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Introduction
In Gear-Dagum, early Eighth Century C.E.,
The Valley of the Naver River
“There he is,” said Silver Leaf, staring into the meadow beyond the forest.
“But he’s just a human boy,” Aelronde replied with furrowed brow.
The two Elves sat perched in the highest branches of an old oak tree on the edge of the forest. Sheep grazed in the meadow beyond. Their herdsman, a boy of about ten years, flaming red hair and long legs, wore clothing made of the wool from the sheep he tended.
“So he’s the one my father thinks will save us?” Aelronde asked with an expression of condescension.
“That’s right,” Silver Leaf replied softly. “He’s the one Migalik thinks is prophesied by the weaves to lead our people to freedom from the Enemy.”
Aelronde shook her long blonde hair, her eyes brightened and she began giggling. “But he’s just a child, like you and me. He can barely lead his sheep. Just watch him racing around after this one then that one. Besides, no one has heard of the Enemy in many years. He'll never be back.”
“All of us have that hope,” said Silver Leaf. He changed to a more comfortable position on the tree limb. “But Migalik thinks differently. That is why Migalik has us watching over him to protect him, just in case he IS the one.”
“But he’s just a boy,” Aelronde insisted.
“I said that to Migalik and he told me, ‘boys grow up.’”
“My father is very wise,” said Aelronde. “That is why he is King of the Naver Gray Elves and Dream Maker for those who live in this region. But he is not always right. How could he be? Everyone makes mistakes.” She shook her hair again and brushed a leaf off her forest green cloak.
“I think it’s a mistake that we sit in this tree in clear view. He could easily see us and we are not supposed to allow that.”
Silver Leaf turned his attention from the meadow, smiling at Aelronde, “If a person refuses to believe in a thing, it is impossible for him to see it. The boy, Angus Williamson has been taught that Elves don’t exist. If he looked right at us, he would deny what he saw and say instead that he saw a thick clump of leaves in the tree, or a knot on the trunk. He would not say that he had seen two Elves watching him from the forest. Neither would he believe it.”
“But his own mother is one of us. How could he not know?” asked Aelronde.
“His mother is close kin to us, but not a full Elf. She bears a resemblance to our people, as does the boy, Angus. One day he will know.”
Silver Leaf turned his attention back to the meadow. As he did, his face grew stern. “Look there. “In the distance, there is group of men coming up the road.”
“I see them,” Aelronde’s smile faded. “They look tired and some of them seem injured in some way.”
“My father, Guldockel, says that there are wars in the south between some of the humans and that when we see groups like this coming home from the wars, we should be very wary of them. There could be trouble.”
“Do you think Angus is in danger?” asked Aelronde.
“That may be,” Silver Leaf whispered. “Go and tell Migalik. I will stay here and watch. If there is trouble, maybe I can help.”
***
The sheep were restless. Angus shouted and raced after them, waving his oak stick, as if he thought that would make them pay attention. He stopped for a moment to catch his breath. It was a good thing his legs were so long; he was a fast runner for his age. His father was probably right about sheep being stupid, but they were also adventuresome, wandering everywhere, forcing Angus to chase them down and bring them back.
Lost in his own thoughts, at first Angus didn’t hear the men’s voices coming from the break on the other side of the hill. Checking the sheep a last time, he crept to the top of the rise to see who was coming. His breath was coming quicker as he anticipated this new adventure, some excitement to liven up a dreary day!
He didn’t have to wait long to see whose voices he heard. Approaching from the south in the direction of Inverness, twenty or so raggedy looking men plodded up the path. They seemed worn out. Angus felt his throat tighten in fear. They wore the colors of the MacDonalds, the Islemen, and the MacDonalds were not particularly friendly to Clan MacAodh. Angus heard wild stories about them and knew it would not be good for them to see him.
For the first time this day, he felt cold and alone. He knew his nose was running. He wiped it on his sleeve and shivered. Why does cold weather always make my nose runny? Trying to remain unseen, he watched them approach.
Some of them had four foot long wooden swords slung over their shoulders. Angus recognized these were like his father’s iron sword. They carried several of their companions on litters. Some hobbled on crutches made from broken-off tree limbs; others wore bloody cloths wrapped around an arm or a leg. One man’s makeshift head bandage covered one of his eyes. Angus winced, imagining the pain of these injuries.
His father warned him often, “If you see any from the other clans passing by, stay well clear of them, especially the Islemen.”
Hostility and mistrust colored the relations with other clans except for Clan Gunn, who Angus' Mother called "sort of arm's length kinsmen."
