. The air itself burned,
fine embers drifting from the shrouded heights, stinging the flesh where they
fell. Beneath their feet, the ground quivered, a deep tremor heralding the
mountain’s restless hunger. From its molten depths, great boulders of fire were
spewed forth, tumbling in furious cascades down its cragged flanks, shattering
upon the plain below in an explosion of cinders and ruin.


"It is time!"


The overseer’s voice thundered
above the din, his countenance twisted with cruel delight, jagged teeth bared
in the firelight. His armour, black with filth and slick with darkened oils,
clanked as he strode forth, the rusted blade at his hip swaying like some fell
harbinger of slaughter. In his grip, a great whip coiled and uncoiled, its
leather glistening with old blood and grime.


"Soon, we shall sweep
across the plains!" he bellowed, his words a promise of ruin. "The
Elven kind shall burn, and we shall scour them from this world!"


Urzik cast his gaze about, his
eyes widening in fear and disbelief. It was as though all Druugorath had
stirred from slumber. The vast plains about the mountain seethed with movement,
as thousands—nay, hundreds of thousands—of Orcs swarmed forth from the yawning
caverns like a tide of writhing ants. Their jagged shields caught the crimson
glow of the fire-spewing peak, and the weapons in their clawed hands gleamed
with cruel intent. Fell helms, wrought in the semblance of demon’s visages,
lent them an aspect yet more dreadful.


"It is beyond reckoning…
what a host this is," Urzik murmured, more to himself than to any other.
His heart thundered within his breast, and the sheer immensity of the coming
war weighed upon him like a stone.


"What ails thee,
maggot?" The harsh voice of the overseer sheared through his thoughts,
followed by the whip’s crack, shrill as a blade upon stone. The leather thong
whistled through the stagnant air and struck the earth mere inches from Urzik’s
foot. "Hold thy tongue, or I shall carve it from thy skull, wretched
cur!" The overseer bent close, his foul breath wafting over Urzik’s face
like a reek from some noisome pit. His eyes glowed with baleful fire, cruel
harbingers of the slaughter to come.


Trembling, yet smouldering with
a wrath he dared not loose, Urzik rose to his feet. But instead of defiance, he
swallowed his fury and bowed his head. Not now. There was no space for
rebellion, no path for flight. Only obedience—only survival. Beside him, Kragz
drove a bony elbow into his ribs. "Do not linger, whelp. Thou hast heard
the command. We have no choice."


"Not yet," Shurg added,
his voice little more than a breath amid the tumult of Vorgoroth. "But one
day… perhaps."


Urzik turned to him, searching
for some sign of hope in the deep-set, wearied eyes of the grim warrior. Yet
there was none. Only the weight of an endless burden that lay upon them all.


The whip cracked again, and they
moved forward, a single drop in the surging flood that would soon wash like a
black tide over the plains of Loth-Galor. For a time, they marched in silence,
while the clamour about them grew ever more frenzied. The air was thick with
the stench of sweat, blood, and burning oil. The press of bodies tightened, the
horde swelling into an overwhelming mass. At length, they reached the flanks of
Vorgoroth, where great shadows loomed over the gathered ranks. There stood
monstrous engines of war—colossal catapults, so vast that even the mightiest
trolls strained to draw them. Wagons heaped with jagged stones and
foul-smelling barrels stood in grim array. And amidst them prowled a pack of
dire wolves, terrible in stature—beasts of rippling sinew and smouldering eyes,
their frothing maws gnashing as they pulled against their chains.


"Look upon those
brutes," Kragz muttered, gesturing with a gnarled finger. "Mark my
words, should we stumble, they shall tear us as readily as the Elves
yonder."


"Is that not the
plan?" Shurg sneered, his smile bitter as ash. "Let the wolves devour
us, let the new weapons burn us, and let the fire-spirits feast upon what
remains. When all is done, naught shall endure—neither of us nor of the
Elves."


Urzik tightened his grip upon
his axe, his gaze drawn to the vast siege-machines. "Those barrels,"
he murmured, his voice barely a whisper. "I have heard they are filled
with poison-fire. They say whatever it touches is swallowed in flame… and the
fire does not die."


Kragz snorted. "Fire,
poison, trolls—what matters it, pup? In the end, all shall be cinders. The
Master would see the world burn, and we… we are naught but the wood to feed his
pyre."


An overseer strode forth,
dragging a heavy sack laden with weapons and mail, which he flung into the
dust. "Take what ye will, wretches!" he bellowed, cracking his whip
upon the ground to lend weight to his command.


Urzik stooped and seized a heavy
axe, its edge rusted and fouled with dried gore. It was ill-balanced, clumsy in
the hand, yet it was better than naught. Beside him, Kragz wrenched forth a
plate of blackened steel, strapping it about his chest. It was dented, pitted
with old wounds, yet it might serve to ward off a blade or two.


"Behold," Kragz
scoffed, lifting a splintered spear. "Finest arms and armour, as ever. And
with such noble craft are we to face Elves whose swords sunder stone!"


"It will suffice—to
die," Shurg muttered, fastening upon his head a helm that bore more
semblance to a battered pot than any true defence. "And more is not asked
of us."


When the arms were claimed, the
Orcs formed into ordered ranks, each square numbering two thousand strong.
Drums thundered in slow and steady rhythm, resounding through the host. The air
seethed with cries, commands, and the groan of straining war-machines.


Urzik cast his gaze about, and
the weight of despair pressed upon him. "There is no escape, is
there?" he murmured, scarcely aware that he had spoken aloud.


Kragz set a heavy hand upon his
shoulder. "Nay, pup. But if we are to fall, then let us drag as many of
those Elves with us as we may."


"And perhaps," Shurg
added, as he took his place in the marching throng, "perhaps, one day,
there shall come one who shall cast down the Master. Perhaps…"


The two spoke no further, for
the thought alone was perilous, even here, amidst the tumult. And so they fell
in line with the marching host, which poured forth from the flanks of Vorgoroth
like a blackened tide, hungering to devour the world.


For long hours, more and yet
more of their kind came forth, an endless throng—a sea of sweating, grimy
bodies, of jagged steel and clashing mail. Dark banners snapped in the poisoned
wind, their sigils half-lost in the choking haze of smoke and drifting ash that
veiled the land. The ceaseless tramp of boots, the clatter of chains, the
deep-throated toll of war-drums echoed across the plain, a dirge of doom
rolling over the gathered might of the Dark One.


And then—silence.


The drums ceased. The columns
halted. Even the snarling wolves, who but moments before had strained at their
iron bonds, fell still. Nothing stirred, save the shifting ash, caught in the
fiery gusts, and the banners that shuddered like restless wraiths. A hush,
heavy and brooding, settled over the host, a silence thick with foreboding.
Every eye turned to Vorgoroth, that black peak, looming above the land like a
curse of old.


“What is this?” Urzik whispered,
his hand unsteady as he wiped the sweat from his brow.


“Be silent, fool,” Kragz hissed,
though his own voice was hushed, almost reverent.


Then the mountain exploded.


With a roar like the breaking of
the world, the peak of Vorgoroth sundered, and a blinding light tore through
the veiling darkness. Great stones, wreathed in flame, hurtled skyward with
terrible force. The ground beneath them shuddered, as though some vast beast
had stirred in the depths of the earth. Orks staggered, many losing their
footing, crushed beneath the weight of their own kind.


A monstrous boulder, wrapped in
a wreath of living fire, tore through the heavens, passing over their ranks
with a sound like rending iron. A wagon, heavy with arms, shuddered beneath the
force of its passing, yet by some cruel chance, the horde itself was spared.


“Accursed mountain,” Kragz spat,
lowering his head and clenching a fist against the dust-choked earth.


“Vorgoroth wakes,” murmured
Shurg, his gaze fixed upon the peak, now lost in a shroud of fire and choking
smoke. “The Dark One has given his sign.”


From the rent flanks of the
mountain, molten rivers began their descent, sluggish but relentless, like some
fell purpose given shape. They oozed forth, winding about the base of the
mountain, though they did not touch the gathered host. It was as if they knew
their master's will, seeking instead some far-off doom.


“Look to the stones!” Urzik
cried, pointing to the burning hail that rained upon the distant fields. “They
fly far… farther than I had thought possible.”


“The Elves will burn,” said
Kragz grimly. “Deserved or no, it matters not. We have no choice in this.”


“Hold your tongue,” Shurg
growled. “Speak thus where others may hear, and you will not live to regret it.
We march. We fight. We die. That is our lot.”


A foreman, clad in tattered mail
and bearing a face traced with cruel scars, strode toward them, his voice a
bark of iron.


“What do you loiter for, you
sluggards? Get to your feet! The machines must move! The plain awaits, you
worthless worms!”


And so the horde stirred once
more, a rolling wave of malice and ruin. Mighty siege engines, set upon
iron-wrought wheels, rumbled past, dragged forth by lumbering trolls, their
chains taut with strain. Catapults, laden with wicked payloads, were lashed
into place, while carts of dark-barreled cargo trundled through the press. Even
among the Orks, hardened by war and ruin, the stench that rose from those
barrels was near unbearable.


“So this,” muttered Urzik, as he
beheld the great host around him, the endless blades and grim faces, “this is
war—a waking nightmare.”


“Hold your tongue,” Kragz
growled, his heavy hand pressing down upon the younger’s shoulder. “Nightmares
are for the weak. We have work to do.”


Above them, Vorgoroth brooded,
belching fire and smoke in an unholy rhythm, as if proclaiming the doom that
was soon to fall.


The war had begun.


 





 


It was nigh unto midnight, and a
cool wind swept through the hills, carrying upon its breath the scent of resin
and dampened earth. Above, the stars gleamed like silver needles cast upon a
sable sky, their flickering light spilling upon the narrow path the company now
followed. Tiriel rode at their head, her bearing that of a tracker whose keen
eyes read the ground as one might the lines of a well-worn tome. Her steed
placed each hoof with measured care, as though it knew that few, even among the
most seasoned wanderers, dared tread this way. Close behind rode Eruviel, and
behind her the rest of their fellowship, silent as shadows beneath the stars.


The path led them first through
a labyrinth of ancient stones, jagged and worn smooth in turns by time’s slow
hand, their surfaces mottled with lichen and moss. Tiriel turned sharply left,
then again to the right, her course erratic to those who followed, until soon
they had lost all sense of direction. The wind keened between the standing
rocks, carrying echoes from afar, whispers as though the land itself spoke in
some forgotten tongue. Then, at last, the stones gave way to trees—at first
scattered, their dark boughs reaching like grasping fingers, and then
thickening, until the forest gathered them into its embrace. The pines grew
taller, their mighty crowns interlacing high above to weave a darkened vault,
through which the starlight could only pierce in pale and trembling motes. The
scent of resin hung heavy in the air, and the ground beneath their feet was softened
by a thick carpet of fallen needles, deadening all sound.


Tiriel raised a hand, and her
companions drew to a halt.


“We go forth on foot from here,”
she said, her tone brooking no argument. “Whatever comes, keep your blades
where they rest.”


Uncertain glances passed among
them, some laced with doubt, yet none spoke against her. Trust in Tiriel
outweighed their misgivings. One by one, they dismounted, leading their steeds
by the reins as they fell into single file behind her. The path was narrow and uneven,
winding steeply upward. Here, the starlight seemed brighter, as though some
unseen breath had swept the shadows aside. From unseen heights, slender
waterfalls tumbled, their waters singing as they rushed over stone, ever
hastening towards some unknown fate.


“It is not much farther,” Tiriel
murmured, never once looking back.


Then, all at once, the stillness
of the night was broken.


“Da-ra-rum, no-kalla-nara-lá,
burúm-thal-lómena!”


A deep voice, like the groaning
of the earth itself, rolled through the forest. The company froze where they
stood.


At the path’s edge, one of the
towering pines shifted, though no wind had stirred it. The gnarled folds of its
bark shifted, twisted, and then parted, and it seemed as though the tree had
taken breath and woken from some long and dreamless slumber. Again, the voice
came, deep and slow, a sound like the breaking of stone beneath the weight of
ages.


“Halt! Go no further!”


Tiriel stepped forth, her
posture straight, yet her manner one of deference.


“Let me speak,” she murmured to
her companions, before turning her gaze upon the ancient sentinel. “I am Tiriel
of Dôr-Londoril. Fendril has sent me, bearing Eruviel of Nimlad and her kin, to
seek audience with Ithilwen. The matter is urgent, and we must be granted
passage to Rhuvaldir.”


For a long moment, only silence
answered. Then came a sound, a low and ponderous rumble, like the creaking of
branches in a winter storm.


“An urgent audience with
Rhuvaldir?” the voice mused, as though tasting the words. “Your kind are ever hasty.
All things are urgent, all things are dire, and yet you see not the turning of
the world. Lóma-runda-ló, tarma-lindor-ala-lá, hrum-vo-thúr-lómena. I cannot
understand it.”


Uneasy glances passed between
the companions. Ríthwen and Caledhil shifted where they stood, yet before
either could speak, another presence emerged from the gloom.


A second tree stepped forth from
the shadows, its shape leaner, its branches full of sap and young, green life.
Though lighter in voice, its tone bore no less weight.


Eruviel hesitated, then stepped
forward, her every motion measured, her voice calm yet firm.


“Oft have I wished it otherwise,
yet the world moves swifter than I would will it,” she said. “Aye, we hasten,
but not for want of patience. It is not we who have set this pace, but the
world itself. It crumbles beneath the weight of strife, and should we tarry
overlong, we may find ourselves too late. Too late for ourselves, too late for
those who come after.”


Then, with careful breath, she
spoke again, this time in the tongue of the Galdrim:


“Dar-rúm-ló, len-thúr-ala,
entrá-lóna.”


Roughly, it meant, "Thus,
let us pass."


She bowed her head and stepped
back.


Stillness fell. The very air
seemed to hold its breath.


The Galdrim stood unmoving,
their presence vast and slow as rivers of ancient stone. The limbs of the elder
stirred, shifting like roots in deep earth, while the eyes of both burned like
embers in the dark.


At last, the elder spoke, voice
rolling low, like distant thunder upon the mountain’s crown.


“Step forth,” he murmured. “One
by one. We must see what manner of folk you are.”


 


Tiriel stepped forth first, her
gaze unwavering and steadfast. The elder Galdrim bent low toward her, his
ancient boughs seeming almost to brush against her as he spoke in slow, measured
tones.


"Tiriel of Dôr-Londoril,
thou sayest? What doth bring thee hither, into a wood that is not thine
own?"


"I am come to lead and to
guard," said Tiriel without hesitation. "My heart is untainted, and
my blade resteth in its sheath."


A long silence followed, as the
Galdrim seemed to confer among themselves, their boughs intertwining in a
gesture of eld. At length, the younger nodded, and Tiriel stepped back.


Eruviel was next to advance, her
steps hesitant, yet her bearing proud. "Thou art of Nimlad, art thou
not?" rumbled the elder, his voice a tremor upon the air. "Why dost
thou come in haste? Time is long, yet thou seemest to press it forward."


Eruviel drew in a deep breath
and answered, "Not out of haste, but of need. The world as we know it
standeth upon the brink of ruin. We must act ere darkness devoureth all."


The gaze of the Galdrim lingered
long upon her, as though their eyes pierced the very depths of her soul. Then
the elder murmured, "The words of a heart unclouded. Yet know this—light
alone doth not always suffice."


One by one, the company came
forth, and each was tested, their words and deeds weighed by the Galdrim. At
last, the elder Galdrim inclined his mighty head, and the groaning of his wood
echoed through the night.


"Ye may enter," he
said at length, his voice as the fading breath of a great storm. "Yet walk
with care and with humility. Our forest doth not forget."


"Come, follow me,"
Tiriel said in a hushed voice, and she pressed onward along the steep and
narrow path. The wind, which now whispered gently through the trees, bore the
scent of damp moss and blooming herbs. The darkness seemed suddenly less heavy,
as though lifting from the hills, and above them, the stars shone ever
brighter, as though revealing the secrets of the forest itself.


After a time, the trees began to
thin, and the path opened unto a broad and wondrous glade. It was a place of
near-unearthly beauty, as though the forest had hidden away a secret all its
own, one revealed only within this secluded haven. Flowers of every hue,
arrayed as in the bow of the sky, bloomed even beneath the starlight, swaying
in the wind as though dancing to an unseen melody. The grass was green and
soft, like a carpet of velvet that scarcely yielded beneath the travellers’
tread.


To either side of the glade,
steep mountain slopes rose high, like the outstretched arms of the land
reaching unto the heavens. From clefts in the rock, clear silver waterfalls
sprang forth, cascading into the depths below as if striving to hold back the
very march of time. The waters murmured ceaselessly, whispering of days long
past, and where they fell, they broke into countless droplets, glimmering like
diamonds in the pale moonlight.


Below, the waters gathered in
still and mirror-like pools, whose surfaces caught the starlight and wove it
into shifting, silver filaments that danced upon the rippling currents, as
though the stars themselves had taken up their dwelling therein.


Before them, as if the mountain
itself had cleaved its ancient form asunder to grant passage, a narrow gateway
stood revealed. Upon either side of this entrance, hewn from the living rock,
stood two mighty statues, their visages raised in solemn watchfulness, as
though they had stood their vigil since time immemorial. They were vast in stature,
their countenances carved with a craft beyond mortal reckoning, a mastery
wrought only in Luminar—the handiwork of an age undimmed, wherein still
lingered the light of the immortal world.


The first figure was a man, his
proud gaze set far into the distance, as though he held the balance of the
world within his grasp. His sword was raised, as if to sunder the darkness that
threatened the land. The second was a woman, her features calm, almost gentle.
Her blade also was lifted, yet her eyes were wise and serene, as though she
spoke not unto the strife of the world, but unto the very stars themselves.


"They are no Elves,"
murmured Tiriel, her voice low, that only her nearest companions might hear.
"These are the Wardens of Ithilwen. The one is Maurek, the Smith and
Keeper of the Earth, who holdeth the world in its shaping. The other is
Elenthi, Lady of Light, who set the stars aloft and driveth out the darkness.
Her wisdom is as ancient as the mountains themselves."


The company gazed in reverent
awe upon the two figures, whose silent presence, in the stillness of the night,
seemed to heighten the sense of boundless majesty and mystery. Together, they
formed a gate—a gate not wrought of stone alone, but of history and the deep
lore of the Eldar. It was the entrance to the hidden city of Ithilwen.


The companions stood motionless,
overwhelmed by the sight. It was as though they had stepped beyond the bounds
of time itself. The air was cool, yet not chill; rather, it bore the embrace of
quiet solace. In that moment, all around them seemed to pause in perfect
stillness—the wind’s ceaseless breath, the murmur of the waters, the whispering
limbs of the trees—all wove together into a vision of beauty and harmony, which
would remain with them evermore.


None among them spoke. They
stood as though spellbound, their eyes wide, striving to drink in every detail
of this wondrous realm, lest it should fade from memory. For this was a place
that touched not the body alone, but the very soul—a place where joy and peace
yet dwelt, unshadowed by the wearying march of the world.


The night wove its velvety
darkness over all things, broken only by the gentle lights that lined the path.
They walked on with wide eyes and gazes filled with wonder, their hushed
whispers echoing softly in the silence, a quiet tribute to their reverence.
Beneath their feet, the broad way was paved with smooth, pale stones that
shimmered in the light, as though dusted with the silver of the stars.


As they passed through the great
stone gateway, a sight unfolded before them that left even Thavion the Vaharyn
speechless with awe. Before them stretched the valley of Ithilwen, guarded by a
mighty wall that spanned the mountain slopes like an unyielding bulwark. Lofty
it stood, higher than any fortress wall they had known, and a broad causeway,
gently rising, led towards a single gate. Lanterns, golden and flickering,
stood on either side of the way, their glow like a silent beckoning. At the
gate’s flanks, vast braziers burned with high-leaping flames, their light
casting shifting patterns upon the ancient stone, as if defying the encroaching
night.


Beyond the wall, a city of
indescribable beauty was revealed. Tower upon tower rose skyward, all round and
crowned with spire-like roofs that shimmered with an argent gleam. The windows
glowed with steady light, and it seemed as though the city itself was a beacon,
luminous with its own inner radiance—a testament to grace and masterful craft.
Yet among them, one tower stood apart, soaring higher than the rest, its form slender
and noble, entwined with the very mountain as though hewn from its living rock.
Its lofty peak gleamed silver against the deep black of the sky, its summit
like a fallen star come to rest upon the earth.


"As in Luminar…"
murmured Thavion in hushed reverence, his voice scarcely more than breath. It
was no idle comparison, for such a name was not lightly spoken, and yet
Ithilwen seemed a place worthy of the immortal lands’ imperishable wonders.
Here was a realm of such exalted beauty that even the shadows of night could
not mar its splendour.


The wind bore upon it the scent
of jasmine and pine resin as the company, reluctant yet drawn forward, made
their way up the ascending path towards the gate. With each step, they came
closer to the lights, to the warmth, and to the promise of a place untouched,
untainted—a sanctuary of stone and starlight.


"Halt!" A voice rang
out—firm, yet not unkind. One of the four guards at the gate stepped forward,
and the flickering light of the braziers revealed his form. He was clad in
silvered armour that shone like moonlight, and over it, white garments adorned
with gold embroidery, so finely wrought that he seemed almost of another world.
Even his cloak, stirring lightly in the night breeze, seemed but an extension
of his noble bearing, a vision of grace and quiet majesty.


"Are you Eruviel of
Nimlad?" he asked, his voice edged with warmth, a small smile playing at
his lips.


Eruviel stepped forward, her
stance regal, yet measured. She inclined her head but a fraction and answered,
"Aye, that am I." A knowing smile, bright with confidence, touched
her lips, lending the moment a quiet radiance. "How came you to know of
me?"


The warden's smile deepened,
touched with the faintest hint of pride. "Word has reached us. We receive
tidings of all that moves upon the roads to Ithilwen." His voice carried a
certainty that left no room for doubt. With a graceful gesture, he beckoned
them forward. "Come, then. The hour is late, and first you shall be led to
your quarters, where you may rest until the coming of dawn."


He turned slightly and called in
a clear voice, "Naira! Come forth."


From the shadows of the great
black gate stepped a young girl. She seemed no more than eleven years of age,
yet she bore herself with a presence both bright and full of life. A mantle of
white and blue draped her slender form, shifting softly with her steps, and her
silver hair fell in unruly waves about her shoulders, catching the light as
though woven with the very dust of the stars. Her green eyes shone with
laughter, and a wide smile broke across her fair face as she spoke.
"Greetings! I am Naira, and I shall lead you to your chambers. Come,
follow me."


"Our thanks, warden,"
said Eruviel, dipping her head in gratitude before turning to nod at Naira. The
company moved onward, following their young guide through the gate and into the
heart of the city.


The light beyond the walls grew
ever brighter, revealing Ithilwen’s splendour by slow degrees. Every street,
every tower, every casement glowed with a welcoming warmth, while Naira led
them with an ease that spoke of one who knew each corner and hidden way. Even
at this late hour, the city did not slumber. Here and there, Elves walked in
quiet converse, their voices like the murmur of a distant stream, each word lilting
as though shaped in melody. As they passed a great tavern, the murmured tones
of conversation and occasional laughter spilled forth, mingling with the soft
strains of a harp’s gentle tune.


The companions followed in
silence, held in awe, for at every step, the city unveiled its unmatched
beauty. Ríthwen and Caledhil, whose lives had been spent amidst endless forests
and the wild, rugged lands of the world, found themselves in a realm so distant
from their own that it seemed as though they had crossed into some other age.
The contrast between the gleaming spires, the paved walkways, and the ornately
wrought facades held them in rapt fascination.


After a time, filled only with
the whispering of the cool night air, Naira came to a halt before a grand door
of dark-hued wood. The ironwork upon it was wrought in the likeness of two
intertwining trees, their branches merging in an artistry so fine that they
seemed to live within the ancient timber. A wooden beam beside the door bore a
climbing vine, its blooms hanging in soft clusters of blue-violet light. The
flowers, reminiscent of wisteria, exhaled a fragrance so rich and sweet that it
filled the air like an echo of dreams. Here, in Ithilwen, these blossoms were
named "Líthienros"—the "Fragrance of Starlight."


Naira knocked gently, then
pushed the door ajar and stepped inside. The companions followed, and before
them unfolded a sight as warm and welcoming as the city itself. The chamber was
softly aglow, its light diffused through lanterns of delicate craftsmanship,
their filigree shades wrought of fine metal in the semblance of intertwining
leaves. The furnishings, hewn from pale wood, bore the mark of skilled hands,
each piece adorned with carvings of birds, stars, and trailing vines. Upon a
round table at the heart of the room stood a silver vase brimming with freshly
gathered flowers, their fragrance as sweet as the memory of summer. A hearth at
the far end held a flickering flame, casting a gentle warmth throughout the
hall.


From an adjoining chamber stepped
forth an Elven woman, her smile radiant as moonlight upon still waters. She was
clad in a gown of pale blue, woven from a fabric so light that it seemed to
drift with every movement, folding about her form like mist at dawn. Her long
hair was bound in a single, elegant braid, and at her throat gleamed a silver
brooch in the shape of a star. Her eyes were of piercing blue, deep and clear
as the sky upon a winter morning.


"I am Sáriniel," she
said, her voice soft and lilting, like a melody woven into the hush of evening.
"And this is my dwelling. Be welcome, travellers from afar."


There was true warmth in her
words, and the kindness that played upon her lips was such that, in that
moment, the companions felt as though they had stepped into a haven, a place
where the weight of their journey might, if only for a little while, be set
aside.


The rooms that Sáriniel had
prepared were fair and restful, their beds dressed in soft coverings of
fine-spun cloth, and the air was fragrant with the scent of fresh herbs and
blossoms. Eruviel, Tiriel, Ríthwen, and Caledhil soon found ease in sleep, yet
Thavion lay wakeful, his thoughts unquiet.


Casting aside his gear upon the
bed, he took water to cleanse the dust of the road from his skin, then left his
chamber and moved soundlessly along the polished wooden floor. His footfalls
were soft, yet the hush of night lent them an echo, faint but clear. A stair of
carved oak led him down to the common hall, where the fire yet burned low upon
the hearth, its golden glow flickering upon the walls, making the shadows dance
in slow, languid waltzes.


There sat Sáriniel, a book open
upon her lap, her gaze tracing the lines of some distant tale. The firelight
played upon her face, casting shifting patterns of gold and shadow, and in that
moment, her eyes seemed as stars that gleamed in the hush of twilight. She
lifted her gaze and met his, a gentle smile curving her lips as she gestured
lightly for him to join her.


"Good evening,
Sáriniel," Thavion said, his voice deep yet gentle, carrying in its tone
the cadence of an old song half-remembered. "I am Thavion of
Neldorin."


Sáriniel inclined her head
slightly. "You do not find rest, do you?"


Thavion seated himself and gave
a slow nod. "There is much upon my mind," he admitted, his eyes turning
to the restless dance of the flames.


Sáriniel set aside her book and
regarded him with quiet understanding. "Your road has been long," she
said, "and before you lies a path shrouded in uncertainty." There was
no pity in her tone, only a solemn grace, and the weight of her words lingered
in the stillness between them.


"It is true," Thavion
murmured after a pause. "Yet not only our road is veiled in doubt—the
world itself stands upon the edge of shadow."


Silence stretched between them,
broken only by the soft crackling of the fire. After a moment, Thavion spoke
again, his voice quiet, like the whisper of wind through ancient boughs.
"At times, I wonder," he said, his gaze dark with thought, "if
it is the curse of the Vaharyn that draws the world ever closer to ruin."


 


Chapter 15: “Vilyalómë”


 


Slowly did the night yield unto
the day, and a gentle light spread over Ithilwen. The snow-clad peaks of the
encircling mountains caught the first gleam of the morning sun, whose hues of
rose and pale azure shimmered upon the heavens as though painted by a master’s
hand. Through the finely wrought windows of the Elven dwelling, golden shafts
of light fell, casting a warm and tender glow upon the chamber where the
companions took their repast.


Sáriniel moved with a grace beyond
even that of her kin, and the very air seemed to follow the rhythm of her
steps. Her voice was clear and fair, and in her smile lay a warmth that might
have soothed even the weariest of hearts. Thavion, who sat in silence at the
long table of pale, smooth-hewn wood, found his gaze drawn to her, though he
spoke not, maintaining the composure of a warrior. Yet when Sáriniel met his
eyes with a fleeting smile ere she turned to lay fruits in silvered bowls, he
felt, despite himself, the quickening of his heart.


"Eruviel," said
Sáriniel as she poured fresh spring water into a crystal vessel,
"Rhuvaldir awaits thee this morning. His words are seldom spoken, and ever
of great weight. Know that thou shalt be received as an honoured guest."
Eruviel, who had been leaning over a slice of bread, fragrant with fresh herbs,
lifted her head and inclined it in gratitude. "I thank thee, Sáriniel. I
shall be ready."


The others at the table
exchanged glances. Caledhil, a glint of mirth in his eye, turned an apple idly
in his hand. "One might deem this city a haven beyond the reach of the
world’s evils," he said lightly. "It bears the very air of
peace."


"Peace is a rare
treasure," Sáriniel answered, and a shadow passed, swift and fleeting,
across her fair brow. "Yet here it is guarded with utmost care. The walls
of Ithilwen are strong, and the hearts of her people steadfast."


Even as she spoke, an Elf clad
in finely wrought armour entered, his face grave yet not unkind.
"Eruviel," he said with a bow both deep and measured, "I am sent
to bring thee to Rhuvaldir."


Eruviel rose and followed him
into the clear morning, the eyes of her companions lingering upon her form as
she passed beyond the threshold. The rising sun had now fully graced the sky,
unveiling the splendour of Ithilwen. In the streets, Elves moved with quiet
purpose—some guiding carts laden with wares, others tending to their stalls,
where finely crafted goods glimmered in the daylight. The laughter of children
wove like silver threads through the air, light and unburdened.


Their path led through many
quarters of the city, each enclosed within high, time-worn walls, whose gates,
carved with sigils of long-forgotten days, groaned softly as they opened. The
stones of these fortifications bore the touch of master builders, and it was
plain to see that the city's defences were devised with foresight—each
stronghold standing alone, should the outer rings fall.


"Ithilwen is a bulwark
against the darkness," said the Elf who walked beside Eruviel, and there
was a quiet pride in his voice. "Yet not in strength of arms alone do we
endure. Beauty and life thrive here, though the shadow looms ever near."


At length, they reached the
city's heart, where a great tower rose, pale against the boundless sky. Its
smooth walls bore the signs of a craftsmanship so fine that, even from afar,
they seemed untouched by time or wear. Around it stood many dwellings, their
white stone gleaming in the sun, and in their midst lay gardens of unfathomable
splendour—flowers of countless hues bent gently in the breeze, filling the air
with a fragrance sweet and light. Fountains murmured their ceaseless song, set
amidst paths of pale-grey gravel, and all about was a hush, deep and unbroken,
as though the place itself breathed in quiet repose.


Eruviel paused, overwhelmed by
the sight, and her guide cast her a glance, half amused, half knowing.
"Welcome to the sacred heart of Ithilwen," he said. "Rhuvaldir
shall receive thee now."


Beyond the halls of splendour
and the sculpted gardens lay a quiet grove, its boughs heavy with shadow.
There, upon a simple bench, sat an Elf garbed in a deep green robe, the colour
of forest and earth entwined. His head was bowed, as one who listens to the
murmurs of wind and leaf, and when Eruviel drew near, he lifted his gaze, and a
gentle smile kindled upon his lips.


His hair, a mingling of sable
and silver, fell in wild yet harmonious strands upon his shoulders. His face,
though marked with neither youth nor age, bore the wisdom of one who had seen
both the flowering and the fading of the world. Yet it was his eyes that held
her still—their emerald depths gleamed with silver fire, as though they bore
within them some echo of the Light of the Two Trees of Luminar.


Slowly he rose, and there was in
his bearing a quiet power, as of one unshaken by time or fate. His voice, when
he spoke, was low and measured, yet it carried a weight beyond that of mere
sound.


"My name is
Rhuvaldir," he said. "Long have I awaited this meeting, Eruviel of
Nimlad."


Eruviel hesitated. She had
fashioned in her mind the image of Rhuvaldir, master smith of Luminar—a lord in
shining mail, or clad in the noble raiment of the wise. But here stood one of
unassuming form, his hands bearing the marks of toil, scarred as the hands of a
craftsman rather than those of a prince. There was no grandeur in him, no
heraldry to proclaim his name, and yet the quiet dignity that lay upon his brow
and the unguarded warmth of his manner struck a chord deeper than any legend
told. 


"I..." She searched
for words, her gaze drifting over his form. There was something so unassuming,
so simple about him that she wondered whether she beheld but a mirage. Yet in
the silence between them, there was no deception—only a presence, deep and
solemn, that seemed to shine forth from within him.


"Had you not known
better," she thought, "you might take him for an ordinary man, a
craftsman perhaps, one whose hands bear the weight of a smith’s tools from dawn
till dusk." But she did know better. Before her stood one who had once
learned his craft in Luminar from the greatest masters, whose works were
wrought with such perfection that they were named in elven songs alongside
those of Fëanor himself.


"I have heard much of
you," said Rhuvaldir, inclining his head slightly. "Your road has
been long, and your burden heavy—that much I see. Yet let us not begin with
sorrow. Come, sit with me. I am certain there is much for us to speak of."


His words were like a quiet
song, soothing the storm that stirred within her heart. Without hesitation,
Eruviel followed his gesture and took a seat. She felt, with a certainty she
could not name, that this moment was more than a mere chance meeting. It was
the beginning of something far greater—something that even the stars, in all
their endless turning, would not forget.


The sun stood high in the
heavens, casting golden light through the rustling leaves of the trees. The
morning was mild, the air crisp and filled with the music of birds. Rhuvaldir
and Eruviel sat upon a finely carved wooden bench, overlooking a brook that
tumbled in bright cascades over smooth-worn stones.


"It has been a long
journey," Eruviel said at last, her voice soft, like a river seeking its
course through rocky vales. "One that has led me deeper into shadow than
ever I thought to tread. The mirror and its visions... It grows ever harder to
discern what is real, what once was—and what may yet come to be."


Rhuvaldir turned to her, the
sunlight glinting in his deep green eyes. "Tell me more. What mirror do
you speak of? And what led you to take such a perilous path?"


Eruviel laid a hand upon the
smooth surface of the bench, warm beneath her fingers, and spoke as though
weighing each word with care. "The Mirror of Truths—an artifact that is
more than a mere looking-glass. Ilmarion himself bade me seek it. It is said to
show not only what is, but also what might have been, and what yet may come to
pass. But its power remains a riddle to me."


Rhuvaldir nodded gravely as a
light breeze stirred the scent of flowers in the air. "And you believe
that this artifact is more than a tool for kings and warriors?"


"I do not know,"
Eruviel answered. "But I hope that it may help me find my family—or what
remains of them."


A hush fell between them, broken
only by the murmuring of the brook as it wound its way through stone and
shadow. At last, Eruviel spoke again, her voice edged with quiet urgency.
"On my journey, I found more than just a whisper of some ancient relic.
Only days ago, we reached Ostirion and uncovered a shard of a blade. The orcs
coveted it, whether for themselves or for Shorath I cannot say—but it was never
theirs to wield. Its rightful place was never in the hands of darkness."


She paused, her gaze wandering
far, as though seeing things beyond sight. "In the forest of Nal Doroth,
we passed the warding-ring that once encircled Vyörn’s domain. It was a dark
trial, yet we cast back the shadow and let light into those forsaken halls.
There, we found a fragment of Galorn Aenor—a white stone, cold as the heart of
winter. None but I can touch it; any other who tries is burned by its
frost."


Eruviel lowered her head, her
fingers tightening upon the bench’s armrest as though seeking steadiness.
"I know that both—the blade and the stone—bear great purpose. Yet I do not
know how, nor whether, I may wield them."


Rhuvaldir’s brow furrowed, his
eyes widening slightly at her words. "Galorn Aenor, you say? Show me, I
pray you."


Eruviel drew forth the
shimmering stone from her pouch, and as the sunlight kissed its surface, it
glowed with a pale and gentle radiance. She held it as though it were both the
most fragile and most potent thing she had ever touched.


"Galorn Aenor,"
Rhuvaldir whispered, his voice touched with awe as his eyes drank in the sight.
"A marvel indeed."


He breathed deeply, and a quiet
wonder passed over his features. "This stone was shaped by the Ilûmar
themselves. In the days when the thoughts of the Ilûmar wove all things fair
and good, a single word of that great harmony was cast into crystal, and so was
this stone wrought. It is the bright counterpart to the black stones born of
Shorath’s malice and envy—an artifact of light and purity."


Rhuvaldir took a step back, as
though the cold that radiated from the stone could be felt even at a distance.
"This stone is beyond price," he said softly, the reverence in his
voice unmistakable. "And that you have found it, Eruviel, is no mere
happenstance. It has chosen you." 


"Let us look upon the shard
from Ostirion," said Rhuvaldir in a measured tone. Carefully, he took the
fragment of the blade into his hands, as though he held a relic of immeasurable
worth—fragile, like the memories of a time long past. His fingers traced
lightly over its shimmering, slightly curved surface, where delicate runes
gleamed in an ancient, fathomless blue. For a long while, he remained thus,
silent, his gaze lost in the distance, as if beholding echoes of bygone ages.


"This is no ordinary
fragment," he murmured at last, his voice little more than a whisper.
"This must be a remnant of Vilyalómë—the 'Evening Blade'—a weapon of the
Valir."


Eruviel inclined her head, her
eyes filled with quiet curiosity. "Vilyalómë?" she asked softly.
"Who forged this blade, and to what end did it serve?"


"As far as I know, it was
wrought by Lindurion," Rhuvaldir replied, "the First of the Awakened,
the Father of the Valir. It is said that he fashioned it with his own hands in
the halls of Ilmarindor—the city of the Valir at the foot of Avirath."


Eruviel’s eyes widened as she
breathed, "Ilmarindor?"


Rhuvaldir nodded gravely.
"Aye. They called it the City of Stars. Its halls, shaped from the purest
crystal, caught the light of Elenthis’ stars and cast it back in shimmering
beams. There, in a forge as pure as the light itself, did Lindurion shape this blade. Vilyalómë was
more than a weapon—it was meant to cleave the darkness, not only that which the
eye perceives, but that which weighs upon the heart."


He paused, his fingertips
gliding over the luminous runes upon the shard. "This script... it belongs
to the oldest tongues of the Valir, from a time when words bore power of their
own. Lindurion was the first to carve such runes upon a blade. Their meaning is
profound and near forgotten."


"Can you read them?"
Eruviel asked, her voice scarcely more than a breath.


Rhuvaldir closed his eyes, as if
listening to a melody only he could hear, and whispered:


"Ai lómë turar síla ná i
calië núra tairassë."


"May the light prevail over
the darkness, even in the deepest night."


For a fleeting moment, the air
around them seemed to still, as if the very world had paused to honour the
sound of those ancient words. Rhuvaldir opened his eyes and met Eruviel’s gaze,
his expression solemn yet tinged with sorrow.


"This was more than a
weapon," he said. "It was a symbol of hope. But as it lies now in my
hands, it is broken—like the hopes of many."


He lifted the shard into the
light, where it caught the golden rays, scattering them like the last glimmers
of a dying star. "And yet, even a fragment may bear meaning—if we have the
courage to forge it anew."


Eruviel held his gaze, and for a
moment, silence stretched between them, deep and weighty. Yet within that
silence, there lay a resolve—clear, inescapable, like the runes that glowed
softly upon the blade.


Breaking the hush, she spoke at
last, her voice hesitant, yet tinged with a spark of wonder. "How did this
fragment come to Nyrassar at all? Has it always been here?"


Rhuvaldir still held the shard,
his fingers gliding lightly over its surface. A shadow of contemplation crossed
his face, and he shook his head slowly.


"That remains a
mystery," he began, his words quiet, as though speaking to the past
itself. "The tales of the Valir are silent on how Vilyalómë found its way
to Nyrassar. Yet in old songs of the Vaharyn, there are hints... It is said
that the Evening Blade was sundered in the days of great darkness—when the
Valir and Vaharyn stood side by side against Shorath."


His voice fell to nearly a
whisper. "Perhaps it was during the First Battle, when the light of
Luminar clashed for the first time against the shadows of Druugorath. The blade
may have been broken in its attempt to pierce the darkness itself. What
followed is lost to time. Perhaps the fragment fell into the hands of those who
could not fathom its purpose, and so it was kept as a mere relic."


He fell silent, his eyes
drifting over the runes that still glimmered upon the shard. "Ostirion was
once a place of knowledge, a haven of old things. Perhaps someone, knowing of
the blade or sensing its significance, brought the fragment here, seeking to
shield it from oblivion."


Eruviel tilted her head
slightly, her gaze fixed upon the fragment. "But why did it break at
all?"


Rhuvaldir looked up, his eyes
dark and heavy with thought. "Perhaps it was never meant to finish what it
began. Or perhaps... the darkness was too great, even for a weapon born in the
halls of Ilmarindor."


Once more, he lifted the
fragment, and the fading sunlight danced upon its surface like dust from the
stars. His voice, when he spoke again, was quiet, almost reverent. "And
yet, even now, it has a purpose. A meaning. Perhaps even a destiny."


Eruviel did not speak, but the
look in her eyes told of unspoken thoughts. The blade, once a beacon of hope,
still had a tale to tell—a tale that perhaps they were meant to see through to
its end.


For a time, they sat in silence,
as the golden light of the setting sun played across the gleaming runes of the
fragment, as if seeking to awaken, for a fleeting instant, the ancient power
slumbering within. Thoughts drifted like shadows through their minds, fleeting
yet tangible.


At last, Eruviel broke the
quiet, her voice soft, like a whisper upon the wind:


"What think you, Rhuvaldir?
Can it be reforged?"


Rhuvaldir fixed his gaze upon
the fragment, his eyes seeming to pierce through time, into distant worlds and
ages long past. "That is a fair question," he said at last, his voice
measured, as though he weighed each word with care. "Yet I deem that we
should leave no path untrodden." He fell silent, his hand resting lightly
upon the gleaming blade, as if in silent communion with it. Then, after a
pause, he spoke again, his tone hushed, reverent. "I wonder… I wonder if
we might forge the Galorn Aenor once more."


Eruviel’s brow furrowed
slightly, and her eyes, in which the evening light shimmered like silver upon
still water, gleamed with unspoken thought. Yet she held her tongue, as though
reaching for the deeper meaning within his words.


Rhuvaldir lifted his head, and a
glimmer of hope shone in his gaze—like a lone star breaking through the veil of
storm-wracked heavens. "Imagine," he said, his voice growing in
fervour, "if we were to unite the fragment of Vilyalómë with a metal so
pure, so unyielding, that it could pierce even the shadows of Shorath. A
forging of rare and wondrous kind—a union of the sacred relic of Luminar with
an iron blessed by the Ilûmar themselves. Such a blade would be unlike any the
world has ever seen—a power divine, wrought from light and from hope."


Eruviel looked upon him, and now
there was light in her own gaze, as though a new possibility had taken root
within her heart. "But how?" she murmured at last. "Who could
shape such a blade? Who could bind two such opposing elements into one?"


A faint smile touched
Rhuvaldir’s lips, a smile of quiet certainty. "That," he said,
"is a question to which I hold the answer. I have the forge, and I have
the knowledge. But, Eruviel, I cannot do this alone." He rose to his feet,
the fragment glinting in his hands, and as his gaze met hers, his voice was
steady yet gentle. "Come with me."


They departed then, and
Rhuvaldir led Eruviel through narrow, time-worn streets, where stonework of
ancient skill bore the silent marks of countless years. Before them, rising
against the clear sky like an eternal sentinel, stood the great tower. Its grey
stone gleamed beneath the sun, as though it harboured a fire within, and its
lofty peak vanished into the heavens, veiled in drifting cloud and golden
light. The tower seemed not built upon the mountain, but of it—a harmony of
craft and nature, bound as one.


At its base, a broad stair of
hewn stone led upwards to a mighty door, fashioned of darkened oak and bound
with silvered runes. Two Elven sentinels stood before it, clad in mail of
shimmering argent, their armour wrought with delicate filigree of leaves and
stars. They bore tall spears, the points keen and bright as the morning frost.
As Rhuvaldir and Eruviel drew near, the sentinels straightened, their posture
speaking of respect unspoken. Without word or question, they moved as one, and
the great doors swung inward with a hush like the shifting of time-worn stone.


The entrance hall was simple yet
held a quiet majesty. The walls, smooth as river-worn rock, bore the flickering
light of torches set high upon their mounts, their flames steady, as if
guardians of the hush that lay upon the chamber. The floor was of polished
stone, gleaming in the dim light, and a great table of ancient make stood at
the room’s centre, its surface etched with sigils and letters of a forgotten
tongue. At the far end, a winding stair ascended and descended alike, its steps
smooth beneath the tread of centuries.


Rhuvaldir spoke no word, but
turned to the stair and began to climb. Eruviel followed, her footfalls soft
upon the worn stone, and the hush of the tower was broken only by the whisper
of their passage. Upward they wound, through many a turning, until at last they
emerged into a great chamber filled with golden light.


A library. But not like any
Eruviel had ever beheld.


The walls soared high, lined
with towering shelves of dark-stained wood, where tomes and scrolls lay in
ordered reverence. The vaulted ceiling was adorned with constellations wrought
in gold, their paths marked by delicate traceries of shining thread. A narrow
staircase of polished mahogany spiralled upward, granting access to the highest
shelves, while between the book-laden rows stood tables and benches of smooth,
time-darkened oak. Upon these lay inkwells and quills, resting in readiness for
the hands of scholars. Softly glowing lanterns hung at measured intervals,
casting pools of warm light upon parchment and page alike.


Scattered throughout the chamber
sat Elven scholars, their robes simple yet fine, their faces serene in study.
They barely glanced up as Rhuvaldir passed, save to incline their heads in
quiet greeting. He returned their nods with a glance, yet did not linger, for
his purpose led him onward.


Eruviel, however, lingered a
moment, her eyes roaming the vastness of the chamber. "A haven of
knowledge," she murmured, and Rhuvaldir, as if expecting the words, gave a
small smile. But he did not pause. "Come," he said softly, and
beckoned her forward.


They passed through the chamber,
climbing once more, until they reached a smaller hall. Here, at its farthest
end, stood an archway of white marble, its surface adorned with carvings—stars
and flowing waters, the deep roots of trees and the gentle arc of the
firmament. Beyond it, darkness yawned—a passage leading into the mountain’s
hidden heart.


A gate to some deeper mystery
yet untold. 


"Here," said
Rhuvaldir, his voice hushed, as though he would not disturb the hush of the
place. "This is the path we must take."


Side by side they walked,
following the broad passage that led into the heart of the mountain. Yet ere
long, Eruviel came to realise that this was no dank and dripping cavern, such
as might be found in the wilder lands of Nyrassar. Instead, before her eyes
unfolded a realm of unspoken wonder, of beauty untold and mystery profound.


Lights, soft and flowing as the
gleam of starlight, seemed to spring from the very stone, a gentle radiance that
set the rock aglow, silver-bright and polished as moonlit crystal. The passage
widened, opening into a vast hall whose measure defied breath and thought.
Stalactites and stalagmites rose and met in delicate arches, like the sculpted
pillars of some ancient, forgotten temple. Waterfalls, hidden deep within the
mountain’s embrace, tumbled from high crags, their waters gleaming with a
mirrored sheen as they gathered in limpid pools of crystal clarity. The voice
of the waters filled the air—not in clamour, but in a murmurous song, a
ceaseless whisper that made the place seem both full of life and yet steeped in
peace.


Over these waters stretched
bridges, wrought of stone and fair to behold, their railings adorned with
carvings of vine and star. Marble stairways wound upward and downward, now
narrow and winding, as though leading to secret paths unseen, now broad and
noble, as if made for the halls of a king. Among these wonders Eruviel beheld
living things the like of which she had never seen before. Moss of radiant hue
clung to the stone, its verdant glow soft and strange, while delicate blossoms
of pale gold grew at the water’s edge, as though nourished by the light itself.
Some leaves shimmered like finest glass, while others bore a matte, velvety
darkness, drinking in the light and deepening the green about them.


Eruviel stood still, her gaze
wandering, filled with awe and reverence. "This puts me in mind of the old
tales of Dúrial, of the halls of Tharalorn," she whispered, as if
unwilling to break the harmony of the place. "And yet… this is something
beyond. It is as though the earth herself has revealed her most hidden
treasure."


Rhuvaldir smiled, then turned,
leading her further into the mountain’s depths. The way grew narrower, and the
air bore a hint of warmth, laced with the scent of metal and stone, a fragrance
that called to Eruviel’s mind the forges of the Vaharyn.


At length they came upon a
smaller hall, and its nature differed from the majesty of the paths before.
This was a place of labour, yet not without a quiet dignity of its own. A great
hearth of black stone stood at its heart, where fire burned bright, casting
long shadows that danced upon the walls. The floor was of rough-hewn stone, yet
firm beneath their feet, and along the walls hung tools—hammers, tongs,
anvils—set in perfect array.


At the chamber’s centre stood a
worktable of darkened wood, upon which lay unfinished works and designs,
scattered among a seeming chaos of sketches and parchment—yet to the keen eye,
a pattern was clear, a mind of sharp precision at work. Workbenches lined the
space, each devoted to a craft: one for the melting of metals, another for
etching and engraving, and yet another, adorned with strange and intricate
devices whose purpose Eruviel could not at once discern.


Rhuvaldir turned to her, and
there was a gleam in his eyes. "Welcome to my forge," he said.
"Much have I wrought here, yet never anything of such purpose as that
which we now seek to make."


Eruviel stepped forward, running
her fingers lightly across the worktable’s surface. The warmth of the hearth
wrapped around her, and she felt, in that moment, the weight of this place—not
merely as a workshop, but as a hall where dreams and hopes might take shape.
"It is a marvel," she said softly. "Even the stone here seems to
speak."


"And it shall speak,"
Rhuvaldir murmured with a knowing smile, drawing forth the fragment of
Vilyalómë. "If we give it a voice."


"Then let us begin,"
he said, and a glimmer of fervour shone in his gaze, catching the light of the
fire.


Rhuvaldir moved to her side,
carrying in his hands a bundle of dark wooden logs. "This is Táralassë,
the 'King’s Wood'," he said in a low voice, placing the logs with great
care upon the bench. "It is found only in the eldest forests, and even
there, it is rare. The tree grows slow, and its heartwood is so dense that it
is hard as stone to the touch. Yet once kindled, it burns with a heat beyond
measure—and leaves no soot nor smoke behind."


Eruviel passed her hand over the
wood’s smooth, cool surface. "I saw such timber in Ostirion once. It
seemed untouched by time, as though the years held no dominion over it,"
she murmured. "I had not known then what it was."


"Aye," Rhuvaldir
nodded. "Feandor crafted wonders from such wood, and the Elves gave it
honour, naming it the wood of the Star-forged. It is said that in the elder
days, even the greatest weapons of Galalor’s halls were wrought with its fire.
Without it, neither Galorn nor Vilyalómë could reach their true strength."


Eruviel stood before the forge,
the firelight flickering upon her face. Upon a stone workbench beside her lay
the fragment of Vilyalómë and a small block of Gravon. Now, she placed the
Galorn Aenor beside them.


"And how shall we unite
these three?" she asked, her gaze resting upon the materials before her.
"I understand the power of fire, but..." She gestured toward the
fragment of Vilyalómë. "This is a blade, an artefact of great renown. Is
it truly to be melted down?"


Rhuvaldir regarded the fragment,
the runes upon it gleaming faintly in the forge’s glow. "Not melted down,
Eruviel," he said at last. "Vilyalómë is too rare, too mighty, to be
so simply undone. And yet... I believe the fire shall cleanse it, and in that
state, it may bind its essence to the work you seek to fashion. It will not be
lost, but become one with the new blade."


He drew forth a small knife, its
edge traced with runes, and from one of the wooden logs he cut a sliver, thin
as a leaf. Casting it into the forge, he stepped back, and at once, a bright
white flame leapt forth, so pure that the shadows in the chamber seemed
banished in an instant.


"The order is of utmost
importance," he explained. "First, the Gravon—it is pliant and shall
be the foundation. Then the Galorn Aenor, whose hardness and purity shall lend
the blade its strength. And at the last, Vilyalómë—the heart and soul of the
whole."


Eruviel took a steady breath.
The weight of the task pressed upon her, yet she felt, too, a quiet gladness.
"Then let us begin." She gathered the first of the logs and laid them
upon the forge. The flames leapt high, their crackling weaving a song, low and
ancient, as though whispering of powers long past yet ever present.


Rhuvaldir took the small block
of Gravon and placed it carefully within a crucible of hardened Elven steel,
etched with runes, wrought to endure even the fiercest of fires. "This
crucible was once forged for Galalor," he murmured. "It shall
withstand the trial."


As the pan rested in the forge’s
heart, it was not long before the Gravon began to melt. The metal turned to a
silvered pool, its surface rippling as though stirred by unseen hands. The
light it cast was pure and bright, like a mirror that might reflect the very
soul.


"Now we need the Galorn
Aenor, Eruviel," said Rhuvaldir, his voice firm. "Place it within, but
with care."