But these are not from Clan Gunn. They are Islemen, Angus reminded himself. He held his breath, watching the men pass, afraid they would hear him breathe. He was so focused on these men, he forgot about the sheep and one of them now started down the embankment toward the MacDonalds, head down, grazing as it went.
One of the men in the lead noticed the sheep, just as Angus saw it himself. A chunk of dirt clung to its wool from where it slept in the sheep pen at home. The dirt flopped as the sheep moved. Its heavy coat grew nicely; it would be a rich shearing come spring. He couldn’t lose that sheep. Angus crouched in the heather, waiting.
"Ho, what for--here's dinner, me boys!" one of the men shouted, frightening the sheep. "Let's catch it now!" He started gently toward it. The man wore a blood-spattered, gray shirt and muddy wool pants. His stringy, brown hair hung wet and dripped over his brow. The scratches on the man’s face and arms chilled Angus the most. He might have got them running through a bramble patch but Angus knew it was more likely a gauntlet of swords. Angus could see those wounds were deeper than scratches. They were slashes from swords or spears. At one place on the man's left arm, just below the shoulder, a deep gash still dripped blood. Angus could see the hunger and desperation in the man's eyes as he stalked the sheep. His pale flesh and gauntness spoke clearly that he’d had no food in days. Angus knew about hunger and he knew this made them dangerous.
The MacDonald drew closer to the sheep. He drew a long black-handled dagger, his Skyne Dhu from a hidden place at his belt.
This was too much for Angus. He never feared strangers before, so why now? Striding out from his hiding place he raced down the hill toward the men. "That's our sheep, there, MacDonalds! He's ours, ye canna' have him!"
By this time, three of the MacDonalds surrounded the sheep and slowly closed in on it. Angus’s shouting startled the men. The MacDonalds and the sheep turned to look in Angus’ direction. One of the Islemen took advantage of the sheep's distraction grabbing it by its wooly neck. It struggled but found itself caught fast in the MacDonald's hands.
"Nay, now!" Angus ran toward the men, but he stopped when he saw the expressions on their faces. All of them had grown quiet, intently watching him.
"He's our sheep, and no dinner of yours," Angus shouted at the men.
Two of the men started laughing. "Come closer," one said. “We can't quite hear what you're sayin." Angus heard the fatigue and the threatening tones in the man's voice more than he heard the man’s words. He could see the circles under his eyes. He wondered how long they’d been traveling and if maybe he shouldn't give them that one sheep. But brazen Highland pride and fear of his father's anger kept him from that one charitable act that could have perhaps saved his life.
Angus stopped running. He squared off against the men. He put his hat in his pocket. His Mother made it for him from sheepskin and he didn’t want it to fall off during whatever was about to happen. Successfully concealing how close he was to fleeing for his life, and how badly he wanted to wipe his runny nose Angus wondered if he could make it past those men to get home for help. He hoped they wouldn’t notice that he was trembling.
"Aye, a bit closer, there lad," growled the man holding the sheep. The MacDonalds began edging toward him.
Angus stayed where he was, not quite sure what was happening. Then his good sense and fear took over. Slowly, he started backing away. The bloody band before him seemed suddenly larger than life, and dreadful. Thoughts of his father's stories about the lowland wars came rushing back to him. They were hungry, wounded and angry about the terrible losses they suffered. They may have been away from their families for months or years. These plundering clansmen of Alba were frustrated about crops that had been lost, fish that hadn’t been caught and babies who missed fathering.
None dared stand in the way of their desperate hunger and need, and when hospitality was denied them, they had been known to sack the cottages of their fellow Highlanders. Feuds started this way that lasted more than a thousand years, feuds that make the grudges of other peoples seem petty and meaningless.
The men started toward him. "Come on now," one called out. "We won't hurtcha none. Don't run."
“Wait there, sonny," called another. "Dontcha' want some a' this fiiieene sheep for yer supper?"
Angus turned and ran. At the top of the hill he paused to look around. Four of the men pursued him at top speed, one with a crutch he didn't seem to need. Angus looked across the rise, wiping his nose on his sleeve and saw that his sheep were scattering. But he didn't have time for them now.
As the men closed in on him, he picked up a rock and heaved it with all his strength. It caught the lead MacDonald on his wounded shoulder. It must have been sore because the man clapped his hand over the wound, groaning. At least he stopped for a second, but the others continued. Angus heaved another rock, missing all of them.