Eruviel stepped forward,
cradling the pale, mysterious metal in her hands. It bore the weight of stone,
yet in her grasp, it seemed light as air. With reverence and resolve, she
lowered it into the glowing crucible.


No sooner had the Galorn Aenor
touched the molten Gravon than a blinding radiance burst forth. So brilliant
was its light that both Eruviel and Rhuvaldir shielded their eyes, their hands
raised to ward off its searing glow. It filled the chamber, seeming to pierce
all things, as though the very elements strove against one another.


"What is happening…?"
Eruviel murmured, peering through her fingers.


"The union," Rhuvaldir
answered, his voice quieter than before. "Galorn and Gravon—light and
purity—they seek harmony. But fear not, Eruviel, they shall become one."


Yet it was long, very long, ere
the Galorn Aenor yielded. It resisted the flame, as though unwilling to be
changed. But at last, the metal surrendered, melting into the silvered pool.
And the molten lake transformed: now it was white as new-fallen snow,
shimmering with a light that was at once warm and otherworldly.


"Now, Vilyalómë,"
Rhuvaldir said at length, his gaze turning to the fragment of the ancient
blade.


Eruviel took it in both hands,
feeling the power that dwelt within it, silent yet watchful. Slowly, she
stepped forward. "What if it resists?" she asked, her voice hushed.


"Then it will not accept
us," Rhuvaldir replied. "Yet I believe it shall trust you. Cast it
in."


With trembling hands, Eruviel
let the fragment slip into the molten glow.


At once, a sound rose—a great
tone, like the distant call of a horn, noble and unyielding. The light of the
crucible flared, and for a moment, it seemed that a form arose from the fire—a
shape of light, formless yet undeniable in its power.


Rhuvaldir reached for his
hammer, meaning to shape the fused metal, but no sooner had he lifted it than
an unseen force hurled him back. He struck the ground heavily, his tools flying
from his grasp. A gasp left his lips, and he clutched at his arms, his skin
laced with a frost that ran deeper than ice.


"It... it will not have
me," he gasped. "It accepts only you, Eruviel."


Eruviel knelt beside him.
"Are you hurt?" she asked, concern upon her face.


"Nay," he breathed,
though his voice was strained. "Only... cold. A cold such as I have never
known." He steadied himself, his jaw set with determination.
"Eruviel, you must forge it. I cannot aid you in this. But I will tell you
what must be done."


Eruviel stood at the anvil, the
hammer firm in her grasp. The only sound that broke the heavy stillness of the
forge was the voice of the fire, whispering and crackling in the depths of the
hearth. She lifted the gleaming white metal from the crucible—the alloy of
Gravon, Galorn Aenor, and the very essence of Vilyalómë. It pulsed in her
hands, as though it already lived.


From a safe distance, Rhuvaldir
watched, his hands wrapped around a cup of heated metal, drawing warmth to
drive the lingering cold from his limbs. “Begin, Eruviel,” he said, his voice
measured. “Shape it, and it shall yield to your will. Listen to the song of
hammer and flame.”


Eruviel laid the glowing metal
upon the anvil, and the radiance it cast filled the forge like the light of a
rising star. She drew in a steady breath, raised the hammer, and struck.


A sound like thunder rang
forth—deep and resonant, yet clear and bright as a silver bell. Sparks leapt in
every direction, hanging in the air for a fleeting moment, like drifting
stardust, before they faded into the shadows.


She worked methodically, each
strike precise and sure, and with every measured blow, the metal seemed to
shift and awaken, taking on new form. The heat of the forge rose, breathing
with her, its flames leaping higher as she plunged the blade once more into the
searing white fire.


“Hold it within the flames long
enough that it becomes one,” Rhuvaldir called above the roaring heat. “But
beware—too long, and the metal may lose its will.”


Eruviel nodded, her brow damp
with sweat, but her resolve unshaken. She withdrew the blade, and in that
instant, the runes of Vilyalómë shimmered upon its surface, glowing as though
kindled from within.


Rhuvaldir stepped closer now,
his voice quieter, yet no less weighty. “Now, the lines—the veins that shall
guide the sword. You must feel them, not see them. The metal itself will show
you where to strike.”


Eruviel hesitated, her fingers
tracing the blade’s edge, as though listening. Then, with newfound purpose, she
lifted the hammer once more. This time, her blows came swifter, surer, each
strike resonating through the forge like an echo of ancient song. The blade
took shape—elegant and deadly, its form a harmony of balance and power.


When at last she plunged the
blade into the fire for the final time, the forge was filled with a golden
radiance, warm and unearthly. The flames danced as though exultant, and even
Rhuvaldir stood silent in reverence.


“It is nearly done,” Eruviel
murmured at last, her voice steady but rough with toil. She laid the blade upon
the anvil and brought the hammer down one final time.


A single, pure note rang forth,
clear and high, as though a star had shattered and spilled its light into the
world.


Before her lay the blade,
gleaming and whole. The metal was white as new-fallen snow, yet it shimmered
with a depth that recalled the night sky, where the stars burn bright and
endless. Along its length, the runes of Vilyalómë glowed with soft silver
light, and the sword itself seemed to breathe, as if some spirit now dwelled
within.


Eruviel lowered the hammer, her
arms trembling with exhaustion, yet upon her lips was the trace of a smile.


“It is finished,” she whispered.


Rhuvaldir stepped to her side,
his eyes widening with wonder. “Eruviel... this is no mere sword. This is a
masterpiece. The world has not seen its like in an age beyond reckoning.”


Between them lay the blade—a
symbol of light and hope, of strength and grace. And in that moment, they both
knew: this weapon would carve a tale that time itself would remember.


 


Chapter 16: “The Road to Haldorath”


 


A wan and cheerless day dawned
upon the great expanse of Loth-Galor. Mist, heavy with ash and dust, crept over
the grasslands, lending the air a taste of stale decay. The sun was but a
pallid disc behind a shroud of thick and turgid clouds, and the wind bore with
it a distant wailing from somewhere beyond the northern ridges.


Nivion and Ríannor stood silent
before their steeds, their heads bowed as if the very beasts, too, weighed the
burden of the hours ahead. "Another day begins," murmured Ríannor,
tightening the strap of his saddle. "Yet it brings only more shadow."







Nivion gave a quiet nod, though
his keen eyes swept the horizon. "The shadow may lengthen," he said
softly, "but it has not yet reached us. Not this day."


The two brothers were charged
with a task that left no room for recklessness. Their road would take them
along the borders of Eldhros’ March, a land that had turned to fortress in
these darkening days. Everywhere, defences were raised—great gates of oak,
bound in iron, stood at chosen points, flanked by ditches that could be set
ablaze to keep foes at bay. Pitfalls lined the roads, and trebuchets loomed
like grasping fingers over the plain, waiting to scatter their ruin upon any
who dared assail them.


"And yet," said
Ríannor as they swung into their saddles, "there are too few men. What use
are the strongest ramparts if there are none to defend them?"


"It is true," Nivion
answered, his gaze fixed upon the north. "Yet they will come, when the
hour is upon us."


Their path led them out upon the
plain, where the tall grass whispered beneath the tread of their steeds. Before
them stretched Loth-Galor—boundless and barren—a land that held both the
promise of freedom and the foreboding of peril. "It is not for us to
question our defences," said Nivion at last. "Our duty is to guard
the border, and so we shall. When war comes, this March will endure. It
must."


Ríannor cast his brother a
glance, and in his grey eyes there lay a shadow. "You speak with such
certainty, Nivion. But do you truly believe it?"


For a moment, Nivion was silent.
Then, his voice firm, he answered, "I must believe it. If not we, then
who?"


Side by side they rode, into a
future as uncertain as the leaden sky above. The wind moaned about them, and
far off, the cry of a raven broke the hush—a harbinger of things yet to come.


Their pace was swift, and the
hooves of their horses flung dust and dry earth into the chill morning air. A
long banner of smoke and ash unfurled in their wake as they galloped northward
in great sweeping arcs.


Loth-Galor lay vast and silent,
yet it was not empty. Signs of war’s coming shadowed their road. Everywhere,
defences were being raised—lines of ramparts, jagged as the broken teeth of
some great beast, stood half-built, yet formidable. Labourers toiled in rough
garments, heaving beams and digging trenches, while wains choked the roads,
laden with provisions, arms, and engines of siege.


Ríannor slowed his mount as they
passed a cluster of trebuchets, their towering wooden arms reared skyward like
the outstretched boughs of ancient trees. "Look, Nivion," he said,
tilting his head slightly, "the bolts—have you ever seen such shafts? They
are broad enough to pierce a troll clean through."


Nivion turned his gaze to the
great black quarrels, stacked in careful ranks. They glimmered darkly in the
wan light, as though hewn from the very gloom itself. "No," he
murmured, "and I hope I never see them loosed in battle. If such weapons
must be fired, then we are already too near the abyss."


"Perhaps," Ríannor
said, a wry smile upon his lips. "Yet I take comfort in our readiness.
There is naught worse than facing an enemy unprepared."


Nivion snorted. "Readiness
is well and good, brother, but it is no surety. No war is won by wood and iron
alone. It is the hearts of those who fight that shall shape our fate."


Ríannor turned away, spurring
his steed once more. "Then let us hope courage is not lacking in this
land."


They rode on, passing a troop of
archers bent over their bows, setting arrows to string. Elves and Men alike,
their faces solemn, yet in their hands was the fumbling haste of inexperience,
and it displeased Nivion. "They are too young," he muttered.


"We are all too young for
this war," Ríannor replied.


At last they reached a low rise
and drew rein. From its crest, Nivion cast his gaze far and wide. The plain
stretched before them, until in the north it met a deepening murk, the veiled
slopes of Arôn-Vashar barely discernible through the gloom. The long shadow of
the mountains lay across the land, dark as some vast and slumbering beast.


"The hush before the
storm," Nivion said, as though speaking to none but himself.


"A hush soon to be
shattered," Ríannor answered. "And we shall stand at its heart."


For a moment, all was still,
save for the quiet breath of their horses. Then Nivion turned his mount away.
"Come. The North will not wait."


With one last glance over the
desolate plain, the brothers pressed onward, their figures soon swallowed by
the vastness of the land.


The road unfurled before them,
and the hours slipped by as the shadows grew longer. The hush of the plain was
broken only by the rhythmic drumming of hooves, until at last Ríannor spoke.
"We are near. There—yonder stone."


In the distance, a great boulder
reared up from the earth, stark against the rolling land. Black it was, marred
by deep fissures and rent by age-old scars, as though it had once been cast
from some seething furnace.


"A shard of
Vorgoroth," murmured Nivion as they neared. "Hurled forth in the days
of the first war, yet even here, far from Shorath’s dominion, it keeps its fell
presence."


By the stone there stood a
figure, waiting. A maiden of elven kind, tall and slender, her hair as a river
of flame, cascading past her shoulders. Against the dark rock she leaned, clad
in garments of grey and black—simple, yet wrought with an elegance that bespoke
both grace and danger. She was a scout, well known and held in high regard
throughout these lands.


"Hail, Rodwen," called
Nivion as he leapt from his steed and hastened to her side. "It gladdens
my heart to find thee unscathed." He took her into his arms, and for a
moment the weight of many cares was lifted from his countenance. He kissed her
softly, yet before another word could pass between them, Ríannor broke the hush
with a dry smile.


"Very well, you two,"
he said. "You may resume this discourse later. But first, tell us what
thou hast seen."


Rodwen laughed, a quiet sound,
warm and weary both. "Ah, ever the slayer of sweet moments, Ríannor,"
she murmured, stepping back. But her eyes, bright as starlight, grew grave.


"Hearken now," she
said, and her voice was low, yet steady. "I have ventured far into the
north, beyond all bounds I had hitherto dared. I drew nigh unto Druugorath
itself, where the hosts of darkness gather. And lo, they are busy, so enwrapped
in their own counsels and preparations that they heed us not. Yet make no
mistake—Druugorath is stirring."


Nivion and Ríannor exchanged a
swift glance but held their peace, for she had more to tell.


"I heard tidings most
dire," she continued. "The armies will soon be arrayed. The last
commands have been given. I chanced upon a meeting of two captains of dread
renown—Morguz and Vargash. These are names spoken only in fear. Morguz, the
master of terror, who leaves none alive in his wake; Vargash, the war-bringer,
whose hosts of trolls and wolves march to slaughter."


She paused, drawing a breath.
When she spoke again, her voice had fallen to a whisper. "Yet this is not
all. There was another name uttered, one that sent a shadow upon my
heart—Varzhar. The lord of the Morrogs himself. It is said that Shorath shall
lead them into war."


A heavy silence settled upon
them, dark and still as the clouds over the plain. But Rodwen was not yet
finished, and when she spoke again, her voice trembled slightly.


"But above all, there was
one word that troubled me most—Fyrald. The orcs spoke it in hushed tones, as
men whisper the name of a curse. Even Morguz, cruel and fearless, seemed
troubled by it. I know not what Shorath prepares to unleash, yet it is a thing
that fills even his own hosts with dread. And I fear," she faltered,
"that we shall have no power to stand against it."


For a long moment, none spoke.
Then at last, Ríannor turned aside, walking a few paces away, leaving the two
alone.


Rodwen watched him go, then
turned once more to Nivion. "Who knows," she said softly, "if
ever we shall meet again?"


Nivion placed a hand upon her
shoulder, his grip firm yet gentle. "The fates are veiled from us, Rodwen.
But so long as I have breath, I shall do all within my power to keep thee
safe."


She looked upon him then, and
there was sorrow in her gaze, mingled with a love both fierce and steadfast.
"Thou needst not guard me, Nivion. I am well able to guard myself. But
guard thee well, and the free lands that we strive to preserve." Her voice
was resolute, though a tremor of tenderness passed through it as she added,
"I ride now for Lindar, to bear these tidings with all speed."


For a fleeting moment, she
hesitated, as though wishing to hold back the tide of time itself. Then she
smiled, faintly yet bright as a glimmer of dawn.


"Hearken to me, Nivion.
When all this is ended, come to Eryndor. There, if fate allows, I shall wed
thee without delay."


A shadow of mirth touched her
lips, but in her eyes was the sorrow of an uncertain road. "Yet
first," she whispered, "we must save the world—and ourselves."


Then, without another word, she
drew him close, and they kissed, deep and longing, as if to bind the moment
beyond the reach of darkness.


In the distance, a hawk cried,
its lonely call borne upon the wind, sweeping across the vast plain, where
light and shadow lay locked in silent strife.


 





 


The sun was sinking toward the
western rim of the world, casting the heavens in hues of gold and rose, as
Eruviel and Rhuvaldir descended the worn steps of the ancient tower. A fresh
wind, cool and whispering, stirred the leaves of the trees and carried the
scent of earth and stone upon its breath.


At the foot of the stair,
Rhuvaldir halted, resting his hands upon the railing. He turned to Eruviel, his
voice calm, yet edged with quiet resolve. "Eruviel," he said, "I
shall fashion a hilt for Vilyalómë—one worthy of thy blade. When the first
light of dawn touches the tower’s crown, it shall be finished."


Eruviel inclined her head, his
words stirring something deep within her heart. "Thou art a true master,
Rhuvaldir. I am ever in thy debt for all thou hast done."


A faint smile crossed his lips,
and he raised a hand as if to brush away her gratitude. "It was my joy—and
my duty. Never before have I forged an object of such might. What an honour to
be part of its making. May Vilyalómë, and she who shall wield her, bring renown
and peace to Erynmar."


"I have bidden Naira to
guide thee to thy company," he continued. "She is a sure pathfinder,
knowing these ways as none other."


Even as he spoke, a small elven
maid rounded the corner of the dwelling. The wind played with her hair, and her
eyes gleamed with laughter.


"Eruviel!" she cried,
her voice like the chiming of silver bells, and she ran forth with arms
outstretched.


Eruviel laughed and caught the
child as she flung herself into her embrace. Naira nestled against her with a
bright, joyous sigh.


"Naira, my little friend!
How glad I am to see thee!"


Releasing her, Naira beamed up
at her. "I shall take thee to Sáriniel! Oh, there is so much to tell
thee—and we must make haste, lest the dusk overtake us!"


Eruviel turned once more to
Rhuvaldir, who stood yet with Vilyalómë in his hands, gazing upon the blade in
quiet thought. "My thanks, Rhuvaldir," she said. "May the
morning be kind to thee, and thy work be blessed."


He nodded, his voice low as he
answered, "And may thy road be safe, Eruviel."


Long he stood and watched them,
until they passed beyond the bend in the path and were lost from sight.


Their way through the city was
filled with the merry chatter of Naira, her voice a stream of mirth, bubbling
and bright. She spoke of the beasts of the forest, of the old tales passed down
by the Elders, and of the stars that soon would kindle above their heads.


Eruviel listened, a smile
playing upon her lips, as the child’s delight lightened her wearied spirit.


"And then," Naira
proclaimed with pride, "Sáriniel said that one day I might become a
smith!"


Eruviel’s gaze softened.
"That, I do not doubt. Thou hast the heart for it—keen of mind and bold in
spirit."


"Thinkest thou so?"
The child’s eyes shone wide with wonder.


"Oh, indeed," said
Eruviel. "And one day, thou shalt fashion a thing so marvellous that the
world itself shall stand in awe."


Warm light spilled from the
threshold of the inn, and the fire’s glow welcomed them as Eruviel pushed open
the door. Within, her companions sat gathered about the hearth, where flames
leapt and murmured upon the logs.


Ríthwen rose swiftly at the
sight of her and embraced her in a clasp both fierce and fond.


"Eruviel! Thou art
returned!"


"Aye," said Thavion,
his face bright with gladness. "Returned indeed!"


"I am," she answered,
her smile touched with relief and joy.


Naira, with careful hands, bore
to them steaming cups filled with a fragrant draught, redolent of honey and
herbs. She placed them upon the table with grave attention, as the others took
their seats. Eruviel settled into a chair, and at length, she began to speak of
her journey.


She told them of Rhuvaldir and
his wisdom, of the ancient tower and the hidden cavern she had dared to enter.
She recounted the forging of Vilyalómë, and as she spoke of the moment when the
blade’s light had filled the chamber, her voice grew low, as though she uttered
a thing half dreamt, half remembered.


Her companions listened, silent
and rapt, their faces kindled with wonder. And when she had finished, it was
Sáriniel who broke the hush.


"Eruviel," she said,
"thou hast wrought a wonder. This blade—she is more than a weapon. She is
a light against the gathering dark."


Eruviel gazed into the fire, her
breath slow and measured. At last, she spoke.


"Aye," she murmured.
"And that light shall be sorely needed ere the end."


The fire crackled softly in the
great hall, casting wavering shadows upon the faces of those gathered. The
scent of roasted meat and sweet mead hung in the air, yet mirth had given way
to quiet resolve. Each knew in their heart that the hardest road still lay
ahead.


Low voices murmured, then fell
to silence, as Tiriel at last spoke.


"Eruviel, what now?"


Her voice was steady, yet in its
depths there lay a weight of unspoken fears. The others ceased their speech and
turned to Eruviel. Only the flames dared break the hush.


Lifting her head, she let her
gaze pass over them, as though seeking the fire in their own hearts.


"At dawn," she said,
her voice clear and unwavering, "Vilyalómë shall pass into my hands. Then
I must away. My road lies through the western pass of Haldorath—and
beyond…" She drew breath. "I go to seek my sons."


A hush fell, deep and solemn.
The steel in her words was plain, but the shadow of peril loomed heavy upon
them all.


Ríthwen was the first to break
the stillness, her lips curving in mischief, though her eyes gleamed with
resolve.


"Thou dost ever speak only
of thyself, my dear," she chided. "I tell thee now—I shall not leave
thy side. Together we shall carve our names into the song of ages, now that
Vilyalómë is thine!"


Eruviel scarce had time to reply
before Caledhil rose, his bearing proud, his voice unwavering.


"And thou hast my sword—and
my bow," he declared. "I shall follow thee, Eruviel, until the world
itself is swallowed by shadow."


A faint smile flitted across her
lips, but ere she could answer, Thavion stood as well. His movement was slow,
deliberate, and his words carried the weight of a vow long pondered.


"Eruviel," he said,
"thou and I have trod many roads together. And I shall follow thee still,
though our path take us even unto the black gates of Druugorath. We are
bound—unto the very end."


At the last word, “death,” a
shadow seemed to fall upon the room. Thavion’s gaze met that of Sáriniel, and
for a fleeting moment, their eyes held each other. The colour drained from her
face, and a spectre of fear passed over her. She lowered her gaze, her fingers
tightening around the rim of her cup.


Beside her, Tiriel lifted her
goblet and, after taking a measured sip of the warm draught, spoke: “If I may,
I would accompany thee also.” Before Eruviel could reply, Ríthwen slipped an
arm about Tiriel’s shoulders and pressed a light kiss to her cheek. “I am glad
to have thee at my side, dearest,” she said with a smile, a glimmer of mirth
cutting through the solemn weight of the hour.


Eruviel’s eyes swept over her
companions. The resolve in their faces was as a beacon piercing the gathering
dark. Yet deep within her heart, she felt the burden of what lay ahead. She
smiled, though the cares of the unknown hung about her soul like a veiled mist.
“I thank thee, all of thee,” she said at last, her voice quiet yet firm. “Thy
loyalty is a gift beyond reckoning. We know not what lies before us, but of one
thing I am certain: so long as we stand together, there is no doom we shall not
face.”


Sáriniel raised her head
hesitantly, and for a brief instant, a flicker of hope shone in her eyes. “May
the night grant us strength,” she murmured. The companions nodded, and for a
moment, the world seemed to shrink to the small circle they formed around the
fire. The embers whispered in the hush, and the coming journey no longer felt
as a weight, but as a bond forged anew in quiet fellowship.


As dawn’s pale fingers stretched
across the heavens, the first birds lifted their voices in gentle song. The
sky, blushed with rose, deepened to gold, and the company made ready their few
belongings. The air was crisp with the scent of morning, yet beneath it lay the
unspoken sorrow of parting. In solemn silence, each wrapped in thought, they
descended the steps. The cool breath of daybreak embraced them as they stepped
forth, where Sáriniel awaited with a humble repast. Upon a simple table of
light-hewn wood lay steaming bowls of fragrant porridge, fresh bread, and a
flagon of sweet honeyed water.


“Naira and I have laden thy
steeds with provision,” Sáriniel announced with a warm smile as she smoothed
the folds of a cloth. “It shall last thee many days.”


The company nodded their thanks,
but ere any could speak, the great doors of the hall opened with a soft creak.
A hushed murmur passed through those gathered as Rhuvaldir entered, accompanied
by a small retinue. He was clad in a mantle of white and deep blue, embroidered
with silver stars and twining vines. The morning light caught upon the fine
stitchwork, setting it aglow like molten argent, and in that moment, he seemed
as a king of old, of the days when the Elves were yet unbroken. Beside him
walked a tall Elf clad in polished mail, bearing a great tray veiled in a
cloth.


Rhuvaldir halted at the foot of
the steps, his bearing noble and grave. “We stand here to honour the bearer of
Vilyalómë and her kindred,” he proclaimed, his voice clear and strong, ringing
through the still courtyard. “Here is the blade that shall drive the darkness
from Nyrassar!”


With deliberate grace, he
withdrew the cloth, revealing Vilyalómë, the sword gleaming as a star wrought
of snow and light in the morning sun. The blade was flawless, of a purity that
seemed almost beyond sight, and the hilt of pale wood bore the semblance of
living boughs. At the pommel, a sapphire stone burned with a cold, unwavering
fire, catching the dawn’s radiance and kindling it to dancing flames.


Eruviel stepped forward, awe and
resolve mingling in her gaze. With a hand that trembled ever so slightly, she
reached forth and closed her fingers about the hilt. In that instant, a
blinding brilliance erupted, filling the space with such splendour that all
present raised their hands to shield their eyes.


Rhuvaldir’s voice rang forth,
ardent and commanding, piercing to the hearts of all who heard: “Hail to thee,
Eruviel, Bearer of Light, Keeper of Hope! May thy blade cleave the shadow and
kindle the hearts of the weary!”


And as one, the gathered voices
lifted in accord, their cry resounding through the morning air: “Hail to thee,
Eruviel, Bearer of Light, Keeper of Hope!”


Slowly, the radiance ebbed, yet
the warmth it left lingered in their souls. Eruviel, gazing upon the blade now
resting in her hands, felt its power course through her, a voice from the ages
whispering, yet firm as stone: “Thou art chosen. Go forth in courage.”


She raised her gaze and beheld
the faces of her companions, standing beside her in steadfast trust and
unshaken resolve. “I thank thee,” she said softly, yet her voice rang with
strength. “Together shall we guard the light—and vanquish the shadow.” A gentle
breath of wind bore her words away as the sun climbed in full splendour over
the horizon, and the day that lay before them seemed, for a moment, less grim.


“We have yet more for thee,”
Rhuvaldir declared with a knowing smile, beckoning them to follow. “Come forth
into the courtyard.”


Through the great doors they
passed, where the soft light of morning bathed the flagstones in warm gold.
Arrayed before them stood several elven guards in gleaming mail, and beside
them, five sets of armour were displayed upon wooden stands, polished to a
silken sheen. “These are the panoplies of the Tower Wardens of Ithilwen,”
Rhuvaldir spoke, his voice touched with reverence. “Wrought from pure Gravon,
light as a feather, yet stronger than steel. They bear the sigil of our
city—the moon above a silvered waterfall, encircled by stars.”


Upon each breastplate, the
emblem had been finely etched: a crescent moon poised above a cascade of argent
waters, its droplets glimmering as though woven from starlight. Such was the
artistry of its making that it seemed near-living, as though even in the
deepest shadow, it would whisper of hope yet unbroken.


The companions stood in solemn
wonder before these gifts, knowing full well the depth of honour and friendship
they signified. A token not lightly bestowed, nor lightly accepted. “We shall
bear them with gratitude and honour,” Eruviel said, letting her fingers drift
over the cool metal of one such cuirass. “May Ithilwen be ever held in our
memory, and may it never fade into forgetting.”


The wardens stepped forward,
aiding each of them in donning the armour. The fit was as a second skin, supple
and unencumbering, moving in silence despite its sheen. And in the light of
dawn, it shimmered like stars adrift in the firmament.


At the far edge of the
courtyard, their steeds stood ready, saddled and laden with provisions for many
days. Naira, who had tended to the beasts, stepped forward with a bright
countenance. “I have even packed an extra portion for thy great friend,” she
murmured, a glint of mischief in her eye as she raised a sack that bore the
scent of dried meats and herbs.


Eruviel froze for a breath, her
eyes widening in surprise. Yet in the next instant, she gathered herself,
smiling warmly as she leaned nearer to Naira. In a voice no louder than a
whisper, so as not to draw the ears of others, she said, “Thou hast a kind
heart, Naira. Keep this between us, wilt thou?”


Naira nodded, pride gleaming in
her eyes. Eruviel pulled her into a brief but heartfelt embrace. “My thanks,”
she murmured. “He shall be glad of this, I am sure.”


Around them, the company made
ready, yet at the fringes of the courtyard, Thavion stood still. Beside him was
Sáriniel, her face touched by the first golden rays of morning, as though she
herself were woven of light. Their hands brushed—tentative, fleeting—until at
last, Thavion clasped hers with quiet resolve. “When all of this is done,” he
whispered, leaning closer, “I shall return. Wilt thou wait for me?”


Sáriniel lifted her gaze to his,
her voice steady, though a shadow of sorrow lingered beneath it. “Take heed,
Thavion,” she said. “I shall be here, waiting. Ithilwen shall not fall into
darkness, and I shall not waver.”


Thavion nodded, his eyes
lingering upon hers ere he pressed her hand once more and turned away, striding
to mount his steed.


Eruviel called to the company.
“The hour is come,” she said. Her voice was calm, yet in her eyes burned a fire
that kindled courage in every heart.


Through the broad streets of
Ithilwen they rode, Eruviel at their head upon her snow-white steed. The folk
of the city had gathered along the waysides, watching in solemn silence. Some
bowed their heads in reverence; others raised soft voices in songs of farewell
and hope.


Soon, they passed beyond the
city’s protective walls, and the high pines of Ithilwen’s borderlands grew ever
sparser. The sun climbed now to its zenith, spilling golden light upon the
earth. They rode in silence, each lost in thought, yet within them burned a
quiet spark—the hope that, in time, their journey might rekindle the light that
waned in Nyrassar.


At length, the green of the
valleys gave way to a landscape of stone, where cliffs rose steep upon their
left, and to their right, the land unfurled into barren expanse. The air was
sharp and clear, yet the wind carried a bite of distant frost. The hoofbeats of
their mounts echoed softly against the naked rock.


Eruviel tightened her reins.
“Let us halt here,” she said, lifting her gaze to the heavens. “I would speak
with Thúrion.”


They led their steeds to a
sheltered alcove beside the path. Not long had they waited when a great beating
of wings filled the air. Down from the sky their winged ally descended, the
wind of his coming stirring the dust as his talons met the earth. 


"Thúrion!" cried
Ríthwen in delight, hastening toward the dragon, her eyes aglow with joy.
Without hesitation, she laid a hand upon his scaled flank, which gleamed in the
light of the evening sun like polished obsidian. His warmth seeped into her
fingers, steady and reassuring, as she traced the intricate patterns upon his
hide. The others, too, stepped forward, greeting him with heartfelt reverence,
yet it was Ríthwen whose smile shone the brightest as she met his gaze. "A
landing most precise, my great friend!" she said, her voice touched with
admiration and playful pride.


The dragon lowered his head
slightly towards her, his amber eyes glimmering. "Indeed," he
rumbled, his deep voice carrying a hint of amusement, almost akin to laughter.
"My wing grows stronger. It is as if the wind itself has taken it upon him
to bear me aloft."


Eruviel stepped forward, her
countenance softened by a rare flicker of mirth. "Naira has prepared a
meal for you," she said, drawing a small satchel from her saddle. "It
is fragrant with dried meats and herbs—I do not think you shall be
disappointed."


Thúrion let out a low, contented
hum, a sound both appreciative and pleased. "You Elves have a rare gift
for crafting food that pleases even a dragon’s senses," he mused, dipping
his head to accept the offering. "Yet I feel this is not the only reason I
was summoned."


Eruviel inclined her head.
"You may tell me later where you chanced upon Naira. But first, I would
hear your tidings. What have you seen?"


The dragon lifted his great
head, his gaze keen and searching. "I have ventured beyond
Haldorath," he began, his voice deep as the rolling thunder. "My
strength returns, and so I dared to take flight over Loth-Galor under the veil
of night. The defenses of Elves and Men stretch far across the plains—trenches
and ramparts, beacon-fires gleaming in the dark. They steel themselves for the
coming storm. But mark my words: it will not be long now before this war
ignites. I taste it upon the wind, and I see it upon the land."


A heavy silence fell, the weight
of his words settling upon them all. At last, Thavion stepped forth. "The
pass is not far now," he said. "I begin to recognize these lands. Two
days’ ride more, and we shall reach Eldhros’ fortress."


Eruviel regarded him
thoughtfully. "Do you deem the way clear? Or do we risk falling into an
ambush?"


Thúrion stretched his mighty
wings, their vast expanse catching the fading light. Slowly, deliberately, he
shifted them, as if recalling the rhythm of his last flight. A faint creaking
of the leathern membranes and the whisper of air stirred by his motion filled
the hush between them.


"The pass lies open,"
he said at last, his voice like distant thunder rolling through the valley.
"I saw no sign of movement that would speak of a lurking foe. And yet, I
bid you be wary—for this stillness is not natural. It is the hush of a hunter
before the leap."


His words sent a shiver through
the company. Eruviel felt a chill run down her spine, though she betrayed no
sign of unease. A brief glance at her companions told her they too sensed the
tension that hung in the air. At length, she raised her hand—a quiet yet firm
gesture that beckoned them onward.


The path wound in endless coils
through the barren land, flanked on either side by sheer cliffs that rose like
the walls of some ancient, forgotten keep. The last light of the sun set their
rugged faces aglow, painting them with the hues of smouldering embers before
dusk at last claimed them in shades of grey and black. Above them, the sky
deepened from gold to crimson, then to a dusky blue, as the first stars began
to kindle in the vault of heaven.


As they rode, the shadows stretched
long across their path, until at last darkness enveloped the land. The hooves
of their steeds struck muted against the loose stone, and the creak of leather
and steel seemed unnaturally loud in the hush of the night. The wind, once warm
and gentle, had grown keen-edged, biting against their skin and carrying with
it a whispering murmur that wove itself through the cliffs like an unseen
presence.


"We should not cross the
pass by night," Tiriel said at last, breaking the taut silence. "We
may be mistaken for foes—or, worse still, we may stumble into peril
unseen."


Eruviel gave a brief nod.
"We shall make camp here," she decided. She guided her horse to a
sheltered alcove beneath an overhanging rock, where the wind’s bite was dulled.
Without fire, with only their cloaks drawn close about them, the company
settled in, ever watchful, their ears attuned to the murmur of the wild.


Far in the distance, a wolf’s
lonely howl rose into the night, and its echo, carried by the wind, seemed
almost the sorrowful wail of the mountains themselves. 


"Tell us more of thy
flight, Thúrion," whispered Ríthwen, seated at the dragon’s flank.
"Mayhap, through thy eyes, we shall behold the winds and the stars this
night."


The dragon lifted his head, and
his eyes, like embers in the dark, smouldered with a quiet fire. "If ye
are willing to soar upon the wings of my words," he said, "then
hearken well, for the airs above Loth-Galor murmur with the voices of the war
that draws nigh..."


His tale wove itself into the
silence, echoing softly amidst the rocks, and the companions listened, their
thoughts already far away, drifting somewhere between earth and sky.


 


 


Chapter 17: “The Awakening Storm”


 


The night had granted them but
little rest. The chill of the mountain air, keen as a blade, whispered through
the ravines, and the ever-present dread of ambush left the companions restless
beneath their cloaks. Time and again, they strained their ears against the
silence, listening to the murmuring wind, the faint creak of the trees, and, at
times, to that eerie stillness, when it seemed the very world held its breath.
Yet at last, the shadows of night waned, and the wan light of a new morn broke
upon the land—dim and veiled, laden with the grey shroud of dust and ash that
the north wind bore upon its wings.


Thavion sat upon a great stone,
taking the final bite of a piece of dried bread. His gaze was distant, yet the
quiet composure of his bearing lent a measure of solace to the others. As he
rose, he seemed as one of the leaders of old, a man who had weathered many
trials, and his voice was steady as he spoke: “The pass-road is long and
well-fortified. It shall not be long ere we reach the first outposts. Let me
speak, for there are yet those who know me and will heed my words.”


Eruviel inclined her head in
assent. “Thy guidance is a boon to us, Thavion.”


Her gaze turned to Thúrion, who
rested upon a rocky ledge, his vast wings spread wide as if to catch the last
golden rays that pierced the dust-laden air. He did not resist as she applied
once more the tincture she had prepared for his wounded wing. The dragon
rumbled softly as she smoothed the cool, healing salve upon him, and the
glimmer in his amber gaze spoke of his quiet gratitude.


“Thou art a true artisan,
Eruviel,” Ríthwen observed, watching her work. “There is no wound thou canst
not seek to mend.”


“Sometimes, all that is needed
is patience—and a little trust,” Eruviel replied with a small smile.


Presently, Thúrion rose into the
air, his mighty wings cleaving the morning sky. His form was soon lost in the
mist that wreathed the pass-road like a shifting, spectral veil.


The company mounted their steeds
and pressed onward. The path before them was rugged and unforgiving, at times
steep and dizzying, at others flanked by windswept meadows, where small,
tenacious flowers clung to the stones. Graceful bridges of ancient craft
spanned deep chasms, their surfaces adorned with runes long weathered by time,
while below, silver-threaded streams wound their way through the craggy depths.


Tiriel, tracing her fingers
across an inscription upon one of the bridge-pillars, murmured in reverence,
“This is the work of the early days of Men, when the Vaharyn guided their
hands. One can still sense the devotion in these carvings.”


“And yet,” Ríthwen added, her gaze
fixed upon a distant line of watch-posts standing stark against the cliffs, “it
seems they foresaw, even then, that these roads might one day be trodden by
foes.”


As they ascended, the company
grew ever more silent. The north wind carried not only ash upon its breath, but
also the faint echo of heavy steps upon stone.


“We draw near,” Thavion
murmured.


Eruviel pulled her cloak tighter
about her shoulders and lifted her eyes to the clouds gathering darkly above
the peaks. Somewhere beyond them, Thúrion soared, keeping his silent vigil. She
felt, deep within her, that he would aid them once more when the hour of need
was upon them. But for now, naught remained save to tread the road ahead, each
step drawing them further into the unknown.


At last, after many perilous
turns that more than once led them to the very brink of the chasms, the first
outpost loomed before them. The road here narrowed, hemmed in by towering walls
crowned with battlements and watchtowers. Upon those ramparts stood archers,
their arrowheads gleaming dully in the wan light, ready to greet any
trespassers with swift retribution. Before them, heavy wooden gates barred the
way, bound in iron and wrought with carvings that spoke of strength and pride.
High above, upon the banners that stirred in the chill wind, gleamed the sigil
of Eldhros: a field of crimson, cleft by golden rays of the rising sun. Silent
and watchful, the standard seemed to weigh their coming with unspoken scrutiny.


Then, suddenly, a stir upon the
road ahead—a party of six riders emerged, their lances slanted forward in grim
readiness. At their head rode an Elf, his helm adorned with a blue pennant that
flickered in the wind. His gaze, keen and clear as the waters of a mountain
spring, swept over them with piercing scrutiny.


“Halt! Not a step further!” His
voice rang out, sharp and commanding, cutting through the morning air.


Before the companions could
answer, six spears were levelled at them, and from the walls above came the
creak of drawn bows, their strings taut with silent threat.


Eruviel drew a sharp breath, her
hand drifting instinctively toward the hilt of her dagger. But ere she could
act, Thavion raised a steady hand to stay her. Straightening in his saddle, his
gaze unflinching, he spoke in the tongue of the Eldar, his voice flowing like
the strains of an ancient song:


“Mae govannen, mellyn edhellen!


Nin estathar Thavion, ion Edhregar, o Neldorin.


Aníron pado ammen! 


Dinen edraithon ar ennas hain, ortherthon lín dinn i Eldhros
as egledhiannen enin ynd Lestanórë.”


 


A murmur passed among the Elven
sentries, and a flicker of doubt stirred in the eyes of those upon the walls.
The Elven captain inclined his head slightly, as though weighing the words
given to him.


“Thavion, son of Edhregar, of
the Woodland Realm of Neldorin,” he repeated. “Thou claimest to have served
under Eldhros? These are days of mistrust, and many take names not their own.”


Thavion did not falter. Though
his gaze softened, his voice remained clear.


“I bore Eldhros’ banner in the
Battle of Narath and stood with my brethren in the defence of the Narrows of
Haldorath. Speak with thy captains, and thou shalt find my truth confirmed. We
travel at the behest of High King Ilmarion, and our road is an urgent one. We
have no time to squander in fruitless dispute.”


The captain hesitated, but at
length, he raised his hand. The archers upon the walls lowered their bows, and
the riders before them eased their lances, though wariness yet lingered in
their stance.


“If thou speakest truly, then
thou shalt have no cause to refuse the scrutiny of our lord,” the Elf declared.
“Follow us—but know this: a single false step, and ye shall not be granted
another.”


Thavion gave a solemn nod and
turned to his companions. “Remain calm and heed their words. Trust must be won
with patience—but we shall win it.”


Eruviel, Caledhil, Tiriel, and
Ríthwen followed him in silence, while Thúrion, still concealed within the mist
above, uttered a low, rumbling growl, which in the hush of the mountains
sounded like distant thunder.


"I do hope they bear no ill
will towards dragons," murmured Ríthwen under her breath, earning a faint
smile from Eruviel.


They were led onwards towards
the fortified walls, the chill mountain air wrapping about them, while the
measured tread of boots upon stone and the muted clink of armour wove a sombre
melody. Their path stretched before them, and with it, new trials they must
endure.


They had not ridden far when
they reached a small watchhouse. It was a sturdy structure of grey stone,
weathered by time and veiled in moss, yet still standing strong. The shutters
of dark wood were drawn, and from the chimney rose a thin plume of smoke,
carrying the scent of burning cedar upon the wind.


"Please dismount and follow
me," said the Elf with the blue pennant, sliding from his saddle with
effortless grace. Though his tone was now calmer, the authority within it
remained unyielding. The company obeyed without question.


They stepped through the heavy
wooden door, which creaked softly upon its hinges, revealing a chamber that,
though plain, was not without its comforts. A fire burned in the hearth, its
glow casting restless patterns upon the rough-hewn walls. The air was laced
with the scent of resinous wood and parchment, and before a great oaken
table—laden with maps, reports, and writing implements—sat an Elf with long,
sable hair. His head was bowed, his keen gaze fixed upon a parchment, lost in
the words inscribed there.


Thavion halted as if rooted to
the spot, as though he had beheld a spectre of old. But then his countenance brightened,
and his voice, filled with unfeigned astonishment, broke the quietude of the
room.


"Saerion! By the stars of
Elenthis, I scarce believe my eyes! Thou art the Captain?"


Slowly, the Elf raised his head,
and a smile, warm and unfeigned, spread across his fair face. Rising from his
seat, his dark eyes kindled with joy, he stepped around the table and, with
arms outstretched, embraced Thavion.


"Thavion! My old friend!
Truly, this is a marvel beyond reckoning!" His voice bore the weight of
years, yet there was naught in it but gladness. "What errand brings thee
to this pass? I had thought thou hadst long since sought thy peace amid the
green vales of the south."


Thavion laughed softly, clapping
his friend upon the shoulder.


"Nay, Saerion, rest is not
yet granted me. We are upon a journey of great import. I travel in the company
of Eruviel and her companions. We must pass beyond these walls to the fortress,
for our purpose is to seek an audience with High King Ilmarion and..."—his
gaze softened—"…to find Eruviel’s sons, whom we believe to be stationed
there."


At this, Saerion's expression
grew solemn, yet his gaze did not waver.


"That is no simple request,
my friend," he said at length. "The passes are fraught with peril,
and the days are darkened. Yet, if Ilmarion is thy goal, I shall not hinder thy
way. Still, I must know more. Who are thy companions, and for what cause dost
thou seek the King?"


Eruviel stepped forward, her
bearing noble though weariness lingered upon her fair features.


"I am Eruviel of Nimlad,"
she said, her voice steady, though touched with sorrow. "Our mission is
one of dire urgency, yet it is also personal in nature. My sons may be among
the warriors of Ilmarion’s host or garrisoned at the fortress, yet for many
moons I have heard naught of them. I fear they may be in peril."


Saerion regarded her with a
searching gaze, and in his eyes there was understanding—both for the burden she
bore and the worry that trembled beneath her words.


"Thy road is perilous
indeed," he said at last. "Yet if Thavion vouches for thee, then my
trust shall not be withheld. Come, rest and take what nourishment thou canst. I
shall see to it that all is prepared for thy passage."


The company let forth a breath
of quiet relief, and Thavion clasped Saerion’s shoulder in gratitude.


"Once more, thou hast
proven thyself a friend beyond measure, Saerion." A fleeting smile touched
Saerion’s lips.


"And I shall not forget
what thou didst for me in the narrow defiles of Haldorath, Thavion. Friends
such as thee are rare indeed."


The warm flicker of the
firelight played across their faces, and for a brief moment, the shadow beyond
the watchhouse seemed less oppressive. Yet the road still stretched before
them, and the knowledge of it lay upon their minds like a gathering storm.


Eruviel leaned forward slightly,
her hands resting upon the edge of the table, and when she spoke, her voice was
soft, yet threaded with urgency.


"Tell me, Saerion,"
she asked, "dost thou know the names Nivion and Ríannor? Hath aught been
heard of them?"


Saerion furrowed his brow, his
dark eyes drifting to some unseen distance, as though searching the halls of
memory.


"Nivion and Ríannor,"
he repeated slowly, tasting the names upon his tongue, as if they might stir
some long-buried recollection. At last, he shook his head.


"Nay, Eruviel, those names
are not known to me. Yet that need mean little—for the hosts under my command
are many, and oft they are sent forth upon errantry."


Turning, he lifted his voice.


"Bruinen!" he called,
and nigh at once, a tall Elf with keen eyes and a slender face appeared in the
doorway.


"Captain?" he asked,
one hand laid upon his breast in salute.


"Go to the men," said
Saerion. "Ask if any among them know the names Nivion or Ríannor. They
hail from Nimlad. Make haste, but let thy questions be well measured."


"As thou commandest,
Captain."


With a brief bow, Bruinen
vanished through the doorway, his footfalls a whisper against the stone.


Eruviel drew in a deep breath
and let her gaze fall to the ground. Beside her, Thavion sat in quietude, and
gently did he lay a hand upon her arm. "Have patience, Eruviel. If they
were here, or if any have heard word of them, we shall know soon enough."


Saerion sank back into his
chair, his bearing yet tense, though his tone had softened. "I shall do
all in my power to aid thee, Eruviel. Whilst thou dwellest beneath my roof,
thou art no stranger, but an honoured guest. Yet I can promise thee
naught—whether tidings be fair or grievous, we must await their coming."


Eruviel inclined her head,
gratitude in her countenance, though her thoughts still wove about her
children, restless as the tide.


Long seemed the waiting, an hour
drawn to an age, yet at last the door did creak upon its hinges, and in the
threshold stood Bruinen. Upon his lips played a smile, faint yet certain, a
light of pride and relief mingled therein.


"Lord, I have
succeeded," he declared, bowing his head slightly, as though the weight of
his tidings bore import too great for light words. "I have found one who
may aid thee."


With a step both graceful and
sure, he moved aside, and there before them stood a slender Elven-maid. Her
hair fell long and golden, gleaming in the firelight as though woven of
sunbeams; her face was fair and scattered with freckles, a memory of bright
days beneath open skies. Her grey eyes shone with kindness, and her stance,
though full of grace, was touched with a quiet resolve.


"Lord," spake Bruinen,
his voice laced with reverence, "this is Gladhwen, of the bowmen. She hath
offered to speak of that which she knows."


Gladhwen bowed her head in
greeting, a gentle smile upon her lips. "It is an honour to be of
service," she said, and her voice, clear and melodious, filled the chamber
with warmth and quiet certainty.


Eruviel leaned forward, her
fingers tightening upon the edge of the table, her gaze fixed upon Gladhwen as
though the world itself hung upon her words. Her heart beat loud within her
breast, and she felt as though all in the room must hear it.


Saerion had risen to his feet,
his bearing straight, his eyes steadfast upon Gladhwen, while behind him the
firelight flickered in restless dance.


"Gladhwen," said he,
his voice calm yet firm, "what tidings dost thou bear of Nivion and
Ríannor? Speak swiftly, for time is not on our side."


Gladhwen stepped forth, her movements
smooth yet careful, as one who measures her words before giving them voice.


"Lord," she began at
last, her voice steady yet gentle, "I know Nivion and Ríannor well. We
were sent together to the stronghold when Nimlad’s borders grew uncertain. At
first, we served in the stores, tending to supplies and aiding the troops. But
of late, their task hath changed."


Eruviel’s eyes darkened with
intent, and her voice, though hushed, trembled with urgency. "What task,
Gladhwen? Where are they now?"


The maiden lowered her gaze but
for a moment, as though seeking the right words ere she spoke. "They were
chosen by Captain Dînlon to oversee the fortifications of Loth-Galor. They
range oft near the bounds of the enemy’s reach, bearing tidings of our defences
and ensuring the safety of our lines."


A hush fell upon the chamber,
and the very air grew heavy with unspoken dread. Loth-Galor—the windswept plain
before the frozen walls of Vorgoroth—was a place where the shadow of Shorath
lay ever upon the earth, where peril was ever nigh.


"Loth-Galor," murmured
Thavion, his fingers resting upon the table’s edge. "Bold they are, and
true, but it is a perilous errand."


Eruviel straightened, her hands
trembling ever so slightly, yet her voice rang clear as tempered steel.
"When last didst thou see them, Gladhwen? Were they well?"


Gladhwen nodded. "It was
but ten days past. They were both in health and high spirit, though Nivion
jested oft of the dust and how it plagued him. Ríannor, however, was quieter
than his wont. I deem he bears great concern for those in his charge."


Eruviel smiled, though
wistfully, and in her eyes lay sorrow and pride entwined. "That is ever
their way," she whispered. She could see them in her mind's eye—Nivion,
ever light of heart, casting jest even in the darkest hour, and Ríannor,
steadfast and solemn, bearing the weight of others upon his own shoulders.


Saerion stepped forward.
"Gladhwen, thou hast served us well. Return now to thy watch, but if thou
hearest aught further, bring word to me at once."


Gladhwen bowed, swift and sure,
and turned to depart, her footfalls scarce a whisper upon the stone.


Eruviel turned then to Saerion,
and in her gaze burned the unwavering fire of a mother who would suffer no road
too long, no peril too dire, if it led to her children.


"Saerion," she said,
her voice low but resolute, "we must set forth at once for the stronghold,
and from thence to Loth-Galor. Every moment lost is a moment too dear."


The captain’s brow furrowed in
thought, yet slowly he nodded. "I shall see that ye are well supplied, and
that a guide be set to lead thee. If the weather holds, thou mayest reach
Loth-Galor ere many days are past. But be warned—Shorath's shadow lengthens
there, and even the boldest hearts have faltered in its grasp."


Thavion set a hand upon
Eruviel’s shoulder. "We shall find them, Eruviel. The road is hard, but
thou dost not tread it alone."


"Thank thee, Thavion,"
she murmured, and for a moment it seemed as though she would say more, yet the
words lingered unspoken upon her lips.


Saerion turned to a waiting
servant in the corner. "See that all is made ready. The company shall
depart at dawn."


The light of the fire cast long
shadows upon the walls of the chamber, and the companions knew that ere long
they must set forth to face the perils that lay ahead—and perchance, to
preserve the hope of reunion.


The watch-house oven had long
since grown cold, and the morning air, cool and veiled in a gossamer mist,
wreathed about them as they made ready. Ere the first rays of the sun crested
the mountain peaks, they were already astride their steeds. The hush of early
dawn was broken only by the soft whicker of horses and the faint creak of
leather as the riders checked their saddles and harnesses.


Before them stood Edrahil, a
tall and noble Elf, his long hair like a mantle of pale gold, shimmering in the
wan light of the waking day. His eyes, blue as the deep waters of a mountain
lake, gleamed with quiet wisdom, and upon his shoulders lay a finely wrought
bow, while at his hip hung a sword whose guard curved like the horns of the
moon.


Saerion stepped forward, resting
a firm hand upon Edrahil’s shoulder. "I have chosen a guide well
acquainted with Dînlon," he said, turning then to the company.
"Edrahil hails from Dôr-Londoril and is a trusted kinsman of the Captain.
He shall lead you safely to the stronghold."


Edrahil cast his gaze over the
gathered companions, his face calm yet keen. When his eyes met those of Tiriel,
he lingered a moment, inclining his head in a gesture of honour.
"Dôr-Londoril rides not alone," he said, his voice both gentle and
strong. "It gladdens me, Tiriel, to find a daughter of our house among
you. Your presence is a boon to us."


Tiriel returned his nod, her
gaze steady. "The honour is mine, Edrahil. It is well to see a brother of
our kin upon this road."


With a swift and fluid motion,
Edrahil mounted his steed—a proud beast, silver-grey as the morning mist—and
turned to the company. "Let us be away," he said. "Time presses
upon us, and the road is long. Be ever watchful, for we shall pass through
lands where peril is never far behind."


So they set forth, Edrahil and
Thavion riding ahead, their bearing resolute, eyes ever seeking the path before
them. Close behind rode Eruviel and Tiriel, their steeds side by side as they
spoke in hushed tones. Caledhil and Ríthwen brought up the rear, casting keen
glances behind, marking the way they had come.


Their road wound through narrow
vales, where the cliffs rose steep and barren, strewn with little more than
heath and weathered stone. Above them loomed the jagged peaks of the Haldorath
Mountains, their slopes clad in a sheen of silver where the cold morning light
touched them. A sharp wind whistled through the pass, carrying the dry scent of
rock and dust, and loose stones tumbled in faint whispers down the steep
inclines. The sound of hooves upon ancient stone echoed dully, while the wind’s
mournful song wove through the narrow defiles.


After a time, Edrahil fell back
to ride beside Eruviel. "I have heard tell of you," he said, his
glance swift yet searching. "You are the one who travels with Thavion, is
it not so? Your quest is perilous… and weighty."


Eruviel inclined her head, her
voice measured but firm. "We seek my children, and we must speak with the
High King Ilmarion. There are matters that only he may decide."


Edrahil studied her a moment,
then a faint smile touched his lips. "You are bold, Eruviel. Few dare such
a path as yours. Rest assured, I shall do all in my power to see you safely to
your journey’s end."


Tiriel, riding near, added,
"With Edrahil to lead us, we are in no better hands. His name is spoken
with honour, and none know these mountains as he does."


Eruviel gave her a grateful
smile, and together they pressed on, climbing ever higher along the winding
road. The weight of duty lay heavy upon them all, yet there was strength in
their company, and a quiet resolve bound them as one.