Fifty yards away proved too close for Angus. He turned slightly to the left, taking off as fast has his long, lean ten-year-old legs could carry him, toward the heavy forest nearby. The path home went straight through the MacDonalds. Safety among the trees of the old forest seemed to be the quicker retreat.
The forest’s thickness kept the sheep out but the bushes and trees near the edge grew too closely together. That made it difficult to find a place to enter. Once inside, the old-growth oaks and pines staggered Angus’s imagination. Fallen limbs and thick tangled undergrowth made walking treacherous. No one ever came here except to cut wood, and then only in the daytime and just at the forest's edge.
Angus always feared this forest. His earliest memories echoed stories of goblins and ghouls that lived there. His grandfather could even remember the days when Baelrogs lurked in the deepest places, or so he said; whatever a Baelrog is.
At this moment, Angus feared the men behind him more than he feared any forest creatures his family may have invented to keep him out of there. He figured, they mainly feared he would get lost. In a matter of a few minutes, all the trees in a forest this thick can look alike, and a wanderer can easily lose his way.
Running through the heather was tricky enough, but Angus was used to that. Though as sure-footed as a goat, he knew one misstep would cause him to go head over heels. He could hear the men behind him, crashing through the bushes, swearing and calling out to him. Yet with all their awkward running and stumbling they gradually gained on him. One of them snagged a foot in a bush and fell flat on his face, but the others continued.
Then it was Angus’s turn to trip, but instead of going down flat, he rolled and instantly regained to his feet. Muddy and more terrified than ever, he raced down the glen toward the forest.
As soon as he reached the first clump of bushes, he dived in. His landing was hard, but the branches broke his fall and he found himself under a grove of sheltering trees. His skin and clothing were torn, but at least he knew he was hidden. He knew he needed to keep going. It wasn’t good enough to be just at the edge. Leaping to his feet, he rushed blindly forward, looking neither right nor left, not knowing which way to turn next.
Suddenly he thought he heard a soft voice in the distance, beckoning him on. What tricks a person's mind can play in a moment of panic. Angus kept running, tripping on the underbrush and scratching his face even more on low hanging twigs.
Then he stumbled again over a fallen tree. He lay there, trying not to breathe too loudly as he listened. Not far behind, he could hear the men crashing their way into the woods, looking for him. Fighting his fear and pain from the fall, Angus pulled himself to his feet. Again, he thought he heard the voice.
He was lucky to be smaller and more agile than the men. He could move through the woods faster. But this didn’t keep him from tripping again, and falling even harder than before, against another tree. This time the noise of his assailants seemed farther away, but he kept going, his fear relentlessly driving him.
Finally he stopped, panting for breath. He could run no farther. He let himself fall on the ground and lay there sobbing, trying to catch his breath, covered with leaves and mud. Again he heard the men’s voices, not far away.
"He went that way, dontcha' know," yelled one.
"No, he's over there, I could hear him just now," called another.
"We need to kill this one fast before he brings down his family on us," Angus heard one of them shouting.
"Come this way, quickly," a wee small voice urged him.
Angus lay as still as possible, trying to be invisible. Again he heard the soft voice. "Come here, boy, they're right behind you. Another moment and they'll be upon you!"
Angus turned his face from the soft earth and looked to his right, where the voice seemed to be coming from. He could see nothing but the gathering darkness of evening. The leaves of the bushes and trees around him were fading with the coming of night. "Come now, boy, before I change my mind!" The voice was sharper and a little higher pitched, but the voice of a male nevertheless, and it was tinged with fear.
In the brush near him, Angus seemed to see something that looked like a man. When he squinted the form became clearer. It was too small for a grown man, but the voice was too deep for a child. The man was a little taller than Angus. Painfully, Angus lifted himself from the ground for a better view.
"Hurry,” the little man snapped. “Don't be stupid, boy, get over here, NOW!"
Standing tall, Angus approached the little man and saw a dimly lit doorway behind him. It seemed to be built right into the embankment, well sheltered from view by the foliage around it. He passed through the doorway to the interior, where he found a low table, chairs and what appeared to be two passages leading downward into the darkness.
"Inside… now, boy!" the little man commanded. He followed Angus inside and lowered a drape over the doorway. Angus marveled at its texture, how thick it was, yet transparent. It didn’t block out the remaining light of day.
The little man turned to Angus and in his high-pitched voice continued talking rapidly, without pausing for breath. "Come in and have a seat, young Alban, It's lucky you are that I happened to live nearby. I was afraid you wouldn’t hear me calling you to come this way. Those creatures chasing you would have you for an evening snack instead of the sheep they tried to steal. Hungry they are and tired from their long march out of Inverness and before that from the southern lowlands, and you're no doubt wondering who I am, you may call me Migalik, young Alban!”
Migalik’s narrow face accentuated a long dark beard with strands of gray running through it. It seemed to Angus that the beard bothered him because he kept pushing it aside as he talked, as though afraid it would snag in the buttons of his vest where his stomach tapered outward in front of him. At one point, Migalik tossed it over one shoulder in frustration, and scratched at his throat under his chin.
"I know who you are. We Gray Elves know our neighbors and those who graze their sheep in our pastures, oh we don't mind you grazing your sheep there, young Human, there's plenty of pasture for all, and we do our grazing at night when no one's around."
As the Elf went on playing with his beard and talking non-stop, Angus gazed around the room in astonishment. So there really are Elves in the forest! Just as my Aunt Elsa says! But he looked like just a little man. The MacDonalds look different than those of Clan Gunn and Clan Gunn looks different than MacAodhs. This man must be from a clan of his own, one Angus never heard of before. One that lives underground!
Carved walnut shells and a few stones mounted among twigs and painted with quaint designs and geometric figures adorned the walls. Propped up in a corner, stood a long-handled broom with a thick grapevine handle and long wheat stalks bound together at the end. Shelves bearing bowls and pots seemed to be carved out of the bedrock. Angus was fascinated by the cleanliness of this underground dwelling. Not a spot of dirt could be seen anywhere. There were no root ends sticking out of the walls and no flakes of dirt from the ceiling.
What fascinated Angus the most were the wall hangings. He had never seen such things before. Tightly woven grasses formed huge mats, and on these mats were figures and scenes far beyond Angus' imagination. No paints had been used to form the images. Their different colors came from different shades of the grasses themselves. They were so cleverly joined, Angus could barely see the grain of the weave. Only after several moments of studying the mats did Angus realize how tall they stood and how high the ceiling reached. It seemed to fade into the darkness above, giving the impression of great height.
Of all the strange things in the room, by far, Angus thought Migalik the strangest of all. He was short but seemed tall, and slight, but seemed broad. His clothing looked like wool, but it had a finer texture than any wool Angus had seen. Strangest of all was Migalik's face, which seemed to be that of a young man, but his eyes seemed more ancient than any man Angus had known. Angus spent several minutes trying to figure out what color they were. They seemed gray at first, then black, then as Migalik turned to the light, Angus could see they were a deep blue. They were also wide, like his mother's eyes.
Emarrassed that he had been staring at Migalik, Angus rose from the seat he had taken at Migalik's table and approached the nearest of the woven mats for a closer look.
"Angeline, the mother of my mother, created these mystical weaves” continued the Elf. Before the Great Immigration, we transported them over the green seas in our hollow ships. They are the last remnants we have of our days in YeePhraWaine. Those days of happiness for all Elven Folk ended when the wars came and forced us to abandon our ancient homeland. But that was when the Earth was young," Migalik chuckled, "like you, young Human. It was before Humans lived in this part of the world. Yes, before even the ancient Pictish race that filled the land here before your people came. The weaves you look at now depict our flight on the sea and the pursuit behind us. See here," he pointed. "This one standing is Eonomel, a hero of our race, who led us to freedom, here in the Land of Alba." Migalik began laughing again, and stopped pushing his beard from one side to the other. Instead he began stroking it as he continued, "Eonomel is forgotten by Humans except for the beer he gave them which they still call by his name.”
“My brother, Robert likes that beer,” Angus smiled.
"I called the weaves mystical," Migalik went on, "but I speak only of history. On the far wall," he gestured, "is the end of the history foretold by Angeline. It depicts our return to YeePhraWaine, but only after another even more dreadful war than the last. This time we are to be led home by the figure you see standing in the bow of the lead ship. We know not yet who he is or whence he comes. We know not the cause of the coming encounter or who the enemy will be. We know only that the time will come for us once again to flee and to fight."
"Maybe the trip home will be one of victory,” Angus exclaimed. “You know--a victorious homecoming instead of flight and defeat! Do you think it could mean that instead?"
Migalik stared at him, astonished. Angus watched Migalik's eyes change color again, this time from nearly black to light blue. Then, speaking slowly, "Angeline told us she knew not the meaning, but wove only the visions coming to her unbidden. She said also these are the stories of our exile. Perhaps your words are the true prophecy, for none have seen the vision before as your words describe it. And as you spoke, I saw the colors in the weave come together for me as never before. And the scene of the boats turned toward home ARE at the end of the story of the Exile."