The path curled upward through
the rocky heights of Haldorath, yet the steep ascent was now more gentle. The
air, once cold and biting, grew milder, and the sun climbed higher, its golden
light glancing upon lingering patches of snow, nestled in the shadowed clefts
of the mountains.


Eruviel’s gaze flickered towards
the warriors stationed at the watch-posts they passed. They stood motionless as
statues, their postures unwavering, their faces stern with silent vigilance.
That no challenge was spoken seemed strange to her, and she wondered whether it
was a mark of trust—or of something else. "I had thought they would
question us more closely," she mused aloud as she rode beside Thavion.
"The roads are treacherous, yet they let us pass without word or
scrutiny."


Thavion nodded, his gaze fixed
upon the path ahead. "It may be that Edrahil's presence grants us passage.
His name carries weight in these lands, and the banner we bear speaks for
itself." He smiled faintly. "But be wary, Eruviel. Not even a
well-trusted name is a sure shield against peril."


At the third watch-post, a
renewed sense of awe stirred in Eruviel’s heart. The Elven sentinels there were
no less formidable. Their mail gleamed in the sunlight, and their spears stood
tall as an unbroken wall of steel flanking the narrow pass. Yet, as before, no
challenge was given. They stepped aside as the company approached, and Edrahil,
at their fore, murmured, "These are warriors who know when to question and
when to stand aside. Our errand is swift, and they mark that we ride with
purpose."


The road now climbed with a
gentler slope, and their pace grew swifter. The horses moved with greater ease,
and even the land about them seemed less grim. The stark grey of bare rock gave
way to patches of hardy grass and scattered pines, their roots clinging
tenaciously to the stony clefts. 


"It is not much farther to
the fortress," said Thavion at last, his voice carried upon the crisp air.
He cast a glance at Eruviel, his expression grave yet touched with quiet
assurance. "There is but one last watch-post to pass, yet we shall likely
reach our destination before nightfall."


Eruviel nodded, her fingers
absently tracing the arch of Ailinor's neck. "Good. The sooner we arrive,
the better. My thoughts drift ever to Nivion and Ríannor. It is as though they
are near—yet still beyond my grasp."


Thavion offered her an
encouraging smile. "You shall find them, Eruviel. The bond between a
mother and her children is strong, and I doubt even the darkness of these times
can sever it."


Behind them, Ríthwen let out a
quiet laugh. "And we are here to see that the darkness does not stand in
our way. Is that not so, Caledhil?"


Caledhil, riding beside her,
smirked. "Indeed. And should it dare, it shall rue the day it sought to
challenge us."


A ripple of laughter passed
through the company, and for a fleeting moment, the journey seemed less
burdened. The sun pressed onward upon its course, and with each measured step
of their steeds, they drew ever nearer to their goal—the stronghold that
awaited them upon the horizon, promising both answers and hope.


The sun now hung low, and the
sky, burdened beneath the weight of ashen clouds, blushed with hues of deep
crimson. Its light, dull and aching, was caught in the veils of darkness
gathering upon the heights of the Haldorath range, as though the day itself
warred against the encroaching night.


The road before them rose
steeply, and as the company climbed from the valley, the first contours of the
fortress emerged upon the far edge of sight. It was as though the mountain had
borne it forth from its own stony womb, so seamlessly was it woven into the
ancient rock. The walls and towers, stark and unyielding, stood in silhouette
against the ruddy glow of the dying sun—a dance of shadow and stone, stretching
across the outcrop as though it sought to guard the world from the perils of
the dark.


"There it stands,"
said Edrahil, his voice touched with both joy and relief, yet tempered still by
solemnity. He guided his horse with care and cast his gaze upon the fortress.
"The stronghold of Eldhros."


Thavion, his keen eyes ever
forward, inclined his head in assent. "The stronghold of Eldhros," he
echoed, yet within his tone lay more than mere recognition. There was reverence
there, deep and abiding. "A bulwark not of stone alone, but of courage and
will."


Eruviel felt the ache of
weariness settle deep within her bones, the weight of her burdens pressing upon
her shoulders like an unseen yoke. The road that had led them here had tested
both flesh and spirit. It had been a journey of trials, bringing them to this
moment—yet in her heart, she knew that it was not the journey’s end. The
thought of her sons burned within her like an undying ember, and the weight of
hope, so many hopes not her own, rested heavily upon her soul. She knew the
battle for the morrow had yet to be fought.


"I am glad we are here at
last," she murmured, her voice quiet, almost spent. "Let us press
on—’tis time we approached the gates."


Her gaze shifted, falling upon
the mighty walls rising before them—walls hewn from the very bones of the
mountain, a citadel of stone standing sentinel against the march of shadow.


The road beneath their hooves
was no common pathway. It was lined with great barricades and watchtowers,
standing tall like the fangs of some primeval beast. The way had grown narrow,
and at every turn, fortifications had been raised, each placed with measured
intent to resist the tide of any would-be assailant. Every pace upon this path
had been set with war in mind.


"It would not be an easy
task to breach this place," Thavion mused, his gaze sweeping across the
looming battlements and towers that flanked their ascent. "But nor would
any seek to do so, save those who know well the price of such an endeavour.
Here, at least, we shall find safe haven."


"Aye, so it shall be,"
Edrahil replied, his gaze steadfast. "Yet the true battle is not fought
within these walls of stone, but within the hearts of those who hold
them."


"And within the hearts of
those who have led us hither," Eruviel added, her voice both resolute and
tempered with quiet grace. "It is not merely the strength of stone that
shall guard us, but the will of those who stand and fight. And fight we
must."


Onward they rode, the fortress
drawing ever closer, looming now within reach. Each of them knew well that the
true struggle would not be waged in open battle alone, but in the choices they
must soon make. Yet for this moment, the citadel before them seemed a place of
respite—a fleeting sanctuary, where, if only for a breath, the weight of the
road behind them might be laid to rest.


The wind had stilled as they
neared, and the watchmen lining the walls turned their keen eyes upon them. Yet
in their gaze, there was no threat—only measured vigilance.


Their road had brought them
here. And here, in this fortress of stone and shadow, they would stand and make
ready for the storm to come.


As the company drew nearer to
the fortress, the full weight of the place’s significance settled upon them.
The walls rose like great, immovable sentinels against the darkening sky, and
upon their heights stood ranks of archers, clad in gleaming mail, their keen
eyes sweeping the horizon for any sign of movement. A hush lay upon the
stronghold, but it was a silence heavy with purpose, like the breath held
before the coming of a storm. The last rays of the sinking sun flickered upon
the stone battlements, casting fleeting glimmers upon the towering turrets,
while the sounds of the company’s passage echoed in ghostly whispers against
the cold rock.


Yet most formidable of all were
the great engines of war mounted upon the walls—silent and unyielding, awaiting
whatever foe might dare to test their wrath, be it orcs or some darker,
yet-unseen peril.


The great gate groaned as it
yawned open, its deep, reverberating call rolling forth like thunder over the
valley. From within the keep, warriors emerged, moving with the poised
readiness of those who had long stood watch at the edge of war. Their armour
caught the dim light, their spears—tall and sharp as the thorns of some ancient
and wrathful wood—rising in disciplined ranks. Eruviel felt the tension in the
air, a thing almost tangible, like the string of a bow drawn taut. But it was
not the unease of hostility; rather, it was the quiet vigilance of warriors
ever prepared, the stirring of a great host before the tide of battle.


As the hooves of their steeds
struck the stone of the courtyard, the sound carried through the high-walled
keep, reverberating through its halls and passages. A chill wind whispered
through the open spaces, carrying with it the scent of damp stone and iron, a
scent not of decay, but of resilience. The courtyard itself was a vision of
discipline and order; warriors stood in their ranks, shields broad as doors,
their eyes unwavering. It was the hush before the tempest, yet already the
storm seemed to have begun, heralded by the arrival of the company.


At the heart of the courtyard,
surrounded by a gathering of Elves in grey-cloaked mail, sat a tall figure, who
even among such warriors stood apart. His long, raven hair flowed over his
shoulders like a river of shadowed silver, and his eyes—grey as the morning
mist upon a quiet lake—held the depth of long years and deeper knowledge. He
bore neither helm nor shining cuirass; only a cloak of silver, which stirred in
the evening breeze and shimmered faintly in the fading light. Upon his brow
rested a slender circlet, not a crown of dominion, but rather a token of
burdens borne—a band of silver that spoke not of kingship, but of duty.


"Greetings, Edrahil,"
he said, his voice like the clear waters of a hidden spring, distant yet
unwavering. "Welcome, Eruviel. Welcome again, Thavion. Welcome, all
others." His gaze swept over the company, pausing briefly upon each in
turn, and for a moment, a small, knowing smile touched his lips. "I am
Dînlon, and I command the defence of the Eastern Flank."


He stepped forward, his bearing
one of quiet resolve, a blending of the tempered steel of a warrior and the
wisdom of one who has stood before many fates. "Come, yield your steeds
unto our masters of the forge, and follow me within. There is much to speak of,
and time does not favour idleness."


Thavion, the first to dismount,
inclined his head in solemn greeting. "It is good to see you, Dînlon. The
road hither has been long and arduous, yet we have come at last. Fate demands
that we each find our place in the storm that now gathers."


Eruviel, heavy with the weight
of what lay ahead, held Dînlon’s gaze. She knew well the resolve that burned
behind those eyes, and she understood that every step she took henceforth would
shape more than just her own path. Yet for a fleeting moment, the warmth of
welcome and the steadfast presence of the Elf offered a brief respite. She
nodded, surrendering the reins of her mount to the waiting hands of the
steelwrights.


"Then let us make
haste," she said, as the company moved towards the fortress gates.
"Time is against us, and we must learn the enemy’s designs."


Dînlon offered no further words,
only a brief nod as he led them forth into the shadowed archways of the keep,
where soon they would pass beyond the last threshold of the outer world. The
walls that now encircled them bore both the weight of safety and the gravity of
what was to come. And deep within her heart, Eruviel knew that this was but the
opening chapter of a far greater struggle.


Through a great door they
entered a high hall, where tapestries of old wars and deeds of renown adorned
the stone. A vast, round window cast the golden light of the dying sun upon the
silvered carvings that framed the room, and in its centre stood a broad table
of dark wood, encircled by high-backed chairs. Two of these were already
occupied.


One was by a broad-shouldered
man, his golden beard flowing like the course of a wild river, though his eyes
gleamed with the sharp keenness of a hunter in wait. Beside him sat an Elven
woman of slender grace, her long black tresses a silken veil upon her shoulders.
She was clad in a cloak of crimson and sable, its rich folds catching the last
embers of daylight as though woven of fire itself, and her gaze was piercing
and keen with thought.


Dînlon spread his arms wide, his
voice warm and clear as he spoke: “Welcome, my friends. Here stands Eruviel,
bearer of Vilyalómë, and her companions—souls of valour, who have braved the
mountain pass. Through Edrahil’s steady hand, their path has been kept safe.”
He turned then towards the figures seated at the table. “These are Angbor, a
proud warrior of Dorvethar, and Saivra, counted among the finest scouts in our
ranks. Pray, take your seats.”


Eruviel and her company accepted
the invitation. The heavy chair beneath her let out a soft creak as she lowered
herself upon it, and for the briefest of moments, she felt a wave of relief
wash over her—not only for the weary miles behind them but for the knowledge
that at last, they had reached a place where answers, and perhaps even hope,
awaited them.


The council began swiftly, and
the weight of the hour lent gravity to every word. Angbor, his voice deep and
steadfast, spoke first. “The men of Dorvethar and the Elves have at last
completed the eastern defences. It was no easy task, yet we have seen it done.
Now thousands stand ready, willing to give all they have for the cause of
freedom.” He paused for a moment before adding, “Yet I have counselled those
who remain behind—the aged, the young, those not fit for war—to journey south,
or to cross the Arôn-Nimrath and seek refuge among their kin. It would be folly
to leave them within the gathering shadow of war.”


At this, Saivra, who moved and
spoke with the quiet grace of one well-versed in the ways of secrecy, inclined
her head. “I have kept watch over Druugorath,” she said, her voice low yet
firm. “The forges no longer thunder, the fires burn with less fury than before.
A restless hush has settled upon the Black Hold. We would do well to set our
forces on watchful guard, for this is the silence before the storm.”


Her dark eyes swept across those
gathered, and a chill passed through the hall as though the very walls had
drawn breath and held it.


Then, the name Vilyalómë arose
within the discourse, and when Eruviel drew the sword from its scabbard and
laid it upon the table, it was as though even the air stood still. The
firelight struck the blade, and for the span of a heartbeat, the ancient runes
upon it glowed, as though in silent reply.


Angbor exhaled deeply, his brow
furrowed. “It is said that this sword is more than a mere weapon. It carries
within it a hope long hidden—and a power that may cleave the darkness, even the
shadows that linger within our hearts.”


Saivra nodded. “If ever there
was a time in which we had need of such hope, it is now.”


The conversation turned at last
to Nivion and Ríannor, and Dînlon turned towards Saivra. “You have journeyed
far and seen much. Might you have some answer for Eruviel?”


Saivra’s face brightened, and a
rare, genuine smile graced her lips. “Eruviel, I do believe I can aid you.
Gladhwen, my friend of many years, is stationed here as well—though at present,
she is in Feredrim. Yet she shall return before long. It was only recently that
she spoke to me of Nivion and Ríannor.”


Eruviel felt her heart still for
a fleeting moment. “What do you know?”


Saivra’s eyes gleamed as she
replied, “Nivion and Gladhwen are… well, how shall I put it… a pair.” A small
smile played at the corner of her lips as she continued, “They met but
recently, in Loth-Galor. I assure you, they are well, and in safe hands.”


A weight lifted from Eruviel’s
shoulders. “This is good news, Saivra. More than you can know.”


The council continued, voices
weaving through plans and uncertainties alike, but within Eruviel’s heart, a
quiet ember of hope had been kindled. Small, yet steady.


At last, when the final words
had been spoken and the last of the goblets had been emptied, Dînlon rose in a
single, graceful movement. His silver cloak whispered against the stone, and
his gaze, keen and steady, rested upon each of those assembled. “Edrahil,” he said,
his voice warm, “you now return to your post. I thank you for your loyalty and
your courage. May the light of Luminar ever guide your path, as well as those
whom you hold dear.”


Edrahil inclined his head in
respect. “It has been an honour, my lord. May our strength never waver.”


At Dînlon’s silent command, a
young Elf emerged from the dim recesses of the hall. With a deep bow, he bid
the company follow, and so they did—passing through long corridors of hewn
stone, where silver lamps cast their pale glow upon the walls. They ascended a
spiralling stairway, its winding steps seeming to stretch endlessly before
them. Yet with each stride, the air grew crisper, cooler, until at last, they
emerged upon a high terrace.


And there, spread before them,
lay a sight to still the breath in their lungs.


The young Elf led them into a
spacious chamber, simple yet welcoming in its design. Five beds stood against
the walls, each adorned with a soft pillow and a coverlet of fine-woven wool. A
fire crackled in the hearth, casting flickering shadows upon the wooden walls.
The windows stood open, and beyond them, a small balcony overlooked the
northern expanse—the vast, rolling plains of Loth-Galor stretching into the
distance beneath the starlit sky.


The company set about removing
their armour, loosening weary limbs, and yielding at last to the quietude of
the room. The weight of the journey fell from their shoulders, and even the
hush that filled the chamber seemed to ease their spirits. Eruviel stood upon
the balcony, the Starshard resting in her palm, its gentle radiance enfolding
her like a guardian light. Ríthwen stepped softly to her side, gazing out with
her into the night.


The plains lay cloaked in a veil
of shadow, lit only by the faint shimmer of distant stars. Yet within Eruviel’s
eyes, a glimmer of hope still burned. She lifted the Starshard and closed her
fingers about it, as though she could feel the warmth that pulsed within. “We
are upon the right path, Ríthwen,” she murmured, her voice steadier than her
heart. “I know that by tomorrow, I shall hold my sons in my arms.”


A smile, faint but true, touched
her lips, and for the first time in what felt an age, the weight of her burdens
lightened. Ríthwen, placing a gentle arm about her shoulders, drew her into an
embrace. “It shall be a fair day,” she said warmly. “But only if we rest. Come,
let us sleep, that the morrow may come the swifter.”


Eruviel inclined her head, and
together they turned, ready to re-enter the quiet comfort of the chamber.


But in that very moment, the
night was sundered by a sound like the breaking of the world.


A searing light, red as molten
iron, cleaved the darkness. The north—silent and far-stretching—was aflame.
Black smoke billowed upward in writhing columns, and fireballs, like burning
stars, arced across the heavens. Lightning lanced through the sky, as if the
very firmament had been riven by wrath. From Vorgoroth came a dreadful,
rumbling cry, a sound that shook the very bones of the fortress.


“No,” whispered Eruviel, her
voice lost amid the clamour of an awakened hell. “The Enemy… he has risen.”


Then came the horns. First one,
low and mournful, then another, and another, until the night rang with their
discordant chorus. Upon the battlements, voices cried out: “To arms! To arms!”
Across the plains of Loth-Galor, watchfires flared to life, beacons of flame
heralding the coming storm. Horses reared and whinnied in terror, and within
the courtyard, the stronghold roused—warriors hurrying to their stations, steel
glinting in the firelight.


Eruviel turned to Ríthwen, the
Starshard still aglow in her grasp. “We must make ready. The hour is come.”


The fleeting moment of joy, so
newly found, was swallowed by the encroaching darkness of war. The battle that
would shape the fate of the world had begun.


 


Chapter 18: “The Journey to the Peaks”


 


The clouds hung low, a heavy
shroud of grey upon the mountain heights, and the cold rain lashed
unrelentingly against Lúthain’s face. She drew the hood of her cloak further
over her brow and raised a hand to shield herself from the bitter wind. Beside
her, Linvar, her faithful steed, trod wearily along the narrow, stony path, his
head bowed against the storm’s wrath.


"Only a little farther, my
friend," she murmured, keeping a firm hold upon his reins. Her voice was
calm, yet the words were meant as much for herself as for the steadfast beast.
"Soon we shall reach the pass."


The way was steep and toilsome,
and the rain, falling now in thick veils, had begun to turn to snow. The
wind-whirled flakes pricked like needles upon her skin, and she wrapped her
cloak more tightly about her, drawing forth a thick covering to drape over
Linvar’s back. "I know it is hard," she whispered, stroking his neck
with a steadying hand, "but we must press on. Soon, the road will be gentler."


Higher they climbed, and deeper
grew the snow, until the bare grey of the rock was clad in a mantle of unbroken
white. Time seemed to stand still in the frozen air, yet at length, as the day
waned toward noon, they reached the crest of the pass. The wind swept sharp
across the snowfields, but before them lay the vastness of another land, veiled
in mist and shadow.


Lúthain paused, her breath
mingling with the swirling vapours rising from the valleys below. "Linvar,
we cannot tarry here," she said softly. "We must go on until we find
a place beyond the snow’s reach."


The wind howled with unrelenting
fury through the high places, and with each passing hour, the drifts grew
deeper. Every step was a struggle against the frozen earth, and the cold bit
through her gloves like the fangs of winter itself. Time and again, she was
forced to halt, clearing Linvar’s hooves of the ice that clung to them in
jagged clusters. The hours passed slowly as they made their way along the
treacherous path, the gale forever striving to cast them from their course. Yet
despite the hardship, she spoke softly to Linvar, words meant to steel both
their hearts against the trial of the road.


Then at last—"Look..."
she murmured. "The wind has broken the clouds."


Slowly, as if by some enchantment,
the sky began to clear. The last light of evening broke through the grey, and
the snow-clad peaks were set ablaze in a crimson fire. The air, bitter and
sharp but moments before, now carried the faintest breath of hope. "The
mountains burn with light," Lúthain whispered, her gaze fixed upon the
splendour before her. "Tomorrow shall be a fair day."


The path now began to ease, and
the snow thinned, giving way to sparse, wind-hardened growth. Small, resilient
plants clung to the clefts of stone, and the air grew milder as they descended.
At last, as night fell, they came upon a small mountain lake, its surface
smooth and black as polished glass, reflecting the darkened boughs of the pines
that stood in silent watch along its shore.


"Here we shall rest,
Linvar," Lúthain said, patting his neck with quiet gratitude. The voice of
a hidden waterfall echoed in the still air, a gentle murmur among the stones,
while she unburdened her steed and kindled a fire. The flames leapt and danced,
their golden light casting shifting shadows upon the trees, lending warmth to
the cold hush of the night. She settled near the blaze as Linvar grazed in
peace, drawing from her satchel bread, dried fruit, and a measure of smoked
meat.


"It is not much, but it
will strengthen us," she murmured, breaking off a piece of bread and
eating slowly, her gaze drifting toward the lake, where the first stars of
night were mirrored in its depths. The waterfall’s song carried something of
memory within it, whispering of days long past, days untouched by toil and
sorrow. She smiled faintly, pulling her cloak close about her, and watched the
fire flicker in the hush of the world.


"We are nearly there, my
friend," she whispered at last, and Linvar flicked an ear toward her at
the sound of her voice. "Soon, we shall see Mithrenor."


Her words faded into the quiet
of the night, and she let her gaze wander across the peaceful scene before her.
The thought of the road ahead stirred within her a mingling of longing and
uncertainty. Yet for this brief moment, she took comfort in the stars,
steadfast and bright, guiding her onward.


And as the first light of dawn
rose behind the peaks of the Arôn-Dúath, the sky was gilded with hues of gold
and rose. The wind had stilled, and the air was crisp and clear, like the first
breath of spring upon a mountain stream. The frost-laced path shimmered in the
morning light as Lúthain made ready for the road.


Linvar snorted softly as she
fastened his bridle, and she smiled, running a hand over his strong flank.
"Come now, my good friend, it is time to go home," she said, a warmth
in her voice. "The day will be fair, and the sun shall be our companion. What
say you—shall we make good speed today?"


The stallion let out a low
whicker, as though in agreement. With a swift, practiced movement, Lúthain
swung into the saddle, and together they set forth. The path, narrow and strewn
with stone at first, began to widen as it wound its way downward. Behind them,
the mountains stood high and solemn, veiled now in the morning mist, while
before them the road stretched onward, leading them ever closer to home.


As the highlands gradually
yielded to the green valleys below, Lúthain urged her steed to a swifter pace.
"This is it, Linvar," she called, as the wind wove softly through her
hair. "Do you feel it too? Our home!"


The path now followed the course
of a murmuring brook, which leapt and tumbled over smooth-worn stones, seeking
its way northward with a voice of silver laughter. The sunlight danced upon its
clear waters, and Lúthain reined in for a moment, drinking in the beauty of the
hour. "So full of life you are, little Nimrilon," she murmured,
watching as the stream wound its way into the valley, thence to the wide waters
of Mithrenor.


The land opened before them, and
the starkness of the mountains gave way to rolling meadows and thickening
woodland. Pines and birches lined the path, and it seemed as though a mantle of
green velvet had been laid over the earth. Birds sang in the branches, and the
murmur of water followed them, like a melody spun for them alone.


"If we keep this pace,
Linvar, we shall be there ere nightfall," said Lúthain, stroking the
stallion’s mane with a gentle hand. He snorted, as if in answer, and they rode
on, deeper into the verdant embrace of home, where all things whispered of rest
and peace.


Now Lúthain leaned low over
Linvar’s neck, the wind rushing past her ears, the world dissolving into a blur
of colour and shape. The green hills, the flowering pastures, the clear glimmer
of brooks that traced the wayside—all were as a painted dream. But she did not
look upon them. Every breath drew her nearer to her journey’s end; every
hoofbeat was a heartbeat carrying her home.


"A little farther, my
friend," she whispered, her voice nearly lost to the wind. The stallion
gave a soft, eager whinny and stretched his stride, as if he too knew the
weight of their road.


Soon the familiar outlines of
her village rose before her, nestled in a gentle hollow upon the shores of the
great lake of Mithrenor. The lake lay like a mirror beneath the waning sun, its
waters so clear that the clouds and mountains seemed to float within it,
drifting upon a world of silver and gold. The houses, built of dark timber and
roofed with wooden shingles, gleamed warmly in the light of evening.


Lúthain’s home stood apart from
the others, close to the water’s edge, where the waves lapped gently against
the wooden posts of a slender pier. It was a house of simple grace, hewn of
pine, bearing the moss-green hues of age and the scent of fresh wood from the
forests beyond. Clay pots brimming with flowers adorned its window-ledges, and
a small garden of herbs and roots lay nestled behind, neat rows traced by a
careful hand.


No sooner had Lúthain reined
Linvar to a halt and slipped from his back than the wooden door flew open, and
a small figure came running towards her.


"Lúthain!" cried a
voice, bright as a silver bell upon the evening air. A girl, no more than ten
years old, with eyes like emeralds and hair that shone as copper-fire beneath
the sun, flung herself into Lúthain’s arms.


"Elriel!" Lúthain
knelt, holding her sister close, her forehead resting against the child’s small
shoulder. "I am home."


Her parents followed at a slower
pace, stepping from the house with quiet eyes. Her father, broad-shouldered and
weather-worn, laid a hand upon her shoulder, his silver-threaded hair glinting
in the soft light. "You have returned," he said, and there was warmth
in his smile, a light kindled in the depths of his blue-grey gaze.


Her mother drew near without a
word, enfolding Lúthain in a gentle embrace and pressing a kiss to her brow.


Within the house, the air was
filled with the fragrance of herbs and freshly baked bread. A sturdy wooden
table stood at the room’s heart, flanked by simple chairs. Upon the wall, a carved
shelf bore books, old and well-thumbed, alongside trinkets that told of
journeys long past. Over the hearth rested a bow of polished yew, and beside
it, a quiver of arrows, each feathered with care.


Lúthain sank into a chair, and
Elriel, eager in her joy, set forth a jug of water and a plate of bread and
cheese.


"Tell us what has come to
pass," urged her mother, settling beside her. "The warriors of
Mithrenor will soon march," Lúthain began, her voice steady, though a
shadow darkened her gaze. "Shorath's forces gather, and the darkness
spreads. The days of peace are ending."


A hush fell upon them. Elriel’s
eyes widened. "But… what will you do?" the girl asked in a small
voice.


Lúthain looked upon her sister
and spoke softly. "I have taken upon me a task," she said, cupping
the child’s face with a tender hand. "I shall go to the Eagles. Once more,
I shall seek their aid. Without them, this war shall be the harder to
bear."


Her father nodded, tracing the
tabletop with his fingers as though drawing old memories from the grain.
"It will be no easy road. But the Eagles have aided us before. They will
heed you."


"I hope it may be so,"
Lúthain answered quietly. She straightened, resolve kindling in her eyes.
"Yet I must depart soon. Time is against us."


Elriel clutched her hand, her
gaze filling with unshed tears. "Come back, Lúthain. Promise me."


"I promise," said
Lúthain, drawing her close, her voice a quiet vow. "I will return, Elriel.
But at dawn, I must ride. That I may have a home to return to."


Lúthain made good use of the
time, preparing herself with care for the journey ahead. Together with her
father, she searched the chamber where they kept their provisions and tools of
necessity. “A good cloak will serve thee well,” her father said, drawing forth
a thick, weather-worn fabric from a shelf. “The winds in the heights are keen
as a blade, and who can say how long thy road shall be?”


Lúthain took the cloak with a
grateful nod. “I shall have great need of it, Father.” She carefully examined
her provisions—dried fruit, bread, and a wedge of smoked cheese, along with a
small flask of honeyed water. A keen-edged knife she bound at her belt, and in
her satchel, she placed a roll of parchment. “Should I need to leave word
behind,” she said in answer to her father’s questioning glance.


At last, she took up a length of
Elven rope, coiled in soft loops, glimmering silver beneath the light of the
setting sun. Smooth yet firm in her grasp, she tested its strength, drawing it
taut before nodding in satisfaction. “This shall serve me well,” she murmured.
“The paths of the mountains are steep and treacherous.” Her father inclined his
head. “A wise thought. It is light, but its strength is beyond measure. I am
glad that thou takest it with thee.”


The last rays of the sun slanted
through the window as they made an end of their preparations. Her father laid a
steady hand upon her shoulder. “At dawn, I shall go with thee northward. I
shall walk with thee as far as the mountain’s flank, yet eastward thou must
take thy road alone.”


“I know,” Lúthain answered
softly, her gaze far away. “It will be a long road, and I cannot take Linvar
with me.”


That night, she rested more
soundly than she had thought possible. The weariness of the past days seemed to
have left her, and when the cockerel cried at her window, she rose feeling
refreshed and ready.


The kitchen was filled with the
scent of fresh bread and herbs, crackling softly in the warmth of the hearth.
Her father awaited her, a bowl of berries and a jug of water set before him.
“Come, eat,” he said, his smile kind and steady. “It shall be a long day.”


After they had broken their
fast, Lúthain stepped beyond the threshold. Linvar stood already saddled before
the door, his proud head held high as the first light of dawn cast a rosy hue upon
the waters of Mithrenor. The lake shimmered as though scattered with a thousand
stars.


“Art thou ready, my good
friend?” she murmured, stroking the stallion’s neck. Linvar gave a low whinny,
as if in answer, his dark eyes bright with understanding.


They rode forth, taking the path
that wound along the lake’s eastern shore. The morning air was crisp, and the
land lay before them, green and glistening in the dew-laden light. The river,
tumbling down from the heights, ran beside them, laughing in its merry course.


Through greenwood they passed,
where golden shafts of sunlight fell through the leafy canopy, and across
rolling meadows, where the fragrance of clover and wildflowers filled the air.
The voices of birds wove bright melodies through the morning stillness, and at
times, a deer lifted its head from the grasses, watching them with wide,
untroubled eyes.


The hours waned, and as the sun
sank behind the western peaks, they came at last to the foot of the mountain
path. A narrow trail, winding and steep, climbed the grassy slopes before them.


“Here our road must part,” her
father said, drawing his horse to a halt. He turned to her, taking her hands in
his own. “Go warily, my daughter. The mountains are ever shifting in their
mood, and the road to the eagles shall test thee sorely.”


“I shall tread with care,”
Lúthain promised, her voice steadfast. “And I shall return, Father.”


The slopes lay quiet before
them. Goats grazed in scattered clusters, while gnarled fir trees stood like
silent watchers in the waning light. Yellow and white blossoms nodded gently in
the evening breeze.


“There is a strange hush upon
the land,” Lúthain murmured, her gaze following the winding path. “As if the
world itself holds its breath.”


“So it is, at times,” her father
answered. “Perchance it is a sign that thou art upon the right road.”


Lúthain laid her hand upon
Linvar’s face, her fingers tracing the soft curve of his muzzle as she
whispered into his ear. “Be still, my faithful one. I shall return before thou
knowest it.” The stallion gave a quiet whicker, pressing his head against her
shoulder in silent farewell.


It was a strange thing to leave
him behind. Through wind and storm, he had ever been at her side, and without
him, she felt unarmoured, as though something of herself had been left behind.
But this road was not for him—the narrow paths, the sheer cliffs of the
highlands, were no place for a horse.


Drawing a deep breath, she took
up her pack. Her satchel was well-ordered, the coils of rope secured at her
side. Straightening, she turned once more to her father, who stood unmoving by
the river’s edge, his hands clasped tightly before him.


“Farewell, Father,” she said,
her voice steady, though there was sorrow in her eyes. She hesitated but a
moment, then turned her face forward once more. Without looking back, she set
her feet upon the path, each step firm and certain, though her heart was heavy.


Long her father stood, watching
until she was but a shadow against the golden light of eventide. “May the wind
be ever at thy back, Lúthain,” he murmured at last. Then he turned and made his
way slowly homeward.


Lúthain climbed on, and with
each step, she felt a quiet triumph, though the air grew sharp and the wind
tugged at her cloak. The path was narrow, winding upward through a land that
grew ever more wild and stern. The mountains whispered their cold and ageless
song, yet she did not falter. Tightening her cloak about her shoulders, she
pressed forward into the gathering dusk.


The memory of her last visit to
these mountains returned to her. Then, she had been but a child, filled with
wonder at the rugged crags and the unfathomable vastness of the heavens. It had
been a summer evening when she and her father had rested upon a rocky ledge.
Suddenly, a shadow had swept over them, and with a thunderous beat of mighty
wings, an eagle had alighted, so great that the wind of his descent had sent
dust and loose stones whirling into the air. His name was Aerondil, the
Sky-Messenger, and his golden eyes had filled Lúthain with awe and a flicker of
fear. Yet his gaze had been kind, and his voice, when he spoke, had echoed like
the depths of a great chasm.


Now, years had passed, and once
more she trod these heights. The thought of Aerondil gave her heart, though the
night was closing in around her. She knew well that the eagles missed nothing;
their keen eyes could follow the smallest movement upon the mountain slopes.


Darkness lay heavy upon the
valleys below, as though the earth itself were drawing breath, but above, the
stars shone with cold and ancient light, a silent comfort in the vast sky. The
path led her now through a labyrinth of jagged rocks and loose scree, shifting
treacherously beneath her boots, the falling stones clattering down into unseen
depths. She paused, drawing forth her rope, and secured herself to one of the
larger outcroppings. The climb was arduous, her limbs trembling with exertion,
yet she pressed on, for each step brought her nearer to her goal.


At last, she reached the crest
of the ridge, and the sight before her stole her breath away. Hjalmorn lay
spread out below her like a vast and living tapestry, its rivers gleaming
silver in the moonlight like threads woven by an unseen hand. The forests were
dark patches upon the land, and the lakes shone like pools of liquid glass. Yet
it was the vastness of the heavens that truly held her gaze. The moon hung low
above the western peaks, casting its argent light like a veil over the sleeping
world.


“Aerondil,” she murmured, her
eyes seeking the farthest summits that stood black against the star-fretted
sky. “I hope you are still here. I have need of you.”


A sudden gust of wind stirred
her cloak, and in it she fancied she heard the beating of distant wings—or was
it but her mind’s own longing? She stood motionless, her face lifted to the
heavens, the moonlight upon her brow, her eyes bright with resolve. Then she
pressed onward, for the heights where the eagles kept their nests were yet
beyond her reach.


The higher Lúthain climbed, the
harsher the world became. Where once small shrubs clung to the path, there was
now only wind-scoured stone, and the way grew ever steeper. The wind howled,
tearing at her cloak with icy fingers, while the treacherous ground shifted
beneath her feet. Her breath came harder now, and time and again her hands
sought purchase upon the cold and unyielding rock. It was as though the
mountain itself tested her, demanding to know if she was truly worthy to reach
the eagles’ eyries.


The long toil of the night
weighed upon her. At last, she found a narrow ledge where she could rest, a
place half-sheltered from the bitter wind by the jagged stone. She sank down
upon it, drawing deep, steadying breaths. Cool water from her flask trickled
down her throat, a welcome relief to her parched lips.


Before her, the vastness of the
mountain realm stretched out, strange and otherworldly beneath the waning moon.
There was a wild beauty to the scene, yet also an unspoken warning, a quiet
menace woven into the shifting shadows. She let her head rest against the rock
for a moment, her eyes slipping closed. The wind, rushing across the peaks,
carried a distant humming sound, a whisper of something half-forgotten, like a
song sung long ago.


Then it came. Without warning,
the ground trembled beneath her. A deep rumbling shattered the hush, and the
rock face shuddered. A cascade of loose stones went tumbling into the abyss
below, and Lúthain sprang to her feet, grasping the rope tightly. Pressing
herself against the rock, she held her breath as dust and pebbles rattled past
her.


Then, as suddenly as it had
begun, the earth was still once more. The wind alone remained, its ceaseless
lament undisturbed, as though the mountain’s wrath had never been.


Lúthain exhaled, slow and
measured, feeling the wild hammering of her heart against her ribs. Warily, she
glanced upwards, scanning the heights for any sign of further danger. Had that
been but the shifting of the stones—or had something else stirred the
mountain’s slumber?


“That was close,” she murmured,
brushing a loose strand of hair from her face. The cold sweat upon her brow had
begun to dry. Her knees trembled slightly, but she willed herself to
steadiness. “You have come this far, Lúthain. The path will not defeat you.”


She lowered herself carefully
onto a firmer outcrop, her hands tightening around the flask as she took
another sip of water. Her gaze wandered across the cliffs and the vast,
star-haunted sky. The moon cast its silver spell over the land, but the shadows
at the mountain’s feet seemed deeper than before.


What had caused the tremor? A
flicker of unease touched her, but she pushed it aside. There was no time for
fear now.


After a moment, she rose once
more, checking the rope secured at her belt. The road ahead would be yet more
perilous—of that she was certain. The eagles did not build their nests upon
gentle slopes; their halls were carved into the highest, sheerest cliffs of
Arôn-Dúath. And always, the final steps were the hardest. 


"Aerondil, if thou canst
hear me," she whispered into the night, "I come to thee. I pray that
thou hast not forgotten me."


The hours that followed were a
bitter trial. Oft was Lúthain compelled to halt, fastening the rope ere she
drew herself up the sheer faces of the rock. Her hands, roughened and sore,
bore the marks of toil, and her breath came heavy, yet she pressed ever onward.
The path led her across narrow ridges, where she clung to the stone lest the
wind snatch her from the heights. Once, her foot slipped, and a cry escaped her
lips—but the rope held fast, and with trembling arms she drew herself back upon
the trail.


As the eastern sky at last began
to pale, and the first light of dawn crowned the peaks with gold, she came upon
a small ledge, sheltered by high-standing crags. Here, at last, she dared to
rest. Leaning against the rock, she cast her gaze upward. The peaks above her
seemed so near that she might have stretched forth her hand and touched the
sky. Yet it was not their splendour that caught her eye.


A shadow passed across the
heavens. Great and stately it moved, circling in slow majesty, a creature of
vast wingspan, whose flight was silent yet filled with power. Lúthain’s heart
leapt within her breast. An eagle, and it had marked her.


"Aerondil?" she
called, her voice trembling with weariness and hope alike. "Is it
thou?"


The eagle cried aloud, and his
voice rang through the morning air, an echo cast back from the crags. It was a
call that filled the sky, scattering all doubt. He was there. Aerondil was
there, and he had seen her.


Onward she climbed, step by
step, though the labour burned in her limbs and the cold bit at her skin. The
wind grew ever keener, and each breath was drawn with toil. At length, she
gained a high ledge, from which the world lay spread before her. She paused, a
hand upon the rock for support, and turned her gaze eastward.


Far below lay Loth-Galor, yet
the green splendour of its boundless plains was veiled. A brooding shadow lay
upon the land, a storm of coiling darkness, thick and seething like a wound
upon the earth. Lightning flashed amid the murk, and the very air seemed
tainted by the creeping blackness. In the east, beyond the mountains, Vorgoroth
spewed forth its fires; molten rivers coursed its flanks, and burning stones
were flung into the sky, as if the abyss had opened and Hell itself had risen.


Lúthain pressed a hand to her
breast, feeling the hammering of her heart. "The war is begun," she
murmured, her voice scarce more than a breath. "Shorath comes." The
words fell from her lips like stones into a chasm, and tears welled, unbidden,
tracing silent paths down her cheeks. She sank to her knees, covering her face
with trembling hands. "I am too late… Erynmar shall fall."


Yet even as despair took hold, a
voice rang out—a voice deep as the roots of the mountains, strong as the tides
of the world, and filled with wisdom beyond reckoning.


"Thou art not too late,
Lúthain."


She turned swiftly, the glimmer
of tears still upon her face, and her hand flew to the dagger at her belt. Yet
her grasp faltered as her eyes beheld him: an eagle, great and proud, enthroned
upon a high rock not far from where she knelt.


His plumage gleamed like
polished gold beneath the first light of the dawn, and his eyes—piercing and
fathomless—shone like twin lakes reflecting the stars of the firmament. He
spread his wings, vast and terrible, a living emblem of might and majesty.


"Malion hath sent
thee," Lúthain whispered, her voice hushed with awe, her knees trembling
beneath her.


"I am Gwaelir, a warden of
Erynmar," spake the eagle, and his voice resounded through the high
places, an echo of ages long past. "Thy heart misleads thee. The darkness
hath begun its assault, yet not all hope is lost. Thy coming is no chance nor
folly."


And in that moment, the fire of
resolve was rekindled within her. "Gwaelir, I thought thou wert
Aerondil," she began, stepping closer. "I have come to seek thy aid.
The peoples of this land—Men and Elves alike—stand in dire need of thee. Now
more than ever."


The eagle inclined his head, his
keen gaze resting upon her, and it seemed to her as though he beheld all her
thoughts, all her fears. "We have watched thee, Lúthain. Thy courage hath
borne thee hither, and Malion favours those who seek the light, even when they
walk in shadow. Yet what thou dost ask shall not be granted lightly. The
Council of Eagles is wise, yet slow to take again the burdens of the world’s
war."


"Then let me speak before
thy council!" Lúthain cried, her voice ringing clear upon the wind.
"If we do not stand against the darkness now, there shall be no world left
to defend!"


For a long moment, Gwaelir was
silent. Then, with a mighty sweep of his wings, the wind arose, casting
Lúthain’s cloak behind her, and he spake: "Come, Lúthain. Thy will shall
be tested, yet I shall bring thee before my kindred."


"Draw near," said
Gwaelir, his voice deep and sonorous as a distant horn-call. Lúthain hesitated
but a moment before stepping forward, trust kindled within her heart. The eagle
bent low, his talons vast yet gentle, closing about her with a care like unto a
healer’s hands. "Hold fast," he warned, and with a single, mighty
beat of his wings, he sprang aloft.


A whirlwind of air and dust
arose, and the world below fell away in an instant. A gasp escaped her lips as
she felt herself lifted from the earth, weightless as a leaf upon the wind. Yet
even as surprise shivered through her, the fear fled, and in its place came
wonder. She rose higher, the mountain crags dwindling beneath her, the sky
opening like a boundless ocean of light. And as they climbed ever upward, a
sound, like laughter, broke from her lips—for at last, the burden of the earth
had loosed its hold, and she soared.


The wind roared about her, keen
and chill, and soon the world below was a sea of shadow and light. Higher and
higher did Gwaelir climb, his mighty wings bearing them aloft with great
strokes, until the peaks of the Arôn-Dúath lay behind them. Lúthain could but
marvel. The snow-clad mountains gleamed in the golden light of the sun, their
pinnacles spearing the heavens. Between the heights shone frozen lakes, and
waterfalls, wreathed in ice, seemed as silver threads unraveling from the sheer
cliffs.


"So fair is the
world," she murmured, her voice but a whisper against the song of the
wind. "So vast and so wondrous…" Gwaelir spoke not, yet she felt that
he had heard. With effortless grace, he glided through the airs, bearing her
over valleys where the forests lay stretched like a verdant mantle, and across
mountain passes whose jagged crags gleamed like shattered stars.


"Look to the west,"
cried Gwaelir at last. Lúthain turned her gaze—and caught her breath. There, in
the distance, the Sea of Havnir shimmered like molten silver, an endless ribbon
that kissed the horizon. Clouds drifted over the waves, and it seemed that even
the light of Ilûmar touched the world in that place. "The sea…" she
whispered in awe. Never before had she beheld it, and yet a longing filled her
heart, as though it spoke to some forgotten part of her soul.


Their flight was at once an
eternity and a moment. Soon Gwaelir bore her yet higher, where the wind was
thin and clear, and then he began to descend. Before them lay a vast plateau,
set high above the clouds.


There, upon the roof of the
world, was the eyrie of the Eagles. It was a place of solemn grandeur, where
cliffs rose in mighty tiers, as though they were steps leading into the sky.
Deep-set within the rock lay the hollows where the Eagles had built their
nests, and the ground was strewn with white feathers, glistening like scattered
pearls beneath the sun. The air was filled with the rush of great wings, soundless
in their majesty.


At the heart of the plateau,
upon a high crag, a mighty Eagle was enthroned—greater and more august than any
other. His plumage was dark as the midnight sky, yet streaked with golden
strands that caught the light as though woven of sunfire. His eyes, keen as the
tips of spears, rested upon Lúthain as Gwaelir set her gently upon the ground.


"Vorandor," murmured
Gwaelir in reverence. "Lord of Eagles. The Watcher of the West."


Lúthain scarcely dared to
breathe, so great was the presence of this being. She stood before Vorandor,
King of the Eagles, whose majestic form seemed to fill the high place with
power unspoken. His gaze was fathomless, yet in his eyes there burned a golden
fire, piercing and wise. She knew that her words might shape the fate of
Erynmar, and so she gathered all her courage as the wind howled through the
eyrie.


"Vorandor, King of the
Skies," she began, bowing low, "I bring tidings from Ilmarion, High
King of the Vaharyn. War is upon us, and Shorath shall soon unleash new horrors
upon the world." Vorandor raised his mighty wings but a little, a sign of
his heed. "Speak on. What horrors do you name?"


Lúthain drew a steady breath as
Gwaelir and the gathered Eagles listened intently. "Our scouts tell of
creatures forged in Shorath’s dark forges—beasts of the air, monstrous
abominations with wings of hide and talons of iron. They are to be loosed upon
the battlefield, to blacken the heavens. The enemy seeks to drive you from the
sky and claim dominion over the winds."


A deep rumble passed through the
plateau as Vorandor opened his vast beak. "The sky is ours, and none shall
take it! Least of all a traitor such as Shorath." His voice rolled like
thunder, and the Eagles about him cried aloud, their voices rising as one.


"That is why I have come to
you," Lúthain pressed on, emboldened by his resolve. "The free
peoples cannot withstand such creatures alone. Ilmarion begs that you take up
arms once more, to stand in the defence of Erynmar. Your might, and that of
your kin, may turn the tide of this war."


Vorandor was silent for a time,
his vast wings lowering slowly. At length, he spoke, his words soft, yet laden
with unshakable resolve. "Long have we remained aloft, watching from afar.
But if the sky itself is imperiled, then our very heritage and duty are at
stake. We shall not suffer Shorath to claim the airs. If he sends forth his
creatures, then we shall rise—and drive them back into the abyss whence they
came."


A great relief washed over
Lúthain, and she bowed her head in reverence. "I thank you, Vorandor. The
free peoples shall ever remember your aid."


Vorandor inclined his great
head. "Gwaelir shall bear you back to Mithrenor. Your task here is done,
Lúthain, daughter of Mithrenor. Yet this is but the beginning. Ready yourselves
for what is to come."


Gwaelir’s mighty talons closed
about Lúthain once more, gentle as a healer’s hands, and with a single powerful
leap, he soared into the sky. The wind bore them away from the eyrie, out over
the wide lands of Erynmar.


Lúthain gazed below, beholding
the shimmering rivers and the endless forests that stretched like a living
tapestry beneath them. The mountain ranges, snow-crowned and golden in the
light of the setting sun, spanned the horizon. The flight was like a dance of
the heavens, and the wind bore away her fears as they glided through the
clouds, where the sun shone bright above them.


At last, in the far distance,
the Lake of Mithrenor came into view, glimmering like a gemstone beneath the
first shimmer of the rising stars. Gwaelir let forth a mellifluous cry ere he
descended, alighting with grace upon the shore. His mighty wings beat once more
before he set Lúthain gently upon the ground.


"Farewell, Lúthain,"
said Gwaelir, "and may the wind ever bear thee aloft." "Farewell,
my friend," she answered, her voice laden with gratitude.


The silver sheen of the lake
caught the last embers of the sun’s light as she stepped onto the familiar path
that led homeward. Rounding the final bend, her gaze fell upon her family’s
dwelling, its windows aglow with a soft and welcoming light against the dusk.


As she drew nearer, a sudden cry
rang out—"Lúthain!" Her sister came running forth, flinging her arms
about her, while behind her, their parents followed, tears glistening in their
eyes.


"You have returned so
soon!" her father exclaimed, holding her fast.


Lúthain lifted her gaze to the
heavens, where Gwaelir’s shadow faded into the deepening night. A new hope
kindled within her, like a fire set ablaze in the heart of darkness.


She drew her father and sister
close, holding them as though, in that single embrace, all the unspoken tales
within her might be stilled. And so, together, they stepped within the
threshold of their home, and the door closed softly behind them—gentle and
final.


 


Chapter 19: “Beneath Ash and Stars”


 


The air was thick with quiet
urgency as each warrior fastened their gear with swift, practiced motions. The
muted clash of armour plates, the soft rasp of leather straps drawn taut, and
the whisper of blades sliding into their sheaths filled the chamber. Firelight
danced upon polished steel and the resolute faces of the companions.


At a small table stood Caledhil,
his keen eyes scrutinizing each arrow with the precision of a master craftsman.
"The first is for the Morrog," he murmured, a faint smile touching
his lips, though it carried no warmth. "The second for Shorath. Let us
bring this to an end."


Ríthwen stepped to the door, her
stance firm, her voice clear and unwavering. "My friends," she began,
and all fell silent at the command in her tone, "this is the moment for
which we were born. The enemy rises, and we shall meet him. Yet hear me now:
whatever may come, stay together! We must not be sundered. Does any among you
not understand?"


Her gaze swept across the
gathered warriors, pausing briefly upon Eruviel, who gave a single, solemn nod.


"Ríthwen speaks true,"
said Thavion, drawing forth his blade, Lindórvaeth, for a final inspection. His
gaze was stern, yet in his voice rang a quiet certainty. "We can afford no
missteps. I shall seek out Saivra—she alone knows where Ríannor and Nivion are
to be found. The rest of you, see to the horses. We shall meet there."


Tiriel, her bow slung across her
shoulder and her sword gleaming at her side, stepped forward. Her countenance
was grave, yet her voice bore an eerie calm. "The hour has come. We have
long known it would, yet now that it is here, the heart grows heavy. But we
fight not for ourselves alone—we fight for our kin, for all we hold dear.
Vilyalómë shall guide us, a blade of great renown. The enemy will hear us ere
he sees us, and he will rue the day he crossed our path. But let not wrath
govern your hand—our minds must be keen, our path chosen with wisdom."


Her words settled upon the
company like a hush before the storm, and after a moment, each one answered
with a solemn nod.


Eruviel placed a steady hand
upon the Star-shard, Elensil, safe within her pouch. Beneath her touch, she
felt its familiar warmth, and at her side, Vilyalómë gleamed with a cold,
argent light, as though the blade itself shared in her resolve. A tide of quiet
hope swept through the chamber, dispelling the last vestiges of doubt and
replacing them with steadfast purpose.


"Well then," said
Ríthwen at last, a rare smile softening her features, "to the
horses!"


One by one, they filed from the
room, their footfalls a murmur upon the stone as they hastened toward the
stables. A strange mingling of foreboding and hope lingered in the
air—foreboding for what lay ahead, hope that their path might yet turn the tide
of fate.


The courtyard roared with motion
and sound. Riders dashed to and fro, their armour clattering, the whinnying of
steeds rising above the barked commands of captains. Everywhere, orders were
given, weapons inspected, and supplies hastily secured.


"Stay together!"
Ríthwen called as they pressed through the throng. The air was taut with
urgency, and the frantic movements of soldiers only deepened the sense of
impending battle.


Their steeds awaited them in the
stables, restless, their hooves stamping upon the stone, heads tossing as
though they, too, sensed the nearness of peril. With deft hands, the companions
saddled their mounts, tightened girths, and packed what provisions they could.
Eruviel ran a soothing hand along her horse’s neck, murmuring soft words of comfort,
and beneath her touch, its unease abated.


Meanwhile, Thavion wove his way
through the teeming mass in the courtyard, his gaze sharp, searching.
"Where does one find a scout when war breaks upon us?" he muttered,
slipping past a group of soldiers in hurried conference. His eyes roved the
chaos until suddenly, he stilled.


Amidst the turmoil, he beheld
Dînlon astride a proud steed, his burnished armour gleaming in the flickering
torchlight. Beside him sat a warrior upon a sable horse, his bearing one of both
dignity and sorrow. The wind caught at his flame-red hair, and his countenance
bore the weight of wisdom—and of deep, abiding grief.


Thavion’s gaze drifted downward,
and there, at the man’s side, a single empty sleeve swayed gently with the
movement of his mount. 


"Eldhros," Thavion
whispered, his voice hushed with reverence. Yet scarce had the name left his
lips when his keen gaze fell upon the slender figure at his side—a woman clad
in gleaming mail, her helm adorned with dark curls spilling forth. Her shrewd
countenance betrayed her even before Thavion gave voice to recognition.


"Saivra!" he called
aloud, pressing forward through the throng until he stood at last before Dînlon
and Eldhros. Pausing but a moment, he bowed his head in deference and spoke,
his voice steady as steel. "My heart is heavy that we meet again under
such dire skies. Yet I must speak with Saivra, if you will permit it. Vilyalómë
shall soon be drawn in battle, but we must be certain of our path. We must know
whither we ride."


Dînlon inclined his head, his
expression grave, yet his voice bore a trace of compassion. "Thavion, my
friend, learn what you must—then ride, ride as the wind. May the light of
Luminar dwell in your heart."


Eldhros, whose gaze was keen as
a drawn blade, spoke but a single phrase. "And take no prisoners."
His words were edged with frost, yet in his eyes burned a fire unyielding.


Saivra stepped forth, resting a
gentle hand upon Thavion’s arm. Her voice was calm, yet firm as stone. "I
cannot say with certainty, yet all signs point eastward. Ride in a great arc,
seeking the host of Ilmarion. Watch the flanks, for there they may have sought
refuge. They know these lands better than most, and I deem it likeliest you
shall find them there. Begin your search in that quarter, Thavion."


Thavion inclined his head, his
eyes alight with both gratitude and resolve. "Your counsel is beyond
price, Saivra. I thank you."


"Go now, Thavion,"
said Dînlon. "May your road be sure, and may the light of Vilyalómë guide
your hand."


Without another word, Thavion
turned and hastened back to his companions. Behind him, the war-horns rang out,
their echoing call summoning the host to ride.


Keening breathless, he reached
the stables, his eyes kindled with fierce purpose. "I have found them! I know
whither we must ride! Even Eldhros himself takes to war—I beheld him in the
courtyard, astride his steed, his gaze enough to make the heavens quail!"


The others turned at his words,
their hands pausing in the midst of saddling their mounts. Eruviel stepped
forward, her face bright with expectancy. "Whither, Thavion? Lead us—we
are ready!"


"Eastward," he
answered, vaulting into the saddle. "We take the wide road across the
plains. Ilmarion’s host may be there—and with them, Eruviel, your sons. Now,
swift! We have no time to lose!"


Cloaks billowed as they mounted,
faces set with grim determination. Their steeds stamped the earth, eager,
restless, as though they too sensed the urgency in the air. Through the
churning tumult of the courtyard they pressed, a world afire with the clamour
of war. Yet none marked the small company as they wove their way through the
throng, until at last they reached the gate.


"Follow me!" Thavion
cried, spurring his horse onward.


They rode forth into the waiting
night. Before them, the plain lay beneath the smouldering glow of Vorgoroth,
whose fire-crowned peaks loomed like a doom upon the horizon. A rank stench
tainted the air—Shorath’s foul vapours, creeping like a sickness over the land.


The horses galloped, hooves
drumming like thunder upon the earth, their breath mingling with the cold night
mist. Thavion led them along a narrow trail, winding northward into the hills.
"This way is swifter to the plains," he called, never slackening his
pace. "The path is treacherous, but we cannot afford delay!"


The dark pressed close about
them, the mists thickening, shrouding all in eerie silence. Then, breaking the
hush, Eruviel’s voice rose, clear and unwavering.


"Thúrion, dost thou hear
me?"


No answer came, save the
whispering wind among the crags. Yet then—a great rush of wings, the heavy stir
of air in the unseen heights. A smile, faint yet sure, touched her lips.


"Thou art here! Fly high,
Thúrion, lest they mistake thee for a foe. We ride eastward, far across the
plain. Seek Ilmarion—bring us tidings of him, and perhaps… of my sons!"


A deep cry rolled through the
vault of the sky, a voice from the clouds.


The rain came soft and cold, a
thin veil of silver. The world dimmed, shadowed, the stars veiled. Black rock
loomed upon either side, mist curling thick and ghostly about them. Thavion
cast a glance over his shoulder. "Stay close! The fog here is no
stranger—but fear it not. I know the road. Trust me!"


Step by step, hoof-beat by
hoof-beat, they pressed onward, until the cliffs fell away and coarse grasses
lined the path. Behind them, the mountains stood dark and brooding. The land
stretched wide before them, flat and grey as an ashen tide. Beneath their
steeds, the brittle crust of the earth crumbled to dust.


As the first pale hints of a new
dawn appeared upon the horizon, the light was dim and wan. The heavens hung
heavy with smoke and ash, a dark shroud cast by Shorath to smother the courage
of the living. “The day will not break as it should,” murmured Ríthwen, riding
at Eruviel’s side. “Yet we shall not falter—we shall ride on until we have
found them.”


Soon, they left the rocky
terrain behind for good. Before them stretched the vast plain, wide and hushed
beneath the grey pall of the Enemy. Yet in their hearts a fire burned that
could not so easily be quenched. “Onward!” cried Thavion, his voice strong.
“Let not your strength wane—the foe shall not break us!” And so they rode,
relentless, their eyes set upon the East, where hope and peril lay entwined.


A pressing veil of ash and smoke
lay upon the plain, thickening the air and making each breath a labour.
Everywhere, the land was astir. From their path, they beheld the ordered march
of hundreds of riders moving northward, their banners held defiantly against
the tainted wind. Further east, a host of men appeared—warriors grim of face,
their axes gleaming in the ashen twilight. They, too, marched to meet the
rising shadow, determined to hold the fastnesses and drive back the tide of
darkness.


The day lingered in a twilight
haze, as though the world itself recoiled from the doom that crept upon it. No
sun broke the oppressive vault of cloud and smoke that Shorath had cast over
the lands. As Thavion turned their course slightly northward, the jagged peaks
of the Arôn-Vashar loomed in the distance, like fanged sentinels raking at the
sky. Yet their gaze was fixed unshaken upon the far-off fires of Vorgoroth,
whose molten tongues licked hungrily at the heavens.


No living soul stirred upon the
plain as they rode. The silence was oppressive, broken only by the dull thud of
hooves and the wailing of the wind. At last, Thavion raised a hand, bringing
the company to a halt. “There is no one in sight,” he said, brushing dust from
his brow. “Let us call upon Thúrion. He may grant us a clearer sight of what
lies ahead.”


Eruviel nodded. She straightened
in the saddle and called in a voice clear as a silver bell, “Thúrion! Do you
hear me?” Her words rang through the desolation, carried swiftly away upon the
wind. For a long moment, there was no answer. Then—a distant, rushing sound,
growing nearer. A shadow passed above them, and with a great downward sweep of
his wings, Thúrion descended, casting up clouds of dust and ash.


The dragon, both majestic and
fearsome, folded his wings close, his keen gaze sweeping over the riders. His
scales glowed darkly in the dim light, like burnished silver weathered by the
ages, and his amber eyes burned with a wisdom deep and unfathomable.


“Thúrion,” Eruviel spoke as she
soothed her restless steed, “what do your dragon-eyes behold?”


The great wyrm inclined his
head, his voice deep and laden with foreboding. “The plain is in great tumult,”
he said, and his words fell like the tolling of a heavy bell. “Hundreds of
thousands have been summoned to defend their lines, yet the Enemy does not
sleep. The mountain spews forth fire, and rivers of molten stone creep across
the land, devouring all they touch. Burning missiles are flung far, striking
the battlements and bringing towers crashing down. I saw men crushed beneath
the ruin of their own walls.”


The riders exchanged grim looks
as the dragon continued. “A hellish host is on the march—legions of orcs beyond
counting, trolls bearing cudgels like felled oaks, and wolves whose eyes burn
with an inner fire. They march with but one aim—to scour all life from these
lands. It will not be long before they strike.”


He paused then, lifting his
great head, as though listening to some far-off cry upon the wind. “Yet I have
seen Ilmarion,” he added at last, his voice somewhat less grave. “He lies to
the north, with a great host clad in bright mail. They hold their ground,
watchful, ensuring no foe passes unseen. If you ride hard northward, you shall
reach them ere the hour wanes.”


Eruviel stepped forward, her
voice warm with gratitude. “Our thanks, my friend. Fly high, Thúrion, and keep
watch. Your sight is dearer to us than any blade.”







The dragon bowed his mighty
head, his amber eyes resting briefly upon her before, with a sweep of his
wings, he launched into the sky. A storm of dust whirled about them as he
vanished into the veiling clouds, and silence once more settled over the plain.


Thavion turned to his
companions, his voice unwavering. “You have heard him. We ride north—Ilmarion
awaits, and we dare not tarry!”


With no further word, they urged
their steeds forward, and the journey continued, their hearts caught between
the weight of dread and the flickering flame of hope. The horizon darkened, and
the twilight faded into an unnatural gloom, like a curtain drawn over the
world. Yet the company rode on, unbowed, their purpose resolute.


Without hindrance, they rode on,
while the vast plain unfurled beneath the hooves of their steeds. A dark night
lay heavy upon the land, like a shroud of sorrow, and only the baleful light of
the burning mountain in the north broke the gloom. At times, fiery stones,
hurled like fell missiles across the heavens, sundered the darkness, casting
spectral shadows upon the earth. Eruviel felt the weight of tension settle deep
within her limbs as she cleaved through the looming silence. She was keenly
aware of the gravity of their journey, and the very air seemed thick with the
taste of peril.


Suddenly, from the shadows
ahead, Caledhil rode forth, his arm outstretched, his voice charged with
urgency:


"Behold yonder! Fire upon
the horizon! It must be them!"


Eruviel closed her eyes but for
a moment, as if listening to some distant voice within. Her heart quickened its
pace, a mingling of fear and resolve stirring in her breast. Her thoughts
turned to her sons, to Ilmarion, and to the questions that awaited her. But
even as she mused, a gentle touch alighted upon her arm. She turned to see
Ríthwen, who had drawn her steed close, her face softened by a knowing smile.


“Eruviel, take a deep breath,”
she said, her voice as calm and flowing as a quiet stream. “Ilmarion will
rejoice at your coming. No doubt he will ply you with a hundred questions! I
wager he has already devised some grand design for you.”


Eruviel met her gaze. In the
dust and the darkness, Ríthwen’s face was barely discernible, yet her eyes
shone bright as distant stars. "Are you attempting to distract me,
Ríthwen?" she asked with a wry smile.


Ríthwen laughed, a sound clear
as silver bells upon the wind, fleeting yet bright against the weight of night.
"Distract you? Never! I merely have a feeling, my friend, a certainty of
heart. Soon, we shall stand before him, and the unknown will no longer trouble
us."


A smile, unbidden, touched
Eruviel’s lips. For an instant, the burden upon her shoulders seemed lighter.


But Thavion, ever watchful, ever
wary, did not permit them long to linger in their moment of levity. “Not to
spoil the merriment,” he said dryly, “but I think we might wish to present
ourselves with some dignity. Else we may soon find arrows in our backs.”


His words called them swiftly to
their senses, and all eyes turned once more to the distant fires, now burning
clearer upon the horizon. A great host moved there, its shifting mass
resembling the breath of some vast, slumbering beast.


“We must make ourselves known,”
Thavion declared. “Eruviel, can you not summon Elensil? Its light will prove
that we are no thralls of the enemy.”


Eruviel nodded, reaching for the
small pouch at her side. With care, she drew forth the star-gem, Elensil. At
once, a warm and radiant light blossomed in the dark, pushing back the shadow
that had crept about them. The stone was warm in her palm, as a sunbeam upon
winter’s chill.


“It is wondrous,” murmured
Ríthwen in hushed reverence, as the glow of the gem lit their faces.


The Gravon-armour they bore from
Ithilwen caught the star’s silver sheen, gleaming as though dusted with the
light of the firmament itself. Even their steeds, black as the deepened night,
seemed touched by some ethereal grace, as if they were no mere beasts of flesh
and bone, but heralds of old, riding forth from legend.


“Look!” Caledhil cried, his keen
eyes never resting. “They have seen us!”


In the distance, the watchfires
stirred, and the host began to shift. Soon, the glint of polished mail and
readied steel caught in the flickering light. The warriors of Ilmarion had
marked their coming.


Now the star-stone burned yet
brighter, so that it seemed as though a fragment of the heavens had descended
to the earth. Its radiance set the riders aglow, their armoured forms reflecting
back the light in a thousand dazzling rays. The eyes of the gathered warriors
widened, wonder and awe reflected in their gaze, for in that moment, it was as
though the Ilûmar themselves had come among them.


The steeds, noble and unbowed,
seemed wreathed in light, their breath rising in shimmering clouds upon the
chill night air. A hush fell upon the host, as though even the darkness dared
not encroach upon them.


“Look,” whispered one among
them, his voice trembling. “It is the messengers of Luminar! The powers of the
stars ride forth!”


Ilmarion’s host stood still in
solemn reverence. Some lowered their weapons, while others raised them high, as
if in salute to a vision long spoken of in song. An aged captain, his face
lined with the years of many winters, sank to his knees.


“Never did I dream that I should
live to see such a thing,” he murmured, a hand pressed over his heart.


“The Ilûmar…” another breathed,
as the light of Elensil shimmered in his eyes.


The small company rode on,
drawing ever nearer to the great host, and for a fleeting moment, it seemed as
though the very world held its breath. The light of Elensil had now wholly
broken the darkness, casting the night into the likeness of day. It was a sight
that bore hope upon its gleaming wings, and even those who had trembled in fear
before now found fresh courage in their hearts.


Like a sea of warriors and
banners, the host stretched across the plain, a living tide in the gloom. Yet
before the radiance of Elensil, the gathered host parted, as though sensing the
presence of messengers not born of mortal toil. A murmur ran through the ranks,
and many bowed their heads or pressed their hands upon their hearts in
reverence.


Eruviel and her companions rode
forth, their steeds moving as though they were spirits of the wind, their
hooves barely gracing the earth. Twice they rode in a wide arc before the host,
and then, at last, they beheld him—Ilmarion, High King of the Vaharyn. Tall and
proud he stood, his gaze keen as a tempered blade, and even amidst his warriors,
there was about him a majesty beyond compare.


With a final motion, Eruviel
reined in Ailinor, her steed of purest white, whose breath rose in silvery
clouds upon the chill night air. Without hesitation, she sprang lightly from
the saddle, her feet touching the earth as if she herself were woven of
starlight. With a swift, graceful motion, she drew Vilyalómë, the Evenblade,
which glimmered in her grasp like a fragment of the heavens.


"My lord," she spoke,
her voice clear and unwavering, "we have come to drive back the
darkness!"


A hush fell upon the gathered
host, and all eyes turned to her. Even Ilmarion, a man who had seen much and
endured more, stood still, as if a vision from the elder days had risen before
him. His gaze lingered upon her, and in his eyes was a glimmer of wonder,
touched with solemn recognition.


"You… you are
Eruviel," he murmured at last, as though scarcely believing the truth
before him. "And yet… you seem more than that. Never have I beheld such a
light. Tell me, from what realms beyond the seas have you come?"


Eruviel bowed her head but
wasted no breath on pleasantries. "My lord, I shall answer all you ask in
time, but first you must tell me—where are my sons? Where are Nivion and
Ríannor?"


A shadow crossed Ilmarion’s
face, and his gaze fell. "I do not know," he said at length, regret
heavy upon his words. "The vastness of war has veiled them from my
sight."


Yet ere Eruviel could speak
again, an old captain stepped forth from the gathered warriors. His face was
lined with the passage of many winters, but his voice, when he spoke, was
strong and clear.


"My lord," he
addressed Ilmarion, "forgive my boldness, but I know where the two may be
found."


Eruviel turned sharply toward
him, her eyes burning like twin stars against the night. "Speak,
captain!" she urged.


The old soldier lifted a hand,
pointing towards the shadowed land beyond. "They are but a short way
yonder," he said, his voice tinged with a quiet awe. "Doubtless, they
have already marked your coming."


Eruviel did not hesitate.
"Come with me!" she called, her voice ringing with a command none
would dare gainsay. "Show me the way!"


The captain inclined his head
and turned, leading them forward through the host, which parted before them
like a tide drawn back by the unseen hand of the heavens. Silent, the warriors
watched them pass, their faces solemn, their breath hushed with reverence.
Ríthwen, Thavion, and the others followed as best they could, but even they
seemed caught within the weight of the moment.


At last, they came to a low rise
where the gathering thinned. The captain halted, turning to Eruviel, his hand
trembling as he gestured ahead. His voice, though quiet, quivered with
something beyond mere duty as he spoke:


"There, Lady of the
Starlight… there they stand."


Eruviel followed his gaze—and in
that instant, all else fell away.


In the firelit distance,
standing amidst the shadows, were two figures. Nivion and Ríannor. Though they
wore simple armour, she knew them at once, even before she saw their faces.
Their bearing, the strength in their shoulders, the way they moved—there was no
doubt. They were her sons.


"Nivion… Ríannor…" she
breathed, but her words were lost upon the wind.


One of them turned, as though he
had heard her voice carried through the unseen currents of the night. He beheld
her—first with wonder, then with disbelief. And then, without warning, he broke
into a run, his cry ringing through the night:


"Mother!"


The other followed at once,
their voices rising in unison as they called her name.


Eruviel rushed forth to meet
them, and in that moment, all the darkness of war and all the fires of battle
seemed to fade away. Only the light of Elensil remained, bright and pure as the
dawning of the world, as the three were at last enfolded in each other’s arms.


"Mother," Ríannor
murmured, breathless, as he held her gaze with an incredulous smile. "What
in all the heavens are you doing here… and what was that entrance?"


Eruviel, adjusting the clasps of
her armour, smiled with quiet knowing. “You shall learn soon enough,” she said,
her voice warm yet steadfast. “It is a long tale, and much of it will only
become clear to you in time. But come with me now—we must go to Ilmarion. There
is much to discuss.”


Nivion furrowed his brow,
stepping forward. “You know the High King?” he asked, disbelief lacing his
words.


A glimmer of pride and mirth
flickered in Eruviel’s gaze. “Aye, I do,” she answered simply, yet there was
weight in her words. “And I bear tidings of great import for him. You shall, of
course, accompany me—do not think I shall ever let you stray from my sight
again, my children.”


She took the hands of her sons,
and together they set forth. A newfound strength seemed to radiate from her, a
presence felt by all who walked beside her. The family was whole once more, and
a new chapter of their tale was about to unfold.


The path to Ilmarion was lined
with the ranks of the elven host—warriors, men and women alike, who had stood
in tense silence. Now, as the small company passed, they straightened with
quiet reverence. Their eyes followed the travellers with unspoken curiosity and
wonder, and a hushed murmur spread through their ranks.


Ríthwen cast a glance about her,
a knowing smile curling at her lips. “I could grow quite accustomed to being
the centre of attention,” she whispered to Thavion, throwing him a sly look. “I
only hope I shall have the chance to tell of this in Nal Doroth—my friends
would wither from envy.”


Thavion shot her an amused
glance but said nothing.


Behind them, Caledhil wore a
broad grin, his stride proud, chest lifted high. His golden hair caught the
flickering light as he moved, and he drank in the moment as if it were a
draught of the finest mead. “Do you see this?” he murmured to Tiriel, who
walked at his back, shaking her head. “These looks! As though a living legend
walks among them.”


Tiriel arched a brow, stifling a
laugh. “If you carry yourself any higher, Caledhil, they shall take you for a
peacock rather than a warrior.”


“A most impressive peacock,” he
returned, his grin unshaken. “Perhaps I should give a speech later, just to
ensure they understand the measure of my valour.”


Thavion glanced back, his eyes
glinting with amusement, though his expression remained schooled in resolve.
“If you are so eager to prove your valour, Caledhil, you would do better to
meet the High King with dignity rather than boastfulness.”


Caledhil raised his hands in
mock surrender, murmuring, “Of course, Thavion. Always with dignity.”


As they neared Ilmarion, the
murmuring of the gathered host faded, giving way to a hush of quiet reverence.
The torches burned steadily, casting a warm glow upon the assembled warriors as
the company took their final steps towards the High King. The very air seemed
charged with unspoken meaning—for all present knew that this was more than a mere
reunion. This was the turning of an age, the moment in which history would be
set upon its course.


And there he stood—Ilmarion,
High King of the Vaharyn, a figure of legend made flesh. His silvered armour
gleamed in the torchlight, and upon his brow rested a helm of exquisite craft,
graven with the sigil of Elenthi. He seemed as one stepped forth from the days
of old—tall and unyielding, the very image of a warlord of lost ages, bearing
upon his shoulders the pride and hope of his people.


Eruviel hesitated but a moment
as she stepped forward. A memory flickered in her mind—the first time they had
met in Sélith, where he had been no less regal, yet less burdened by the weight
of war. But now, as darkness loomed ever nearer, he had taken on the mantle of
a leader prepared to stand against the storm.


When his gaze fell upon her,
something in his expression shifted. A warmth broke through the sternness of
his countenance, and he lifted his arms as though greeting an old companion.


“Eruviel of Nimlad,” he spoke,
his voice deep and resonant, carrying across the silent host. “So our paths
cross once more—here, in this place, where the fate of all free peoples shall
be decided.”


His words echoed in the hush,
and those who stood near seemed to hold their breath. Ilmarion studied her
keenly, and a subtle glimmer lit his eyes.


“I look upon you and see that we
have much to speak of,” he said, his gaze shifting to Ríthwen and Caledhil.
“You bear two companions from Nal Doroth. I take this to mean you have met with
Sylvarin.”


Eruviel bowed her head slightly,
yet her stance remained unbowed. “Aye, my lord. Our paths did cross, and
Sylvarin revealed to me much that has set my course hence.”


Ilmarion inclined his head
slowly, a shadow of melancholy passing through his gaze. “Though the tide of
hatred moves ever swiftly towards us, I would take this moment to speak with
you and your companions.” He stepped forward, his voice softening. “I can only
hope you have glimpsed something that may aid us in these darkening hours.”


Eruviel made to answer, but
before she could find the words, she felt the hesitant shift of Nivion at her
side. The boy’s expression was one of awe and trepidation alike. Ilmarion took
note, turning his attention upon him. “And this must be your son,” said the
King with a gentle smile. “The eyes of a leader already rest upon him.”


Nivion flushed, but he did not
look away. Summoning his courage, he met the High King’s gaze. “It is an honour
to serve you, my lord,” he said at last, striving to keep his voice steady.


Ilmarion laid a firm yet
fatherly hand upon the boy’s shoulder—a gesture both reassuring and weighty.
“The honour is mine, Nivion of Nimlad. In the young lies the hope of days yet
to come, and this world shall be yours, should our deeds preserve it.”


Ríthwen, standing quietly beside
Thavion, glanced about and murmured, “I did not expect him to be so...
formidable.”


“Formidable is an
understatement,” Caledhil muttered from behind, his usual brashness subdued in
the High King’s presence.


Ilmarion turned once more to
Eruviel, his smile lingering as he gestured towards a quieter place beyond the
camp. “Come, walk with me. Let us find a place where words may be spoken
undisturbed—for those spoken in the hush of stillness oft bear the greatest
weight.”


Together they followed him
through the encampment, and though the tension of war still loomed, it seemed
to wane beneath the King’s presence. It was as though, by his mere being,
Ilmarion had kindled a light that cut through the gathering dark.


At last, they reached a secluded
hollow at the edge of the great host, where a simple fire had been built
between blackened stones, their surfaces veiled in the fine dust of long-spent
embers. The air was heavy with the scent of charred earth, and the ground
beneath them was dry and cracked, cloaked in a thin veil of ash.


Ilmarion motioned towards the
fire. “Be seated,” he said in a voice calm and measured, lowering himself onto
a broad stone darkened by soot. The flickering flames cast shifting shadows
upon his face, illuminating the intricate engravings of his armour, while the
embers glowed in the gathering gloom.


“Well then, Eruviel,” he began,
his keen blue eyes resting upon her, “let us hear what tidings you bring from
the forests and vales. Any whisper of hope, any weapon against the dark, is of
immeasurable worth.”


Eruviel settled upon a stone
opposite him, her movements measured, though a quiet tension lay beneath them.
Ríthwen and Thavion took their places beside her, while Caledhil, with an
effortless yet near-theatrical grace, perched upon a larger rock, his gaze
still filled with the quiet wonder of one who scarcely believed he sat in
council with the High King himself.


The air hung heavy with the
weight of unspoken things, the firelight deepening the gravity of the moment.
Ilmarion straightened, his expression composed, though the burden upon his
shoulders was plain to see. “It may all seem hastily arranged,” he admitted,
his voice clear and unyielding, “but in times such as these, there is little
room for formality.” He turned his gaze upon Eruviel, his manner expectant.
“Speak, Eruviel. The word is yours.”


She glanced around at those
gathered, her countenance solemn yet resolute. “Time is short, so I shall be
swift,” she began, her voice clear and steady, though tinged with the weariness
of long travel. “With Thavion, I made my way to Nal Doroth, through the
shadowed groves where ancient trees rose like pillars of black stone. There, I
met with Sylvarin, and he granted me leave to gaze into his mirror.”


Ilmarion’s brow lifted slightly,
a flicker of curiosity and wonder in his steely gaze. “Then it is real,” he
murmured, half to himself.


Eruviel inclined her head. “It
is real, and it reveals much. Yet whether it shows truth or but one path among
many, I cannot say. But of the war that now looms, I saw this: Shorath will
unleash dragons upon the field—great beasts of fire and ruin, mightier and
deadlier than any Morrog we have ever faced. Some shall soar like eagles upon
the wind, while others shall creep and coil like serpents over the earth, and
beneath their weight, the land itself shall tremble.”


A hush fell over the gathering,
save for the quiet crackling of the fire.


“But not all I saw was
darkness,” Eruviel continued, and her voice lifted as the first light of dawn
upon the horizon. “I beheld the eagles, proud and mighty, rending the shadow as
they cleaved the skies. Their wings bore the weight of hope, and their cries
rang out like a song of defiance.”


Ilmarion leaned back slightly,
his features pensive, yet within his eyes, something kindled—a quiet, steadfast
certainty. “Then Lúthain has succeeded,” he murmured, more to himself than the
others.


A long silence followed, broken
only by the whisper of wind and the smouldering embers at their feet.


At last, Eruviel spoke again,
and her voice, though measured, carried the gravity of a burden not lightly
borne. “That is not all,” she said, and each word fell with deliberate weight,
as if to ensure its meaning was fully grasped. “I saw Loth-Galor fall.”


A shadow passed over Ilmarion’s
face, and the air itself seemed to tighten.


“The enemy will sweep over it
like a storm, leaving nothing untouched. The fields that have sheltered us
shall burn, and the sky will be darkened with smoke.”


 


A murmur passed through the
gathered company. Ilmarion, seated close to the fire, gazed into the flames
with an unreadable expression, his face as still and unmoving as carved stone.
Yet his eyes, dark and impenetrable, held the weight of unspoken thoughts.
Eruviel continued, her voice laced with sorrow, though softened by the quiet
gravity of her words.


"Only one stronghold
endured," she said, inclining her head slightly. "Eldhros' Citadel.
The enemy could not breach its walls, though they assailed it with all their
might. The fortress stood, unyielding, and I believe it shall be our surest
refuge, should retreat become necessary."


Ilmarion lifted his gaze to meet
hers, the flickering firelight casting deep shadows across his face.
"Eldhros' fortress," he murmured, as though speaking to himself.
"A bastion amidst the darkness... It seems his oath has wrought more than
we ever dared hope."


Eruviel inclined her head, yet
her countenance grew more solemn as she drew a steady breath. The words she now
uttered bore the weight of ill tidings.


"But I saw more,
Ilmarion," she went on, her voice quieter, yet unwavering in its clarity.
"I was drawn into a vision, carried deep into the stronghold of Shorath
himself. It was as though the Mirror had led me through the very shadows of his
halls. I wandered those blackened corridors, where even the echoes of footsteps
perished into silence. I beheld his throne… and the horrors that dwelt within
those walls."


A hush fell upon them. Even the
wind seemed to pause, as if holding its breath.


"And then," said
Eruviel, her voice now but a whisper, "I saw him. The Dark Lord himself.
Shorath."


A chill spread through the
company, as though the mere utterance of the name had dimmed the fire’s warmth.
Ilmarion straightened, his gaze fixed upon her.


"You beheld him?"


Eruviel nodded. "Aye. And
he was locked in battle—a duel that raged deep within the heart of his
stronghold. Shorath was grievously wounded, his black form marred with many
wounds. But then, with a great stroke of his hammer, he smote his adversary to
the ground. He slew him..."


The company listened, the air
between them heavy, as though the very world had grown still.


"And that adversary,"
Eruviel whispered, her voice scarcely more than a breath, "was you,
Ilmarion."


A sharp intake of breath escaped
Ilmarion’s lips, yet he did not flinch.


"I… challenged him?"


"Yes," she answered,
her eyes searching his. "It was you who stood against him, with a courage
beyond all hope. You dealt him grievous harm, yet…" Her voice faltered,
and for a moment, silence hung between them. Then, softer still, she continued,
"In the end, he struck you down."


A long stillness followed, so
profound that even the crackling embers seemed distant, like echoes from
another world.


At last, Ilmarion rose. His face
was as unmoving as sculpted marble, yet within his gaze burned something
unyielding, something resolute.


"If this is to be my
fate," he said, his voice low but ringing through the night like the toll
of a great bell, "then I shall meet it unafraid. If I am to fall, let it
be with the certainty that I have struck Shorath with all the strength that is
in me. Let me leave a mark upon him, so that our people may know—he is not
beyond reach."


"No, Ilmarion. He is not
beyond reach," Eruviel said, her voice steady with newfound resolve.
"But we must not deceive ourselves. Shorath is an Ilûmar, and his power
far surpasses our own. He is cunning and cruel, and his will alone is enough to
cast whole lands into shadow. Yet…" She paused, her eyes glimmering in the
firelight. "The course of fate has shifted. Something has changed.
Something the Mirror did not show me—or something it sought to conceal."


Ilmarion regarded her keenly,
his gaze sharp as a blade poised to cut through falsehood. "What do you
mean?" he asked, his voice quiet, yet carrying the weight of a king’s
command.


Eruviel reached to her belt, her
fingers resting upon the hilt of her sword. Though plain in its sheath, there
was a presence about it, a veiled power waiting to be revealed. Her voice, calm
yet brimming with an unseen force, hushed all around her.


"Vilyalómë has been
reforged," she said and, with deliberate slowness, drew the blade from its
scabbard.


In the instant the blade’s edge
met the air, a light burst forth—brighter, purer than the fire’s glow, casting
the gathered company into stark relief. The radiance was like a living thing,
flowing forth in waves, driving back the night. It was as though the heavens
themselves had descended to stand against the darkness.


"Aiya!" cried Ríthwen,
turning aside, shielding her eyes with her hand. Even Ilmarion, unflinching in
the face of light or shadow, drew the hood of his cloak over his eyes to temper
the brilliance.


"What light is this?"
Nivion whispered, his voice filled with awe.


Ríannor dared a glance, only to
shudder as he beheld the blade in its unveiled splendour. It shone as though
woven from the very radiance of the stars at the breaking of dawn. The runes
etched upon its surface gleamed with a soft, pulsating glow, and for a fleeting
moment, it seemed as though they sang—a melody so faint, only those of pure
heart could hear.


"What craft is this?"
Ilmarion murmured at last, his voice hushed, as though fearing to break the
sanctity of the moment.


Eruviel raised the blade high,
her face bathed in its ethereal glow.


"Vilyalómë bears the power
of Luminar," she declared, her voice calm but unyielding. "It is more
than a mere weapon— it is part of the great creation, the first
initiation, spoken by Aira, the Mother of the Heavens. This blade was forged to
sunder darkness, not only in the world but in the hearts of those who are
ensnared by it."


Slowly, she lowered the sword,
and the light softened, until it became but a gentle radiance, like a watchful
star in the night. The company, at last, dared to lower their hands and open
their eyes. Some gazed upon Vilyalómë as though they had glimpsed the presence
of Luminar itself.


"Vilyalómë holds a power
Shorath does not understand," Eruviel continued, her voice resolute. "And
against it, even he is not beyond reach."


A brief silence followed, one
almost respectful in its weight, ere Ríthwen broke it with a wry glint in her
emerald eyes. She had leaned forward slightly, her lips curving into a knowing
smile.


"Ahh, my dear," she
said, mischief dancing in her tone. "Am I to understand that thou dost
intend to deliver a most unceremonious blow to the Dark Lord himself?"


A soft laughter rippled through
the gathering, like a fleeting gust of wind through autumn leaves. Even
Eruviel, despite the gravity of the hour, could not withhold a faint smile.


"'Intend' is perhaps not
the right word, Ríthwen," she answered evenly. "Yet if it is needful
to bring an end to this war, then I fear it may indeed be my doom."


"Well then," Ríthwen
said, straightening, a near-challenging lilt in her voice. "If fate should
truly lead thee unto Druugorath, then I shall go with thee. Shorath would make
a worthy foe for me and my blades." A dark grin touched her lips, yet the
warmth in her eyes betrayed her jest.


"Nay, Eruviel—thou must
not!" cried Nivion suddenly, rising to his feet. Never had he beheld his
mother thus resolved, and the thought of her standing alone against Shorath
himself filled him with dread. "Thou canst not fight him! Thou art our
mother!"


"Yea, Mother, thou must
not!" echoed Ríannor, his hands clasped as though he might yet ward off
the fate he feared.


Eruviel turned to them, and for
a moment, the steel in her countenance softened. She stepped closer to the
fire, its glow casting her features in shifting gold and shadow.


"My sons," she said,
her voice firm yet gentle, "it is true—I am thy mother. But I am also a
warrior. And at times, it is a mother's duty to take up the sword, that her
children may know peace. That ye may have a future."


"But—" Nivion began,
yet Tiriel laid a quieting hand upon his shoulder. Her smile was warm, almost
soothing.


"The hour is not yet
come," she murmured. "Let us take this time to gather our strength
and weave our counsels wisely. The foe is mighty, yet we are not without hope.
For now, let us be still."


There was a hush, like the calm
upon the sea before the rising of a storm. Ilmarion let his gaze pass over them
all, his hands resting upon his knees.


"May the dawn bring us new
hope," he said at last, his eyes lingering upon Vilyalómë, which yet
gleamed faintly in Eruviel’s grasp. "And may this blade be as a light in
the darkness, wherever we have need of it."


With slow reverence, Eruviel
slid Vilyalómë into its scabbard, and with a soft click, the radiant sword was
veiled. The blinding light dimmed, yielding once more to the flickering warmth
of the fire at their midst. A breath, long held, seemed to pass through those
gathered, yet the hush that followed was not mere silence—it was filled with
unspoken reverence.


"So let it be," said
Eruviel at last, her gaze steady as it swept across the circle of her
companions. "Yet ere we go further, there are two matters I must lay
before you."


She paused, and for a moment,
naught was heard but the crackling of the fire, like distant whispers in the
night. Then she spoke again.


"The first concerns the
dragons. We have long sought knowledge of them—not through the Mirror alone,
but from another source. A most unexpected one."


Ilmarion, ever thoughtful,
furrowed his brow. His hands remained still upon his knees, yet his gaze was
keen, weighing her words.


"Speak, Eruviel. What
knowledge dost thou hold?"


Eruviel inclined her head
slightly, her voice calm, yet bearing a weight none could ignore.


"We know what we do,"
she said, "for we have met one of them. He names himself Thúrion."


The words fell like a sudden
wind upon the flame, and the fire flared as though stirred by unseen hands.
Ilmarion’s eyes widened, and Ríannor drew a sharp breath.


"A dragon?" he echoed,
incredulous. "Thou hast—thou hast encountered a dragon?"


Eruviel nodded.


"More than that. He is a
free dragon—one who hath sundered the chains of Shorath’s dominion. For many
days he hath walked beside us, guided us, guarded us, and more than once
delivered us from peril. Yet Thúrion is wary, and I bade him not follow us
hither, lest I first be certain that he would find safety among us."


Ilmarion leaned back slowly, and
something strange crossed his face—half wonder, half disbelief.


"Thou hast a dragon,"
he murmured at last, shaking his head as though to waken from some dream.
"And he is thy ally?" He let forth a short breath, almost a laugh.
"Truly, the world is not as it was."


Eruviel’s lips curved in a faint
smile. "Strange, perhaps—but also full of wonder. Thúrion is more than he
seems. Yet I must ask thee, Ilmarion: ere I summon him, thou must give word to
thy men. No arrow, no spear is to be loosed upon him, not even by mischance. He
comes in peace."


Ilmarion rose slowly, and in the
shifting light of the fire, his tall form bore the shadow of the kings of
old—majestic, yet ever tempered by a warmth that lent his companions strength.
He stepped nearer to the fire, and in the flickering glow, the resolve upon his
countenance was made plain.


"If he is truly an ally, as
thou sayest, Eruviel, then no harm shall come to him. I trust thy judgment,
though it is no small thing to grant such faith in a dragon."


With a single, fluid motion,
Ilmarion lifted his right hand and made a sign. At once, two guards who stood
but a short distance from the fire stepped forward. Clad in plain but sturdy
armour, they saluted their lord with due reverence.


"Go forth and inform the
host," Ilmarion said, his voice quiet yet firm. "Every man, every
woman. Let them know that we shall soon have a visitor—a dragon, but one who is
our ally and stands under my protection. No arrow, no spear, no word of enmity
shall be raised against him. Be watchful, yet not hostile. Is this
understood?"


The guards exchanged brief,
uncertain glances, but neither dared question their lord's command.


"As thou dost command, my
lord!" one of them called, and without further hesitation, they turned and
hastened to deliver his word.


Ilmarion turned once more to
Eruviel, the fire’s light casting deep shadows across his steady, penetrating
gaze.


"We shall give them time to
spread the word," he said, his voice as resolute as it was measured.
"Thou didst speak of two matters thou wouldst share with us."


Eruviel gave a solemn nod,
setting her hands upon her knees as she straightened, as though to lend weight
to the words yet unspoken.


"Indeed. There is one thing
more—something I cannot withhold from thee."


For a moment, she faltered, as
though she must gather the courage to give voice to what lay upon her heart.


"I have seen something else
in the Mirror—something I cannot comprehend." Her voice was hushed, yet
her words bore the weight of an inescapable truth. "I saw the world
breaking. Waters rising, sweeping all before them, rivers that became a great
flood, devouring land and life alike."


A murmur of unease passed
through the gathering, and where before the fire had cast their faces in
warmth, now their expressions were darkened by shadowed concern.


Eruviel lifted a hand, bidding
them still their voices.


"I cannot explain it, yet
the vision was clear. I fear that Erynmar may be swallowed by the sea. How or
why, I do not know. But I saw it—as vividly as though I stood upon the very
brink of those surging waves."


Ilmarion’s gaze held hers,
unwavering, and his eyes—blue as the cold fire of distant stars—seemed to
pierce through the shroud of uncertainty. The fire’s glow cast flickering
shapes upon his features, yet though the weight of her words filled the space
between them, his countenance did not waver.


"These are grim words,
Eruviel," he said at last, his voice low, measured. "Yet I have
learned that visions are not to be lightly cast aside."


A hush settled upon the company,
and even Caledhil—who oft had some jest ready upon his lips—sat silent in
thought.


Eruviel held Ilmarion’s gaze.
"It was no fleeting dream, my lord. The images were as clear as the light
of Elenthi’s stars. I saw the earth shudder and split asunder, wounds yawning
wide in the land. Rivers and lakes rising as one, a tide unrelenting, consuming
all in its path. Cities, forests—even the mountains were lost beneath the
waves. This was not wrought by war alone—it was something greater. Something
final."


Ilmarion’s brow furrowed, and
his thoughts seemed to scatter like tributaries of a river, seeking their
course.


"If what thou sayest is
true, then this speaks of an end beyond our reckoning. The fall of
Erynmar..." He hesitated, the weight of the words lending them a bitter
edge. "Could this be the work of Shorath? A final ruin, should he
fall?"


"I do not know,"
Eruviel admitted, her voice touched with quiet dread. "Yet what I beheld
left no doubt that it is bound to our struggle. Whether by the war itself, or
by that which follows, I cannot say."


"Perhaps," Ríthwen
said after a long pause, her voice uncharacteristically grave, "this is
not a doom we can avert. Visions may be warnings, but sometimes... they are
inevitabilities."


Nivion, who had sat in silence
beside his mother, turned to her with wide, solemn eyes.


"If Erynmar is truly to
fall," he asked, his voice barely above a whisper, "what shall become
of the folk who dwell here—of the Men and the Elves? Is there no refuge left to
us?"


Eruviel placed a gentle hand
upon his shoulder, and though sorrow lingered in her gaze, there was yet a
glimmer of hope.


"Nivion, we are not
prisoners of fate. There is always a path, if only we have the courage to seek
it. And so long as hope dwells within us, we shall find it. This, I promise
thee."


Ilmarion inclined his head at
her words, and as he straightened, a fresh resolve settled upon his bearing.


"It may be that we cannot
stay the end of this world," he said. "Yet while we remain, we shall
fight—not for despair, but for life, for freedom, and for hope. Let us not
stand idle in fear, but rise steadfast, for those who place their trust in
us."


Slowly, Eruviel rose, and her
gaze met that of the King. "I have given thee warning, for such knowledge
is thine by right—not to sow fear within thy heart. And if it shall come to
pass as I have seen, then we shall be ready, as best we may."


The words still lingered upon
the air when a cool night wind stirred through the camp, setting the flames to
flicker and lifting motes of dust and ash into the dark.


For a long while, Ilmarion was
silent. When at last he spoke, his voice was softer than before. "Eruviel,
thine is a heavy burden, yet thou dost bear it with a grace that calls to mind
the days of old. We give thee thanks, both for thy candour and for thy
strength."


And then, with a faint yet warm
smile, he added, "Now, summon thy dragon. Mayhap his coming shall remind
us that even in the darkness of the Enemy, some light yet may bloom."


Eruviel stepped back, closing
her eyes for a moment. She laid a hand upon her heart and drew in a slow
breath, as though gathering the words she would send forth. She knew Thúrion
was not far; she could sense him, a presence like a distant ember, warm and
waiting, bound to her by a thread unseen.


Softly, she called,
"Thúrion, come to us," and her voice seemed to drift upon the air,
borne by some unseen power.


Scarce had the words faded when
a wind stirred through the camp, gentle yet touched with an uncanny strength.
The fire quivered, and the shadows about them began to stir as though wakened
from slumber. A distant sound, like the beating of vast wings, murmured upon
the night—faint at first, yet growing, swelling, until it filled the space
between them.


"He comes," Nivion
whispered, his eyes wide with wonder.


At the edge of the camp, near
their fire, a shape emerged. Tall, majestic, yet moving with a grace that
belied its might, as though woven from fire and shadow both. His eyes burned
like amber, keen and fathomless, and his scales gleamed with an eerie silvered
sheen, reflecting the flickering light like ripples upon darkened water.


Thúrion stepped into the glow of
the fire, slow and deliberate, that none might be overcome with fear. Yet even
in his measured pace there lay a presence none could deny.


"That is him?"
murmured Ríannor, his hand straying to the hilt of his blade—more from habit
than from hostility.


"That is he," said
Eruviel, and there was a quiet pride in her voice as she turned her gaze upon
Thúrion. "Welcome, Thúrion. There are some here whom thou hast not yet
met."


She turned to the gathered
company, her voice laced with both fondness and reverence.


"Ilmarion, High King of the
Vaharyn, and here…" Her gaze softened as it fell upon the two elves at her
side. "…my sons, Ríannor and Nivion."


The dragon gave a low, rumbling
sound, a deep tremor that seemed to stir the very earth beneath them. Yet it
was no growl of warning, but rather something else—a greeting, perhaps. Then,
with slow and measured grace, he inclined his head—a gesture of respect that
did not go unnoticed by Ilmarion.


"Welcome, Thúrion,"
said the King at last. "May this be an alliance that brings us hope."


Thúrion did not speak at once,
yet his gaze lingered upon the King before turning again to Eruviel. In his
silence lay a depth that no mortal could truly grasp. And for a fleeting
moment, the shadow that loomed over them all seemed lighter, the weight of fate
less heavy.


Then, at last, he spoke. His voice
was deep, rough-edged, and yet it wove through the night with a power that drew
all ears to him.


"I am not as the
others," he began, slowly. "Shorath wrought us in Druugorath, each of
us shaped as an instrument of dread. Yet to be a tool is to be naught but a
weapon. We were bound, beaten, broken, and made to kneel before the will of the
Dark Lord."


His amber eyes flared for but a
moment, and his voice grew darker, edged with a fury long held in silence.


"Men name us mighty, yet
even the mightiest of us were chained and scourged—kicked like curs by the orcs
when we dared to defy their bidding."


A hush fell over the company as
they listened, rapt, while Thúrion spoke of his escape. "And then I came
upon Eruviel, and the others. And they beheld in me something other than the
beast I had believed myself to be."


Ilmarion regarded him in silence
for a moment, his face grave, yet not unkind. "Thou hast journeyed far,
Thúrion," he said at last. "Yet I must ask—how may we stand against
the others? Wherein lies their weakness?"


Thúrion tarried ere he gave
answer. "Dragons are not beyond harm, though Shorath wrought us to inspire
dread. Our wings are tender—cleave them, and we shall be earthbound. Our eyes
also... they are a weakness, should they be struck with true and certain aim.
Yet beware—a wounded dragon is a foe most perilous."


His voice fell to a lower
murmur, tinged with bitterness. "Would that I could grant thee greater
hope, yet against a swarm of my kind, even the mightiest host shall be
undone."


A hush fell upon them as his
words faded. At length, Ilmarion spoke. "So be it. We know now more than
we knew before. Yet I have another question for thee, Thúrion. How may we mark
thee apart from thy kin, that when the tide of war breaks upon us, we may have
some sign to tell friend from foe?"


Thúrion inclined his head,
pondering. His wings stirred ever so slightly, as though he felt the weight of
the question in his very sinews. "A wise question," he rumbled.
"Amidst the tumult of battle, we shall all appear much alike."


Eruviel nodded, turning to her
companions as she mused aloud. "A pity Rhuvaldir is not here. He would
surely have fashioned something to aid us."


Ilmarion's gaze fell upon one of
his guards. "We have no Rhuvaldir, but we have a Bregol. Send for him."


Swiftly, the guard departed, and
before long, Bregol the smith appeared, clad in a leather apron blackened with
soot, his keen eyes glinting with curiosity. He was still catching his breath
as his gaze fell upon Thúrion, who regarded him in turn with a sharp, measuring
look.


"Bregol," Ilmarion
began, his voice calm and sure. "Thou art a craftsman of skill, and in the
field, thy hand is swift to mend what is broken. We have need of thee. We must
mark Thúrion, that we may know him in battle. Hast thou any thought on how this
may be done?"


Bregol stepped closer, his eyes
sweeping over the dragon's vast form. His fingers went to his beard, tugging
idly—a habit of his when deep in thought.


"Hmm... a breastplate might
serve," he muttered, more to himself than to the others. "Forged of
copper, silver, and gravon. Light enough not to hinder him, yet strong enough
to shield his breast. And if I set gems within the metal, he might gleam even
in the faintest light, as a star of Elenthis."


Thúrion let forth a huff, half
amusement, half disbelief. "A breastplate? Wouldst thou deck me as a
prancing steed?"


Bregol grinned. "No
offence, my lord of scales, but thou art a sight to behold. Why not make use of
that?"


He cast a glance at Ilmarion.
"The materials are at hand, and I may begin at once. Yet first, I must
take his measure."


Ilmarion gave a nod of assent,
and the company exchanged approving looks. Thúrion, though he did not say it,
seemed not unpleased by the notion.


"Very well," he
grumbled at last. "Take thy measure, then." What followed was a scene
the likes of which none there would soon forget.


Bregol strode forward, his face
set with determination, a measuring cord in hand. "Now then, my good
dragon, stand still whilst I take thy measure."


Yet scarce had the cool cord
brushed against the scales of Thúrion’s chest when the great beast flinched.


"What sorcery is
this?" he rumbled, his vast frame quivering slightly. Bregol blinked.
"’Tis but a measuring cord, my lord. It shall not bite thee, I give thee
my word."


He tried again, this time at the
dragon's neck. Yet once more, Thúrion gave an involuntary shudder, a deep sound
rumbling in his throat—not one of ire, but something stranger still.


"It... it tickles!" he
growled at last, his wings twitching as he struggled to keep still. "Never
did I think myself so—so sensitive!"


At this, laughter broke forth.
Ríannor was the first to let out a loud, unrestrained laugh, followed swiftly
by Nivion, who all but doubled over. Even Eruviel shook her head with a smile.


"Who would have
thought," she murmured, "that a dragon might be ticklish?"


"Hold still!" Bregol
commanded, striving valiantly to maintain his composure. But the determined set
of his face only served to deepen the mirth of those around him. "How am I
to forge aught for thee if thou dost wriggle so?"


"I am trying!" Thúrion
protested, doing his utmost to stand firm, yet each time the cord swept over a
particularly sensitive patch of scales, a low, throaty sound escaped
him—suspiciously akin to a stifled chuckle. "I am a dragon, not a
stone."


Bregol, now smiling despite
himself, muttered, "A dragon, aye... but a dragon who is ticklish. That, I
never would have guessed."


In the end, the smith managed to
take the measurements, though not without trial. Thúrion let out a breath of
relief as Bregol rolled up the cord at last.


"That was... no small
labour," the elf admitted. "I trust thou dost know how much patience
I have spent upon thee, friend dragon."


"Patience?" Thúrion
huffed. "Thou shouldst be honoured, smith. Never before hath a dragon been
measured for a breastplate. This is a first among our kind."


At this, laughter rang forth
anew, and even Ilmarion, who had watched all in silence, allowed the shadow of
a smile to grace his lips. And in that moment, for all the dark clouds that
loomed upon the horizon, each heart there was made lighter, if only for a
while.


 


Chapter 20: “In the Face of Darkness”


 


The fire burned low, its ruddy
glow flickering upon the weary yet relieved faces of those gathered in its
circle, seated upon rough-hewn stones. The crackling of wood mingled with the
whisper of the wind, while fine veils of ash drifted over the grass—a grass
that lay beneath their feet like a carpet of grey dust, touched by the breath
of shadow. In the darkness, where even the stars were swallowed, the fire was
their sole solace, a wavering beacon of hope in a world tightening beneath the
grasp of a rising gloom.


Thúrion, the mighty dragon, lay
at the edge of the camp. His vast scales, rough yet bearing a dim sheen, caught
the shifting firelight in muted glimmers. His deep, steady breaths betrayed
relief, though tinged with exhaustion. Not a small thing it had been, to endure
the measuring—an ordeal that had tested even his strength.


"Well," rumbled
Thúrion at last, his voice a rough yet warm growl, "that was an adventure
I have little desire to repeat." A huffing sound followed his words, and a
thin wisp of smoke curled from his nostrils. "Thou, Elf-kind, hast a
peculiar manner of forging friendship."


Eruviel, seated close to the
fire, raised her head and gave a faint smile. One hand rested upon her knee,
while the other idly turned a small branch within the flames, watching as its
end blackened and curled. Her gaze met Thúrion’s, and in her eyes was a light
that pierced even the deepest shadow.


"And yet, friend, thou art
now one of us. Thy valour and thy loyalty shall find their way into song, of
that I have no doubt."


"Songs, aye," murmured
Thúrion, his heavy eyelids half-lowered, "but see to it that they tell of
my finer qualities, and not merely my… small shortcomings."


"Then we shall have long to
sing, Thúrion," quipped Ríthwen dryly, as she traced idle patterns in the
ash with the point of her knife.


A brief smile flickered across
the faces of their company, yet when Ilmarion rose to his feet, the murmured
mirth faded into silence. There was a nobility in his bearing, and even in the
darkness, he seemed a light unto those who followed him. His sword, Iskald,
gleamed faintly as he slid it into its scabbard, and with a measured hand, he
brushed soot from the darkened steel of his armour.


"My friends," he
began, his voice gentle, yet carrying the weight of command, "our time of
rest is at an end. Here, in this hush of night, we have found a moment's
respite, yet the hour of reckoning draws near. Soon shall our courage be
tested, and we may not turn aside."


His gaze fell upon Eruviel, and
for a moment, the world held its breath.


"I return now to my host,
to my captains and my kin-in-arms. Our foes gather, and the storm is nigh; we must
stand ready to meet it. Yet this I vow to thee, Eruviel—we shall meet again,
ere the last darkness seeks to claim the world."


Slowly, Eruviel rose, her cloak
slipping from her shoulders like a shadow dissolving in the fire’s glow. She
met Ilmarion’s gaze with a quiet strength, as though drawn from the very depths
of her soul. Taking his outstretched hand, she spoke, her voice low but
unwavering.


"May the light of Ilûmar
guide thy path, my lord. May it shield thee from Druugorath’s shadow."


Ilmarion gave the barest nod,
the ghost of a smile touching his lips ere he turned to the rest.


"And ye, my friends, trust
in Vilyalómë and the hand that wields it. Let no darkness take root in thy
hearts. Be yourselves the light that leads the way, and so long as ye hold to
this, the light shall walk with thee."


Thúrion raised his mighty head,
his golden eyes glinting in the fire’s glow. "My thanks, King of the
Elves. It is an honour to stand beside thee in battle."


A faint warmth passed through
the company then, a fleeting moment of solace amidst the weight of what lay
ahead. But as Ilmarion’s words faded into the night, reality returned. The sky
was yet black, the grass beneath them dead, blanketed in drifting ash.


Eruviel stepped nearer the fire,
her gaze sweeping over her gathered kin and comrades.


"We must now speak of what
is to come," she said at last, her voice firm. "Each of thee is free
to stand beside me still—or to choose another road."


Eruviel sat in stillness, her
hands folded, her thoughts cast afar. The fire flickered low, its wavering
light mirrored in her eyes as she spoke:


"My road leads me to
Feredrim. There lies my hope, my duty… and my heart. I must find Elwina, my
daughter, and my husband, Lúthendil. In Sylvarin’s Mirror, I beheld them—clear
as the stars in the night."


At these words, all eyes turned
to her. A hush settled over them, broken only by the crackling of the fire and
the distant call of a night-bird. It was Nivion who at last broke the silence.


"Feredrim…," he
murmured, as though tasting the name, weighing it upon his tongue like a bitter
herb. His gaze drifted westward, where beyond the darkness, the shadowed
forests stretched. "Between us and the woods lies the full might of
Shorath’s host."


His words hung heavy upon them,
like a chill wind stealing what little warmth remained. Yet ere fear could take
root, Ríthwen’s voice rang clear and unwavering.


"Well then," she said,
a glint of mischief in her eyes, "sounds like a fair bit of sport! I am
with thee."


Eruviel lifted her gaze in
surprise, yet Ríthwen’s look held only steadfast resolve, her lips curved in a
smile that banished doubt like morning light chasing mist.


"We have faced worse, have
we not? And if thy heart calls thee to Feredrim, then by thy side shall I
stand, Eruviel."


Scarce had she spoken when
Caledhil let forth a broad grin, his mirth as light as ever.


"My friends, ye know me.
How could I let Ríthwen ride forth alone? Nay, I could not—and, truth be told,
I would not. She has grown far too dear to me."


He cast her a look, and though
Ríthwen inclined her head as if to mask her gratitude, the soft smile upon her
lips betrayed her. Caledhil pressed on.


"Of course, I shall go with
thee—to the very end, be it wherever fate may lead!"


Eruviel lowered her head, a
blend of relief and deep emotion playing across her face.


"Ye know not how much thy
loyalty means to me. Yet this path is not lightly taken. I cannot promise that
we shall all return."


"No such promise do we
seek, Eruviel," said Nivion, his voice steady and calm. There was in his
words the weight of war, yet also the quiet resolve of one who would give all
for those he held dear.


"Our world is sundered by
war, and each of us bears a burden greater than our own lives. Yet the blood
that binds us is stronger than any shadow."


Stepping forward, he took her
hands gently in his own.


"We must find our sister
and our father—for them, for ourselves. And so, of course, I shall go with
thee. Our roads shall not part again, Mother."


His final words were a vow,
spoken with a tenderness that even the darkness of night could not swallow. In
his eyes shone the same resolve that lent Eruviel the strength to believe in
her purpose, and the love of a son who, in this moment, stood unshaken at her
side.


At the edge of the circle,
Thúrion lifted his great head. His gaze swept over them, and in his golden eyes
was a glimmer of both fondness and pride.


"If ye ride into those
woods, then not without me. Ye shall need one to bring light into the
darkness—and I speak not only of my fire."


A low chuckle rippled through
the company, breaking the tension, and Ríthwen gave the dragon’s flank a light
pat.


"That is the right spirit,
Thúrion. Glad I am to have thee with us."


Eruviel rose then, the firelight
casting dancing shadows upon her face. She stepped forward, her gaze meeting
each of theirs ere she spoke.


"Ye are more to me than
companions. Ye are my kin. Yet I would have ye weigh this choice well. The road
to Feredrim is fraught with peril. What lies beyond, none but the heavens may
know, and our courage shall be sorely tried."


Caledhil grinned, drawing his
blade a fraction from its sheath, the steel gleaming in the fire’s glow.


"Peril? Ordeals? Aye,
sounds much like any other day to us."


Ríannor snorted, though a
glimmer of humour shone in his eyes.


"Reassuring, is it
not?"


At last, Tiriel, too, rose.
There was both pride and quiet sorrow in her bearing.


"I shall go with
thee," she said, her voice clear and unwavering. "This road leads me
closer to home, and my heart is heavy with care for those I love."


Her gaze moved over them all,
and a faint, yet earnest smile touched her lips.


"I think we should not
tarry overlong. Every hour that passes may carry weight. Let us make ready to
depart soon."


Eruviel inclined her head, a
soft smile upon her lips.


"Then at the breaking of
dawn, we shall set forth. Mayhap the morn shall grant us clearer sight, though
the stars lie veiled."


A nod passed through the circle,
and for a fleeting moment, there was a warmth in the air that no fire alone
could bestow. They knew well that the road before them would demand more than
courage. Yet in this hour, amidst flame and friendship, there was something
that even Shorath’s shadow could not eclipse—hope.


Eruviel sat close by the fire,
her gaze lost within its golden dance, where flickering light strove valiantly
to sunder the darkness. At length, she lifted her head, and in the warm yet
steady voice of a mother, she called:


“Nivion, Ríannor—come to me.”


The two elves rose from their
rest and stepped near. Nivion lowered himself to the ground, while Ríannor
remained standing, a trace of both curiosity and concern upon his face. Eruviel
was silent for a moment, as though seeking the right words, ere she spoke:


“Ye both know of Calenhir, do ye
not?”


Nivion inclined his head slowly,
his eyes grave.


“Aye, I know him well. A valiant
warrior and a true friend. Why dost thou ask, Mother?”


Eruviel drew a deep breath and
continued in a voice gentle yet solemn.


“He was sorely wounded in the
defence of Narath Pass. He was brought unto us—his flesh burned, his breath
heavy with pain. I did what I could to tend him, yet now, knowing what befell
him…” Her voice wavered, though she gathered herself ere she spoke on. “It was
dragon-fire that struck him. Shorath, it seems, would test the ruinous power of
these creatures.”


A shadow passed over Nivion’s
face, his form taut with memory.


“They came beneath the cover of
mist,” he murmured, “and we had no hope of withstanding them. All was
flame—wood and flesh alike, but even stone melted before their wrath. The
stench of burning, the cries of our kindred…” He faltered, his hands trembling
slightly before he mastered himself. “I am glad to hear that Calenhir yet
lives. Were it not for him, I would not stand here this day. He saved my
life—shielded me from a searing blast without a moment’s hesitation. In doing
so, he himself was caught within the fire.”


Eruviel placed a hand upon her
son’s shoulder, a gleam of pride and deep love in her gaze.


“Calenhir did more than preserve
thy life, my son—he bore with him something thou didst believe lost.”


With that, she drew forth a
slender chain of silver from the folds of her cloak. A single flower,
exquisitely wrought, hung from it, and even in the dim firelight, it glowed as
though with an inner radiance.


“Here is Elanor,” Eruviel said
softly. “Calenhir carried it with him. The Flower of Light withers not, even in
the deepest night.”


Nivion stared at the chain, his
eyes bright with unspoken feeling. He took it reverently from her hand, as
though it were fashioned of the most delicate glass.


“I thought it lost forever,” he
whispered, his voice thick with emotion. “It ever brought me solace, even in my
darkest hours. And now it returns… as light ever returns.”


Ríannor, who until then had
listened in silence, stepped forward and set a hand upon Nivion’s arm.


“Perchance it is a sign,” he
said gently. “A sign that even in these dark times, hope yet lingers. As
Calenhir endured the fire, as this chain has been restored to thee—mayhap we
too shall endure our trials.”


Eruviel smiled, her gaze
sweeping over them, her voice now imbued with quiet certainty.


“Aye, my children. The light may
wane, yet it is never wholly lost. We need only bear it within our hearts, and
it shall guide us through all shadows.”


A new dawn broke—dim, pallid, tainted
with the foul reek that drifted from the Vorgoroth. A noxious mist lay heavy in
the hollows, creeping like an unseen doom that choked the land in its grasp.
Across the wind-lashed plains, the mournful echoes of the mountains rang—a
hollow, grieving sound, as of a giant’s dying breath.


The company had found little
rest through the night. The thought of the battles yet to come weighed upon
their hearts, driving sleep from their minds. Each among them felt the burden
of the path they had chosen—and the hand of fate, relentless in its course.


Eruviel tightened the strap of
her leather satchel and cast a measured glance over the gathered company ere
she spoke.


“Ríannor, Nivion—none know these
lands as well as ye. Tell me, what path would best avail us?”


Ríannor, whose gaze was ever
keen as a blade, stepped forth and gestured north-westward.


“Rodwen has sent word that
Shorath’s forces are massed at the front. If we follow the Iron Hills and then
turn westward, we might fall upon the enemy’s rear. From there, we could break
southward across the plains toward Lindar.”


Nivion, ever the more cautious
of the two, raised a thoughtful brow and nodded slowly. “It is possible,” he
murmured. “Yet the risk is great. We ride straight into the heart of the
enemy’s domain.”


“A bold plan, my lad,” Ríthwen
interjected, her tone laced with both scepticism and admiration. She tightened
the girth of her saddle and cast Nivion a glance touched with a flicker of
humour. “But I daresay I prefer it to skulking behind the lines like craven
fools.”


“The element of surprise would
be ours,” added Tiriel, her voice ringing with quiet resolve. “And we have
Vilyalómë. Its light alone shall strike terror into the hearts of our foes—they
will think the gods themselves have come forth in wrath to make an end of
them.” She paused, her gaze turning to Thúrion, whose smouldering eyes gleamed
in the pale light of dawn. “And we have Thúrion. His fire will clear our path
when the hour demands it. No fortress, nor darkness, shall bar our way.”


At this, Thúrion lifted his
head. The great dragon, his scales gleaming dully in the grey light, shifted
his massive tail with care, so as not to unsettle the company gathered before
him. “I hope you do not place too high an expectation upon me,” he rumbled, a faint
glimmer of mirth in his deep voice. “Yet I confess, the thought of striking
fear into the ranks of Shorath’s legions pleases me greatly.”


Thavion, who had remained
silent, stood a little apart, rubbing his brow in quiet contemplation. His keen
gaze was fixed upon the far horizon, where the northern hills faded into the
veils of mist. At length, he spoke, his voice low but unwavering. “It could
well be our undoing,” he mused. “And yet… I must admit, the plan bears a
strange allure.”


Eruviel’s lips curved into the
shadow of a smile. “Well, unorthodox designs have served us well thus far. We
shall attempt it.” She turned then to Thúrion. “When shall your armour be
ready?”


The dragon exhaled, his breath a
low hiss, like the sigh of kindling embers. “A messenger from Bregol came but
yestermorn, saying it should be completed ere the day is out. I shall follow
you once I have it. In the mists of Arôn-Vashar, I may move unseen—and when the
hour comes, I shall be at your side.”


The choice was made, and a hush
of expectation settled upon them—an uneasy mingling of dread and hope. Each
made ready, fastening buckles and straps, casting one last glance toward the
camp they left behind. There was in their hearts the keen sense that they
turned their backs upon a place of safety, stepping now into the unknown.


Thus their journey began, with
the quiet drumming of hooves upon damp earth, as they rode north-westward, the
jagged peaks of Arôn-Vashar rising stark to their right. The wind bore the
scent of snow and stone, and all the land about them seemed to hold its breath,
waiting.


“It is strange,” Ríthwen said at
length, as she rode beside Eruviel. “I never thought to set foot in these
lands. They are empty, and yet… they seem so full of remembrance. One can
almost feel the weight of battles long past.”


Onward they rode, bold and
resolute, striking for the enemy’s flanks—a single spark of hope in a world
overcast with shadow.


 





 


At the very hour when Eruviel
and her companions set forth, another fate was unfolding further west.The
horizon was a surging tide of darkness, a vast and seething host of blackened
forms, of torches ablaze, and of cruel banners, rising like mocking shadows
against the wan light of dawn.


A deep, resounding thunder
rolled across the plain—the ceaseless beating of countless drums, marking the
march of ruin. It was a dreadsome sound, one that made the very air tremble, a
pulse like the heart of some monstrous thing that had risen from the depths of
the earth.


The first wave of Orcs crashed
against the defences of the Free Peoples with reckless fury. Their cries were a
cacophony of rage and hunger, a shrieking so fell that even the stoutest hearts
quailed. The walls shuddered beneath the battering of great rams, and the sky
darkened beneath a pall of smoke and flame.


Upon the ramparts, Men and Elves
stood shoulder to shoulder, their faces wrought of both resolve and fear.
Arrows sped from their bows, swift and keen as a deadly swarm, finding their
marks in the seething mass below. Yet for every Orc that fell, a dozen more
pressed forward, relentless as the tide.


Dawn, if dawn it could be
called, became but a backdrop of fire and shadow. The foe brought forth their
war engines, heaving great barrels into place with iron hooks and chains. With
a sound like thunder, the dreadful projectiles were loosed into the murky air,
hurtling towards the defences of the Free Peoples. And when they struck, they
burst asunder in great gouts of flame, hurling shards of iron and blazing pitch
in all directions. In moments, the very ground seemed to burn, as if the earth
itself had been cast into torment. Men, Elves, and the stonework of the
fortress alike were consumed in that dreadful fire.


Yet the defenders did not yield.
Their own engines of war roared in reply, their volleys shrieking through the
darkness, carving burning chasms into the Orcish ranks. Flames leapt where the
deadly missiles struck, engulfing those caught in their path. The cries of the
fallen rose over the clamour of battle, wails of agony lost in the din of war.


Among the Free Peoples, the
archers of the South proved their deadly craft, unerring even in the chaos of
fire and smoke. With steady hands and eagle eyes, they sought the barrels of
the enemy as they soared through the sky. When their arrows found their mark,
the foul cargo was sundered mid-flight, spilling its ruin upon the very horde
that had loosed it. A rain of fire descended upon them, licking at their
blackened armour, searing flesh and bone alike.


Some among them, burning and
desperate, flung themselves to the ground, rolling in vain to smother the
flames. Others, maddened with pain, struck out in blind fury, hewing at their
own kind before collapsing. There were even those who, in their agony, turned
their own blades upon themselves, seeking an end to their torment.


The battlefield was a hellscape
of fire and ruin, a grim reflection of the darkness that Shorath had loosed
upon the world. Yet even amidst such horror, the fire of defiance burned. It
was not only a fire of destruction but one that kindled hope, a flame that
roused the spirit of the Free Peoples to stand unyielding.


For all their numbers, the Orcs
were no match in skill or discipline for the Elves. In the press of close
combat, the Eldar moved with the grace of dancers, swift, precise, and deadly.
Their blades flashed like cold lightning, each stroke a note in a terrible song
of steel and blood. Orcish shield-walls buckled, their ranks wavering, and
soon, panic took hold where once had raged murderous wrath.


The defenders, hardened by centuries
of war, fought with the unity of a great and well-honed host. The archers
rained death upon the foe, while the warriors of the front lines shattered the
enemy’s advance. Flames leapt high where the war-machines of Shorath were set
alight, and thick columns of smoke rose to the heavens as the burning
siege-engines toppled like dying beasts.


Hour after hour, the battle
raged, until at last the Free Peoples began to drive the foe back. The Orcs
wavered and broke, falling into rout as they were pursued across the plain,
harried by the unrelenting strength of their foes. When at last the field was
won, it lay strewn with the blackened corpses of the fallen—a grim tapestry of
war, where the shadows of death clung to the earth like a stain that would not fade.


A young Elf, his armour dark
with blood, stood for a moment in silence, gazing upon the desolation before
him. “So many…” he murmured, his voice hoarse and heavy with sorrow. “And yet,
they will return. It will never end.”


An older warrior placed a steady
hand upon his shoulder. “Perhaps,” he said softly. “But every breath we wrest
from them is a breath of hope. And hope is a weapon that Shorath cannot
comprehend.”


The warriors gathered once more,
weary but watchful. The first assault had been broken, but the shadow had not
passed. The enemy’s drums had fallen silent, yet upon the horizon, dark shapes
were mustering anew—this was but the beginning of a long and bitter war.


 





 


Nivion and Ríannor rode close
together, their heads bowed slightly as they spoke in hushed tones. The wind
swept cold across the barren plain, and the day brought no light, as if even
the sun had shunned the land of shadows. Only the ruddy reflection of the
distant fire towards which they rode and the cold, clear radiance of Elensil—the
starlight borne by Eruviel—offered them a semblance of illumination amidst the
desolation.


Caledhil, who rode a short
distance behind them, shook his head uneasily. “Are you not afraid that they
will see us?” he asked, casting a wary glance towards the dark horizon.


Eruviel turned her head towards
him, her voice calm and steadfast. “Nay, quite the contrary,” she said, and
there was a glimmer of resolve in her eyes. “Let them see us. Let them know
that we do not falter. For it is we who shall bring an end to the darkness.”


Her words rang like an oath, and
for a fleeting moment, it seemed as though even the wind had paused to listen.


Nivion rubbed his chilled hands
together, his expression thoughtful. “I am truly surprised that we have come so
near to Druugorath without being discovered,” he said at last, his voice
hushed, as though he feared to rouse fate itself. “Rodwen was right... They are
so fixed upon the war that they fail to see the shadows gathering at their very
borders.”


Ríannor cast him a sidelong
glance. “Do you know where she is now?” he asked, his voice tinged with both
worry and quiet hope.


Nivion shook his head. “No,” he
said, “but I hope she is safe. You know what we have planned—once all this is
done.” His words were vague, but Ríannor understood at once what he meant.


Eruviel, having caught the
murmured exchange, tightened her reins and drew nearer to her sons. Her smile
was gentle, but a glimmer of curiosity played in her eyes. “And what, pray
tell, have you planned?” she asked, her tone both motherly and teasing.


Nivion flushed slightly, a
sheepish smile creeping over his face. “Mother!” he protested softly, then
hesitated before finally admitting, “We... we mean to wed.”


Eruviel drew up her horse
slightly, looking at him with widened eyes, her brows lifting in feigned shock.
“Wed?” she repeated, a note of mock indignation in her voice. “Without first
seeking your mother’s blessing? What a scandal!” She placed a hand theatrically
upon her chest, as though to underscore her dismay, before a broad smile broke
across her face.


“But... I daresay we shall
manage, shall we not?” she said, warmth and pride in her gaze. “I am glad for
you. Rodwen is a worthy choice indeed.”


Nivion nodded gratefully, his
unease ebbing as his smile grew brighter.


Ríannor clapped him lightly on
the shoulder. “See? That was not so difficult, brother.”


Eruviel rode ahead once more,
leaving them for a moment to themselves, while she drifted into her own
thoughts. In the midst of all the sorrow and peril that surrounded them, this
small tidbit of news was like a shaft of light—a reminder that hope and love
could endure even in the darkest of times.


A brief rest was a welcome
respite after the long, weary hours in the saddle. The company had loosened the
girths of their steeds, shared bread and water, and fallen into a pensive
silence. The wind was sharp, and the sky remained heavy with the shadows of an
impending storm.


But suddenly, the stillness was
shattered by the mighty beat of wings, followed by a rush of wind that sent ash
and dust swirling through their makeshift camp. Their small fire flared wildly,
as though offering homage to the one who had come, before nearly being snuffed
out.


The companions leapt to their
feet, hands upon their weapons, as a vast shadow wheeled above them. Another
sweep of mighty wings sent the air trembling, and with a resounding crash,
Thúrion descended. Dust and sand billowed outward in great clouds, and they
turned their faces away, coughing and shielding their eyes against the storm of
ash that had been roused.


As the dust settled, a sight of
awe unfolded before them. There he stood—Thúrion, the dragon of the free world,
in all his majestic splendour. His silver breastplate gleamed like moonlight
upon a restless sea, and upon it, the engraven likenesses of the Two Trees of
Luminar shone, as though the light of Aurion and Silvaron themselves had found
a new home within him.


Jewels adorned the dragon’s
breastplate, gleaming like little Fëlthar, and not even the darkness could
quench their brilliance. Upon his back rested a saddlecloth of exquisite
craftsmanship, its fabric woven with the sigil of Ilmarion: a blue shield upon
which a silver sun cast its rays in all directions. Thúrion seemed as though he
had stepped forth from the very legends of Luminar—a vision of hope and light
in a world that trembled beneath the shadow.


A hushed “Ohhhhh...” escaped the
company, followed by Tiriel’s awestruck voice. “Thúrion, you look magnificent!
You are now unmistakably one of the good ones!”


The dragon gave a low, amused
snort, his breath warm as a summer breeze. “Magnificent, you say?” he echoed, a
note of pride resonating in his deep voice.


“How does it fare in flight?”
Nivion inquired, his interest keen.


“It is as light as a feather,”
rumbled Thúrion in satisfaction. “It hinders me not in the least. The Elves
have wrought their craft well. Even the winds seem to yield before me as I
soar.”


Eruviel stepped forward, her
countenance grave, though a faint smile played upon her lips. “I am glad that
it pleases you, Thúrion. Yet what brings you back to us so swiftly? I see it in
your eyes—you bear tidings.”


Thúrion inclined his great head
and reared upon his haunches, his mighty form rising in solemn majesty. “Hear
me, my friends. As you press onward, know this: the battle is already joined.”


For a moment, he paused, his
gaze drifting to the horizon, as though beholding in his mind’s eye the
struggle still raging afar.


“Yet in many places, the
defenders have driven the Orcs deep into the plain. It has been a bitter fight,
and the cost is heavy on both sides.”


The companions exchanged grave
looks, and Ríthwen’s voice was but a whisper. “And to the south? What have you
seen?”


Thúrion’s gaze darkened. “South
of your position, a new host of Orcs is gathering. They have suffered dearly;
the warriors of Dainor have dealt them grievous wounds. Yet they are many, and
they recover swiftly. You must be wary—for you are closer to the enemy than you
know.”


“What do you counsel?” Ríannor
asked, his voice steady, though a flicker of tension lay within his eyes.


“Ride westward for five or six
hours more,” said Thúrion with firm resolve. “Then turn southward. Thus shall
you come upon them unawares. Lindar still holds, yet the lines of defence are
sorely pressed. Every moment is dearly bought, and our own count the fallen by
the thousands.”


A heavy silence fell upon the
company as they took in the weight of his words. At last, Eruviel laid a hand
upon Thúrion’s flank, her voice quiet yet steadfast.


“Your tidings are grave, yet
they bring us hope also. We shall ride as soon as our steeds have rested. Darkness
shall not break us.”


Thúrion bowed his head slightly,
the golden depths of his eyes gleaming with admiration for the elven lady’s
resolve. “Then let it be so,” he said. “I shall remain aloft and watch over
you. Should you have need of me, call, and my fire shall light your path.”


 





 


It was as though the Dark Lord
himself had felt the disgrace of his routed Orc-hordes. In merciless wrath, he
sent forth fresh volleys from the burning chasms of Vorgoroth. Fiery boulders,
like blazing comets, tore through the blackened air, striking the plains with
thunderous impact, shattering even beyond the defensive lines of the Free
Peoples. Each impact shook the earth, sending forth a tide of molten fragments
and thick, choking smoke.


Though the blasts claimed but
few immediate lives, the enemy’s deadliest weapon was unseen: the venomous
fumes rising from the smouldering wreckage. Black as pitch, they crept into the
lungs of those who stood against him, wringing breath from their throats,
setting them to gasping and retching. Yet worse than the poison in their flesh
was the poison in their hearts. A heavy weight settled upon them, as though the
smoke itself had smothered the light within their souls. Morale wavered, and in
the depths of their thoughts, whispered voices of fear and doubt began to stir.


Still, the defenders toiled with
frantic purpose, striving to bring order to the chaos. Along the front, every
breach was patched as swiftly as hands could labour, fresh ammunition was
hauled for the great engines, and cries rang out for bearers to carry away the
wounded and the dead. Yet their numbers were too few, and many lay still upon
the ashen ground, their eyes glassy, turned skyward, as if seeking solace where
none would come.


New warriors stepped forth to
the line, faces pale with fear and resolve alike. They knew they stood against
an unending tide, yet still they held firm. Still, hope had not been wholly
extinguished.


The day wore on toward its
waning, yet no evening came—no fading of light into restful night. The darkness
that had smothered the morning remained, heavy as lead upon the world. The
stench of scorched earth, molten iron, blood, and death tainted the air,
robbing even breath of its purity. The wind shifted, and with it came a chill
anew, biting at flesh, slipping like a thousand unseen blades through armour
and mail.


Whether this, too, was some
wicked design of Shorath, or whether the world itself recoiled from the
slaughter, none could say. But with the cold came snow—or something that
feigned its likeness. It was not white, nor clean, but grey as cinder, drifting
soundlessly, gathering upon the earth only to dissolve into blackened pools,
foul and lifeless. It was as if the heavens wept, yet their tears were as
tainted as the world upon which they fell.


The warriors upon the field
lifted their heads, their gazes drawn skyward to the ashen clouds. For a
moment, silence reigned, broken only by the distant cries of the wounded. None
spoke, for there was naught left to say. In their faces lay exhaustion, deep as
the gloom about them, and in but a few eyes remained a flickering ember of
defiance.


Then, sudden and sharp, a
horn-call rent the hush of the night—a clear, piercing note that shattered the
uneasy stillness.


"To your stations!"
came a great voice, urgent above the din. "Repair crews, fall back! Man
the catapults—at once! And bring the great engines forward!"


Calengil, a tall Elf of
keen-featured countenance, his armour scarred by many battles, halted where he
stood, his gaze sharpening.


“What now?” he called, ascending
the wooden ladder to one of the watchtowers, his limbs swift despite the
weariness of war.


"Rávion, what do you see up
there?" he shouted, his voice taut with urgency.


Rávion, a seasoned warrior whose
keen eyes had long learned to pierce through mist and shadow, stood already
upon the tower’s platform. His hand rested upon his brow as he gazed into the
smoke-laden distance. “The air is thick, the fumes are heavy... but there, look
for yourself!” He gestured northward, his hand trembling ever so slightly.


Calengil hauled himself onto the
platform, his gaze following the direction of Rávion’s outstretched finger. At
the far horizon, flames flickered—strange, unnatural fires that sundered the
gloom. Beneath those fires, something moved—a maelstrom of figures, shifting in
frantic disorder—and even at this great distance, the echoes of shrieks reached
their ears.


“The Orcs are fleeing,” murmured
Rávion, his voice oddly subdued.


Calengil’s eyes narrowed, his
breath caught. “Valrûn…” he whispered at last, the name spilling from his lips
like a curse.


Rávion turned towards him, his
expression grave, yet steady with resolve. “Calengil, this is the moment we
trained for. We know what must be done.”


“Then let us make ready the
engines!” Calengil commanded, his voice now clear and firm.


The Fire-Wraiths—the Valrûn,
known to most as the Morrogs—were no mere Orcs. They were ancient beings,
wrought from the very corruption of Shorath himself, a hundredfold stronger,
and their presence alone was the harbinger of death and ruin. With whips of
living flame and the curse of seemingly undying wrath, they were nightmares
given form upon the field of battle.


As Rávion and Calengil prepared
the great war-machines, neither spoke the thought that pressed upon them both:
Was Varzhar, Lord of the Morrogs, among the host that approached? It was
Varzhar who had once struck down Feandor, mightiest of the Vaharyn, and if he
marched upon this field, the night would grow blacker still, and the flames of
hope yet dimmer.


Yet, for all the uncertainty
that clawed at them, the two Elves moved with the quiet, unwavering purpose of
their kind.


“Ready?” asked Calengil, his
tone clipped.


“Ready,” answered Rávion, his
gaze never leaving the shifting horizon.


The wind carried with it the
stench of sulphur and char, and a distant rumbling, like the tread of giants,
rolled through the night.


“They draw near,” Rávion
murmured.


“Then let them learn that the
fire of Ilûmar yet burns,” Calengil answered, and their hands moved as one,
setting the first projectiles in place.


The night was cold, yet the
battle to come would bring a heat fierce enough to test the strongest of
hearts.


The host of the Vaharyn marched
forth, for they alone knew this foe and the terror it bore from battles long
past. Their long, silvered spears shone like cold stars, and their finely
wrought armour shimmered with a spectral gleam, catching what little light
broke through the smoke-choked heavens. Silent and resolute, they advanced,
prepared to meet the darkness head-on.


Upon the battlements, archers
took their stations in tightly drawn ranks, their quivers brimming with arrows
tipped in Gravon and inscribed with runes of warding. Below, soldiers made
ready the great catapults, yet it was no ordinary ammunition they loaded this
night.


Silver-bound casks, sealed and
adorned with the sigils of Námodar, the Lord of Waters, were hoisted with great
care upon the engines of war. Within them lay the sacred waters of the Aithril
Aewrin—so pure, so bright, that even in the depths of night, they shimmered
with an inner light. It was no mere water, but a manifestation of healing,
hope, and the defiant strength of the living.


To the Free Peoples, it was a
blessing, a source of life amidst ruin. But to the creatures of darkness, whose
very being was woven from despair and malice, it was death. The touch of such
purity would consume them, as though the light of the stars themselves had
passed judgment upon them.


The air trembled with the weight
of what was to come, as the first catapults were drawn into position. All knew
that this was no mere battle—it was a war for the soul of the land itself, and
the enemy that advanced was ancient and filled with boundless hate.





 


The companions rode onward, like
shadows beneath an ashen sky. A bitter wind arose, driving grey snow into their
faces, where it clung, damp and cold, to their skin.


“What witchcraft is this now?”
cried Tiriel in dismay, brushing the black flakes from his brow.


Eruviel raised Elensil high, and
the light of the Starshard broke through the gloom. A gentle radiance settled
upon them, and for a fleeting moment, the biting cold seemed to relent. Yet the
warmth that flowed from the stone was not of body alone—it touched their
hearts, kindling a flicker of hope even in this forsaken land. The wind, which
but moments before had cut into their faces with cruel ferocity, seemed to grow
less harsh, and the black flakes veered away from the silver gleam as though recoiling
from its purity.


Long they rode, almost as though
borne upon the power of the Starshard itself, until at last Thavion’s voice
cleaved the night.


“Hold your horses!”


The company reined in their
steeds, turning to him with questioning looks.


“What is it, Thavion?” Ríthwen
asked, her tone edged with impatience.


His reply was but a whisper:
“Hush. Listen to what the silence speaks.”


For a moment, they heard only
the laboured breath of their mounts and the restless sighing of the wind,
sweeping the grey snow across the barren land.


Then, faint—no louder than a
breath:


“Orcs,” said Nivion, his voice
unsteady.


“And not a few,” added Ríannor,
his gaze fixed upon the road ahead.


It was not long before torches
began to pierce the horizon—dozens, perhaps hundreds, flickering like fiery
eyes in the distance.


“They run straight towards us,”
murmured Ríthwen in astonishment. “Are they fleeing, or do they seek us?”


“Whatever their purpose, it
matters not,” Caledhil replied, swinging himself from the saddle with a movement
swift and certain. “The truth is, they are coming, and we cannot outrun them.”


He laid a hand upon his horse’s
neck, his gaze grave yet full of quiet affection. In a whisper, he spoke: “Go
to safety, and return to me when the battle is won.”


The steed snorted softly, as
though it understood, then turned and galloped into the darkness.


One by one, the others followed
his example. Ríthwen stroked her mount’s mane and murmured, “Wait for me, my
friend. I will find you again.” With a final flick of its tail, the horse
vanished into the shadows.


Nivion knelt briefly beside his
steed and whispered, “You have served me well. Now be wise, and live. Return
when it is done.”


Even Thavion, ever measured and
solemn, spoke with unguarded warmth as he gave his command: “Run. Find shelter,
but stay near.”


And so the noble beasts
departed, their hooves carrying them into the night, while their riders turned
to meet the foe that drew ever closer.


Eruviel stepped forward and
knelt, scooping a handful of ash and sand from the ground. She let the grains
slip through her fingers, her eyes gleaming like stars as she whispered:


“It is time. We go to war,
Vilyalómë.”


Then a voice rang out—not loud,
nor spoken in the air, but within her mind, clear and inexorable as a river’s
course:


“Yes, it is time. Darkness has
ruled long enough. Now we shall drive it forth.”


Eruviel froze. Her fingers
tightened upon the hilt of her sword.


“Who are you?” she whispered.


The answer came with a calmness
that was almost soothing:


“I am Vilyalómë, or at least the
part that was forged by the Ilûmar themselves. Fear not, Eruviel. Neither you
nor your kin shall fall this night—for I shall guard you. But now, you must
act. Drive them back into the shadows from whence they came.”


Eruviel felt a power surge
within her—a force not wholly her own. Rising to her feet, her gaze cold with
resolve, she called out:


“Prepare yourselves! We stand
and fight!”


With a swift motion, Eruviel
drew Vilyalómë from its sheath, and as the blade met the darkened air, it blazed
with a brilliance that seemed to cleave the very heavens. A pure, untamed light
surged skyward, rending the clouds asunder, as though even the Ilûmar
themselves had paused to gaze upon this sacred radiance.


Behind her, in silent accord,
the others unsheathed their blades, and in that moment, the night itself seemed
to shudder. 


"So it has come to
this," spake Ríthwen, her voice echoing in the cold, ash-laden air. She
bore curved blades in either hand, as though they were but an extension of her
very being—an heirloom of ages long past. A glimmer of resolve flickered upon
her lips, like the light of a lone star defying the abyss. "Here, in the
shadow of Druugorath, where darkness spreads and the ashes of the world veil
the heavens, we shall carve our names into the annals of time. This is our
hour. Come, let us act!"


A dreadful howling arose, the
voice of the gathering horde, rolling like distant thunder upon the wind. Yet,
when the light of the sword cleft the gloom, a radiance of untarnished purity
spilling forth across the battlefield, the clamour faltered. The cries of the
Orcs withered, like the wailing of beasts that perceive, yet comprehend not,
the world about them. Those bred to the ceaseless charge of battle stood frozen
in that argent glow, their brutish wrath arrested by a doubt unbidden, a
hesitation they had never known.


And thus they stood, like
shadows bewildered by the sudden dawn, mute and transfixed before a power
beyond their grasp.


Then Eruviel strode forth,
Vilyalómë in her grasp, and with a voice that banished shadow, she cried:
"Back to the darkness whence ye came!" Her words rang forth with such
force that they smote the night like a flaming arrow, and her companions,
without pause, sprang to her side—Ríthwen and Thavion, their eyes unwavering,
their armour clashing in the cadence of their stride. They had no need of
words, for the bond between them was stronger than any spell, and their hearts
beat to the same mighty rhythm. In that moment, all the world was one.


Beneath them the earth trembled,
for the Orcs, in their bewilderment, sought to marshal their ranks anew. But
confusion became tumult, and the battlefield was plunged into a tempest of
frenzied chaos. Rare it was that such creatures found themselves the hunted,
and the air was filled with the discord of their cries.


Eruviel was as a storm of light
and wrath. The blade in her hand burned with brilliance, its radiance so fierce
that it seemed to sever the very night. Her strikes were swift, fluid, and
inexorable, and the sword cleft through Orc-flesh as though it passed through
naught but air. Its glow seared the eyes of her foes, casting them into
blindness before ever they could lift a weapon in defiance.


"Forward!" cried
Ríthwen, her twin blades a whirl of light, striking true into the back of a
foe. Thavion fought beside her, tireless and unrelenting, his blade felling
another. One by one, their companions joined the fray, an unyielding tide
sweeping through the ranks of the enemy, relentless as the onrushing sea.


A great bellow rent the night,
the voice of an Orc-lord, grim and terrible. Broad of frame, clad in crude
mail, he raised a jagged blade high and roared: "Hold your ground! Form
ranks!" His cry was as the call of a wild beast rallying its scattered
pack.


Yet the battle had already
turned. The great Orc, chief of the rabble, fell without sound, an arrow of
unerring flight lodged deep within his throat—Caledhil’s mark was ever true.
Panic seized the horde. The once-maddened host, now stripped of its will, broke
asunder in a frenzy of flight and despair. But it was too late. Their numbers
availed them naught. The slaughter was swift and terrible, and those who sought
to flee were struck down by unrelenting blades and keen-eyed archers.


At the last, only one remained—a
wretched, trembling thing, small and frail, shuddering in the shadow of doom.


Eruviel advanced, slow and
measured, the ground beneath her seeming to bow to the weight of her presence.
The Orc quailed before her, his limbs betraying him as he sought to flee. With but
a step, she pressed the toe of her boot upon his leg, stilling his flight. A
pitiful cry escaped his lips, his eyes wide with dread as he writhed in vain.


"Whither dost thou hasten
so swiftly?" she asked, her voice cool, though not devoid of steel. Her
eyes gleamed in the gloom as she stooped to behold him more keenly. "Tell
me thy name, wretch." Her words fell upon the air like the lash of a whip.


"Mûrak! Mûrak!" he
stammered, his voice thin and wretched. "I wish not to die! Spare me, I
beg thee! I have done no wrong!"


Eruviel gave a soft snort, and a
chill smile ghosted her lips. "Thou wouldst choose life, then?" she
murmured. "A question that concerns us all, and yet… thou art of the
darkness, Mûrak. I wonder, shouldst thou be spared, how long thou wilt yet walk
in its shadow?"


The Orc shuddered from head to
toe, his voice naught but a rasping whisper. "The Dark One shall slay me
if I fail! Or worse… he shall make sport of my torment…"


Eruviel’s gaze darkened, and her
fingers tightened upon Vilyalómë’s hilt. "The Dark One," she echoed,
a shadow passing across her face. "We have all fled the darkness, Mûrak.
Yet the shadow thou fearest is not ours. Tell me—why didst thou flee? What
terror so great did drive thee from thy master's hand?"


The Orc whimpered, glancing
about in fearful haste, as though even now some unseen doom might seize him.
"The Fire-spirits…" he whispered. "They have been loosed. They
burn all in their wake, even us. The true doom is not yours, but theirs!"


"Morrogs," Eruviel
murmured, her breath scarce more than a sigh. Her mind turned to the
Fire-lords, beings of an age far elder than the first-born of the world. Their
hearts, shaped in the elder days by the Ilûmar, were bound with flame and wrath
unquenchable. "I see," she said at last, her voice softer now. She
regarded Mûrak, this pitiful creature trembling before her.


"Go then, Mûrak," she
said at length. "Thou art free. Yet hear me well—shouldst thou ever again
take up arms against the free folk, know that my wrath shall find thee, wheresoever
thou dost flee."


The Orc, shaking as though
seized by fever, nodded with frantic haste. With one last fearful glance at the
assembled company, he turned and fled, vanishing into the night.


But in Eruviel’s heart, a
question lingered, unspoken and unanswered. Could he, once given to darkness,
ever truly walk in the light again?


"The shadow is
mighty," she murmured, her gaze lingering upon the empty road. "Yet
mightier still is the light we bear."


 


Chapter 21: “Ash and Hope”


 


The night burned. It burned with
a fire not kindled by the hands of Men or the children of Elves, but by the
fell flames of the Enemy. Arrows hissed through the air like dying stars, and
the clash of steel upon steel wove a ceaseless, harrowing chorus. Cries of
anguish rang over the plain, mingling with the howls of Wargs and the guttural
roars of Trolls. The stench of blood, sweat, and charred earth lay thick in the
air, so that even drawing breath became a burden.


The Orcs surged forth like a
black tide, their armour clattering dully as they drove into battle with the
frenzy of beasts. It was as though they knew this was their moment—the hour
consecrated by Shorath himself. Wolves, scarred and savage, with eyes like
smouldering embers, tore through all that lay before them, their slavering jaws
dripping red. Their howls pierced the hearts of the defenders with an icy
dread, a chill that not even the raging flames upon the field could melt.


Amidst this chaos stood
War-Mistress Fendril. Her bloodied armour gleamed faintly in the firelight, and
her gaze, deep and unwavering, rested upon the shadows gathering on the
horizon. They had come. Not one, but two Morrogs—those incarnations of flame
and shadow—strode toward the battle-line. Their whips of fire lashed the air;
their very footfalls made the earth tremble. With each step, death was
proclaimed. And yet Fendril did not waver.


"By the will of Elenthis,
load the catapults with the barrels!" she cried, her voice cleaving
through the din like a lone star breaking through storm-wracked clouds.
"Loose at my command, when they are within range! All engines, bring down
the Morrogs! Gravon bolts—fire at my signal! Archers, take the Wargs! Nellas,
see the last of the Trolls slain ere they break our line!"


Her orders flew swift as the
wind, but the foe was swifter. A Troll, its eyes rolling with madness, swung
its colossal club like a felled tree, sweeping a rank of Elven bowmen from
their feet. Yet even as they fell, they loosed their arrows, and a dozen shafts
drove deep into the creature’s flesh. The beast staggered, its knees buckling,
and with a thunderous crash, it fell to the earth.


Fendril wrenched her sword free
of its sheath, and as she raised it high, for a fleeting moment it seemed the
darkness recoiled. "Hold the line!" she cried as she ran to the
spear-bearers. "Yield not a single step! Here we stand, till our last song
is sung!"


In the distance, she heard the
groan of the great catapults as their loads were drawn taut. The barrels held
the sacred waters of the springs of Námodar—hallowed, and so pure that even the
most blighted fires of Valrûn might be quenched beneath them. But the Morrogs
were not of fire alone. They were destroyers, shaped by a will darker and older
than any the hands of mortals could hope to defy.


The first volley was loosed. The
barrels soared aloft like falling stars, and for a heartbeat, the world held
its breath. Then they struck with deafening force, shattering upon the scorched
plain, and the blessed waters rushed forth in a tide, seeking to wash away the stain
of darkness. Mist rose in their wake, glimmering silver in the firelit gloom,
bearing the touch of something pure and undying.


A cry arose—not of mortal voice,
but a deep, primeval bellow that sent the earth shuddering and chilled the
blood in the veins of those who heard it. One of the Morrogs, drenched in the
sacred flood, reeled. Its flames flickered and hissed, and the black smoke that
wreathed it like a shadow began to unravel. For a moment, the impossible seemed
within reach. But then, from the depths of its being, the creature's fire
flared anew—diminished, yet still seething with wrath and destruction.


"That is what we
need!" Fendril called, and in her weary voice there flickered the spark of
hope, as she beheld the foe brought low, if only for an instant. "Once
their fire is smothered, strike! They are vulnerable—but only for a
breath!"


Around her, warriors who scarce
had the strength to stand found new resolve. Elves, spent and battle-worn, took
up their arms once more, forming anew the ranks of spears and blades. But the
battle was far from won.


The whips of the Morrogs lashed
down like vengeful lightning. Each strike sent torrents of flame crashing
across the battlefield. Where the searing tendrils found their mark, Elves were
flung like leaves before the storm, their cries lost amidst the howls of the
Wargs and the clamour of Orcs.


Fendril beheld the creatures,
her jaw set with grim resolve. Her bloodstained armour gleamed in the
flickering light of battle, and she raised her sword in silent defiance. She
knew this was more than a contest of flesh and steel—this was a struggle
against the will of the Dark Lord himself.


The second volley was already in
preparation. The catapult crews laboured with desperate haste, sweat and blood
mingling upon their brows as they hauled the great barrels into place. Yet the
Morrogs, now forewarned, moved with a swifter malice, their ember-lit eyes
burning with wrath.







The battle raged on, a
relentless struggle between light and shadow. And Fendril knew that every
breath, every heartbeat, could tip the scales towards victory or ruin.


Once more the barrels took
flight, arcing high into the smoke-laden sky, their passage traced by the taut
breath of a battlefield on the cusp of fate. The engines of war loosed their deadly
burden with a precision almost beyond mortal reckoning, and the barrels, like a
storm of falling stars, descended upon the distant Morrog. One by one they
struck true, shattering upon its burning hide. The sacred waters of the
untouched lakes of Aithril Aewrin poured forth in a tide of purity, a curse
upon the profane flame.


A terrible cry rent the air, a
roar that shook the ground beneath the warriors’ feet, as the water bit deep,
searing into the very being of the Morrog. Its fire guttered and its blackened
flesh hissed, the ancient furnace of its heart choked by the touch of the
hallowed flood.


The great beast reeled, its
shadow wavering, and at last, beneath the weight of that holy onslaught, it
fell. Its vast form crumbled, a mountain of smoke and cinders, collapsing like
a dying volcano into the ruin-strewn plain.


Fendril hesitated not an
instant. Her eyes blazed with purpose as she broke into a run, swift as a
shadow racing before the wind. None had time to call her back. Her boots found
purchase upon blood-slicked earth, and she moved like a wraith through the
wreckage of battle. Over splintered trunks, shattered blades, and the
fallen—both friend and foe—she leapt, heedless of the thick miasma of smoke and
death that clung to the air.


Yet as she reached the
smouldering carcass of the Morrog, she knew her hope had been in vain. From the
heart of its ruin, fire began to stir anew—a baleful glow feeding upon the
remnants of its own sundered essence. It was not yet ended.


With a cry that rang like thunder
through the tumult, Fendril raised her blade. The sword, wrought in the great
forges of the Elves and imbued with a spark of the ancient light of Luminar,
shone as though a star had kindled its edge. Without pause, she drove it down,
all her might and will behind the stroke, and buried the blade deep into the
Morrog’s head.


The moment stretched, as if time
itself recoiled. The glow at the creature’s core flickered and dimmed, like a
candle snuffed by a sudden gust. The flames that had wreathed its form recoiled
in a final, unnatural convulsion before vanishing into the void. Its body
collapsed utterly, and a deathly silence settled upon the field. The Morrog had
been cast back into the shadow whence it had come.


Blood-drenched and breathless,
Fendril stood over the vanquished fire-spirit, her gaze sweeping the
battlefield. The war had not ceased; still the clash of steel and the cries of
the dying rang in the night. There yet remained another Morrog to be felled.
But for one fleeting moment, she allowed herself to feel the weight of what had
passed.


Even the Orcs, who knew nothing
but slaughter, seemed to pause. A murmur ran through their ranks, and in their
dark eyes, a glimmer of something beyond rage flickered—perhaps relief, for
their dread of the fire-spirits surpassed even their hatred of the Elves.


"One beast less," she
murmured, and the fire of resolve rekindled in her eyes. Raising her sword once
more, she turned back to the fray. The battle was far from over.


The second Morrog was already
upon the defence lines. The catapults could not reach it, and the war crews
strained to reposition their mighty engines upon ground sodden with snow and
blood—a near-hopeless labour under the merciless gaze of the advancing host.


The great turrets loosed their mighty
Gravon bolts, yet to little avail. The fire that burned deep within the Morrog
devoured even the strongest of projectiles, as though the very weapons of war
were naught but kindling cast into its wrathful furnace.


Then a voice arose, deep and
thunderous, so vast in its power that the earth trembled beneath the feet of
the defenders.


"Ye cannot slay me! I am
Acharadûn, the Burning Wrath, and none shall stand against me!"


His words rang across the
battlefield, a dreadful proclamation that sent a chill through the ranks of the
weary and the valiant alike.


Acharadûn raised his blade of
flame, a weapon wrought of pure fire and ruin, and with a single, sweeping arc,
he cleaved through the embattled lines of the Elves. Those who sought to evade
found no refuge, for his strike was swifter than thought, and the bodies of the
fallen lay broken in its wake.


His laughter—harsh and
scornful—rolled over the field like the roar of a wildfire, a sound that might
unman even the boldest heart. With but a flick of his burning lash, he smote
two archers from the barricade, their cries lost in the howling of the flames.


Yet even amidst the ruin,
defiance stirred.


Fendril, her eyes alight with
wrath and unyielding purpose, seized a long and gleaming spear. Without pause,
she sprang forward, leaping over the wreckage of battle, the fallen and the
broken. With all the strength that lay within her, she drove the weapon into
the searing flesh of the fire-spirit’s form.


Acharadûn faltered, a deep
rumble escaping his throat, and for a fleeting instant, it seemed as though the
blow had wounded him. Yet then, the dread laughter returned, low and
resounding, a mocking dirge that seemed to fill the very air.


"Fool!" he jeered, his
burning gaze now set upon Fendril. "Dost thou think a mere spear can undo
me? I am flame! I am wrath incarnate! Thy struggle is for naught!"


And with a single, ruinous
motion, Acharadûn struck.


His vast fist descended like a
thunderbolt, and the force of the blow sent Fendril hurtling through the air.
She crashed against the barricade with a shattering impact, the breath driven
from her lungs. A choked gasp escaped her lips ere she fell still upon the
frost-rimed earth.


Slowly, inexorably, Acharadûn
strode toward her. The flames of his sword licked hungrily at the air, as
though possessed of their own terrible will.


"Thus ends thy feeble
defiance, mortal," he intoned, his voice a tremor in the bones of all who
heard.


He raised his blade high, its
fire flaring to an unbearable brilliance, and for an instant, it seemed as
though all the world held its breath.


 





 


Silently, Eruviel and her
companions set their armour aright, the pale light glinting upon the burnished
edges of their cleansed blades. Blood and dust clung yet to their cloaks, and
the air was thick with the scent of iron, of smoke, and of that hushed
melancholy that lingers in the wake of battle. Without a word, they mounted
their steeds, each lost in thought, for all knew that their journey was far
from its end.


Eruviel lifted a hand ere they
departed. "Thúrion!" she called, her voice clear as a silver horn
breaking the hush of the field.


Scarce had the echo faded when
the great dragon appeared, his vast shadow stretching over the plain like the
fall of a stormcloud. With a thunderous beat of his mighty wings, he descended,
and the earth trembled beneath his weight.


"A battle most worthy, my
brave companions," rumbled Thúrion, his voice deep as the roots of the
mountains, yet edged with reverence. "Ye have proven that mine aid is no
necessity to thy valour."


Eruviel looked up at him, a
faint smile upon her lips. "I thank thee, Thúrion. Yet I am glad to have
thee at our side—for should the tide turn, I would not stand alone."


The dragon bowed his great head,
his golden eyes kindling like the embers of a dying sun. "Fear not, for
when the hour is dire, I shall be there."


Eruviel cast her gaze across the
battlefield. The corpses of a hundred Orcs lay strewn like the remnants of some
dark and broken design, the echoes of their wicked deeds fading into dust. She
turned once more to Thúrion.


"I have one last boon to
ask of thee. When we are gone, wouldst thou burn the dead? Let not their foul
corruption linger upon this land, nor let their memory mar the soil we have
won."


Thúrion inclined his great head,
the scales upon his neck gleaming as though kindled by the dying light of day.
"It shall be done, Eruviel. From ash, no shadow shall rise."


Eruviel turned southward, where
the black plumes of battle darkened the horizon. Her countenance was set, her
voice firm and resolute.


"We ride south. Straight
into the heart of war. And perhaps—" she paused, her eyes glinting with
the barest touch of defiance, "we shall cross paths with the
Morrogs."


A silence lingered ere she
added, a wry lilt upon her tongue: "I wonder how they shall greet
us."


"I do admire thy
confidence," remarked Tiriel, a flicker of mirth gleaming in her eyes,
despite the grim hour.


Without another word, Eruviel
spurred her steed, and Ailinor, her faithful mount, gave a ringing cry ere it
leapt forth, its hooves striking the frozen earth in a steady rhythm. One by
one, the others followed, their cloaks unfurling in the wind’s grasp, while
snow and ash swirled behind them like the whisper of some nameless omen. A grey
cloud rose in their wake, silent herald of their coming. And at their head,
shining with a cold and steadfast radiance, was Elensil, the Star-shard,
cleaving the darkness as though to declare to the world that here rode those
whom even Shorath had not foreseen.


Thus they rode—undaunted,
unwavering—borne by the light of a long-forgotten star, by the fire that dwelt
within their hearts, and by the courage of those who dare the impossible.


"We draw nigh to
battle," called Eruviel over her shoulder.


Before them, chaos unfurled in
all its ruinous splendour. The hills were aflame, and smoke and dust lay heavy
in the air. The acrid stench of burning flesh and molten iron clung to the
wind, making each breath a labour. From all sides, red-hot projectiles, like
falling stars, seared across the sky, some striking perilously close, others
bursting upon the sundered ground with deafening fury.


"We must take care not to
be undone by our own kin," warned Thavion, drawing his steed nearer to the
company.


Eruviel’s keen gaze fixed upon
the battlefield ahead. And there—they stood.


Three Morrogs, shadow-wrought
and fell, their burning forms gleaming through the blackness like beacons of
doom. They stood as one, feeding upon each other's fire, the very air about
them writhing in a dance of infernal flame.


Eruviel reined in her steed, her
hand finding the hilt of her blade. Her lips moved in a whisper, yet though her
voice bore no sound, the words carried through the fabric of the world.


"Vilyalómë, tell me—how do
I slay the Morrogs?"


A voice answered, distant as the
stars, yet deep as thunder rolling within her very soul.


"My light shall blind them,
Eruviel, and mine bolts shall bind them fast. But their doom lies within thy
hands. Sever their heads, and they shall be cast back into shadow. Let thy
companions draw away the others—claim for thyself the time and space to
strike."


Her heart quickened, yet she
held fast, slowing her steed until the others reached her side.


Her voice was steady as she
spoke. "Hear me. None save I can end these creatures. I shall strike first
at the greatest of them. Ye must hold the others at bay—let no foe hinder me.
When the first hath fallen, I shall see to the rest. Do ye understand?"


They nodded, though Nivion, her
son, looked upon her with troubled eyes. "Take heed, Mother," he
murmured, near pleading.


Eruviel clasped his hand, her
grip firm, yet gentle. "Fear not. Naught shall befall me."


But ere they could charge,
Ríthwen’s voice cut through the dusk.


"Eruviel—look there!"


From the north, a host of Orcs
marched forth, their armour and blades catching the sullen glow of burning
fields. Among them lumbered great trolls, each brandishing a monstrous blade as
though it were but a child’s toy.


A host far beyond reckoning.


"They are too many,"
Thavion murmured, his voice strained with dread. "We cannot draw them from
the Morrogs."


Eruviel’s breath sharpened, her
eyes flashing with grim resolve.


"Thúrion!" she cried
into the gathering dark, her voice rising above the clamour like a battle-horn
at dawn.


The name rang out across the
field.


"Burn the rearguard! Let
none remain! But take care, my friend!"


A deep rumble, like distant
thunder, shattered the silence of the night. Then, with a roar that shook the
heavens, Thúrion cleft the darkness asunder. From the north he rose, a mighty
silhouette against the blackened sky, his wings aglow as though wrought of
molten steel, descending in wrath upon the host of his foes. His vast shadow
fell upon the rearward ranks of the orcs, and with it came a storm of fire.
Flames, searing and unrelenting, cascaded forth, devouring all that lay before
them. Screams rent the air as the inferno consumed the hapless, leaving naught
but embers in its wake.


Eruviel cast a fleeting glance
skyward, her lips shaping a silent prayer. She knew that Thúrion had heard her
call.


“This is our moment,” she said,
her voice steady as steel. She drew forth Vilyalómë, and as the blade left its
sheath, a radiant light shone forth—piercing even the black mists that wreathed
the Morrogs. “For Erynmar.” And with those words, they rode forth, swift and
unyielding, into the maw of battle, while behind them, Thúrion’s fire raged,
setting the night ablaze.


Like a blade of silvered light,
Eruviel cleaved through the gloom. The radiance that surrounded her was pure
and unbroken, a gleam of starlight piercing the abyss. And the orcs, who
faltered in the grip of terror, knew not whether they should quake more at the
light that bore down upon them or the dragon whose shadow blackened the sky
above.


Like a tempest they came, the
seven riders, wreathed in that holy luminance which was theirs alone. The keen
ring of their swords sang through the night, cutting down all that stood in
their path. The trampling hooves of their steeds sent the enemy reeling, and
those who did not fall beneath them turned to flee in blind panic. But their
flight was futile. From the heights came the horns of the elves, and with them
a storm of arrows, swift and deadly as falling stars. Shafts of white wood
found their mark, piercing mail and flesh alike, until fear and chaos consumed
the ranks of the enemy. And those who evaded the bite of the elven arrows fell
instead to the blades of the advancing footmen, whose battle cries rang clear
across the plain.


Yet even the mighty
fire-spirits, the Morrogs, were taken unawares by this turn of fate. These
beings, whose victories had ever been foreseen in the flames of their own
wrath, hesitated. That a dragon, a creature shaped by the will of Shorath
himself, should turn against them—this was a treachery beyond reckoning. And
the seven riders, like figures from some long-forgotten legend, stood before
them in defiance, terrible and unknown.


With a crack of their blazing
whips and gestures of fury, the Morrogs turned to face their foes. Their
flame-wrought swords, bright as molten iron, were lifted high, eager to rend
and consume. The very earth trembled beneath their feet as they took their
stance, and the fires that shrouded them flared skyward as though seeking to
devour the light that opposed them.


The seven did not falter. Each,
mounted upon a steed that knew no fear of flame or shadow, moved in swift and
fluid motion, weaving about the burning fiends like the wind that dances upon
mountain peaks. For a moment, the Morrogs seemed uncertain, their hollow eyes,
twin pits of fire, flickering with confusion. From the high ridges above, the
elves loosed their Gravon-bolts—weighty and pitiless as the decrees of Veyrath
himself. Some glanced off harmlessly, yet others struck true, cleaving through
smouldering armour, sending showers of sparks cascading into the night.


Eruviel, burning with a wrath
that was both light and love for the world, spurred her steed onward in a wild
and fateful charge. Her hair streamed behind her like a banner of silver flame,
and in her grasp, Vilyalómë gleamed brighter than the morning star. From the
heights, bolts of lightning fell, as though summoned by the heavens of Ilûmar
themselves, smiting the fire-shadows with merciless force. The greatest among
them, a towering being, a living mountain of flame, reeled as a bolt struck
true. It bellowed, an unholy cry that rent the air asunder.


Then, from the elven ranks, a
great cask was hurled forth, filled with the sacred waters of Námodar. It
shattered upon the chest of the fiery colossus, and at once a cloud of scalding
steam rose, dimming even the stars. The mighty Morrog staggered, its balance
undone, and with a resounding crash, it fell. Its flames wavered, flickering
uncertainly.


Eruviel leapt lightly from her
saddle, swift as an elven maid at dawn, and ran towards the stricken beast, her
sword raised high. Vilyalómë blazed like the beacon of a long-lost age, and as
she stood before the great and burning head of her foe, the creature’s eyes
opened once more. Deep and malevolent was its voice, though already fading, as
a dying fire’s last breath.


“Who are you,” it rumbled, “to
cast me into shadow?”


Eruviel met its gaze, and her
words rang out like a hymn of light:


“I am the flame you cannot
quench, the hope you shall not silence. And I send you now, creature of the
abyss, back to the darkness whence you came.”


With a single stroke, keen and
unfaltering, she brought Vilyalómë down. The blade cleaved through fire and
shadow alike, as though cutting through mist. The great head of the beast
struck the earth, and in that instant, the light in its eyes died. Darkness
gathered about its crumbling form, and with a final, shuddering breath, the
Morrog was no more.


To the north, the skies burned,
filled with smoke and fire, and embers danced like baleful omens in the wind.
And still, Thúrion reigned above, his roars splitting the night as he dived
again and again, his wrath terrible to behold. His wings cleft through the
smoke, and where his flames descended, ruin was left in their wake. The legions
of orcs and the dark creatures of the abyss crumbled before him, torn asunder
by fire and fang, and the earth trembled beneath the fury of the dragon’s
assault.


The Morrogs, those unholy
creatures of flame, stood motionless, caught betwixt confusion and unbridled
wrath. Yet as the grim truth of their peril settled upon their seething minds,
they began to muster themselves. Their whips, forged of molten iron and
smouldering fire, cracked like the tempests of a wrathful storm as they readied
for another strike.


One among them, towering like a
blazing spire, loosed the chains of his whip and flung them with a thunderous
snap about Eruviel’s sword. The burning links coiled tight about Vilyalómë, and
the beast began to wrench at it with a force both brutal and unrelenting. But
Eruviel, her feet planted firm upon the earth, did not yield. Her boots sank
into the sodden ground, and in that fleeting moment, it seemed as though the
very world held its breath, poised upon the edge of light and shadow.


"Once more,
Vilyalómë!" she cried, her voice rising like a flame of defiance. The
blade kindled with light, first in a gentle silver, then in a gleaming white,
until at last it blazed as the rising sun upon a fair morn. A rain of lightning
burst forth, unleashed by the sword, smiting the Morrogs as if they had been
struck by the spears of Ilûmar himself.


The fell beasts reeled, blinded
and stricken, their flames wavered, and their whips fell slack, uncoiling like
lifeless serpents from the blade. Without pause, Eruviel sprang forth. She ran
with the swiftness of the wind, leapt upon a shattered stone, and, wheeling
through the air, struck with all the might and will to rend the darkness
asunder.


Her stroke was keen and
unerring. The blade swept through the second beast’s neck with a single,
flawless cut, and its burning head fell with a hollow thud upon the earth. A
great hissing arose as the fire within it was quenched, and the Morrog’s form
collapsed, like a mountain long spent, sinking into the dust. The shadows
recoiled from its lifeless husk, and for a breath of time, silence, dark and
foreboding, veiled the battlefield.


The third Morrog, a vast wraith
of living fire and darkness, beheld the fate of its kin. A tremor coursed
through its monstrous frame as it beheld the light that had sprung forth to
oppose it. Then, as a beast that knows the snare is set, it turned and fled
northward, seeking to outrun its doom.


But it had scarce taken its
first strides when barrels, filled with the hallowed waters of Námodar and
hurled with unerring aim by the elven siegecraft, struck its burning flesh. A
cry of agony, more dreadful than thunder, rent the sky as the creature fell to
one knee, shrouded in blackening vapours. Raising its head once more, it beheld
the source of that fearless light that pursued it.


Eruviel strode forth, slow and
inexorable, her hand wrapped tight about Vilyalómë’s hilt. The sword gleamed in
her grasp like a star, and about her form shone a radiance that outmatched the
very flames of the Morrog. The air about her hummed with power, and her eyes,
cold and resolute as winter steel, were fixed upon her fallen foe.


The Morrog’s burning eyes met
hers, and for a moment, it seemed as though it would rise again, grasping at
the last vestiges of its strength. Yet no strength remained, for the fire that
had once been kindled by Shorath himself now flickered and waned.


"From shadow thou wast
wrought, to shadow shalt thou return," Eruviel spoke, her voice low, yet
filled with the wrath of those who had long suffered beneath the yoke of
darkness. Then, with a final, masterful stroke, she brought Vilyalómë down. The
blade clove through flame and shadow, severing the Morrog’s head from its body.
A dull thud echoed upon the ground as the beast’s skull fell, and with it, the
last of its fire was quenched.


A deathly silence settled upon
the field. Only the distant clamour of war and the soft hiss of smouldering
embers disturbed the hush. Eruviel stood still, her sword yet raised, gazing
down upon the vanquished foe. Then she stepped back as Ailinor, her steadfast steed,
trotted forth, standing faithfully at her side.


The companions rode forth, their
countenances marked with toil and dust, yet in their eyes shone the light of
triumph. Ríannor, panting, was the first to speak. "Unbelievable... This
was a battle such as this world has never known."


Ríthwen, yet astride her steed,
cast her gaze upon the fallen foes, her eyes alight with wonder. "Aye, so
it was. A deed that shall be sung in many a song, for as long as we draw
breath."


Yet the battle was not yet
ended. In the north, a great firestorm arose, threatening to devour the very
horizon. Upon the fields where Shorath’s hosts had once marched, the remnants
of his armies found themselves ensnared in a trap from which there was no
escape. Hemmed in by the flames and the relentless tide of the elven advance,
the orcish horde howled like hunted beasts as the great cavalry of the Eldar
emerged from the shadows.


Thúrion, the mighty wyrm, had
withdrawn from the fray, his vast form now but a distant silhouette upon the
heavens. Yet his task was done. The land lay strewn with the ruin of darkness,
and none among the foe who yet stood would elude the hand of doom. The swords
of the Eldar flashed like silver lightning, and their charge was merciless. In
but a short while, the enemy was utterly undone, and the clamour of war gave
way to an ominous silence. No creature of shadow remained to tell of what had
transpired upon that fateful night.


Eruviel gazed northward, where
the smoke at last began to settle, and she felt the weight of the moment press
upon her. Victory had been won, yet at what cost? The flames upon the horizon
stood as a stark reminder that war against the Shadow was never without
sacrifice.


“Do you see it as well?” cried
Caledhil, his eyes fixed upon a distant point where smoke and fire pierced the
darkened sky. “There—do the shadows not take the shape of two more of those
fire-born monstrosities?”


Eruviel followed his gaze, her
brow furrowed. Her keen eyes pierced through the raging inferno, where tongues
of flame leapt skyward like distant beacons. And then she saw them—distorted
figures, nightmarish forms wrought of smoke and ember, shifting and seething
upon the battlefield. Morrogs. Two more of the fell creatures, making their way
southward. Yet graver still was the sight beyond: the defences lay perilously
near, and between them and the advancing beasts, valiant men and women fought,
though their lines wavered beneath the monstrous onslaught.


“Caledhil speaks truly,” said
Eruviel, her voice like tempered steel. “We cannot permit these creatures to
advance further. They would consume all in their wake.” Then, turning to her
companions, she commanded, “Come! We ride to their aid!”


Without hesitation, they
tightened their reins and spurred their steeds into motion. The ground trembled
beneath the thunder of hooves as they surged westward, a flood of light and
voices rising against the encroaching dark.


For a fleeting moment, their
path lay clear. The elven ground-troops had wrought great slaughter upon the
foe, and the earth was strewn with the broken remnants of orcs and other
creatures of shadow. Shattered blades and splintered shields lay among the
fallen, and the air was thick with the scent of blood and charred flesh. The
horses snorted, restless in the presence of death, but the riders held their
course, unbroken in their resolve.


Yet the deeper they pressed
westward, the denser the enemy ranks became. Out of the gloom, fresh orc-hordes
came surging forth, raising their guttural cries as they bore down upon them with
rusted swords and jagged spears. Their eyes burned with hatred, and their
courage swelled at the sight of the advancing Morrogs.


“Hold the line!” Ríannor called,
his voice ringing above the fray as his blade flashed, felling a charging orc.


But Eruviel’s eyes were fixed
upon the two Morrogs in the distance. Now they were fully revealed—mighty forms
wreathed in flame, their whips carving blazing arcs through the air, and at
each terrible motion, the very earth seemed to tremble in protest. Around them,
the defenders fought with desperate valour, yet their numbers thinned beneath
the wrath of the fire-beasts.


“We must stop them before they
reach the fortifications!” cried Eruviel to her companions, and she raised her
sword aloft. Vilyalómë shone like a star in the firmament, and in its radiance,
new courage was kindled in the hearts of those who beheld it.


Onward they pressed, their path
a crimson trail hewn through the ranks of darkness. The foe grew fiercer as
they neared their quarry, but Eruviel felt the light within her swell. The glow
of Vilyalómë burned ever brighter the closer she drew to the Morrogs, and one
thought burned within her mind: Light shall triumph, for the Shadow cannot lay
hand upon that which is truly bright.


She urged Ailinor onward with
all speed, and as she rode, she beheld a wondrous sight—a Morrog toppled, its
blazing form collapsing as though a great tower had been cast down. With a
final, shrieking wail, its fire guttered into nothingness, leaving only smoke
and fading embers in its wake.


“They have slain it themselves!
Did you see?” Eruviel called, astonishment lighting her face as her gaze swept
the battlefield in search of the source of this strange turn. But there was no
time for answers. The second Morrog yet remained, and its fury was unspent.


Like a storm unchained, it raged
through the ranks of the defenders, and one by one they fell—consumed by its
blazing whip, cleaved by its fire-forged blade. Screams rent the air, and the
ground was slick with blood and ash. At last, only one figure remained before
the monster—a woman, her sword gripped in both hands, the blade raised like a
defiant star against the night.


Eruviel’s breath caught as she
beheld the scene unfold. The Morrog lifted one mighty arm, and with a single,
merciless stroke, it smote the warrior down. Her body was flung through the air
like a child's plaything, crashing against the palisade with a force that sent
tremors through the wood. And then she lay still.


“Faster, Ailinor! Faster!”
Eruviel cried, her heart pounding like a war-drum within her breast. The horse,
driven by the will of its rider and a deeper instinct to challenge the
encroaching doom, poured its last strength into the charge, bearing her ever
onward as the light of Vilyalómë cut through the gathering dark.


Now bereft of opponents, the
Morrog turned to the fallen woman. With slow and terrible purpose, it raised
its flaming sword, as though to extinguish her life utterly.


But ere it could strike, Eruviel
leapt from the saddle, and Vilyalómë blazed like the rising sun.


“Ho, beast!” she cried, her
voice clear above the din of battle. “Come for me, if thou hast the courage!”


With a mighty stroke, she drove
her blade deep into the Morrog’s burning tail. The creature loosed an
ear-splitting wail, and at once, it forsook its fallen prey—turning now upon
her.


The creature’s burning eyes
blazed with wrath and anguish as they fixed upon Eruviel. With a mighty swing,
the Morrog brought its great sword down upon her, yet Eruviel, swift as the
wind, raised her own blade to meet it. A shower of bright sparks burst forth as
steel clashed against flame, and for a fleeting moment, it seemed as though
Light and Shadow themselves waged battle amid the chaos.


She stepped back, poised for the
next assault, her gaze never wavering from her foe. There was no doubt in her
stance, no faltering in her resolve.


Facing the Morrog, her eyes
burned with fierce determination. “Thou canst not harm me,” she said, her voice
calm yet unyielding. “For I have come to drive back the Shadow.”


At that moment, Vilyalómë flared
anew, a beacon of radiance like the rising sun after a long and bitter night. A
great bolt of light leapt from the sword’s edge, cleaving through the air with
unrelenting force. It struck the Morrog, and the beast groaned like a sundered
mountain, its limbs quaking. Its knees buckled, and it crashed to the ground,
its flames flickering like a dying ember.


Eruviel advanced, Vilyalómë
steady in her grasp, prepared to end the Shadow’s dominion. Yet even as she did
so, a movement before her caught her eye. To her astonishment, she beheld the
woman whom the Morrog had cast down—now stirring, struggling to rise. Blood
trickled from a wound upon her brow, and her garments were torn, darkened with
earth and soot. Yet despite her wounds, she pressed forward, faltering but
relentless. Behind her, her sword trailed upon the sodden earth, leaving a
furrow in its wake.


Eruviel halted, her breath
stilled by wonder. The woman came at last to the fallen beast’s head and raised
her face, gazing into the dim embers of its fading eyes. Her breath came heavy,
yet her voice was firm as she spoke:


“Thou bastard spawn of the
Morrogs, I curse thee and all thine accursed kind. May all thy works crumble to
dust and vanish into smoke.”


Summoning the last of her
strength, she lifted her sword high. Her arms trembled, yet wrath and
desperation lent her the strength she required. With a final, mighty thrust,
she drove her blade deep into the Morrog’s skull.


Acharadûn reared up once more,
his vast body convulsing with a dreadful spasm. Then, at last, the fire in his
eyes was quenched forever.


With a thunderous crash, his
form collapsed, and his ruin lay still. The air was thick with the scent of
scorched earth, yet the battle was ended. The flames of the enemy had been
extinguished.


The woman let her sword slip
from her grasp, and she sank to her knees, her strength spent.


Eruviel was at her side in an
instant, placing a steadying hand upon her shoulder. “It is done,” she
murmured. “Thy courage hath vanquished the Shadow.”


With gentle fingers, she brushed
dirt and blood from the woman’s face, though her own hand trembled. Then
recognition dawned in her eyes.


“Fendril,” she breathed, relief
softening her features.


Then, lifting her head, her
voice rang clear. “A healer! We have need of a healer at once—the High Captain
is grievously wounded!”


As though summoned by fate,
figures emerged from beyond the fortifications. Elves, clad in light mail that
gleamed even beneath the ashen sky, moved swiftly and with care. With deft
hands, they lifted Fendril onto a stretcher, bearing her from the battlefield
while Eruviel and her companions followed close behind.


Their path led them far beyond
the lines of battle, away from the strife that yet raged in the north. Smoke
and fire cast ominous shadows across the heavens, but here, where the air was
purer, one could yet catch the scent of the forests and the cool whisper of the
wind.


Eruviel walked with swift
strides, her gaze upon the elves who bore Fendril away. “Whither do ye take
her?” she asked.


One of the bearers, a tall elf
with raven-dark hair, turned to her. “To the house of Belenor,” he answered.
“It lies not far from here.”


Eruviel halted, her eyes
widening. “Belenor, sayst thou? Then we are in Lindar?”


“Aye, my lady,” the elf replied
with a solemn nod. “Ye stand within the land of the Dainor. Come with us—we
shall lead thee to Nereth Cerule. There shalt thou and thy companions find
healing and brief respite.”


For a moment, Eruviel was
silent, the name stirring memory within her. Nereth Cerule—the hidden lake,
veiled amidst deep forests and steep-cloven hills, a refuge in the wilderness.
Her gaze swept over her companions, and in their faces she beheld the same
weariness that weighed upon her own limbs. Yet within their eyes there still
burned the fire of purpose, for though many trials had they endured, their task
was not yet complete.


“So be it,” Eruviel said at
last, stepping beside the stretcher. “Lead us thither. Yet we may not tarry
long—the Shadow yet lingers upon this world, and our work is not ended.”


The path rose gently before
them, and with every step, the world seemed to grow lighter and purer. A breath
of fresh air stirred, laced with the resinous scent of pine, whose proud boughs
reached skyward. Their dark-green needles swayed softly in the morning wind,
which came whispering down from the mountains. The horizon began to glow with
warm gold as the first rays of the sun broke through the treetops, spilling
over the land like a promise of peace.


The air was filled with the soft
murmur of little brooks, rushing over smooth stones and beneath moss-clad banks
on their way to the valley below. Their clear waters gleamed silver in the
newborn light, while birds sang high in the branches, as though heralding the
dawn of a new day. The companions’ horses trod more lightly upon the earth,
their steps sure and steady, pausing now and then to pluck at a fresh blade of
grass. Even the beasts seemed to feel the cool hush of morning, the stillness
of a world waking from shadow.


Slowly, the small company moved
westward. Fendril, swathed in thick blankets, lay upon a plain yet sturdy
wooden cart, drawn by two strong horses. Beside her rode Tiriel, her keen eyes
ever watchful upon the Captain, her hand ready to steady her if needed. Her
face was grave, yet as the crimson hues of dawn yielded to the soft blush of
rose and at last to the clear blue of morning, a glimmer of quiet relief
touched her features.


As the sun climbed over the
distant peaks, a tranquil valley unfolded before them. There, upon the northern
shore of Nereth Cerule, the company came to a halt, drawn by the sight before
them. The lake’s waters were so clear that the stones upon its bed could be
seen, and yet deep as the sky itself, reflecting its boundless blue. Beneath
the rising sun, the surface shimmered like a sea of gemstones. A gentle breeze
stirred ripples upon the water, and the mingling scents of pine and woodland
resin drifted on the air.


Upon the far shore stood the
house of Belenor, a great hall of timber, its broad beams and dark-shingled
roof speaking of strength and shelter. It was no palace, nor was it adorned
with splendour, yet it held the quiet grace of the old North-houses, built in
Lindar since ages past. About it were smaller dwellings, their chimneys sending
thin grey threads of smoke into the morning air.


A narrow path, bordered by
ancient trees, wound its way from the water’s edge to the house. The oaks and
beeches that flanked it were old as time, their gnarled boughs stretching
overhead like guarding arms. The company pressed onward in silence, overcome by
the peace and beauty of the place.


As they drew near the great
house, Eruviel felt they were already expected. The soft crackling of a nearby
fire reached her ears, and the scent of pinewood and fresh bread drifted
towards them like an unspoken welcome. The door of the hall swung open, and a
woman stepped forth.


Earith, the healer, was one
whose presence could not go unnoticed. Her wild, flame-red hair tumbled over
her shoulders in waves of living fire, and freckles dusted her face, lending
her a look both youthful and resolute. She wore a green tunic, finely
embroidered, speaking of a love for nature and skilled hands at their craft.


“Hail, Eruviel,” she said, her
voice both soft and unwavering. “Word of thy deeds hath come before thee. It is
our honour to welcome thee and thy companions to our hall. Belenor is yet
abroad, fortifying our defences, but thou art most welcome.”


Eruviel bowed her head slightly,
and for the briefest moment, a weary yet warm smile touched her lips. But
before she could reply, Earith had already turned her attention to Fendril. “I
shall tend her wounds now,” she said, motioning to two young aides who stepped
forth to support the injured woman. “We shall speak anon.”


Scarce had she begun her work
when two children came darting from the hall. Their cheeks were rosy with
health, their eyes bright as the morning sun. “We shall see to the horses!” one
cried, not waiting for a reply before leading the steeds towards a nearby
shelter.


A young woman stepped forward to
receive the company. Her short, tousled hair fell untidily across her brow, yet
her stance was upright and assured. She wore simple garb of brown leather, fit
for one accustomed to toil rather than idle comforts. “Come,” she said briefly,
motioning towards the door.


The companions entered, and at
once they were embraced by warmth and light. The hall was hewn wholly of wood,
yet it felt alive, as though it had absorbed the tales and songs of its people
through the passing years. Great beams arched high above, carved with intricate
designs that told of battles, the hunt, and the elder days of the North. At the
centre of the hall, a mighty fire burned, casting flickering shadows upon the
walls and bathing the faces of the newcomers in golden light.


At the far end, upon a low dais,
stood three great chairs of wood, their high backs adorned with carvings of
eagles, bears, and wolves. They were thrones, in a manner, yet fashioned with
such plain strength that they spoke more of duty than of rule.


The young woman led them to a
long table of heavy oak, surrounded by solid benches. “Be seated,” she said,
gesturing towards the places set for them. As soon as they sat, men and women
came forth, bearing earthen pitchers filled with foaming drink. The ale was
dark and strong, laced with the scent of herbs that whispered of the deep
forests beyond.


The mood had lightened, when
suddenly, the great side door swung open. A woman entered, and all voices fell
silent. Her long, golden hair cascaded in gentle waves over her shoulders, held
in place by a golden clasp that gleamed like a star. She wore a simple gown of
deep crimson, yet in its unadorned grace, it lent her a regal dignity.


Her bearing was strong, noble,
and steadfast, and her eyes, cold and clear as the winter sea, spoke of a woman
who had withstood many trials and never faltered. This was no delicate beauty,
but one of indomitable spirit—yet there was a warmth about her, like the first
golden touch of spring upon the frost.


"Welcome to our
halls," she said as she stepped towards the table. Her voice was low and
melodious, carrying a calm that settled upon all who heard it. "I am
Astrith, wife to Belenor. I have been told that you saved Fendril from certain
doom and..." She paused for a breath, as if weighing her words.
"...that you slew several Morrogs? Tell me, Eruviel—how is this possible?
Are you sent by the Ilûmar themselves?"


A murmur rippled through the
hall. The companions exchanged glances, but it was Eruviel who spoke. Her voice
was steady, yet touched with a quiet sorrow.


"No, Astrith," she
replied. "It is neither the will of the Ilûmar nor any power beyond my own
that guides me. It is fate alone that has shaped me into what I am. Chance—or
perhaps design—has led our path to cross with Fendril’s, not once, but
twice."


She fell silent for a moment,
her green eyes distant, as though seeking an answer in the unseen. Then,
softly, she continued, "Yet I believe that Fendril still has a part to
play before this world is cast wholly into shadow."


Astrith inclined her head, her
brow furrowed in thought. "Perhaps it is so," she said at last.
"But tell me, why have you come? What leads you upon these perilous roads,
if not the will of the Powers?"


Eruviel drew a long breath, and when
she spoke again, her words carried a weight that stilled even her companions.
"Our journey," she said, "is a quest. I seek my daughter and my
husband. Both were stationed in Feredrim many years ago, and I have had no word
of them for a long time. Perhaps you can aid us, Astrith. Do you know where the
hosts of the Elves are gathered in these days?"


Astrith regarded her, her
expression softened by a quiet sorrow. "In these dark times," she
answered at last, "many of the Iriël are stationed here in our lands. Yet
they are scattered, as the stars are scattered across the sky. Most of them are
at war, far-flung and unseen. I cannot tell you where they may be found. But...
I know those who might."


A faint smile touched her lips,
fleeting but warm. "I have friends among the Iriël. I shall call upon
them. They are wise and long in years and may know more than I can tell. But
first—eat, drink, and rest. You are guests in our halls, and no friend of this
house shall leave it empty-handed."


With these words, Astrith bowed
slightly and turned away. Her crimson gown shimmered in the firelight as she
passed through the great doors and was gone.


For a moment, the company sat in
silence, until Tiriel, lost in thought, spoke at last. "It is not often,
in these days, that one finds such kindness," she murmured.


"Kindness grows rare,"
Ríthwen agreed, her fingers tracing absently along the rim of her cup.
"Yet I fear we have more to face than the wisdom of Astrith’s
allies."


Nivion, who had thus far held
his silence, leaned back, his gaze resting upon his mother. "Fendril,
Ilmarion, ourselves, Elwina, and my father—these threads..." He paused,
his voice quiet. "It seems your path is woven deep into the shadows of
this world."


Eruviel met his eyes, her face
grave. "Perhaps it is, Nivion. But the threads that are woven are not mine
alone. They belong to us all."


The hall once more filled with
quiet voices, yet the companions remained wrapped in their own thoughts. Behind
them, the fire crackled softly, and a cool wind whispered through the seams of
the wooden walls.


When the meal had been taken and
chambers were given to them, the weary travelers found long-awaited rest. The
heavy steps of the road and the weight of war had marked them, but beneath the
sheltering roof of Belenor’s halls, the weariness of their bones was lifted.


As the moon rose, high and
silver over the wide-spread forests, the waters of the Nereth Cerule gleamed in
the light of the stars. A chill breath of night stole over the land, and the
soft waves lapped against the shore, whispering their ageless song into the
quiet darkness.


At length, the companions rose
and found that basins of warm water had been set for them. The dust and ash
that clung to their skin was washed away, and in the gentle embrace of the
clear water, they felt a strange peace, as though the weight of their journey
had, for a time, been lifted. It was no luxury, but a simple, cleansing
renewal—one that freed them, if only for a fleeting moment, from the burdens of
the road.


Time seemed to stand still as
the water ran over their weary limbs, and in that brief respite, far from the
fields of battle, they felt a whisper of something beyond war and darkness—the
quiet remembrance of life itself, which in its simplicity held a power deeper
than any sword.


As they stepped once more into
the great hall, a strange quiet had settled upon the room. The great fire at
its heart burned steadily, casting flickering shadows upon walls hewn from
ancient oak, rich with the carvings of elder days. The scent of fresh bread and
roasted meats drifted through the air, warm and welcoming.


Here gathered many—the young,
who were yet unburdened by the weight of war, and the old, whose strength waned
with the passing of the years. The faces of those assembled were shadowed with
care, lined with worry and fear. Yet in their eyes there shone something more.
A quiet hope. A hope not yet extinguished, though the darkness of the enemy
crept ever closer. The shimmer of the stars above, the gleaming waters of the
Nereth Cerule, and the songs that rose within these ancient halls seemed to
weave together, forming a presence unseen yet deeply felt.


"The shadows may be great
and many," said one of the elders, a man of wisdom, though age had bent
his form, and his voice was low and steady. "Yet so long as the light of
morning watches over us, so too shall our hope endure."


Beside him, a young woman
nodded, her eyes glimmering in the firelight. "Perhaps," she said
softly, "we shall overcome the darkness, as the river shapes the
stone—slowly, yet with sure and steady hand."


For a moment, her words lingered
in the stillness, and the heads of those present bowed in silent accord. No vow
was spoken, yet all who heard knew that it had been made nonetheless, burning
quietly within the hearts of these people. And so they sat together, as the
moon traced its path across the night sky, and the waters of the Nereth Cerule
sang in harmony with the glimmering stars. A hope that even the deepening
shadows could not wholly quench.


Astrith was already present when
the companions entered. She greeted them with a gentle smile and beckoned them
forward to a round table set in a quiet corner of the hall. Great chairs of
solid wood, draped in white furs, stood waiting, as though they had long
awaited the arrival of these guests.


Seated at the table were two
Elves, a woman and a man, who rose at their approach. Their movements were
measured and graceful, and in their eyes shone a quiet, steady light.


"These are Caladhwen and
Aerlindor," Astrith said, her voice carrying through the hush of the room.
"They hail from the distant shores of the Great Sea, from Cirdanil in the
South. Yet they know the lands and the folk of these parts better than many who
were born to them."


The Elves inclined their heads
in greeting, and their smiles were kind, touched with a wisdom earned through
many years. In their presence, time itself seemed to slow, as though the weight
of the world grew lighter.


"Come, be seated,"
Astrith continued, gesturing to the empty chairs. The companions took their
places, and a silence settled over them—not oppressive, but gentle, like the
hush of evening before the stars emerge. The firelight bathed the walls in its
golden glow, casting long shadows that danced with the flickering flames.


Scarcely had they sat when
Caladhwen, breaking the silence with a voice clear and soft as wind through the
branches of ancient trees, spoke.


"We know many in these
lands, Eruviel," she began, her tone warm and steady. "We are
shipwrights, and much of what stands upon the front lines—barricades, towers,
siegecraft—was built with our guidance. A catapult is not so different from a
ship, though it bears little of a ship’s grace. Yet—I do believe—it would
float, should the need arise."


She spoke with a glint of
mischief, and as she did, the silver of her hair caught the firelight,
shimmering as though woven of moonlit strands. Her grey eyes sparkled with a
mirth that was light and infectious.


Hers was the bearing of one who
had found harmony between strength and grace, and in her presence there lay a
quiet, unshaken power that seemed to fill the very air around her.


Opposite her, Ríthwen found
herself unable to suppress a smile. The words had lifted her spirits, stirring
a lightness she had not felt for long years amidst shadow and war.


"Ships, you say?" she
mused. "I have never seen the sea, nor set foot upon a ship. If I survive
this war, Caladhwen, will you take me there? I would like to see the ocean with
my own eyes."


There was a note of yearning in
her voice, and the image of the boundless waters, vast and unbroken, seemed to
stir her thoughts as though carried by the wind itself.


Caladhwen smiled, a warmth in
her expression like sunlight upon frost. "Of course," she said, and
in her eyes lay the promise of a journey yet to come, of a tale not yet told. "I
give you my word." 


"When all this is over, we
shall first see to Ríannor’s wedding," said Eruviel with a smile—one that,
for but a fleeting moment, lifted the weight of the past days. "And then,
when I find a measure of rest, a journey to the sea would surely do me
well." Her words carried the air of a distant dream, a promise of peace
that for so long had seemed veiled in impenetrable mists of shadow.


Yet scarcely had she spoken when
her gaze shifted. The smile that had touched her lips faded, giving way to a
more solemn expression. "But we are not here to seek respite from the
burdens of war," she said, her voice now edged with a quiet resolve that
burned in her eyes. "I have need of your aid, Caladhwen and Aerlindor."


The memories of battles fought
and lives lost returned like a tide, and Ríthwen, who had sat with a soft smile
lingering upon her lips, now lowered her gaze. The sense of hope that had but
moments ago filled the hall gave way to a grave silence. Each of them turned
their thoughts to the shadows that still crept across the world. The hour had
come when they must unite their strength and take one final, fateful step.


"I seek my daughter,
Elwina, and my husband, Lúthendil. Both are of Nimlad," Eruviel began, her
voice now laced with a deep and unyielding sorrow. Her words rang through the
quiet hall, and for a moment, it was as if time itself held its breath.


Aerlindor and Caladhwen
exchanged glances, their eyes speaking in the manner of those who have long
shared counsel. At last, Aerlindor broke the silence.


"Lúthendil…" he
murmured, as though sifting through the halls of memory. "Is he the
Lúthendil who crafts bows?"


Eruviel’s breath caught, and her
eyes widened as the image of her husband rose before her mind’s eye.
"Yes," she whispered at last, her voice scarcely more than a breath.
"Lúthendil has ever been a maker of bows. He learned the craft in Dúrial,
when the forests were yet untouched and the air was rich with the wisdom of the
Ilûmar." A quiet ache lingered in her words, yet within them, too, lay
something else—a deep bond, steadfast and unbroken, that filled the very air
around her.


Aerlindor inclined his head and
spoke with greater certainty. "His love of woodcraft is unmatched. A
master of the bowmaker’s art." A faint smile touched his lips. "He
plagued me with questions unending when it came to the making of ships. I never
understood why he wished to know so much of such things. But I have good
tidings for you, Eruviel," he added, his smile deepening. "He, too,
wishes to see the sea."


A hearty laugh escaped him,
ringing briefly through the hall like the bright chime of a bell. Yet at once,
a hush fell again, taut and expectant. Eruviel fixed him with a gaze that cut
through the room like the keen edge of a blade, and for an instant, the very
air seemed to waver, as though bending beneath the weight of an unseen storm.
It was a look that might have moved mountains, had she willed it. But in that
moment, it was a storm held at bay, a thunder that never broke.


"Forgive me,"
Aerlindor murmured swiftly, catching the gravity in Eruviel’s eyes and marking
the delicacy of the moment. "I meant no… unseemly levity in this
matter."


"Lúthendil is not far from
here," he continued, his gaze turning toward some distant thought, as
though his sight reached beyond the walls, past the hills and into the shrouded
lands beyond. "Just beyond Tarnost, by the hidden pass, his camp lies. No
more than a day’s ride, if we make haste."


Eruviel gave a slow nod, yet
there was another shadow upon her thoughts. Leaning forward, her voice edged
with urgency, she asked, "And my daughter? Have you seen her?"


Aerlindor regarded her
thoughtfully. "There are many young Elves within the camp, Eruviel. Many
who might match your description. But to seek a single soul among them is no
simple task, not without knowing her precise whereabouts."


Eruviel pressed her lips
together in silent thought before she spoke again. "What is this Tarnost?
And what is this hidden pass of which you speak?" 


"Tarnost," Aerlindor
began, "is a narrow pass that binds Lindar to Feredrim. It lies at the far
edge of the mountains, deep within the forests that none dare tread—save those
who know the way. It is an ancient road, hidden beneath the mountain’s shadow,
safe from the eyes of our foes. Yet the folk of Lúthendil know this path well.
And at its journey’s end, his camp awaits."


"Lúthendil and his people
are tireless," he went on, his voice touched with unmistakable pride.
"They craft arrows and bolts for the war, ceaselessly, by day and by
night. None make finer shafts than he. Their points are steeped in gravon, and
their fletching is set with such flawless precision that they find their mark
even in the blackest of tempests. His craft is nothing short of masterful."


"I say we ride
together," Aerlindor declared at last. "We must fetch supplies for
the front line in any case. It is the surest path, and we may reach him
swiftly. Lúthendil will be glad to see you."


As the company took their last
rest upon the grounds of Belenor, they made ready for the long road ahead. The
horses snorted in the cool air, and the wagons—laden with empty crates for
arrows and bolts—creaked softly over the yielding earth. Night had fallen
across the land, and the path winding through the mountains lay wrapped in the
hushed stillness of the hour.


"It is a peaceful
night," Ríthwen murmured, gazing up at the stars that glimmered above the
towering peaks. "How long has it been since I beheld the heavens so
clear?" A wistful longing wove through her voice.


"Too long, I deem,"
said Nivion with a small smile. "War has oft robbed us of the world’s
beauty, yet I hope that, when all this is done, we may return to the simpler
joys of life. Perhaps a journey to the sea, as Eruviel spoke of?"


Eruviel laughed softly. "I,
too, would take joy in such a journey, Nivion. It has been long since last I
saw the sea." She cast her gaze into the boundless darkness, where only
the cries of owls and the murmuring wind through the pines broke the hush of
night. "But first, our task must be done."


Caladhwen, riding at the
company’s edge, turned her eyes upon the near-full moon and sighed. "The
sea… I can almost taste the salt upon the air. How wondrous it would be to
stand upon its shores, to gaze upon the far horizon, to feel the wind tangled
in my hair."


"That is the truest
luxury," said Tiriel with a smile. "Not jewels, nor feasting at
gilded tables, but the simple gift of breath unchained, the scent of salt upon
the wind. I, too, shall stand beside the sea one day. But for now," she
glanced at the pines about them, their boughs swaying gently in the night’s
breath, "let us savour this path, the fragrance of the trees, and the
boundless sense of freedom it grants us."


Thavion nodded, his voice quiet.
"A rare place, this. The pines stand as though they upheld the very
heavens, as though they bore the weight of the world upon their boughs."
He ran his fingers gently through the soft, dark mane of his horse. "I
feel, in this moment, as though we have glimpsed something beyond time
itself—something eternal."


The company pressed on, climbing
ever higher into the mountains, while the soft wind bore the sigh of the trees
and the distant calling of owls. The path wove ever deeper into the woodland,
and above them, the stars gleamed in an endless sky.


As night waned and dawn began to
stir, the company felt the lingering chill of darkness yield to the first touch
of morning’s light. The sun’s golden rays pierced through the canopy, setting
the pines aglow as though they were fashioned from silver and gold. The world
stirred anew, and with its waking, hope rose also in the hearts of the
travelers.


"Look!" cried Ríthwen,
wonder lighting her gaze. "How fair this land is…"


"Aye," Eruviel said,
drawing a deep breath of the crisp, morning air. "It is the true splendour
of the world, that which we have so nearly lost."


"And still the home of the
Dainor," Aerlindor murmured, his voice low, near-reverent, as they pressed
on and the forest yawned open before them. The land unfolded like a painting of
light and shadow, shaped by the rolling hills and the vast, whispering woods of
Lindar.


Caladhwen lifted her hand toward
the horizon, endless and unbroken. "These forests are ancient, and they
keep more secrets than we may ever dream to fathom."


"This is Tarnost," she
said at last, her voice no more than a breath against the sound of falling
water. Before them, a veil of crystalline water tumbled from a sheer rock face,
catching the light of dawn and cascading into a pool, ringed by moss and laced
with silver mist. The scent of damp earth and fresh wood mingled with the cool
breath of the falls, drifting upon the air.


"The hidden pass," she
continued, "here the woods of Lindar end, and beyond this threshold,
Feredrim unfolds in all its majesty. We must pass through—beyond the waterfall.
There, the way shall open, and it shall lead us into the very heart of the
forest."


Eruviel and her companions stood
in reverent silence for a moment, the familiar murmur of cascading water
filling their ears. The fine mist of the waterfall cooled their skin and set
the air aglow, as though the very space around them was draped in an enchanted
veil. The light of the heavens, shimmering in hues of silver and pale blue upon
the water’s surface, turned the scene into something out of a long-forgotten
legend.


"Fair beyond words,"
Ríthwen whispered, her eyes wide as she beheld the shrouded landscape before
them. "A place where magic seems to dwell."


Caladhwen inclined her head
slightly. "It is a place of old songs and lost secrets. Many have sought
to cross the forest and these falls, yet not all have reached the path’s end.
Few know of Tarnost, or of the passage that lies beyond the water."


With a faint smile upon her lips
and resolve in her gaze, she led the company towards the waterfall. As they
drew closer, they glimpsed the hidden way concealed behind the silver veil of
tumbling water, a shifting curtain that guarded the passage beyond. Cool
droplets brushed their skin as they stepped forward, the liquid shimmer parting
to admit them into the cavern behind. The passage carved deep into the
mountain, its walls damp with the breath of the earth, while the ever-present
murmur of flowing water echoed around them. Darkness embraced them as they
walked, and it seemed as though the forest itself had drawn them into its
depths, as if the trees and the ancient land had wrapped them in their embrace
to shelter them.


When at last they passed through
the tunnel, the ground beneath them rose, lifting them to a high vantage
point—and there, before their eyes, stretched the boundless expanse of
Feredrim. An endless sea of ancient trees spread to the horizon, their towering
crowns wreathed in ghostly mist. The forest seemed almost to breathe, alive
with its own quiet power. In the distance, a single wisp of smoke curled into
the sky, a silent herald of the camp that lay ahead.


"Eruviel, look,"
Aerlindor murmured, his gaze fixed upon the land before them. "There is
the camp."


For a moment, time itself seemed
to hold its breath as they gazed out over the vast woodland, its mysteries
still cloaked in the mist of legend.


Chapter 22: “The Call of Fate”


 


"Let us ride forth,"
Nivion urged, his voice trembling with impatience. "I can scarce wait to
see my father again."


Eruviel nodded to him, a gentle
smile upon her lips. "Nor can I, Nivion. It has been an age. Far too
long."


Ríannor rode a little behind
them, his gaze turned skyward where the first golden rays of dawn pierced
through the heavy clouds. "I wonder how Elwina fares," he murmured,
almost to himself. "It has been so long since I heard her laughter. I pray
she has not lost it in these dark days."


Eruviel turned to him, resting a
reassuring hand upon his arm. "A child’s laughter is like a light that
does not fade, even in the deepest darkness. She will not have forgotten it,
Ríannor."


Ahead rode Aerlindor and
Caladhwen, the two Elves of the South, their silhouettes outlined against the
soft glow of morning. Their steeds moved with effortless grace, and the
measured sound of hooves upon the winding road echoed in the stillness. The
narrow path wove like a ribbon through the rolling hills, leading ever downward
into the waiting forest.


The company followed in a long
column, their mounts burdened with provisions and empty crates, soon to be
filled with the arrows and quarrels from Lúthendil’s camp. The forest loomed
ever closer, its pines and ancient oaks standing like sentinels at the
threshold of another world.


As they passed into the first
shadows beneath the trees, a rich fragrance embraced them—fresh and living, a
mingling of moss and resin, laced with the spice of pine. The earth beneath
their steeds softened, carpeted with fallen needles and crisp autumn leaves,
and the air grew cool. Above them, shafts of sunlight wrestled with the last
veils of mist, which clung to the ground like trailing gossamer.


"How peaceful it is
here," Ríthwen whispered, tilting her head to listen to the cry of a
hunting hawk, distant yet clear. "One might almost forget what lies beyond
this woodland."


Caladhwen, who rode at the fore,
slowed her pace and glanced back over her shoulder. "The forest has its
own way of welcoming you," she said with a smile as soft as sunlight
through the canopy. "Perhaps it seeks to remind us that there is more to
this world than war and shadow."


"Or perhaps it calls us to
heed its warning," Thavion added gravely, his keen gaze sweeping the
trees.


"Thavion, ever wary,"
Tiriel jested, riding beside him. "Perhaps you need a journey to the sea
to unburden yourself of such weighty thoughts."


A quiet laughter rippled through
the company, lightening the sombre mood. Yet the beauty of the woodland held
them still in its quiet thrall. The towering pines rose like pillars to the
heavens, their crowns murmuring in the wind, as though whispering secrets to one
another.


"We are not far now,"
Caladhwen murmured, her voice barely more than a breath, as though she feared
to disturb the hush of the trees. "I believe our arrival has already been
marked."


The winding road now
straightened, running like a silent stream beneath the high boughs, whose
outstretched arms formed a vaulted canopy of green. The forest floor was thick
with brambles and ferns, their leaves gleaming where the sun's touch found
them. Small rivulets wove their way through the undergrowth, their waters
murmuring beneath moss and stone, whispering of long-forgotten days.


Suddenly, a cry rang out—a keen,
piercing call, not unlike the shriek of a bird of prey. But Eruviel sat a
little straighter, her keen eyes sharpening.


"A signal from the
scouts?" she asked softly.


Aerlindor gave a single,
measured nod.


Moments later, the path opened
before them, leading onto a broad glade. There, encircled by a high palisade of
tightly bound logs, lay the camp. Moss clung to the wood like a mantle, as
though the forest itself had lent its blessing to the Elves' handiwork. Upon
the ramparts stood archers, clad in green and gold, so woven into their
surroundings that they might have been mistaken for the trees themselves. Their
bows gleamed dully in the morning light, their watchful eyes fixed upon the
approaching company.


At the great gate, flanked by
pillars wrought with intricate carvings, stood several guards. Their armour was
simple, yet crafted with a master’s hand, and above them hung a banner of
green, upon which a single golden leaf danced in the breeze. The creaking of
wagon wheels upon uneven stone broke the hush of the clearing.


"Welcome to Laeglad,"
one of the sentries said, his voice clear and measured as the company drew
near.


Aerlindor raised a hand in greeting,
his smile warm. "Hail, Dorion. We come to take up the supplies for the
front—arrows that may well turn the tide."


The sentinel, a tall man with
keen yet kindly eyes, inclined his head in greeting.


"Welcome, Aerlindor. Word
of your coming has reached us. Yet I deem that some among your company are
awaited for reasons beyond the need of arrows."


With a knowing smile, he raised
his hand to unbar the gate, beckoning them within. The wagons rolled forward
upon the stone-paved path, their wheels clattering softly, mingling with the
whisper of the trees. Yet scarce had they passed through the great wooden
portal when a figure stepped forth, barring their way.


A woman stood before them, and
though of slight stature, she bore herself with a presence that commanded both
respect and curiosity. A cloak of deep green, embroidered with gold, flowed
about her, and upon her breast gleamed the emblem of a golden leaf, subtle yet
proud. At her belt hung a slender longsword, and upon her back was slung a bow
of rare craftsmanship, its polished wood traced with delicate carvings. Her
hood was drawn low over her brow, yet wild strands of golden hair escaped its
shadow, catching the light like threads of woven sunlight.


"So," she said, her
voice calm, yet laced with an air of mystery, "travellers from afar. What
brings you to Laeglad? The long road from Nimlad... and for what? To seek
something?"


Her tone shifted, warmer now,
almost playful. "Or someone?"


Slowly, she raised a hand to her
hood and cast it back. A radiant smile broke across her face, bright as the
dawn.


"To see me?"


For a heartbeat, Eruviel stood
motionless, as if caught between waking and dream. Then, with a cry of joy, she
loosed her reins and leapt from her steed.


"Elwina!"


The young woman sprang forward,
swift and unhesitating, and before Eruviel could draw breath, she was enfolded
in a fierce embrace. Their arms tightened around each other, as if to make up
in that moment for all the years lost between them.


"I can scarce believe
it!" Elwina gasped, her eyes shining. "You are here, Mother!"


Not far behind, Nivion and
Ríannor had already dismounted, and in the next instant, the small family was
entwined, holding fast to one another, as though by sheer will they might
bridge the gulf of separation in a single embrace.


At last, Eruviel drew back,
still holding her daughter’s shoulders, her voice softened with tenderness.
"And where is your father, my love?"


Elwina smiled, her eyes gleaming
with a secret light. With a gentle motion, she gestured towards the great oak
that stood a little way beyond, its vast roots gripping the soft earth like the
hands of an ancient guardian.


There, leaning with easy grace
against the mighty trunk, stood Lúthendil. A knowing grin played upon his lips,
a slender reed of grass held idly between his teeth. His eyes, bright with
mirth, roved over the faces before him, and as they met Eruviel’s gaze, his
smile deepened.


"Well now," he called,
his voice rich with laughter. "Who would have thought to see you
here?"


Eruviel could not wait a moment
longer. Light as a breath, she ran to him, all weight and weariness forgotten.
When she reached him, he caught her in his strong embrace, drawing her close as
if never to let go. And then Elwina, Nivion, and Ríannor were there too, and
for a time, there was no past nor future, only the warmth of arms around them,
only the unspoken promise of love unbroken by time or distance.


For a fleeting moment, the world
itself seemed to hold its breath. The whispering trees of Feredrim swayed
gently in the wind, the brook murmured its ageless song, and above them, the
sunlight poured golden through the leaves, as if blessing this reunion with all
its radiance.


Even as the embrace parted at
last, Eruviel lingered a moment, her fingers still resting lightly upon her
daughter’s hand, as though to be certain she was truly there.


Elwina led them then to a glade
where a circle of finely wrought wooden chairs surrounded a fire that burned
low and steady, its embers casting a flickering glow upon the dark grain of the
carved seats. Each chair was shaped of ancient timber, adorned with delicate
tracings of leaf and vine, curling as if alive upon the arms and legs. The last
light of the setting sun streamed through the branches, and a soft breeze
stirred the flames, filling the air with the rich scent of pine and resin.


"Sit, friends,"
Lúthendil said, leaning back upon one of the chairs, his hands resting easily
upon its arms. "We have much to speak of, have we not?"


His voice was warm, yet as his
gaze swept over the gathered company, there was a glint of curiosity in his
eyes, as though he sought to read the untold stories upon their faces.


"These are my
companions," Eruviel began, as she took her seat. "Each one has
journeyed with me upon this road, and without them, I would not be here
now."


Her gaze turned to Ríthwen, and
for a moment, a fond smile touched her lips.


"Ríthwen is a true mistress
of the wilds. There is no path she cannot find, no foe she cannot bring low.
Her keen mind and steadfast heart have guided us through many perils and led us
to safety when all seemed lost."


Ríthwen grinned, rubbing her
hands together, though they still bore the stickiness of pine resin.


"Well, the Morrogs were no
small challenge," she said with a mischievous glint in her eye, "but
even pine needles are no trifle when they cling to one's fingers."


Lúthendil inclined his head in
approval, regarding Ríthwen with quiet respect.


"Then verily, you have the
spirit of a warrior," he said, his smile deep and earnest.


"And here," Eruviel
continued, her voice warm with affection, "is Caledhil, a true seeker of
trails, whose steps never strayed from mine. No matter how dark the path,
Caledhil was ever at my side, ever ready with a jest to lighten our hearts,
even when war sought to steal all hope. A light in the darkness, he has ever
been."


Caledhil shrugged with an easy
grin.


"As I oft have said—better
to fall with a smile upon one's lips than with a scowl darkening one's brow.
And come what may, so long as we may yet share laughter, hope shall never be
lost."


His gaze swept over the gathered
company, and the laughter that followed his words was like a fresh breeze,
loosening the lingering weight of care.


Eruviel turned next to another
of her companions, and in her voice rang both gratitude and deep regard.


"Thavion has walked beside
me since the first steps of this journey. Without him, I might never have found
the courage to tread this road, shadowed as it was by peril. His wisdom, his
skill, his steadfastness—oft have they been the guiding light that led us forth
from darkness."


She paused, her eyes reflecting
a quiet pride.


"Thavion once served under
Eldhros and knows well the struggles against the servants of the Dark Lord. Few
have seen what he has seen, and fewer still have endured it."


Thavion, who had stood silent
until then, lifted his gaze. His face was grave, yet within his eyes lingered a
flicker of warmth.


"Any strength you perceive
in me," he said, his voice calm and steady, "is but a reflection of
your own. I have walked this road beside you because I believe in you all—for I
know that together, we are far greater than the sum of our deeds."


Eruviel's gaze softened as she
turned at last to the final member of their company.


"And lastly, let me name
Tiriel," she said, her voice touched with affection. "She joined us
only later upon our journey, yet it seems she has ever been one of us. Tiriel
is the heart of our company—her warmth and kindness shine as brightly as the
stars of Elenthis, and her words have oft melted the ice that sought to settle
upon our spirits when all hope seemed dim."


Her smile deepened.


"Yet be not deceived,"
she added. "Bright as her light may shine, her blade is no less keen. She
does not falter in the face of darkness, and her strength reminds us all that
true kindness is never weakness."


Tiriel bowed her head with a
modest smile.


"It is an easy thing to be
strong," she said softly, "when one knows well what they fight
for."


A quiet fell over them then, as
if each felt the weight of her words in their own way. But Eruviel, after a
moment, stretched and rose, the hint of a smile playing upon her lips as she
reached for her husband's hand.


"Enough talk for now,"
she said lightly. "Come, Lúthendil—show me what you have built here."


Without waiting for his reply,
she pulled him gently along, and before long, the two of them vanished beyond
the bend of the encampment’s pathways, their voices and the faint sound of
their footsteps lingering only briefly before the hush of the forest reclaimed
them.


Elwina, Nivion, and Ríannor
remained by the fire, their conversation stretching long into the night. They
spoke of childhood memories, of battles fought and dangers braved, laughter and
solemn reflection mingling in equal measure. Meanwhile, their companions moved
about the camp, each drawn to their own path.


Ríthwen wandered through the
narrow lanes between the simple wooden dwellings, her keen eyes missing
nothing. She paused before a small forge where a young Elf was shaping
arrowheads upon an anvil.


"Fine craftsmanship,"
she remarked, turning one of the points over in her hand. "Yet if you
alter the angle but slightly, they will fly truer."


The smith furrowed his brow,
considering her words, before a flicker of understanding dawned in his gaze. A
slow smile of appreciation crossed his face as he nodded.


Thavion, ever one to seek
solitude, found his way to a watchtower of rough-hewn wood. From its height, he
cast his gaze over the endless stretch of forest beyond. The sight stirred old
memories—long patrols beneath Eldhros' banner, the weight of duty that had
never truly lifted. He drew a deep breath of the crisp morning air and murmured
to himself,


"The shadows lie distant…
for now."


Tiriel, meanwhile, had found her
place among the camp’s children. With patience that seemed woven into her very
being, she guided them in simple techniques of defense, yet played with them
just as readily. Stern though she could be, her face was often softened by a
smile, and the laughter of the children rose like birdsong, carrying with it a
moment of peace untouched by the world’s darkness.


Caledhil, ever drawn to good
company, settled himself near a small fire where a gathering of elder Elves
spoke in hushed tones. With a knowing glint in his eye, he joined them, weaving
tales in his usual blend of jest and reverence—of the Morrogs, of the many
creatures they had faced upon their road. And as quiet laughter stirred among
the elders, Caledhil leaned back with a satisfied grin.


And so, at last, night fell upon
the land, and upon the fellowship.


As the first rays of the sun
pierced the leafy canopy, all gathered within one of the great halls of the
encampment.


The walls and beams were hewn of
rough timber, their very essence steeped in the scent of the forest. The place
had the air of a hardy woodcutter’s lodge, where the fragrance of resin and
fresh bread mingled in the crisp morning air. Long wooden tables stretched
through the hall, laden with a simple yet nourishing repast.


The murmured conversations soon
gave way to a graver tone. It was Lúthendil who spoke first.


"What tidings have you from
the front?"


Eruviel set down her cup of
water before replying.


"Shorath has sent forth the
Morrogs against us, yet we have slain many of them. From here to the far
reaches of the East, his assault has been broken. Our forces dealt him a
crushing defeat. Yet of the West, we know little."


Lúthendil’s brow furrowed.


"And his other
forces?"


Eruviel inclined her head, her
voice steady but solemn.


"Shorath commands far
greater hosts still. And his dragons—those he has yet to unleash upon the
field."


"Dragons?" Lúthendil
echoed, a shadow of dread passing over his face.


"Aye," Eruviel
confirmed, her tone firm. "And I deem he will not hold them back much
longer—not now that the Morrogs have failed to bring him the victory he sought."


Thavion, who until then had been
silent, now spoke, his voice quiet yet weighty.


"If the dragons come, the
world shall tremble beneath their wings. Their fire is not as common flame—it
devours all in its wake, even hope itself."


Eruviel inclined her head.


"Perhaps," she said.
"Yet be that as it may, my path is chosen. I must return to the
battlefield… and perhaps beyond, even into Druugorath itself."


A heavy silence settled over the
gathering. At last, Elwina, who had hitherto listened in silence, found her
voice.


"Mother, you cannot!"
she cried. "To venture into Druugorath is to walk into death itself!"


Lúthendil, too, rose sharply
from his seat, his eyes burning with concern.


"Eruviel, I cannot allow
this! You have done more than enough—there must be another way!"


Eruviel placed her hand upon
his, her touch light yet resolute. Her voice was calm, unwavering.


"Lúthendil, I know your
heart is troubled. But this road is mine to walk. It has ever been so—perhaps
this is the path I was always meant to take, if we are to stand any chance
against Shorath. Not for glory, nor for honour—but because I believe that even
in the deepest shadow, hope yet endures."


Elwina rose to her feet, her
eyes glistening with unshed tears.


"But what of us, Mother?
What of your family?"


Eruviel stepped toward her
daughter, resting her hands upon her shoulders.


"Elwina, my heart—'tis for
you that I do this. For you, and for all who yet breathe free. If I do not go,
then who will?"


The weight of her words hung in
the air, pressing upon them all. At last, Lúthendil lowered his gaze, his
shoulders sagging as the fight left him.


"If you truly believe this
is the only way… then I shall not hinder you. But know this—wherever you go, my
heart shall go with you."


Eruviel inclined her head, and
for a fleeting moment, the sorrow and love in her eyes were plain for all to
see.


"Thank you," she
whispered before straightening once more. "There is no time to delay. The
battle awaits."


"You need not say it—I ride
with you," Ríthwen declared, rising from her seat. Her voice was clear,
her stance unyielding, and in her gaze was a fire that brooked no argument.


"Nor have I wavered in my
choice," added Caledhil, testing the leather bindings of his quiver. A wry
smile played upon his lips, yet his eyes gleamed with resolve. "If the
path leads to the Dark Lord himself, then so be it."


"And I as well," said
Thavion, his voice measured, his hands steady as they polished his blade with
reverence, as though in quiet preparation for what lay ahead. "Whatever may
come, my sword shall be at your side."


Eruviel’s gaze swept slowly over
them all, lingering for a moment upon each of her companions.


"You have my deepest
gratitude," she said softly, yet her words bore the weight of a vow.


Then Tiriel stepped forward, inclining
her head.


"I shall follow you as far
as Belenor’s halls," she said, then hesitated, glancing briefly at
Eruviel. "But beyond that…" She faltered but then found her words
once more. "I would stay with Fendril, to watch over her—if you will it."


Eruviel’s expression softened
into a warm smile.


"It is more than well, my
dearest. Your heart guides you rightly."


At last, she turned to her
children.


"And for you, my loves—you
are free to choose your own path. Whatever road you take, know that I shall stand
behind you."


The three siblings exchanged
silent glances, and in that wordless communion, there lay a bond deeper than
speech. It was Elwina who spoke for them all.


"We shall remain with
Father. Our place is here, to aid the front as we may and to defend our home in
our own way."


Eruviel beheld her children with
quiet pride.


"Good," she said at
last, her voice gentle. "So be it. It gladdens my heart to know you are
safe. When the battle is ended, I shall return to you."


Her gaze drifted to Nivion, and
a playful gleam lit her eyes.


"And then," she added
with a knowing wink, "all that remains is to find Rodwen."


A soft laughter rippled through
the gathering, and for a fleeting moment, the weight of war seemed to lift from
their shoulders. Beyond the encampment, the first light of dawn pierced the
lingering gloom, and the quiet song of waking birds heralded a day of new
trials. Yet despite the breaking light, the shadow of war lay heavy upon the
land, an unspoken promise of trials yet to come.


The hours passed, and a solemn
hush fell over the glade. All knew that another parting was at hand—perhaps
briefer than the last, yet fraught with peril and the uncertainty of return.


At last, the appointed hour
arrived. The horses stood saddled, their breath rising in pale clouds upon the
crisp morning air. Fresh provisions filled the saddlebags, and each task was
performed with the steady care of seasoned travellers. Eruviel and her
companions stood ready, clad in their battle gear; silver and black blades
rested at their sides, gleaming coldly in the first light of day. Only Tiriel
was unlike the others. She wore a simple grey travel-cloak, its wide hood drawn
low over her face, as though she sought to become one with the morning mist
that still wreathed the valley in a ghostly veil.


Across the courtyard, Aerlindor
and Caladhwen worked alongside their folk. Laden carts stood ready, each packed
with arrows and great bolts, carefully stored in wooden crates. Their cargo was
too precious to suffer the slightest mishap. Their road to the front would be
perilous, no less vital than that of the riders, yet there was no hesitation in
their movements.


Eruviel stepped forward, her
gaze sweeping over each of those gathered. Her voice, though calm, rang with a
quiet strength that stirred the hearts of all who heard her.


"Be not afraid. Vilyalómë
and I are well matched, and with all of you beside me, we shall drive back the
darkness. Shorath will fall—of that, I have no doubt."


A hush followed her words, heavy
with unspoken resolve. Then, with silent accord, the company set forth. Hooves
rang upon the stone-paved path, the great carts groaned and rattled in their
wake. Yet soon the sounds of their passing faded, swallowed by the vast wilds
beyond the gate, and one by one, they vanished into the distance.


Eruviel’s kin remained behind.
Elwina stood still, the golden light of morning upon her face, casting a soft
glow upon her pale cheeks. Yet a single tear traced its way down her skin
before she swiftly brushed it aside. Her gaze followed the riders and wagons
until they were lost beyond the bend in the road, and a quiet melancholy
settled upon her.


Once more, their paths had
parted. Yet within her heart, hope burned still—that this would not be the last
time she beheld her mother.


 





 


"Left wing, form up! After
me!" cried one of the commanders, his voice clear as a silver bell, as he
wheeled his steed in a sharp turn. The ranks of riders followed his command as
though they were but one body. Hundreds of spears gleamed in the wan light as
the Elven cavalry burst through the swirling cloud of ash and dust, thundering
forward to meet the onrushing horde of Orcs. The earth quaked beneath the
thunder of their hooves.


"Right wing, close the
line! We must not lose the flank!" another officer bellowed, while
Ilmarion, high upon his warhorse, surveyed the battle with a keen and steady
gaze. His voice rang clear above the cacophony of war: "Central formation,
to me! We shall seal the breach – and the beast shall fall!" The riders
raised their swords as one, their cry echoing across the field as they charged,
a wave of Elven steel crashing upon the tide of darkness.


While a great host fought
desperately to hold the endless ranks of Orcs at bay, Ilmarion led a chosen
company northward, towards an unknown creature that loomed ahead. Even from a
distance, its form was fearsome beyond reckoning. It towered over any Morrog
the Elves had ever seen, its golden skin gleaming like tempered steel. Spines
jutted from its back like spears upon a fortress wall, and its long tail lashed
the air with a whip’s fury. Its eyes burned like the fires of Druugorath.


"By Elenthi’s name, what is
that?" one warrior gasped as they rode closer.


"I know not," another
answered through gritted teeth. "It has the look of a dragon… yet it bears
no wings."


"Hold!" Ilmarion
commanded at last, raising his hand. The riders reined in their steeds, dust
swirling about them in the stillness. "It stands alone," the king
said, his voice calm and resolute. "I shall go forth and look upon it more
closely. Stay here—should aught befall me, let not this beast live a moment
longer."


Without waiting for a reply, he
rode forward, alone against the looming shadow. His helm gleamed, his shield
was raised, and in his hand lay his sword—a work of peerless craft, glimmering
like a spark of light in the gloom. As he drew near, the creature’s deep voice
rumbled through the air like distant thunder.


"So he comes to me, the
pride of the Elves," it intoned, and the earth trembled at its words.
"Have you come, little king, to die? I can smell the curse of the Vaharyn
upon you—it clings to your breath. Your riders, your army—mere dust beneath my
claws. And you? You are but a drop in a burning sea."


The dragon’s words were like
sorcery, sapping the will and chilling the heart. But Ilmarion stood firm. His
voice, though quiet, was keen as a blade: "You are mighty, Rhazgal, yet
you are not Shorath. You are no end of all things—merely another shadow that
shall fade when the light awakens. Your claws may rend the earth, yet you shall
perish in your own hubris."


Rhazgal laughed, a terrible,
echoing sound that made the very air seem to shudder. "Fine words, little
king, for one who wastes his breath. Come then—let us see if your sword is as
sharp as your tongue!"


The battle was joined with a
fury that shook the ground. Rhazgal roared, his voice rolling like thunder
across the plain, striking fear even into the hearts of the boldest warriors.
Fire burst from his maw, hotter and brighter than any forge-fire the Elves had
ever beheld. The ground melted beneath its heat, and black smoke billowed into
the sky as riders and steeds fell back, their faces seared by the blazing air.


Ilmarion raised his shield, its
golden sigil catching the dragonfire’s glow. With a great cry, he charged.
Rhazgal struck the earth with his mighty claws, as though he would rend the
world asunder. Horses shrieked, their hooves slipping upon the broken ground,
as a great chasm yawned open and swallowed many into its depths.


Yet Ilmarion did not waver.
"For the light of the stars and the freedom of our people!" he cried,
and his sword flashed like a star in the midnight sky as he leapt towards the
beast. His horse, maddened with fear, reared, and he sprang from the saddle,
landing heavily yet sure-footed upon the sundered earth. With a steady breath,
he ran forth, his gaze locked upon the burning eyes of the beast.


Rhazgal’s tail lashed out, a
whiplike strike that tore the ground asunder where Ilmarion had stood but a
heartbeat before. The king of the Vaharyn sprang aside just in time, but a
second blow followed, swifter still, and struck his shield with such force that
metal screamed against metal. Ilmarion staggered back but did not fall, his
breath heavy but unbroken.


"You are tenacious, little
king," Rhazgal rumbled, his voice a hateful growl. "Yet your
stubbornness shall be your doom. Your weapons cannot harm me. I am fire, I am
flood, I am death itself!"


"Perhaps," Ilmarion
answered, his voice firm and clear. "Yet even the greatest fire may be
quenched. And even death shall pass."


With a cry, he charged once
more, his sword raised high. Rhazgal loosed another torrent of flame, but
Ilmarion dived beneath the searing blaze, pressing on towards the beast’s
unguarded flank. With all his strength, he struck, and his blade clove against
the golden hide. Sparks flew, and the keen edge left but a shallow mark upon
the dragon’s hardened flesh.


Rhazgal bellowed in fury,
twisting with a speed that belied his monstrous form. A vast claw lashed
towards Ilmarion, who barely rolled aside. The king of the Vaharyn gasped, his
breath ragged with heat and smoke, but he rose again, his resolve unshaken.


All around them, the battle
raged, yet in that moment, all was silent as Ilmarion and Rhazgal clashed once
more. With a swift and deadly thrust, Ilmarion drove his sword into the beast’s
face, just beneath its blazing right eye. Rhazgal shrieked, a piercing cry that
sent tremors through the battlefield. Dark blood, thick and gleaming like oil,
gushed forth, hissing as it met the dust.


The dragon staggered back, its
golden hide marred with blackened streaks of agony. With a final, wrathful cry,
it lashed out blindly, its talons tearing through tree stumps and stone alike,
before turning at last, its great tail lashing the sundered earth as it
lumbered toward the shrouded depths of the north. Its tormented roar echoed
long upon the plain, a fading wail of fury and defeat.


Ilmarion stood amidst the ruin,
his shield scarred, his breath laboured, yet his gaze unwavering. He
straightened, the sword still firm in his grasp. Around him, his warriors
gathered, their heads bowed in silent grief for their fallen brethren.


“The beast is wounded,” Ilmarion
said at last, his voice calm yet edged with steel. “But this is but the
beginning. The shadow has not withdrawn—it lingers, waiting. And we shall be
ready when next it strikes.”


The Elves raised their heads,
their hearts weighed with sorrow, yet their spirits unbroken. And so they
stood, beneath the vast and darkening sky, resolute, prepared to defend their
home and their light until their final breath.


“Aelindriel, Faelindor—pursue
him. Find where he flees. Let not his path be lost to us!” Ilmarion’s voice
rang clear as his keen eyes swept across the desolation of the battlefield.


The two Elves gave a solemn nod,
turned their steeds, and vanished into the dusk, their figures swallowed by the
waning light. “Return with the knowledge that he shall not escape,” Ilmarion
murmured, more to himself than to those who remained.


“The rest of you—ride with me!
We shall rejoin our kin!” he cried, and without another word, he spurred his
horse forward, the gleaming sword in his hand catching the pallid glow of the
heavens as he plunged into the fray.


The sweep of his blade rent the
darkened ranks of the foe, and the ground trembled beneath the thunder of
hooves. Hours passed, the battle raged on with undying fury, yet no enemy foot
was permitted to tread the sacred soil of Lhîr-annún. The unyielding
shield-wall of Elven warriors held firm, and the blue radiance of Ilmarion’s
blade shone as a beacon of defiance, a light against the encroaching dark.


And as the air thickened with
ash and dust, and the sky above stood grey and motionless in its weary pallor,
Ilmarion did not waver. “Not this day,” he whispered, as the weight of battle
pressed upon him. But Lhîr-annún remained untouched, steadfast as the heart of
its king.


 





 


The hooves of their steeds
thundered across the barren land as Eruviel and her companions urged their
mounts to greater speed. The horizon was ablaze with the dim glow of countless
fires, and upon the rising wind came the clash of steel, the howls of monstrous
creatures, and the cries of the dying. The clear night air, once crisp and
untainted, was now thick with smoke and the acrid stench of burning flesh.


As they passed the last of the
trees, the land before them opened wide, revealing the battlefield in all its
savage tumult. War raged on every side—Elven warriors stood fast against an
endless tide of Orcs, their gleaming armour a stark contrast to the foul and
twisted forms of their foes. Arrows fell like a deadly rain, blades flashed,
and the ground was already slick with blood.


Eruviel drew Vilyalómë, and at
once, the sword blazed with a radiant light, sundering the darkness like a
burning star. Its glow swept over the field, a flame of defiance, and at the
sight of it, the Orcs faltered. Some flung down their weapons and fled, while
others, stricken blind by its brilliance, perished ere they could raise a hand
in defence. “For the Light! For Freedom!” she cried, her voice ringing through
the night like the tolling of a great bell.


Her companions followed, a wall
of valour and unyielding might. Caledhil struck down foes with his lance, swift
as the wind upon the mountain peaks, while Thavion, twin blades in hand, fought
with the fury of a storm. From the archers’ ranks, a fresh volley of arrows
rained down, emboldened by the beacon of Eruviel’s sword. The Orcs fell in
heaps, their lifeless forms piling high, so that even their own kind stumbled
upon the dead.


Then it came.


A tremor ran through the earth,
and upon the farthest edge of the horizon, a new darkness stirred. Shadows
loomed against the sky—foreboding silhouettes that cast a hush upon the raging
tumult. At first, it was but a distant rumble, rolling across the plain like
thunder unchained. But then they emerged from the North.


Dragons.


Their vast, scaled bodies cut
through the heavens, their breath a torrent of fire and ruin. Flame cascaded
upon the battlefield, and the earth was consumed in a sea of searing embers.
Even the Orcs, bred in darkness and schooled in terror, broke rank, fleeing in
disarray. Yet the Elves stood their ground, though despair marked their faces
like a shadow upon the soul.


“To the war-machines! All to the
war-machines!” a commander cried, his voice trembling. “Archers—aim for their
eyes!”


Eruviel stood as one transfixed,
her gaze set upon the pillars of flame that devoured the distant sky. The
radiance of Vilyalómë, so fierce upon the field, seemed now to pale against the
advancing storm. But ere dread could take her wholly, a voice rose, sharp and
urgent.


“Thúrion! Thúrion, where are
you?”


A single moment passed—no
more—before a mighty gust of wind rushed over them. Then, he descended.


The great dragon landed amidst
them, his armour shining like molten gold in the firelit dark. Without pause,
Ríthwen leapt from her steed and ran to him, her eyes burning with resolve.


“I am no mere horse!” Thúrion
grumbled, his golden gaze widening in mild amusement as she swung herself onto
his back.


“Thúrion,” Ríthwen said, her
voice urgent, “this is no time for pride, nor shall any word of it be spoken
after this day. But now—now it is all or nothing. Fly, bear me into the skies,
or we are lost!”


The dragon huffed, shaking his great
form, then gave a nod. “Very well. But only this once.”


Eruviel, standing with her blade
alight, like some warrior of elder legend, met Ríthwen’s gaze and gave her a
single, firm nod. Her eyes blazed like a storm upon the sea, her voice as
steady as the roots of the world.


“Fly! Fly now! We must halt them
ere all is lost!”


With a mighty sweep of his
wings, Thúrion rose, bearing Ríthwen into the ashen skies. The flames below
danced upon his scales as he vanished into the night, toward the fire-spewing behemoths
that now ravaged the land.


Eruviel raised Vilyalómë high,
its light cutting through the choking dark like the last, defiant flame of the
stars. “With me!” she cried, her voice unshaken, and the Elves surged forward
once more.


Their steeds reared, then
galloped into the fray, the thunder of their hooves echoing like the drums of
war. Eruviel led the charge, her radiant blade a beacon against the blackness.
The light that shone from Vilyalómë cast long, searing shadows, and even the
dragons above, mighty and wrathful, veered from its path as though some
unnatural sun had risen in the gloom.


Thavion and Caledhil followed
close behind, swords drawn, as the very earth quaked beneath them.


Suddenly, the first missiles
tore through the night—mighty siege engines loosed their deadly payloads,
hurling great cables of steel, weighted at their ends with spheres of blackened
iron. The projectiles whirled through the air like frenzied blades, cutting a
path through shadow and flame. Many missed their mark, striking the ravaged
fields below, yet some found their prey. The cables coiled like serpents about
the throats of the great dragons, and with strangled roars, they crashed to the
earth, their vast wings beating in futile defiance as they sought to free
themselves.


Then at last, one struck true.


A single shot, loosed with
devastating precision, found its target—a black dragon of monstrous size, its
scales gleaming like tempered obsidian in the firelight. The iron weight
smashed through the creature’s right wing, sundering bone and sinew, and with a
shriek that split the heavens, the beast was cast down. The ground trembled
beneath its fall, and from its gaping maw erupted a storm of sparks and flame
as it writhed in fury.


Eruviel reined in her steed,
turning its course in swift determination. “To me!” she cried, her voice
ringing above the clamour of battle. Thavion and Caledhil were at her heels,
their weapons ready. Amidst the roaring inferno, she sprang from the saddle,
her movements swift and unyielding. Vilyalómë gleamed in her grasp as she
strode forth.


The dragon lay upon the sundered
earth, its shattered wing spread like the ruin of a once-mighty banner. Its
claws raked the ground, carving deep furrows into the smoking dust. From its
nostrils poured thick plumes of smoke, and the embers of its wrath still
smouldered in its breath. Yet though its body was broken, its spirit remained
unbowed—for in its burning gaze shone the undying fury of a creature wrought by
the hand of Shorath himself.


Eruviel stood firm, her sword a
beacon of silver fire. Her voice, though quiet, carried with a weight that
stilled even the din of war.


“Dragon of Shorath’s flame, I am
Eruviel, the Lightbearer. Will you forsake the darkness and seek the path of
peace?”


The great beast lifted its
massive head, and from deep within its throat rumbled a laughter like the
rolling of distant thunder.


“Peace?” it hissed, its voice a
growl of smoke and embers. “I am the child of fire and wrath. Shorath forged me
in his will, and I burn with his purpose.”


For a moment, Eruviel did not
speak. The light of Vilyalómë flickered as though awaiting the dragon’s choice.
Yet the answer had already been given.


The beast drew in a sudden
breath, its chest expanding with dreadful power. A furnace blazed within, and
in but an instant, it would unleash its wrath, consuming all before it in a
maelstrom of fire.


But Eruviel did not falter.


Before the dragon could exhale
its ruinous flame, she leapt forth, driving Vilyalómë deep into its breast. A
terrible radiance burst forth as the sword pierced through the blackened
scales, and the dragon’s death-cry shook the very air. Its talons lashed out in
vain, but the blow came too late.


“How can this be?” it rumbled,
its breath growing weak. “I am a dragon… No blade may pierce my hide…”


Eruviel met its gaze,
unflinching, as the light of her blade burned yet within its heart.


“I am Eruviel, the Lightbearer,”
she answered, her voice like the echo of some ancient doom. “Return now to the
shadow.”


The beast shuddered, as though to
speak once more, yet its strength had fled. Its great head sank to the earth,
and the fire within its eyes dimmed and was quenched.


For a single breath, all fell
silent.


Then the battle roared anew, and
Eruviel raised her eyes, her fingers yet wrapped about the hilt of her blade.
“We press on!” she called, and her companions answered with resolute nods,
turning once more to the fray.


The dragon was vanquished—but
the night was yet unwon.


 





 


The wind tore at Ríthwen’s hair
as Thúrion beat his mighty wings and bore her aloft. The air was thick and
stifling, heavy with the acrid stench of ash and charred wood. Smoke stung her
eyes, and below them, the land was cast in an ominous red glow, as though the
very earth burned with the fury of battle. Shadows danced wildly across the
ground, thrown long by the leaping flames, while the war raged on.


But soon, the world below faded
into obscurity as they ascended into the ashen murk—a dense, grey shroud that
smothered the sky like a burial veil. The sounds of battle grew muffled,
swallowed by the smog, until all that remained was the steady, rhythmic beat of
Thúrion’s wings and the thunder of Ríthwen’s own heartbeat.


Then, all at once, they burst
through the heavy mantle of smoke, and the world unfurled before them like the
unveiling of a great and wondrous tapestry.


Above them stretched the
heavens—dark, vast, and strewn with stars, glistening like scattered jewels
upon a field of sable silk. And far in the east, the first whisper of dawn lay
upon the horizon: a sliver of gold and rose, fragile yet unyielding, a promise
of the coming day.


Ríthwen drew in a sharp breath
as the peaks of Arôn-Vashar rose to the north, and to the west, the towering
ridges of Arôn-Dúath stood in solemn defiance of the ruin below. They loomed
like islands adrift in a sea of shadow and cinder, their snow-crowned summits
untouched by war, gleaming cold and pure beneath the watchful stars. The
mountains cast deep, solemn shadows upon the veiled world below, their silence
unbroken, their grandeur unshaken.


“It is beautiful,” she
whispered, her voice trembling with awe.


Thúrion turned his great head
slightly, and in the molten gold of his eyes, there flickered a knowing gleam.
“Aye,” he rumbled, his voice deep and warm. “But there is no time to linger. We
must descend—and fight.”


Ríthwen tore her gaze from the
splendour of the heavens and fixed her eyes upon the churning smoke below.
“When this is over, we will fly together,” she murmured. “No war. No smoke.”


Thúrion’s voice was softer now,
a quiet promise carried upon the cold night air. “That, I swear to you. But our
task still lies ahead.”


With that, he folded his wings
and plunged into the abyss.


The wind howled around them as
they plummeted back into the maelstrom of war, the smoke and cinder rushing
past in a blur of shadow and flame.


Beneath them, devastation spread
like a tide—fire and ruin engulfing the land in a ceaseless storm of
destruction. Dragons roared, their blazing breath turning all to ash. The dying
screamed, their cries lost amidst the clash of steel and the thunder of wings.


The first enemy never saw them
coming.


Thúrion struck like a falling
star, wreathed in flame. The blast of his fire consumed the beast in an
instant, searing through scale and hide, turning it into a living pyre. The
dragon shrieked, its wings blackened and failing, before it plummeted like a
meteor to the ground. The very earth shuddered beneath its fall, and below,
waiting Elves and Men swiftly dispatched the fallen beast.


“This is only the beginning,”
Thúrion growled, his gaze fixed upon his next prey.


Ríthwen gripped one of the sharp
ridges along his back, drawing an arrow from her quiver with her free hand.
“Let us take another by surprise!” she called.


Thúrion rose sharply, gaining
altitude, and Ríthwen seized the moment. As they swept in a wide arc around a
red-scaled foe, she pulled back her bowstring, her aim true. The first arrow
hissed through the air and struck home, burying itself deep into the joint of a
wing. The dragon roared, faltering mid-flight.


“One more!” Thúrion urged,
banking to give her the perfect shot.


Ríthwen loosed a second arrow,
her hands steady despite the gale. The shaft flew swift and sure, striking the
beast’s eye. With a cry that tore through the heavens, the dragon collapsed into
a spiral of death, its lifeless wings trailing like banners of doom.


“Well done,” rumbled Thúrion, a
glint of pride in his voice. But there was no time for rest—his gaze sharpened
as three more dragons wheeled toward them, their maws glowing with gathering
fire.


“Your flames, Thúrion!” Ríthwen
shouted, tightening her grip as he veered sharply.


Drawing in a deep breath,
Thúrion unleashed a torrent of fire, so fierce that for a brief moment, even
the night itself seemed to ignite.


The first two dragons twisted
away, their wings flailing in frantic retreat. But the third was too slow. The
inferno enveloped it wholly, and its body convulsed in agony before it
plummeted to the earth, its death marked by an explosion of cinders and
shattered rock.


“It is not enough,” Ríthwen said
darkly, her next arrow already nocked.


Thúrion nodded. “One more
strike. We shall let none escape.”


Together, they dove once more,
relentless as storm and fire. The enemy reeled beneath their assault, their
formation breaking. Again and again, Thúrion’s flames lashed out, swift and
devastating, while Ríthwen’s arrows found their marks with deadly
precision—through eyes, into joints, past the scales that no sword could
breach.


And below, on the battered
battlefield, a cheer arose—a cry of hope from Elves and Men alike, as they
beheld the fall of the monsters that had once seemed invincible.


The dragons came in ever greater
numbers. Some crawled like serpents upon the ground, their monstrous bodies
clad in blackened scales, and though they bore no wings, their fire was
deadlier still than that of their brethren aloft. The air burned with their
breath, and the heavens were filled with torrents of flame and the wailing of
the doomed. Thúrion fought with all the might in his being, yet even he was
hard-pressed to keep from falling prey to the tide of ruin.


The dragons’ fire spared
none—foe and friend alike were turned to ash. The battle wavered, the tide
shifting against those who stood in defiance. The defences lay in ruin, their
walls cast down in embers and smoke, while orcs surged through the breaches,
their iron-clad ranks sweeping forward like a flood unchained.


"They falter!" snarled
an orc captain, baring jagged fangs in a wicked grin. He pointed towards the
burning defenders, his voice a growl of triumph. "Soon they shall fall,
and this world will be ours!"


Yet even as despair clawed at
the hearts of the boldest, even as Eruviel wavered against the onslaught
despite wielding Vilyalómë, a cry like the breaking of a storm rent the night
asunder.


"The Eagles come!"
cried Thavion, his face smeared with blood as he wrenched his sword free from
an orc's body, only to swing it in a fierce arc and send another head tumbling
to the earth. "They come!"


Like a wind from the forgotten
heights of the world, Vorandor, King of Eagles, burst through the choking pall
of ash, his vast wings catching the crimson light of the burning fields, so
that he seemed as one wreathed in flame. And behind him, in a mighty host, his
kin followed—creatures of majesty and wrath, their keen eyes ablaze like
kindled stars.


The dragons, who but moments
before had laid waste with cruel dominion, wavered at the sight. Their ranks
broke, their assault faltered.


But for the defenders, hope
rekindled, burning anew like a flame in the night. Their war-cries rang forth
once more, and with fresh strength they flung themselves against the ranks of
the orcs.


Vorandor himself struck at a
mighty dragon, a beast vast as a mountain, and his talons tore through scale
and flesh. The wind of his wings sent up a storm of dust and cinders. Around
him, his brethren descended like lightning upon their foes—rending the dragons,
breaking the backs of trolls, scattering orcs like chaff before the tempest.


Amidst the clamour, Thúrion wove
through the fray, his form a dance of flame and shadow. Upon his back, Ríthwen
loosed arrow upon arrow, each shot swift and sure as doom itself. But then she
beheld a great wyrm below—a vast and dreadful beast clad in shimmering black
scales, its eyes burning with a malice older than the mountains.


"Take me closer,
Thúrion!" she called.


"What madness is
this?" Thúrion roared in reply, twisting aside as a torrent of fire seared
past. "No arrow will pierce such hide!"


"I shall not need an
arrow," she answered, her gaze like steel. "I will end this with my
own hand."


For a heartbeat, Thúrion
hesitated. But the fire in her eyes left no room for doubt.


"Then hold fast," he
growled, "and if you fall, I shall catch you."


With a mighty beat of his wings,
he bore her aloft, high above the monstrous dragon, which even now cast an
eagle from the sky with a sweep of its dread claws.


"Now, Ríthwen!"







Without pause, she let go. The
wind screamed past her as she plunged, her blade bared, her aim true.


And with all her strength, she
drove the sword through the beast’s skull.


A roar like the sundering of
stone filled the night, and the dragon thrashed in its death throes, its claws
raking the air. Then, at last, it fell, its vast form plummeting to the ruinous
earth.


Yet ere she could meet her own
doom upon the shattered ground, Thúrion was there—swift as the storm, he seized
her in his talons, bearing her once more into the skies.


Below, the dragon crashed into
the orcish horde, crushing those who stood beneath its weight. And all was
still.


Ríthwen gasped for breath, her
eyes alight with the fierce joy of victory. "That was close," she
panted.


"Close?" Thúrion
rumbled, his voice edged with exasperation. "You are madder than I
deemed!" Yet beneath his ire, there was the barest hint of admiration.


"And yet I live,"
Ríthwen answered with a wry smile, her fingers tightening upon her bow. "Now,
let us end this battle."


Thúrion roared his assent, and
together they plunged once more into the heart of the fray. The defenders,
spurred by their deeds, fought with a might that no fire could quench. And even
the dragons, in their wrath and ruin, began to fall before them.


 





 


Eruviel, Caledhil, and Thavion
stood back to back, hemmed in by a tide of foes that seemed without end. Their
swords dripped with blackened blood, their armour marred by rents and
deep-scored wounds. The air lay thick with the reek of death and fire.


“How many more of these wretches
are there?” Eruviel gasped, her voice edged with weariness and ire.


“Their number seems without
limit,” answered Caledhil, even as his arrow found its mark, sinking deep into
the throat of yet another orc.


“The lines are failing…”
murmured Thavion, raising his shield to catch the crushing blow of a troll’s
club. “We cannot hold much longer.”


But then—cries rang out from the
distance, not the screams of the dying, but the shouts of the saved.


“The Eagles! The Eagles are
come!”


A great cry of terror rose among
the orcs as they scattered in panic, their dark ranks breaking apart like
leaves before the gale. Down from the heavens, the Eagles fell like avenging
stars, their talons rending dragons and striking trolls to the earth.


Amid the tumult, Eruviel stood
unmoving. Though hope burned anew in the hearts of her comrades, she felt
something else—a weight, an unseen voice that called to her. She stilled,
listening beyond the clamour of battle, as her companions fought on.


“What would you have of me?” she
thought, her heart a whispering plea. “What is it that fate demands?”


The answer came as a breath of
warmth amid the storm:


“Eruviel, thou must tear the
root from the earth. While Shorath reigns in his dark hall, this tide of shadow
shall never cease. Thou must draw forth the fang that poisons the world.”


The words echoed through her,
clear and immutable. A shudder passed through her limbs, yet it was not fear—it
was resolve. She tightened her grasp upon Vilyalómë, and as though the blade
itself understood her purpose, its radiance flared, fierce and unyielding.


“Caledhil! Thavion!” she called,
her voice now strong, ringing with newfound authority.


Her companions turned to her,
surprise flickering in their war-worn eyes.


“I know now what must be done,”
she said, and in her gaze was a light that pierced even the darkness that
surrounded them. “Hold the lines for as long as you may. I go to the very heart
of this madness.”


“Eruviel, you cannot go alone!”
Caledhil called, but even as he spoke, he knew there was no stopping her.


Thavion, steady amid the fray,
drove back another orc with a sweep of his blade. Slowly, he nodded. “Then go,
if such is thy task. We shall stand and fight, while breath yet fills our
lungs.”


Eruviel laid a hand upon his
shoulder. “Brave are ye, my friends. Without thee, there would be no hope. I
shall do what must be done.”


Then she turned away, and
Vilyalómë’s light shone like a star unshaken amid the storm. Through the
surging tide of foes, she pressed on, her path unwavering. Above her, the
Eagles wheeled and cried aloud, their voices like the call of destiny itself.


And deep within, she knew: fate
was guiding her steps—unto the very shadow of Shorath’s throne.


 


Chapter 23: “The Shadow of Vorgoroth”


 


The cold of the North cut
through the air like a keen-edged knife, yet the light of Vilyalómë was a
beacon that no darkness could quench. Through the ranks of her foes, Eruviel
moved with unwavering purpose. Orcs, their twisted faces contorted with hate
and fear, hurled themselves at her, but one by one they fell before the sweep
of her blade. The silver radiance of her sword seemed to cleave the darkness
itself, and the creatures shrank back before its wrath.


A troll, vast as a tower, its
hide thick as old leather, bellowed a challenge. The ground shuddered beneath
the force of its club’s descent, but Eruviel was swifter than the strike. She
moved as the wind moves through the trees, light and unbound, and with a
single, precise thrust, she drove her blade into its chest. No doubt lingered
in her hand, nor in the stroke she dealt. The great beast staggered, then
crashed to the earth, raising a pall of dust and ash.


The horde before her felt the
deathly power of the sword and broke in panic, many tumbling over their own in
their haste to flee. The way was open, and a hush fell upon the field, heavy
and foreboding.


Eruviel halted, her breath
laboured. A hand rose to her breast, as though to steady the weight that
pressed upon her heart. Then, lifting her head, she let forth a clear, piercing
whistle that rang like a silver note through the murk.


“Ailinor!” she called, her voice
strong and bright.


A sound answered her—a snort,
deep and familiar. And out of the gloom came a steed of noble bearing, his
white coat gleaming like the stars themselves. Ailinor neighed, as though
greeting a long-lost friend, and Eruviel stepped forward, placing her hand upon
his neck.


“My faithful friend,” she
murmured, “our road is yet long.”


With a swift motion, she
mounted, and Ailinor sprang forth, tireless and sure across the forsaken land.
The darkness thickened, the air grew heavy and acrid, and the orcs that strayed
across their path found no time to raise a blade ere they fell.


Long hours passed, and at last,
the shadow of Vorgoroth loomed upon the horizon. Three black peaks, jagged as a
beast’s fangs, speared the sky, and the land about them was a place of doom.
Rivers of molten fire cast a baleful glow in the gloom, smoke choked the
heavens, and the stench of sulphur and death lay thick upon the air. No bird’s
call was heard, nor breath of wind, only the sullen grumble of the earth and
the far-off wail of voices—echoes, perhaps, from the very depths of Druugorath.


Eruviel slipped from Ailinor’s
back, her limbs weighted as if with iron. She stroked the noble steed’s brow,
and he met her gaze with steady, loyal eyes.


“My thanks, Ailinor,” she
whispered. “Without thee, I would not have come so far.”


The horse gave a quiet nicker,
as though he understood her words.


“Wait here, my friend,” she
said. “This is no place for thee.”


Then, without warning, the hush
was sundered by the beating of great wings. Ash billowed, and a cry, half-roar,
half-triumph, shattered the air.


Thúrion descended before her,
his crimson scales glistening darkly, reflecting the rivers of fire that
coursed through the land. From his back leapt Ríthwen, her stance resolute,
though her eyes held a glimmer of warmth.


“What was our agreement, my
dear?” she chided, her voice edged with feigned sternness, yet touched with
mirth. “Did we not settle that, when the Dark Lord falls, I shall stand beside
thee?”


Eruviel stood silent, struck
speechless. But as the words took root in her heart, a smile, full of relief,
dawned upon her lips. Without a word, she stepped forward and clasped Ríthwen
in her arms.


“I am glad thou art here,” she
whispered, her voice unsteady.


Ríthwen smiled and returned the
embrace. “Didst thou think I would let thee go alone?”


Thúrion rumbled deep in his
chest, the sound akin to a huff, and turned away.


“I go to the battle,” he
declared, and with a mighty stroke of his wings, he rose once more into the
storm-laden skies.


Eruviel and Ríthwen stood at the
very threshold of Vorgoroth. The darkness ahead was thick, a thing almost
tangible, and the fate of the world hung by but a slender thread. Yet in that
moment, they knew—they were not alone.


Ríthwen glanced about, her steps
echoing dull upon the ruined stone. “A dreary place indeed,” she murmured at
last, her lips curving in a faint smile, though her voice betrayed a note of
tension. “No wonder they are ever wroth. I too would grow ill-tempered in such
a pit.”


Eruviel, who had been scanning
the jagged cliffs, allowed herself a quiet chuckle. “Mayhap this place clouds
the heart, even as light doth bring clarity.”


“Thinkest thou there is a gate?”
Ríthwen mused, studying the looming peaks.


She folded her arms, one brow
arched. “Or dost thou mean to knock and ask if the master of the house is in?”
Her voice was laced with irony, yet in her eyes flickered a glint of concern.


Eruviel smirked. “Thou art
right. There must be another way.” Her hand strayed to her satchel. “Perhaps…
perhaps Elensil knows the path.”


With slow, near-reverent
motions, she drew forth the luminous Star-stone. Its light flickered faintly,
yet it was warm and gentle, a stark contrast to the cold, oppressive gloom
around them. Holding it aloft, she took a few measured steps—first to the right,
then to the left. At last, she halted.


"Here," she whispered.
"The light grows brighter. Let us follow this path."


They pressed onward, guided by
the soft shimmer—a whisper of hope in the all-encompassing darkness. Before
them, the mountain loomed, jagged and unyielding, its crags like the fangs of a
great beast. Black rocks jutted in wild, chaotic formations, as though some
ancient power had shaped this place—not with hands, but with wrath and hatred.


The air was thick and stifling,
laced with sulphur and ash, and from deep within the mountain came a foreboding
rumble, as if the stone itself bore a slumbering malice. No wind stirred, and
yet a faint wailing drifted through the gloom—a whispering voice that clung to
their ears like a shadow.


After a time, a narrow valley
yawned before them, dark and suffocating, as if it had banished the light of
the sun forever. On either side of the entrance, colossal statues of black
stone loomed, their forms obscured by the drifting haze. Their faces were
grotesque and twisted, a hideous mingling of beast and demon, and their hollow
eyes seemed to follow the two women as they approached.


"What is that sound?"
Ríthwen asked in hushed tones, as a deep, reverberating hum pulsed through the
air, like the heartbeat of some slumbering horror. Eruviel raised a finger to
her lips and stepped forward with care. The statues remained still, yet she
could feel their gaze, and the sound swelled—vibrant and suffocating—until, all
at once, it ceased.


"Nothing happened,"
Ríthwen murmured, her hand tightening around the hilt of her sword. Yet despite
her words, her breath was shallow, and she could not shake the chill creeping
along her spine.


The path wound deeper into the
valley, past jagged stones and barren slopes that clawed at the sky like the
talons of some vast, forgotten beast. The ground beneath their feet was rough
and cold, marred by dreadful markings that seemed burned into the very earth,
as if the land itself bore scars of some ancient torment. It felt as though
they were walking into the underworld itself, each step drawing them ever
nearer to an inexorable fate.


Elensil continued to glow in
Eruviel’s grasp, yet its radiance dimmed, as if the very air sought to smother
it. At last, she halted, her keen eyes scanning the darkened expanse before
them.


"The path ends here,"
she murmured, her voice barely audible.


Before them, a sheer black wall
loomed, smooth and vast, rising into the smoke and shadowed heavens. No door,
no gate—only cold, unyielding stone.


Eruviel stood still, her heart
heavy with doubt.


"What now?" Ríthwen
asked, for the first time uncertain.


But Eruviel did not answer. She
remained motionless, clutching the Star-stone tightly, and in the silence, even
the darkness seemed to hold its breath.


"A hidden entrance,
Ríthwen," Eruviel murmured at last, her fingers gliding over the wall’s
smooth, unbroken surface. "This is not the first we have had to find—but
here…" She hesitated, a shadow passing across her face. "Here, it
will be different."


"Different? Well, it would
be asking too much for Shorath to have installed a simple Elven or Dwarven
door, wouldn’t it?" Ríthwen folded her arms, raising an eyebrow. "I
daresay he expects all who seek to enter to offer up a limb—or at the very
least, a prayer of humble submission."


Eruviel straightened, wiping her
hands against her cloak. "That would be fitting," she said darkly.
"He demands nothing less than absolute subjugation. But I will not kneel
to him."


"Of course not,"
Ríthwen replied firmly. "But that leaves us with a problem. This door
likely opens only to those who acknowledge his dominion. And I doubt we can
trick it with a song of praise to the Ilûmar."


Eruviel stepped back, gazing up
at the monolithic wall, which now seemed almost to bear the likeness of a vast
and menacing face.


"Perhaps…" she began,
but her thought was interrupted by a sound—the distant snarling and yelping of
Wargs, mingled with the heavy tread of approaching feet.


"Orcs," Ríthwen
whispered, her bow already in hand.


Eruviel laid a hand on her arm.
"No, wait. They may be the key."


Ríthwen frowned but lowered her
weapon. "What do you mean?"


"If this door indeed opens
by an act of submission," Eruviel said, a knowing glint in her eye,
"then we must find one willing to grant it—or rather, one who can be made
to do so." A wry smile touched her lips. "And who better than one of
Shorath’s own thralls?"


Ríthwen caught on at once and
grinned. "An Orc to open the door for us? Now that, I like. And I wager it
will be great sport making him do it."


It did not take them long to
find what they sought—a small patrol of Orcs, moving cautiously through the
gloom, their yellowed eyes glinting warily. They had not expected to encounter
Elves, and before one could raise an alarm, Ríthwen’s bow sang twice. Two fell,
and the rest were cut down by the swift, merciless strokes of Eruviel’s
blade—save one, who turned in desperate retreat, only to find himself trapped,
his back pressed against the unyielding black wall. 


"Leave me be, you cursed
pointy-ears!" the creature hissed, its claws scraping against the cold
stone wall.


Eruviel seized him by the collar
and pulled him close. "You will aid us," she said, her voice calm,
yet her eyes were cold as the ice of Naiqarossë. "And should you refuse,
you shall wish for death before the end."


The orc gasped, staring at her
with wide, yellowed eyes. "What do you want?"


"Open the door," said
Ríthwen, her bow readied, the string taut. "Show us how it is done."


The orc spat a curse and writhed
in their grasp, his gaze burning with fury and defiance. "You can slay me,
but I will not yield to this accursed ritual! Shorath has no need of me, and I
have no need of him!" he snarled, struggling against their hold.


Ríthwen arched a brow and cast a
glance at Eruviel. "Well? Shall we let him waste our time further, or
shall we impress upon him the weight of our intent?"


Eruviel regarded the orc with a
steady, ice-bound gaze. "If he will not comply, he will be
compelled." With a swift motion, she unsheathed her dagger, letting the
blade gleam close to his face. "Will you speak, or shall I press your
claws against the stone until they shatter?"


"You wouldn't dare!"
the orc spat, but Ríthwen stepped forward, her hand resting with unsettling
ease upon the hilt of her sword.


"Oh, I would," she
said coolly. Seizing the orc by the collar, she slammed him against the
blackened wall, his scaled face mere inches from its smooth, unyielding
surface.


Eruviel lifted her dagger and
carved a single E into the back of his hand. Black blood welled from the wound,
and the orc howled in pain, cursing them in ragged breaths.


"You will open this
door," she murmured, her voice like a blade drawn from its sheath,
"or I shall show you what it is to be torn apart by an elven knife. And
believe me, I shall be thorough."


The orc growled and hissed like
a cornered beast, but the flicker of panic in his eyes betrayed him—he knew
there was no escape. He drew a deep, shuddering breath and spat, "Fine!
But only because you leave me no choice!"


With trembling hands, he stepped
towards the wall. Hesitantly, he placed his claws upon its glassy surface,
threw back his head, and in a rasping voice, began to chant a hymn of praise to
Shorath. The Black Speech echoed through the air—laden with submission, fear,
and hate.


Then, with a deep, grating
groan, the wall trembled. Dark smoke coiled from cracks that had not been there
before, and slowly, the great door began to part. A bitter wind rushed forth
from the abyss beyond, so cold that even Ríthwen flinched.


"There, you have it!"
the orc gasped triumphantly. But his victory was short-lived—Ríthwen struck him
with the pommel of her sword, and he crumpled into unconsciousness.


"We shall not need
him," she said dryly. "Let us go."


Eruviel nodded, but her gaze
lingered upon the gaping darkness ahead. "This is a gate that leads to
hell," she murmured, "but it is the path we must take."


With that, she stepped forward,
and Ríthwen followed, ready to defy the shadows to their very heart.


The passage they entered was
narrow, oppressive, the air thick with the stench of decay and damp stone. A
foul taste clung to their lips, as though the very air carried the weight of
rot and ruin. The walls, hewn from black rock, were slick with moisture,
riddled with fractures from which thick, tar-like droplets seeped and fell like
the tears of some unseen wretched thing.


Elensil, the Star-Shard, gleamed
bright in Eruviel’s hand, the lone beacon piercing the all-consuming gloom.


They had taken but a few steps
when a thunderous boom resounded behind them. The stone door slammed shut with
an earth-shaking finality, sending a tremor through the ground beneath their
feet. Fine dust drifted from the low ceiling, settling upon their shoulders and
hair. It was as though the mountain had swallowed them whole.


"A labyrinth," Ríthwen
whispered, her keen eyes sweeping over the endless forked paths stretching into
darkness. The passages all looked the same—narrow, damp corridors devoid of
distinction.


But Elensil stirred in Eruviel’s
grasp, its glow pulsing as though drawn by some unseen force. A silent guide,
shifting in its light—now left, now right, now onward into the unknown.


As they ventured onward, they
came upon chambers that bore the semblance of forges and workshops. Great
furnaces loomed cold and empty, their fires extinguished for days. Workbenches
lay strewn with tools and fragments of metal, their purpose unfathomable.


"Whatever was wrought
here," murmured Eruviel, "it was not for protection, but for
destruction."


Deeper still, they found
laboratories—grim, foreboding halls where glass vessels lay heaped upon one
another, their contents seething and bubbling with unnatural vigour, though no
flame burned beneath them. The air was thick with the acrid stench of acid and
death. Along the walls, wooden racks had been raised, and upon them hung orcs.
Their twisted forms were riddled with needles, their bodies entwined with tubes
that coiled like serpents across their flesh.


Ríthwen shuddered, her face
twisting with revulsion. "What foul experiments were wrought in this
place?"


Eruviel stepped closer, her gaze
sweeping over the grotesquely disfigured faces. At first, it seemed that these
creatures had long since succumbed to death’s cruel hand. But as they passed,
one of them stirred. Slowly, bloodshot eyes cracked open, and a voice rasped
forth—a sound scarcely human.


"Slay me... please... end
the pain..."


Eruviel hesitated but a moment.
Ríthwen spoke: "Who has done this to you?" Yet no answer came, only a
tormented gaze, pleading silently.


Without another word, Eruviel
drew her dagger. With a single, clean stroke, she granted the wretched creature
release. The body sagged, and for an instant, it seemed as though the very
walls exhaled, relieved of their burden.


They pressed onward, deeper into
the suffocating bowels of the mountain. Silence lay heavy about them, broken
only by the distant, monotonous drip of water—like the slow, eerie beat of some
unseen heart. Their own footfalls echoed in the vast emptiness, as though the
mountain itself mocked their passage.


It felt as though they walked
without end. Time lost all meaning in the sunless abyss—day and night were
alike, the hours stretched and collapsed upon themselves, leaving no trace. How
long they wandered, they could not tell. But then, at last, after an eternity,
a faint glimmer shone in the distance.


"This is just as it was in
the mirror," Eruviel whispered, her voice laced with both reverence and
unease.


The light was small, yet it grew
steadily as they approached, drawing them forth like a distant star set against
an endless void—a beacon of hope, or a warning unheeded. Their pace quickened,
as though they might yet escape the cold grip of the shadows.


At last, the narrow tunnel
widened, and before them stretched a vast hall—so dark and oppressive that even
the dim light they carried seemed smothered by its weight. Torch flames lined
the walls, flickering uncertainly, their crimson glow barely illuminating the
immense chamber’s dreadful expanse.


It was like unto a throne-room,
yet devoid of any majesty or honour—there was only dread and dominion. At the
far end, a throne loomed, black as the void, hewn from a single monolithic
stone. Its great back rose against a towering pillar, as though it had been
carved from the splintered bone of some ancient, long-dead beast.


The carvings upon the throne
were grotesque, abhorrent. They depicted torments untold, lives shackled in
bondage, souls lost to eternal night. Each etching, each cruelly hewn rune upon
its surface, stood as a silent testament to misery and subjugation.


A carpet of deep crimson
stretched before it, its hue dark as fresh-spilled blood. It ran in an unbroken
line through the centre of the hall, leading unerringly to the dais—as though
beckoning forth those foolish enough to stand before that accursed seat of
power.


The hall was lit, yet not by any
flame that gave warmth. Instead, cruel, unyielding light poured forth from
smouldering braziers set at intervals, casting long, wavering shadows upon the
walls. Pillars stood like twisted trees, their contorted limbs writhing as
though alive, shifting subtly whenever the light touched them.


The air hung heavy, laden with
the charnel scent of ash and decay, and each breath seemed to weigh upon the
lungs. All about, weapons of torment and slaughter lay scattered—grotesque
instruments of horror, gleaming coldly in the dim glow.


"A place of darkness and
pain," Ríthwen murmured, her voice but a breath.


Eruviel gave a silent nod, her
gaze fixed upon the throne. In her grasp, Elensil pulsed faintly, like the
fragile beat of a living heart—small, yet unwavering.


But they were not alone in the
depths of this buried realm.


Before them, a battle raged—one
that dwarfed all else. And at its heart rose a figure of terrible might:
Shorath himself.


His towering form was clad in
blackened steel, the dull gleam of his armour catching the red light of the
molten flows that churned beyond. A crown of jagged iron spires wreathed his
helm, its presence as menacing as the storm-laden sky before the breaking of a
tempest.


And in his grip, he wielded Vark,
the Black War-Hammer.


Each blow sent tremors through
the stone, each strike a thunderous pronouncement that shook the very air.


Opposite him stood Ilmarion,
High King of the Vaharyn, steadfast and unyielding, though his body bore the
scars of battle. Like a beacon in the darkness did he shine, and his blade,
Iskald, gleamed with the cold, piercing light of a frozen star. Though the very
air trembled with the weight of battle, he stood firm—the last hope against the
devouring night.


The air was thick with heat and
dust, laden with the stench of molten stone and the deafening clash of steel
upon steel. Ilmarion, though his wounds bled freely and his limbs burned with
agony, stood as an oak in the tempest. Each stroke of his sword tore through
the shadowed vapours that wreathed Shorath like a living shroud.


"Is this all thou hast to
offer, Elf-King?" Shorath’s voice rumbled like thunder, and as he struck
the ground with Vark, his black war-hammer, a great fissure yawned open,
spewing forth fountains of fire. "I have challenged the Ilûmar themselves!
What art thou to me?"


But Ilmarion answered not. With
the swiftness of a hunter, he lunged, his keen eyes finding the weakness in
Shorath’s mighty armour. Iskald struck true, biting deep into the Dark Lord’s
side. A shower of sparks burst forth, and Shorath roared—a sound so dreadful
that it seemed to shake the very foundations of reason.


Then, like the breaking of dawn
upon the world’s edge, a new light flared in the gloom—Vilyalómë, the Blade of
the Evening, its radiance a force that even Shorath, in all his might, could
not ignore.


Slowly, the Dark Lord turned, a
twisted grin spreading across his shadowed visage. His eyes, glowing embers in
the abyss of his helm, fell upon Eruviel, piercing through her as though they
could strip away flesh and lay bare her deepest fears. "Thou darest to
defile my hall?" he sneered, his voice an echo that slithered through the
vast chamber. "So be it. Two foolish elf-maidens who deliver themselves
unto me. You shall make most splendid thralls. Thy light shall wither, ever so
slowly. I shall savour each moment, relish every cry."


But Ríthwen was not one for
words. "Enough of thy prattling!" she cried, her eyes alight with
fury. Twin blades in hand, she sprang forth. "Come, shadow! Let us
dance!"


Shorath moved with a speed that
belied his great bulk, evading her strike with the grace of a serpent. Vark
came crashing down—Ríthwen had no time to escape. The blow struck her side,
hurling her like a leaf upon the wind. She collided with a pillar, and with a
sound like mountains breaking, it collapsed in ruin.


Eruviel, her heart a fire of
wrath and unshaken resolve, leapt into battle. Her movements were as a
dance—graceful, lethal, relentless. Vilyalómë’s light seared through Shorath’s
armour, leaving deep, smoking wounds. Yet the Dark Lord struck back. A single
blow from his mailed fist sent her reeling. She struck the stone wall with
bone-rattling force, blood trickling from her brow, yet even as she staggered,
her blade shone the brighter.


"Die, at last!"
Shorath bellowed, and with a mighty swing of Vark, he sundered the ground. Fire
and stone erupted in his wake, and the air itself burned. Yet the elven
warriors moved as one, swift and sure, eluding his wrath.


The Dark Lord’s fury burned ever
hotter. His voice filled the chamber with black curses, and the very walls
seemed to pulse with his malice. Shadows writhed at his command, twisting and
stretching as if possessed of their own fell will. Raising Vark high, he
brought it down with such force that the very bones of the earth trembled.
Ilmarion’s shield, wrought in the elder days, shattered in an instant.
Splinters of enchanted steel flew through the air like shrapnel, and dust rose
in choking clouds.


"Thy doom is nigh, King of
the Vaharyn!" Shorath’s voice rolled forth like a storm, tearing the
breath from the lungs of those who heard it. With cruel triumph, he set his
great iron-clad foot upon Ilmarion’s chest. The weight was crushing, the
pressure relentless. The king’s breath faltered, and his limbs quaked beneath
the sheer might of the Dark Lord. Though the light in his gaze had not yet
dimmed, life itself seemed to wane within him.


Yet Ilmarion’s spirit was
unbroken. A final ember of defiance smouldered within his soul. With fading strength,
his fingers tightened about Iskald’s hilt. The blade flared like moonlight upon
hoarfrost. With one last, desperate cry, Ilmarion drove the sword deep through
Shorath’s foot.


A shriek of agony, terrible
beyond all reckoning, burst from the Dark Lord’s lips. The hall shuddered.
Great cracks split the stone walls, and heavy slabs of black rock tumbled from
the ceiling. A deep and dreadful rumbling filled the air. Shorath reeled, his
foot wrenched from Ilmarion’s breast, black blood gushing forth like some vile,
seething ichor.


Seizing the moment, Ríthwen
leapt onto Shorath’s back. With a feral cry, she plunged her blades into the
thick, corded flesh of his neck. The Dark Lord roared anew, clutching at her,
but she was swift as the wind, slipping beyond his grasp. His lifeblood dripped
to the ground, each drop burning through stone like venom.


"For the Erynmar!"
cried Eruviel, and the power of Vilyalómë surged forth. Bolts of white fire
leapt from the blade, striking deep into Shorath’s form. He wavered at last,
staggering beneath the weight of his wounds. Yet still he rose, vast and
terrible, the living embodiment of ruin itself.


Shorath staggered, his strength
waning, yet he was not vanquished. With the last vestiges of his might, he
dragged himself toward the great doors, smote them asunder with a single blow,
and vanished into the labyrinthine halls of his fortress.


Eruviel rushed to Ilmarion, who
lay motionless upon the cold stone. “He lives!” she cried to Ríthwen, who was
already at her side. From the folds of her cloak, Eruviel drew forth a silver
phial, its surface etched with ancient runes. She let a single drop of its
precious essence fall upon Ilmarion’s lips. For a moment, there was no sign of
life. But then—like a leaf stirred by the first breath of spring—a shudder ran
through his frame, and a faint gasp escaped his lips.


“We must get him out of here,”
Eruviel said, her voice firm with resolve. The hall trembled around them, on
the brink of ruin, yet the two women stood undaunted, bracing themselves
against the tide of destruction.


The path before them, though
perilous, proved less treacherous than they had feared. A great passageway led
them upwards, away from the choking stench of decay and ruin, away from the
blackened stones of that accursed stronghold. Ilmarion’s weight bore heavily
upon them, his wounds sapping what little strength remained in his noble frame.
The sweat of their toil trickled down their brows, and each step was a battle
against their own exhaustion. Every breath was a fragile ember of
hope—flickering, yet not extinguished.


And still, no foe pursued them.
No orc’s cry shattered the silence, no clash of steel heralded the approach of
darkness. A hush lay over Druugorath, a silence thick with foreboding. Yet from
its deepest depths, the echoes of Shorath’s agonised howls rang forth—a grim
reminder that their battle was not yet won.


At long last, the great gates
loomed before them, vast and terrible, like the mouth of some slumbering beast.
The dread portals of Druugorath, long feared and cursed, now stood as the
threshold between shadow and freedom. “So this place does have a front door,”
Ríthwen muttered dryly, her voice a whisper of sardonic humour, soon lost to
the oppressive stillness. She met Eruviel’s gaze, and for a fleeting instant,
the glimmer of triumph shone in her eyes. Together, they set their hands upon
the mighty doors and heaved them open with all the strength they could muster.


A bitter wind rushed to meet
them, searing their skin and thick with the acrid scent of smoke and ruin. Yet
something was different. The choking mists that had shrouded the world in
darkness had begun to unravel, torn asunder by unseen forces. A single beam of
pale light, frail yet defiant, pierced through the gloom—as though even the
heavens had not wholly abandoned them. Dust swirled in restless eddies,
twisting and writhing like spectres in the twilight, cloaking the world in
eerie uncertainty.


“Thúrion, we need you!”
Eruviel’s voice rang out, clear and resolute against the shifting winds. She
knelt, cradling Ilmarion’s still form, her every gesture laden with unspoken
fear.


The answer was not long in
coming. A deep, resounding thunder rolled through the sky—the mighty beat of
vast wings cleaving the air. The sound carried with it the weight of an
oncoming storm, heralding the arrival of their last hope. Moments later,
Thúrion descended before them, his presence both awe-inspiring and unshakable,
a bastion of power and will. “There you are,” he rumbled, his voice as distant
thunder rolling across forgotten mountains. “What has befallen you?”


“There is no time for
explanations,” Eruviel answered, her breath ragged, her words urgent.
“Please—you must bear Ilmarion to Belenor’s halls at once. Earith alone can
heal him!” Her voice trembled, yet her grip upon Ilmarion was unwavering, as
though she held not only his body but the last flickering spark of his spirit.


Without hesitation, Thúrion
lowered himself, his mighty form folding with the measured grace of one who
knows his own immense strength. With the utmost care, Eruviel and Ríthwen
lifted Ilmarion’s wounded body onto the dragon’s broad back, securing him as
best they could. Thúrion tensed, gathering his immense power, and with a
single, mighty thrust of his wings, he rose.


“Go now, my friend,” Eruviel
whispered, her voice a fragile thread woven of fear and hope. “Do not look
back. We shall follow as swiftly as we may.”


And with that, Thúrion soared
into the night, his wings carving through the darkness as though fate itself
had wielded them. The air trembled in his wake, the shadows sundered by his
ascent. And as he vanished into the heavens, carrying the wounded king toward
salvation, the wind keened in the depths of Druugorath—a sound that might have
been the dying breath of the dark, or merely the whisper of the past yielding
to the dawn.


The plain before them stretched
wide and empty, yet the blackness that had once shrouded all things was
beginning to wane. The darkness, which had hung over the land like some living,
malevolent presence, was now dying a slow and agonising death. Inch by inch,
the shadows retreated, and the first wan rays of a pallid sun pierced through
the grey-clad heavens. It was no triumphant march of light, no sudden conquest
over the gloom—rather, it was a weary, creeping advance, like a watchful hope
daring to unfurl itself.


Eruviel and Ríthwen rode as one,
Ailinor bearing them steadfastly, though dust-clad and wearied by toil. The
wind, once rank with fire and death, carried now the cool, untainted breath of
the open lands. All about them, the rivers of molten rock that had raged in
seething torrents but days before were now still—hardened into jagged black
stone, like the congealed wrath of their fallen foe. Yet that stone was cold
and lifeless, a monument to the waning power of the Dark Lord.


Here and there, figures moved,
drifting like wraiths upon the horizon. Orcs, tormented by the light of day,
howled in agony as they sought shelter and found none. Their brutish faces,
twisted in fear and incomprehension, bore the dreadful weight of
realisation—though they understood it not. Their master had fallen, or else his
grasp had loosened so that his iron will no longer bound them. Some, driven to
madness, cast themselves into the growing light, shrieking as it burned them, as
though the very sun had become a blade to smite them. Others stumbled
aimlessly, their weapons falling unheeded to the dust, for they knew not what
freedom was. To them, it was no gift but a curse—worse than bondage, for it
stripped them of the only purpose they had ever known.


Two of their kind, their hearts
still filled with rage and despair, leapt suddenly from a hollow, their crude
clubs raised high. But Eruviel and Ríthwen were ready. The swords of the Elves
flashed in the morning’s rising glow, and with swift, unerring strokes, they
felled their attackers. The struggle was brief, a last, feeble cry of the
vanquished dark before it faded forever into silence. Blood seeped into the
cold stone, and the wind bore away the stench of death.


Hours passed, and the day
yielded softly to the hush of evening. The heavens deepened into a sea of dusky
blue, and the stars emerged—bright and untroubled, gleaming like the eyes of
Elenthi herself. The world was cloaked once more in darkness, yet it was no
longer a darkness of dread, but one of peace.


As they drew near to Lindar,
faint coils of smoke curled into the night sky, mingling with the glow of
distant fires. The scent of charred flesh lingered on the wind, mingling with
the sound of voices—calling, laughing, issuing orders amidst the work of the
living.


And then, at the outskirts of
the settlement, they beheld them—Elves and Men, labouring side by side in the
grim but necessary toil of cleansing the battlefield. Piles of dead orcs lay
upon the plain’s edge, some already consumed by cleansing flame, others yet
awaiting their fate. Weapons and armour, gathered in heaps like grim trophies
of war, stood ready to be cast into the forges, to be given new shape and
purpose. The ring of hammers and the roar of fire wove together with the voices
of the victors—some exulting in their triumph, others weighted with sorrow for
what had been lost.


Eruviel and Ríthwen drew closer,
and soon they recognised familiar faces among the throng. Thavion and Caledhil,
both in high spirits, bore armfuls of wood to feed the fires. Thavion wiped the
sweat from his brow with the back of his hand and grinned as he caught sight of
them.


“Well now, look who has
returned!” he called, casting down his burden and striding towards them. “The
heroines themselves! We had almost begun to miss you.”


“Almost,” Caledhil added with a
mischievous glint in his eye, tossing another branch into the blaze. Sparks
leapt into the night, and the fire’s warmth enfolded them all like an embrace.


Eruviel and Ríthwen dismounted,
weary but content. They knew well that the war was not yet fully spent, but
here, near Lindar, the world had begun to mend. The darkness was dying—and with
it, the long dominion of fear.


Eruviel turned her gaze towards
the horizon, where the land lay veiled in a soft shimmer of silver and blue.
“We shall ride on soon,” she said, her voice quiet yet firm. “To Belenor’s
halls. Ilmarion is there—Thúrion bore him hence.”


She turned to Thavion and
Caledhil, a smile upon her lips. “Will you ride with us?”


Thavion laughed, rubbing his
hands together. “Of course! One does not pass up the chance to see Belenor’s
halls. But first…” He gestured towards a great shadow lying in the distance,
his grin widening. “There’s still a bloody great dragon over yonder, and dead
or not, he’s not slipping away from us.”


“A dragon?” Ríthwen arched a
sceptical brow at him. “I hope you’re not planning to eat it.”


“Who’s to say?” Caledhil
interjected with a roguish grin. “It might be quite the delicacy. Dragon wings
in garlic sauce? Rather tempting, don’t you think?”


Eruviel sighed, rolling her
eyes. “You two are impossible.”


But as they neared the lifeless
form of the beast, even their jesting fell away. For a moment, they were silent
in the face of its sheer immensity.


The creature was vast, larger
than any they had ever beheld. Its dark scales, glimmering like obsidian
beneath the starlight, lay cold and lifeless upon the earth. Its mighty wings,
once unfurled like storm-driven sails, were now tattered and strewn across the
ground like the fallen banners of a long-defeated host.


“Incredible…” Ríthwen murmured,
slipping from her saddle. She stepped closer to its great maw, half-open,
revealing teeth like daggers—fangs that might once have rent the very heavens.


Thavion, ever one to seize upon
a jest, grasped the dragon’s lip and pulled it back, revealing a row of
gleaming fangs. “Look at these teeth!” he declared. “I daresay he never nibbled
on carrots with these.”


Caledhil let out a great peal of
laughter and clapped Thavion on the shoulder. “Perhaps we ought to take one as
a keepsake. A tooth pendant would suit you well.”


Eruviel shook her head, though a
small smile touched her lips. “You two are incorrigible.”


“Perhaps I should take one
myself—for my craft,” she mused. “Dragon bone and dragon’s teeth may bear
potent properties, a strength unknown to common medicine.”


“Or,” Thavion interjected with a
wink, setting the tip of his dagger against the base of a great fang, “we could
sell it for a small fortune.”


The mirth faded as Eruviel’s
tone grew quieter. “Do you think they are all gone?” she asked.


Caledhil straightened, his brow
furrowed. “No. Some fled. The Eagles have pursued them, but none know whither
they have flown.”


“That is no comforting thought,”
Thavion murmured, glancing down at the great beast before them. “A creature
such as this… if more remain, they may yet recover, and strike again.”


Eruviel nodded, yet her gaze
lifted towards the star-washed sky. “Perhaps,” she said slowly, “not every
dragon is lost. Perhaps not all were made only for darkness.”


Ríthwen followed her glance, and
a small smile flitted across her features. “Thúrion is proof enough of that,”
she murmured, shaking her head. “Perhaps there are others like him. Perhaps…
there is hope.”


“Then let us at least ensure
that this one may never be used again,” said Thavion, his voice turning grave.
“We should burn the body before scavengers—or darker powers—seek to claim it.”


“That would be wise,” Eruviel
agreed. “But first, let us search him well. There may yet be something to
learn.”


For a time, they moved about the
fallen creature, studying its form. They found old wounds and deep-hewn scars,
the marks of torment and suffering, and broken shafts of arrows still lodged
within its hide. Eruviel gathered a few scales and a single fang, placing them
carefully among her things. Thavion, grinning in triumph, held aloft his
prize—his ‘trophy tooth’—and declared he would fashion from it a pendant worthy
of legend.


At last, they set the pyre
aflame. The fire roared to life, tongues of gold and crimson leaping hungrily
across the massive corpse. A bitter stench filled the air—the acrid scent of
burning scales, thick as storm-smoke.


“A fitting end for such a
beast,” Caledhil murmured, tossing a branch into the flames.


Eruviel watched the fire rise,
its glow dancing against the darkened heavens. Her voice, when she spoke, was
quieter than before. “An end, yes. But perhaps also… a release. A creature such
as this—did it ever have a choice in what it became?”


Caledhil said nothing, and for a
time, none of them spoke. There was only the crackling of the fire, the whisper
of the wind across the plain, and the far-off hush of the night.


It was Thavion who broke the
silence at last, his voice thoughtful. “Perhaps,” he said, “if the darkness of
Shorath truly fades, the dragons that remain may have a chance to become
something else.”


“Or someone else,” Ríthwen added
softly, her gaze resting on Eruviel.


“To the hope that the shadows
never return,” said Thavion at length, his words laced with quiet resolve.
Then, with a grin that rekindled the light in his eyes, he added, “And if they
do—at least we now know how to harvest dragon’s teeth.”


A soft, knowing laughter passed
among them—not of scorn, nor bravado, but of something lighter, something
unburdened, if only for a moment. The weight of the days behind them eased, if
but by a little.


Above, the stars shone clearer
than ever, cold and bright as the lamps of the Eldar. And in the wavering
firelight, the mighty shape of the dragon faded into embers, vanishing into the
night with what grace and dignity remained.


 


Chapter 24: “The Passing of the Storm”


 


The sun hung low over the waters
of Nereth Cerule, and its final golden rays danced upon the lake’s tranquil
surface as Eruviel, Ríthwen, Thavion, and Caledhil came ashore. The deep blue
of the lake seemed a mirror of hope, yet the scars of war lay heavy upon their
hearts.


Tiriel was the first to greet
them. With a cry of joy, she ran to them, her long, dark hair streaming behind
her. She embraced Ríthwen first, then Eruviel with such force that she nearly
lost her footing.


"You have returned! I had
begun to despair, but… by Ilûmar’s grace, you have returned!"


Behind her stood Astrith and
Belenor—a towering figure, with wild hair and a thick beard that lent him the
countenance of an old warrior. Yet the joy upon their faces was tempered, like
sunlight breaking through storm-laden clouds.


"Welcome home,"
Astrith said, her voice quiet but warm, as she stepped forward to clasp
Ríthwen’s hands. "We feared for you, and now you stand before us. It means
more than I can say." She paused, her gaze seeking Eruviel’s, and when she
spoke again, her voice was stronger. "And more still—without you, there
would be no world to return to. You have done the impossible, that which many
dared not even dream of. Shorath is vanquished, and the shadow is lifted. The
peace we now feel is your doing."


Belenor nodded, and this time
there was a glimmer of pride in his tear-brimmed eyes. "You have endured
the war, and you have saved us all. Your names shall be sung in the songs of
Men and Elves for all the ages to come."


Yet even in the light of their
welcome, the shadow of loss lay heavy upon them. After a moment’s silence,
Belenor spoke again, his voice hushed. "But… we have lost many. Our joy is
dimmed, even on a day such as this."


A sorrowful stillness settled
upon them as Astrith and Belenor bore the tidings of their fallen son. His
name—Branthir—was spoken in a whisper, and the weight of that name pressed upon
them like a hand upon the heart.


"He fought bravely,"
Astrith said, her voice breaking. "He died so that others might live. His
sacrifice will not be forgotten."


Eruviel stepped forward, placing
a hand upon Astrith’s shoulder as she said, "His light shall endure in
your hearts. And through his deeds, he yet walks in this world."


Thavion, who had borne his own
share of loss, spoke with a voice heavy with sorrow. "We cannot call back
the dead. But we can hold fast to what they have left us. Hope. And
peace."


Astrith trembled, but after a
moment, she nodded. "Yes, peace… a peace he ought to have lived to
see."


 





 


Eruviel stepped within the Hall
of Healing—a house half-wrought from the living rock, half-built of pale and
gleaming stone. Wide windows welcomed the last light of day, casting long
golden beams across the polished floors and lending a warm glow to the wooden
beams. A great door stood open to a garden beyond, sloping gently to the shores
of Nereth Cerule. The air was filled with the mingling scents of healing herbs
and the crisp breath of the lake.


Among the white-draped beds,
healers moved as silent as shadows, tending the wounded with hands both gentle
and sure. The hush that lay upon the hall was not one of grief, but of quiet
hope—fragile, yet unbroken, like the first light after a long night.


In a far corner of the room sat
Fendril, the war-leader. Though her face was pale and drawn, she had pushed
herself upright, speaking softly with a young healer who pressed a vial into
her hands. And though weariness clung to her, her eyes yet gleamed with
undiminished strength.


Eruviel turned towards the
bedside where Ilmarion lay. His face was ashen, his eyes closed, and even in
sleep, a shadow lingered upon his brow. The wounds Shorath had wrought upon him
were plain to see—but the deeper wound, the one unseen, lay heavier still. The
darkness gnawed at him, an unseen fetter seeking to draw him into the abyss.


Earith, the healer, stood at his
side. Her gaze was grave, yet not devoid of hope. "He lives," she
murmured as Eruviel approached. "But the wounds of Shorath are no ordinary
afflictions. They gnaw at both flesh and spirit. If nothing is done, he will be
lost to the darkness."


Eruviel nodded, her eyes fixed
upon Ilmarion. "What can be done? My healing arts are great, but this
shadow is unlike any wound I have known."


Earith stepped closer, her
bearing resolute. "Together, we may call him back."


Fendril spoke then, her voice
clear despite her weariness. "Ilmarion is not only a king. He is a symbol.
We cannot—must not—lose him to this darkness."


Eruviel turned her gaze to the
open door, to where the lake shone in the fading light. The stillness of that
place stood in sharp contrast to the battle that raged within Ilmarion.


"Then let us begin,"
she said firmly.


Earith inclined her head and set
to work, her hands deftly mixing herbs, each motion swift and certain.


"We must bind him to the
light, anchor him to this world," Eruviel murmured. "Elensil, my
Starshard, may aid us—but the task will not be without peril."


"I do not fear the
darkness," Earith answered quietly. She stepped closer, resting a gentle
hand upon Ilmarion’s brow. A chill met her touch, a foreign and lingering power
seeping from him like mist rising from the deep. But she did not flinch.


With a thought clear as the
morning’s first light, Eruviel raised Elensil aloft. The gem began to shine,
its silver radiance unfurling like the breaking of dawn, filling the chamber
with a glow pure and untainted. Earith closed her eyes and murmured words of
old, while the sacred herbs burned with a deep and golden fire.


From her bed, Fendril watched,
gathering her strength to rise a little more. “If any can call him back, it is
you,” she said, her voice steady with quiet certainty.


Eruviel shut her eyes, her will
bent upon the thread that bound Elensil to Ilmarion. Through her touch, the
power of her healing flowed—a weaving of ancient craft and the gift of her own
spirit. Earith’s song wove through the air, and for a moment, the shadow within
Ilmarion seemed to stir, writhing as if in defiance—yet slowly, it began to
recede.


A tremor passed through
Ilmarion’s form, then came a breath, faint yet certain. Earith’s voice rose, a
call flung into the darkness, and together they held him fast—fast to the
light, fast to hope.


“He is returning,” Eruviel
whispered, her fingers still wrapped about Elensil, now warm in her grasp.


“The light within him grows
stronger,” Earith murmured, and in her tone was the first stir of relief.


At last, Ilmarion’s eyes opened,
and it was not shadow that gleamed in their depths, but the bright and clear
blue of the open sky—a sign that, for now, the darkness was undone.


Eruviel slowly lowered Elensil,
her hands trembling with spent power. Earith stepped forward and laid a gentle
hand upon Ilmarion’s own, offering the faintest of smiles. “Welcome back, my
lord.”


Fendril, who had held her breath
through it all, let it escape at last in a quiet sigh. “That was well done—by
you both.”


Eruviel turned to Earith and
inclined her head. “It was a labour of two hands.” Earith met her gaze and
nodded in return. “Perhaps that is what saved him—the light we could summon
together.”


Ilmarion, now sitting upright
against the cushions that had borne him, looked to Eruviel with eyes bright and
clear. “Tell me all that has passed since I was struck down,” he said, and in
his voice there was no sign of weakness.


Eruviel drew a slow breath.
“Shorath is cast down, yet not slain. He has fled, sorely wounded, but his
malice endures. I saw him slip into the shadows like a beast hunted to its last
refuge.”


Ilmarion’s lips pressed to a
thin line, his gaze darkening. Then, with a curt nod, he summoned one of the
guards who stood watch at the great doors of the hall. A Vaharyn warrior
entered, clad in bright mail, and bowed low before his lord.


“Gather a swift company,”
Ilmarion commanded, his voice firm as steel. “Druugorath must not be given
respite. He must be found—now, while his strength is broken. This is our chance
to end him once and for all.”


The warrior bowed again and
departed at once.


Eruviel exhaled slowly, for
Ilmarion’s resolve had filled the chamber like a rising tide. His wounds were
yet fresh, yet already life returned to his limbs. She turned her gaze to
Fendril, who leaned against her pillows, weary yet watchful, and to Earith, who
tended to her remedies with quiet diligence. A breath of peace passed through
her, light as the wind that follows a storm.


 





 


With the coming of dawn, a great
sorrow lay upon the land. Even the birds seemed to sing more softly, as if the very
earth shared in the grief of those who gathered about the great pyre.


At its heart lay Branthir, set
high upon the stacked wood. To his left and right were those who had fallen
beside him—men and women whose valour had carried them beyond the veil. Their
bodies were draped with flowers, their hands clasping the weapons with which
they had fought and died. Shields and banners stood beside them, a final
tribute to those who would not see their hearths again.


Eruviel stood in solemn silence,
the weight of mortal fate settling deep within her soul. She knew that Branthir
and his kind had passed beyond the sea of death, into an unknown realm from
which no road led home. But the Eldar… the Eldar departed to Veyraths, to rest,
to wait. Perhaps, in the turning of ages, they might return. But for Men, there
was no such path. Their doom bore them beyond the circles of the world, into a
mystery unfathomed even by the wise.


The flames were kindled, and as
the first tongues of fire leapt skyward, the song began—a lament, rising from
many voices, carrying the names of the fallen upon the wind.


Eruviel stood between Ríthwen
and Caledhil, the light of the pyre reflected in their eyes. A farewell—final
and unyielding.


It was a moment of silence,
wherein each soul turned to the remembrance of those dearest to their hearts. A
moment in which the world, though heavy with sorrow and longing, seemed to
right itself—borne yet upon the wings of deep and steadfast hope. Eruviel felt
her thoughts drift at once to her kin. She saw their faces, heard their
laughter, and in that instant of sudden certainty, she knew—she must set forth.
The encampment was not far. And so she turned towards the stables.


Yet as she crossed the dew-laden
grass, a sound reached her ears—faint at first, but drawing ever nearer. The
muffled tread of hooves, rhythmic and sure, breaking the hush of morning. Her
heart faltered for but a breath, and then she beheld them. Riders upon high
steeds, their cloaks flowing upon the wind. And then—then she saw their faces.
Familiar. Beloved. Her kin.


Elwina was the first to
dismount. With a smile that held both joy and relief, she hastened to her
mother and drew her close in a fierce embrace. “We heard of what you have
done—that the shadow is lifting. We could not wait any longer.”


Nivion and Ríannor, too, leapt
from their saddles, striding swiftly to her side. “Mother…” Nivion’s voice was
warm, rich with unspoken feeling. “We are glad beyond words that you are safe.
We are proud of you.” They held her close, arms firm around her, as though they
would never again let her go.


Lúthendil, having given the
reins of his steed into the hands of two young women, stepped forward with slow
and measured grace. Upon his lips lingered a smile, tender and full of love. He
spoke no word, yet his eyes gleamed, bright with unshed tears. And when at last
he stood before her, he raised a gentle hand to her cheek. Then he kissed
her—not with words, but with all the tenderness no tongue could ever shape.


A little way off stood Ríthwen
and Tiriel. Their hands barely touched, finger to finger, a light and fleeting
brush. Ríthwen exhaled softly. “I am glad we have seen it through,” she
murmured.


Tiriel’s fingers curled a little
firmer about her own. “Come,” she said, her voice a quiet promise, a smile
kindling upon her lips. “Let us drink together.”


And so, hand in hand, they
turned and passed beyond the corner of the way—two souls who, after long and
darksome days, had found at last their moment of peace.


 





 


The sun stood high in the
heavens, and its golden light danced upon the gentle surface of the lake, so
that the deep blue waters shimmered like liquid sapphire. Few clouds strayed
across the boundless vault of the sky, while a soft wind wandered through the
valley, caressing the land with its tender breath.


All about, the air was filled
with the song of birds—a many-voiced choir rising from the woodland of Dúrial
nearby. Amidst the dense canopy of trees that stretched like a verdant tide
along the far shore, pale birch trunks gleamed silver in the sunlight, while
the dark firs sent forth their rich, earthy scent.


Along the banks of Eryndor, the
small village by the water’s edge, a profusion of blossoms swayed in the light
breeze. Anemones, wild roses, and bluebells lifted their delicate heads towards
the light, their honeyed fragrance mingling with the air. Now and then, a
hummingbee drifted from bloom to bloom, moving with lazy contentment beneath
the warmth of the noonday sun.


Not far from the shore, two
swans glided in stately grace across the water, their white feathers shining
like polished marble. Their passing sent ripples across the lake, golden rings
that spread and faded upon its surface.


From the distant heights of the
Feredrim, the river Arenth wound its way downward, its cool, clear waters
rushing over smooth stones before spilling at last into the lake. Its murmuring
voice entwined with the rustling of the leaves, the warbling of birds, and the
occasional splash of a leaping fish, weaving together the symphony of life.


Here lay peace—not only in the
air, but in every blade of grass, in every petal, in every drop of water. A
land that breathed, that lived, that loved.


The sun rode high in the sky,
casting warm light upon the waters, gilding the land in a gentle glow. A
breeze, laced with the scent of flowering meadows, carried the cool breath of
the lake upon its wings.


Upon the shore stood Caledhil
beside Thavion, clad in robes of silver-grey, shimmering in the light as mist
at morning’s first breath. Their hair was finely braided, yet the wind, ever
playful, had loosed a few stray strands, as though to jest with them in
passing.


Caledhil gazed upon the softly
rippling waters, then turned to Thavion. “And whither will you go when all this
is ended?” His voice was quiet, musing. “Do the woods call to you? Or is it…
Ithilwen?”


At that last word, a smile
touched Caledhil’s lips, and he cast Thavion a glance full of meaning. Thavion,
for his part, felt warmth rise within him, and though he turned away, he could
not conceal the betraying flush that crept to his cheeks.


Not far from them, seated upon a
finely wrought bench of pale wood, four women spoke together, laughter bright
upon their lips. They were richly arrayed, their tresses woven in intricate
plaits, adorned with tiny pearls and ribbons. Ríthwen, Tiriel, Fendril, and
Sáriniel were deep in merry discourse, their voices light as birdsong upon the
air.


Tiriel was in the midst of
telling a tale, her hands painting lively gestures in the air, while Fendril
shook her head with an amused smile. Sáriniel pressed a hand to her lips,
striving in vain to stifle her laughter, and Ríthwen—ever composed—watched the
mirthful scene, her eyes bright with quiet delight.


It was a moment of pure joy—one
of those rare, fleeting instances in which care had no place, in which the
world was naught but light and laughter, and the gentle lapping of water upon
the shore.


Elwina came walking down the
winding path, her gown of soft lilac glistening in the late afternoon light. A
silver clasp adorned her hair, and in her eyes shone the quiet radiance of
happiness. A warm, earnest smile graced her face.


“They look so beautiful,” she
murmured, almost in reverence. “A truly wondrous pair.” Then she stretched out
her hands to them. “Come, it begins soon.”


She led them up a narrow path,
bordered by flowers, that wound gently towards the village. There, at its
heart, stood five mighty lindens, their vast crowns forming a living canopy of
silver-green. That place was ancient, and full of quiet power, and the Elves
called it Galadhlómë—the Glade of Stars. In its branches the first pale light
of evening wove itself amongst the leaves, and a hush passed through the
boughs, as though the trees themselves bore witness.


Beneath those hallowed trees
they stood: Nivion, clad in garments of fine silver, their hem embroidered with
patterns of exquisite craft. Upon his brow rested a simple yet noble circlet,
set at its heart with a single gem, glimmering like a star sent down from the
heavens.


Beside him stood Rodwen, arrayed
in flowing white, her gown a contrast to the fire of her red-gold tresses. Fair
she was, yet it was not her beauty alone that held the eye—it was the light in
her gaze, a radiance that stirred the hearts of all who beheld her.


Beside them stood Eruviel and
Lúthendil, their faces radiant with joy, while Ríannor lingered a little apart,
a small, finely wrought casket held gently in his hands. He cast them a knowing
glance as they entered—silent yet full of meaning, a bond unspoken yet deeply
felt.


Yet it was not only their
closest companions who had gathered—for the whole village had come, friends and
kin alike, and even noble guests from distant lands. Ilmarion had arrived with
a great retinue, a rare honour seldom bestowed upon any. From Dôr-Londoril,
too, a company had journeyed, come to pay tribute to the pair.


And there stood Rhuvaldir, the
smith, having come with a proud delegation from Ithilwen. Astrith and Belenor
stood hand in hand, while Earith, in the company of lords from Lindar,
completed the circle.


A little apart, seated upon a
great stone warmed by the golden light of day, was Thúrion. The children of the
village had gathered around him, their small hands brushing lightly against his
gleaming scales. A smile, full of quiet mirth, played upon his lips as he basked
in the warmth of the moment. He was glad—glad to be part of this fellowship,
glad to have found true friends.


Then, beneath the whispering
boughs of the lindens, and under the first glimmering of stars in the evening
sky, Nivion and Rodwen spoke the vows of love. And as their voices rang clear
and true, it seemed as if the very night itself had paused—to bear witness to
this sacred promise.


And so began a feast that
Eryndor would long remember—a night filled with laughter, with music, with joy
unbridled, as had not been heard for many a year.


 





 


The days passed, and Erynmar lay
in peace. Yet the foe of the world, Shorath, was not unmade. His trail was lost
in the far North, where icy tempests swept over blackened mountains and the
shadows grew deeper still. Nor was aught heard of Rhazgal, Lord of the
Dragons—his form vanished from the sight of Elves and Men, and no echo of his
dread cries broke the hush of the world. Varzhar, the Lord of the Fire-spirits,
was seen no more; it was thought that he had withdrawn into the unfathomed
deeps of the earth, lurking and biding his time, awaiting a day more to his
favour.


Yet the free peoples had not
been idle. Ilmarion and his brethren had set an impenetrable watch about
Vorgoroth, a ring so tight that not even a single Orc might pass unseen. And
where once the storms of fire had raged, the plain of Loth-Galor now bloomed
anew. The ash was scattered, and across the land, green pastures stretched once
more. Life had returned.


Astrith and Belenor went home to
Lindar, where the tall pines climbed ever skyward and the wind sang in their
high boughs. A place of peace, where the days passed unhurried, and the golden
sunlight drifted over the quiet fields.


Thavion journeyed with Sáriniel
to Ithilwen, that hidden city known only to a few. There they were wed, and the
feast held in their honour filled the halls with light and music. Joy rang
through the streets as the people gathered in celebration. They had two
children, Eldanar and Míreth, and beneath the silvered boughs of Ithilwen, they
grew, cherished and beloved.


Ríthwen and Caledhil returned
first to Galadorn, where they were hailed as heroes. Yet Ríthwen’s wild heart
soon yearned for something else—something far beyond Nal Doroth and the calls
of renown. The summons of her soul led her away, across the plains and
mountains, to Dôr-Londoril, where the echo of her deepest longing awaited her:
Tiriel.


They rode side by side, and
theirs was more than the bond of shared roads—it was the flowing of a feeling
deep and true. From that day forth, they wandered the lands together, bound in
a union that no distance could ever sever.


Caledhil, for his part, revelled
in the life of a hero. He remained steadfast in his homeland, well content with
the comforts of renown—chief among them a fine, cool ale shared with old
friends in the tavern of the city, where the tales never ceased.


Nivion and Rodwen remained in
Eryndor, that peaceful village upon the shores of the still lake. Life was full
of joy and beauty, and their days passed in happiness. They had two children,
Valandil and Elsera, and soon their voices mingled with the laughter of the
village, as sunlight danced upon the rippling waters.


Ríannor still rode with the host
of Eldhros, yet it was now a time of peace. He loved to range across the
flowering plains and the highlands of Haldorath, which he knew better than any
other. Yet oftentimes his heart drew him back to Nimlad, where those dearest to
him dwelt, and there he would linger whenever he could.


Eruviel and Lúthendil returned
to their homeland. Eruviel spent many days in the forests of Nal Doroth, where
she catalogued the herbs of Aeslinthir and uncovered healing plants yet
unknown. But oftentimes, she flew with Thúrion, soaring over the high peaks of
the Erynmar range, where the airs were pure and clear. She visited her
children, she visited Thavion, and at times she even beheld the Lord of Eagles.
Yet of all places, her heart was most at peace in her own garden.


There now she sat, upon the
bench before her house, the world at peace, the winds soft and warm. Lúthendil
was at her side, and the breath of spring stirred through her hair. The breeze
bore the scent of wildflowers from the meadows, blooming bright beneath the
golden sun. In the distance, the rivers murmured, winding their way through the
gentle valley, and birds sang a quiet song.


It was a time of peace.


 


The Great Register of Names


 


A


Acharadûn ("Burning
Wrath"): One of the Marrogs of Shorath.


Aeluin-thar ("Place
of the Creeping Waters"): A marshland upon the plains where Arenth and
Valan converge.


Aeslinthir ("Land of
the Glimmer"): A shimmering land in Nal Doroth.


Ailin ("Moon
and Healing"): Eruviel's father, a wise healer deeply attuned to nature.


Ailinor ("Silver
Gleam"): Eruviel’s faithful steed, a silver-white horse whose coat shines
like molten silver in the sun.


Aira ("Creator
of Light"): The Sky-Mother, creator of Isalor.


Aithril Aewrin
("Healing Waters"): A place of waterfalls and pools at the edge of
the Arôn-Dúath, whose waters cleanse pain and darkness.


Arenth ("Swift
River"): A river born of the cool northern springs in the hills of
Feredrim.


Arin ("The
Exalted Ones"): Like the Ilûmar, they are children of light, though of
lesser rank.


Arôn-Dúath ("Shadow
Mountains"): A mountain range stretching from the north into the western
reaches of Erynmar.


Arôn-Gorath
("Mountains of Dread"): A grim range south of Feredrim, home to fell
creatures.


Arôn-Nimrath
("Mountains of the White Mist"): A vast mountain range spanning from
the northern lands to the southern reaches of Erynmar.


Arôn-Vashar ("The
Unyielding Mountain"): A mighty range in the far north of Erynmar, its
snow-capped peaks rising into the clouds, where the wind howls in tempestuous
wrath.


Astilari ("Heirs
of the Stars"): A name given to the Elves who never dwelled in Luminar.


Astrith ("Peace
of the Stars"): Consort of Belenor and Lady of Lindar.


Aurion ("Golden
Tree of the Morning"): One of the two trees of Luminar, radiant as the
morning sun. His brother is Silvaron.


Avirath
("Celestial Throne"): A mighty mountain in Luminar, whose peak soars
far beyond the clouds.


B


Balasir ("The
Vast Bay"): A great bay in the southern lands of Erynmar.


Baldric ("The
Brave"): One of the first men, dwelling in Feredrim.


Belenor ("Man of
Light"): The Lord of Lindar, whose halls stand upon the shores of Lake
Nereth-Cerule.


Branthir ("Heart
of Ember"): Son of Astrith and Belenor, renowned for his bold spirit.


Branûl
("Frosthorn"): A towering peak in the northern reaches of Dorvethar.


 


C


Calarin ("Forger
of Light"): A great Vaharyn smith and a friend of Ilmarion.


Calathor ("Keeper
of the Flame"): An Elf who once served alongside Thavion under Eldhros.


Caledhil ("Green
Friend"): One of Eruviel’s companions, hailing from the forest of Nal
Doroth.


Calenwen ("Maid of
the Green Light"): A warrior of Dúrial, sworn in service to Fendril.


Celethril ("Silver
Gleam"): Eruviel’s mother, known far and wide for her wisdom and grace.


Celin ("Star
River"): A river springing from Haldorath, flowing west past Nal Doroth
before joining the Arenth.


Cirdanil ("Shore
of the Wind"): A southern land upon the sea, shaped by salty spray and
vast shores.


 


D


Dainor ("Bearers
of Fate"): The name the Elves give to mortal men.


Dînlon ("Son of
Serenity"): A great prince of the Vaharyn, famed for his wisdom and strength.


Dolgorath Althor ("The
Glorious Battle of Defiance"): One of the great battles in the history of
Erynmar.


Dôr-Londoril ("Land of
the Radiant Fortress"): A western realm of Erynmar, bordering Hjalmorn.


Dorvethar ("Land of
the Wide Valleys"): Vast, open plains in the east of Erynmar, bordering
the Arôn-Nimrath.


Druugorath
("Fortress of Dread"): The dark stronghold of Shorath, hidden deep
within the northern heights of Arôn-Vashar.


Dúmarth ("Land of
Gloom"): A forsaken region west of the Valan River and north of
Arôn-Gorath.


Dúrial ("Forests
of the Hidden Light"): Once a great Elven realm at the heart of Erynmar.


Dûrthal Pass ("Pass of
Darkness"): A shadowed and perilous pass from Dôr-Londoril into Feredrim.


 


E


Earith ("Gentle
Breath"): A healer in Belenor’s halls, known for her soothing hands and
calm presence.


Eldanar
("Starlight"): The firstborn son of Thavion and Sáriniel.


Eldhros ("Lord of
the Ascent"): One of the great Vaharyn lords, wise and of imposing
stature.


Elensil ("Shard
of the Stars"): A relic from Lúmandor, a reflection of the ancient stars
long before the Elves set foot upon the earth.


Elenthi
("Star-like"): The highest among the Ilûmar, radiant in beauty and
profound in wisdom.


Elsera ("The
Radiant One"): Daughter of Nivion and Rodwen.


Elvorn ("Pure
Spring"): The village where Ríannor and Rodwen wed and made their home, a
place of peace and new beginnings.


Elwina ("Lady of
the Stars"): Eruviel’s daughter, whose fate is closely intertwined with
the ancient constellations.


Eruviel ("Insight
of the Star"): Our heroine, whose wisdom and courage lead her on an
extraordinary journey.


Erynmar ("Realm
of the Ancient Lands"): The vast land in which our tale unfolds, steeped
in age-old mysteries and legends.


Esrathil ("Bearer
of Knowledge"): The second name of Sylvarin, found upon his seal,
symbolizing his deep wisdom.


Estolan
("Peaceful Land"): A great region in the eastern part of Erynmar,
known for its gentle hills and vast plains.


 


F


Feandor ("Spirit
of the Flame"): A curious Vaharyn and masterful smith. He created many
great works but also drew the ire of the Ilûmar.


Fëllthar
("Emberstone"): Stones forged by Feandor, in which light itself was
captured.


Fendril (“Luminous
Guardian”): Captain-General of Dînlon, a strong and resolute leader.


Feredrim ("Land of
the Shadowed Pines"): A northern land in Erynmar, covered in dense pine
forests.


Fyrald ("The
Fire-Creators"): A name given to the fire-dragons of Shorath.


 


G


Galadh-or-Duin ("The
Forest by the River"): A vast woodland in the south of Erynmar.


Galadorn ("Hidden
Hall"): A city beneath the Eternal Trees of Nal Doroth, a place of ancient
wisdom and light.


Galadria ("Giver
of Life"): A divine entity who governs the growth and flourishing of all
living things, taking the role of Yavanna.


Galalor ("The
Exalted City"): A secret, magnificent city, hidden deep within the
mountains of Erynmar.


Galdrim ("The
Keepers of the Forest"): Ancient shepherds of trees, living beings as old
as the world itself.


Galorn Aenor ("Sacred
Galorn"): A rare stone from the time of creation, imbued with the power of
the Ilûmar.


Gladhwen ("Pure
Branch"): A skilled archer from the outpost along the road to Eldhros’
fortress.


Gravon ("The
Iron of the Heavens"): A rare metal, light as a feather yet harder than
any other.


Gwaerion ("Son of
the Wind"): An Elf of Galadorn, known for his wisdom and valor.


 


H

Hadrion
("Son of Courage"): Lord of Dôr-Londoril since childhood, a loyal
friend of Ilmarion.


Haldorath
("Shielding Mountain"): A rugged mountain range in the North, serving
as a bulwark against the dark armies of Shorath.


Havnir ("The
Great Sea"): The vast ocean that encircles the world of Nyrassar.


Hjalmorn ("Cold,
Sheltered Land"): A wild yet breathtakingly beautiful region in the
northwest of Erynmar.


 


I


Ilmarion ("Son of
the Starlight"): The High King of the Vaharyn.


Ilú Thanil ("The
Keeper of the Heavens"): The King of Dúrial and consort of Nalira.


Ilûmar
("Celestial Rulers"): The Children of Light, the gods of Isalor.


Iriël ("The
Star-Illumined"): The Firstborn, the immortal people of the Elves.


Isalor ("The
Boundless Expanse"): A name for the Void, the empty space.


Iskald
("Iceblade"): The sword of Ilmarion, its blade shimmering with a
cold, icy sheen.


Ithilwen ("City of
Moonlight"): A secret city in the southeast of the Haldorath mountains.


 


L


Laegomir ("Green
Jewel"): Eruviel’s great-grandfather, a renowned healer.


Lathorien ("Land of
Whispering Rivers"): A land in the southeast of Erynmar, famed for its
countless rivers.


Lindar ("Forest
of Still Waters"): A small region bordering Feredrim to the north.


Lindurion ("Son of
Voices"): The first of the Valir to walk upon the earth.


Linvar ("Friend
of the Forest"): The faithful steed of Lúthain.


Lirion ("The
Singing Stream"): A great river flowing from the east of Erynmar far into
the south.


Loth-Galor
("Blossoming Land"): The great northern plain stretching before the
Arôn-Vashar and Druugorath.


Lúmandor ("Land of
Light"): A coastal region in Luminar.


Lumaris ("Place
of Eternal Light"): A city in Luminar.


Luminar ("Radiant
Realm"): The blessed domain of the Ilûmar.


Lúthain
("Radiance of the Stars"): Daughter of Lathron from the fair land of
Mithrenor.


Lúthendil ("Friend
of the Flower"): Eruviel’s husband.


 


M


Malion ("Son of
the Heavens"): One of the great Ilûmar.


Maurek ("The
Shaper"): One of the Ilûmar, whose delight lay in the forging and shaping
of the world.


Míreth ("She Who
Walks in Silence"): The daughter of Thavion and Sáriniel.


Mithrenor
("Northern Radiance"): A fair land in the north of Erynmar, marked by
mountains and lush meadows.


Morilîn ("The
Darkborn"): A reclusive people of the Iriël dwelling deep within the
forests.


Morrog ("Dark
Wrath"): The great fire-spirits wrought by Shorath to bring the world to
its knees.


 


N


Naiqarossë ("Crown of
Ice"): A frozen wasteland in the northernmost part of Nyrassar, linking
Erynmar and Luminar.


Naira ("The
Radiant"): A lively young girl from Ithilwen.


Nal Doroth ("The
Forest of Shadows"): An ancient forest full of secrets. Vyörn dwelled here
for many years.


Nalira ("The
Gentle"): A great Arin and wife of Ilú Thanil.


Námodar ("Lord of
the Waters"): One of the great Ilûmar.


Nan Morlach ("Vale of
Dark Terrors"): A land steeped in shadow and mystery, lying at the heart
of Erynmar.


Narath Pass ("Narrow
Passage"): A slim mountain pass connecting Nimlad and Skarnveld.


Neldorin ("The
Green Grove"): A magical forest at the center of Erynmar.


Nereth Cerule ("The
Blue Lake"): A sapphire lake in the land of Lindar, where Astrith and
Belenor have made their home.


Nimlad ("The
Wide, Gentle Land"): The homeland of Eruviel, lying at the heart of
Erynmar.


Nimlos ("White
Flower"): Grandmother of Eruviel.


Nimloth ("White
Blossom"): A healer from the village of Sélith.


Nimrilondë ("Silver
Haven"): A city of the Iriël upon the coast of Luminar.


Nivion ("Gleam
of the Moon"): Son of Eruviel.


Núvellir ("Sailors
of the West"): Those among the Iriël who have settled in Nimrilondë.


Nyrassar ("The
Place One Seeks"): The world in which our tale unfolds.


Nythgothar ("The
Hidden Refuge"): The subterranean fortress of the Iriël, concealed in
Rinthálir.


 


O


Ostirion
("Guardian of the Dawn"): An ancient watchtower in the north of
Estolan, built by Feandor to guard the seeing-stones and forge great works.


 


R


Rhazgal ("Lord of
the Flames"): The master of the Fyrald.


Ríannor ("Royal
Warrior"): The eldest son of Eruviel.


Ríthwen ("The
Boldest of Paths"): A tracker from Nal Doroth, a brave warrior and loyal
companion of Eruviel.


Rilven ("The
Swift River"): Instead of Mindeb.


Rodwen ("Wise
Warrior"): The wife of Ríannor.


Rinthálir ("Wanderer
of the Heart"): One of the great Iriël, whose hidden refuge, Nythgothar,
lay concealed in the south.


Rodan
("Glorious Man"): One of the great Dainor, who dwelled in Lindar.


 


S


Saerion ("The
Experienced"): A veteran warrior of the Vaharyn.


Saivra ("The
Brave"): A courageous scout stationed at the fortress of Eldhros.


Sáriniel ("The
Gentle Lady"): The wife of Thavion, keeper of the inn in Ithilwen.


Shorath ("Dark
Foe"): The Ilûmar who, from the earliest days, delighted in shadow and
power.


Silquendi ("Elves
of the Gentle Green"): A branch of the Iriël, devoted to the verdant
forests.


Silwen ("The
Silver Maiden"): Daughter of Ilmarion and the ensnared wife of Vyörn.


Silvaron ("The
Tree of Silent Moonlight"): One of the two trees of Luminar, radiant as
moonlight. His brother is Aurion.


Skarnveld ("The
Wild Field"): A vast, untamed plain in the northeast of Erynmar.


Sylvarin
("Guardian of the Forest"): King of Galadorn, also known as Esrathil.


 


T


Talathir Pass ("Pass of
the Shaded Valley"): A dark, hidden mountain pass winding through the
Arôn-Dúath into Mithrenor.


Tharalorn ("The
Secret Hall in the Mountain"): The hidden halls of the Iriël within the
forests of Dúrial.


Tharok ("The
Unconquerable"): One of the Ilûmar, a mighty warrior and hunter.


Thavion ("Child
of the Storm"): Eruviel’s steadfast companion and husband to Sáriniel.


Thúrion ("The
Free Dragon"): A dragon who sought the light and left the darkness behind.


Tiriel ("The
Fearless"): A warrior of Dînlon, loyal companion and partner of Ríthwen.


 


V


Vaharyn
("Children of the Untamed Spirit"): The Iriël who returned from
Luminar to Nyrassar.


Valan ("The
Mighty"): A great river flowing from the north to the southern sea.


Valandil ("Friend
of Light"): Son of Nivion and Rodwen.


Valir ("The
Enlightened"): A small group of Iriël, counted among the Firstborn.


Valrûn ("The
Dark Power of the Gods"): Another name for the Morrogs.


Varethil
("Dusklake"): A somber lake in the north of Dorvethar, its waters a
deep blue.


Vark ("The
Hammer of Ruin"): The deadly war hammer wielded by Shorath.


Varzhar
("Destroyer"): The lord of the Morrogs.


Veyrath ("Keeper
of the Halls"): One of the Ilûmar, guardian of the dead.


Veyrath’s Halls ("Halls
of Silence"): The resting place of the dead, where all who perish in
Nyrassar must journey.


Vilyalómë ("Evening
Blade"): The sword of Eruviel.


Vorandor ("Lord of
the Heights"): The lord of the eagles.


Vorgoroth ("Dark
Peak"): A fiery mountain towering before Druugorath.


Vyörn ("The
Wrathful"): A dark elf who, under sorcerous spells, held Silwen, daughter
of Ilmarion, in captivity.
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