Angus suddenly became aware that the darkness in the two doorways he noticed upon entering contained several pairs of eyes intently watching him. He continued to listen to the Elf but was acutely aware of the presence of other creatures. His fear and uncertainty began stirring again. Who were these creatures? What had he gotten himself into?
CRASH!
The sound came from right outside the Elf's door. Angus looked outside and saw three of the MacDonalds who had been chasing him.
"I coulda' swore I saw him fall here," one of them muttered. Two of the three men looked directly at Angus through the Elf’s transparent door cover. Angus froze.
The Elf started laughing loudly, cackling even. He stopped stroking his beard, and throwing it over his shoulder. Again, he reassured Angus, "They can't see you at all, young Human. They can't even hear me laughing and talking right under their noses. All they can see are the ground and the plants. We Elves hide well, and you are as safe from them as we usually are from you. Completely hidden." Still cackling, Migalik turned to watch the men. "Do you think we'd use a door we couldn't hide behind? They can see nothing!"
How could this be? Still frightened and suspicious, Angus continued to eye the men outside the Elf dwelling, who were not quite ten feet away. Then, since Migalik reassured him that he was safe and could not be seen, he began to relax. Now his attention returned to the eyes watching him from the interior of the dwelling. Migalik continued talking rapidly and then started to sing. As he did so, two young Elves crept from the doorway, listening. They were girls and seemed to be about Angus's age. As his eyes became accustomed to the dimness behind the young Elves, he discovered a taller figure of about Migalik's height.
Angus watched the Elves creep quietly forward. He started to feel warm inside and very happy. Soon the Elf children were joining their father in the Elven song, and as they sang, having become accustomed by now to Angus’ presence, they scurried about the tiny room preparing food. This is the song they were singing:
We sing and sing
Watch birds on wing
And mice run in the heather
We let them roam
For it's their home
In even rainy weather.
After each verse, they all laughed hilariously. Then, as though on cue, a heavy rain began falling outside. The drops were so heavy they made a pounding din above. The Elves laughed all the harder and continued singing:
And now we bring
This Human thing
Into our home together
For if we don't
He surely won't
Survive this nasty weather.
They all started laughing again with the exception of Migalik. His mouth had turned down in a frown because of strained rhyme in the last line of the song, and his eyes were now a dark blue.
Gray Elves are we
Our lives so free
We through the forest wander.
Oh it's our home,
This forest dome
And Elven deeds we ponder.
Hysterical giggling again. Angus was beginning to join in on the laughter, much to the delight of the children. He couldn't tell what food was being prepared, but a delicious aroma filled his nostrils, reminding him of how hungry he was.
It's Migalik,
He likes to pick
Those who are in danger
To bring them in
Protecting them
From dark and dreadful strangers.
He will soon
In full of moon
The work of our Dream Maker,
While those at rest
In deep sleep blessed
Can dream the dreams he makes there.
The Elves served the food on carved plates. The figures on the plates were of small animals and Elves. Birds, plants and all manner of things that can be found in the forest garnished their rims.
As they ate, the party continued. One sang while the others ate, and each in his turn would swallow their food and keep the rhyme going.
Cautiously Angus tasted the strong food. One dish contained something that looked like pine twigs with needles intact, but when he bit into it, as the others were doing, it had a consistency of a half-cooked vegetable with some of the crispness remaining. The taste translated into the pungent smell of the heather after a rain. Another dish contained something that looked like a potato but was orange instead of white and had a slightly sweet taste.
The strangeness of Migalik's family accentuated Migalik’s own uniqueness. The girls though probably about Angus' age, were small, willowy and graceful in their movements. Their waist length hair curled in some places and waved in others. One was light blonde. The other’s hair was the dark shade of red that some call auburn, the same color as Angus's. Their delicate features matched the weaves hanging on the walls and their wide eyes with that deep blue seemed so familiar to him. Then Angus realized with a shock that they were exactly like his mother, Laura’s eyes. He watched intently as they laughed and sang and ate, repressing for now the obvious conclusion.
After the meal was over and everything tidied up, they gathered before a low fire set in a niche in the wall. Migalik lit a pipe and began talking. Angus at first tried to figure out where the smoke from the fire was going, since there was no chimney. Then he began watching Migalik smoking his pipe. Angus had never seen anyone smoke before. Smoking didn't exist yet on the Island. Angus watched in fascination as Migalik blew smoke rings from his mouth, then Angus found himself offended by the smell of it.
"Long before the Earth was made,” Migalik began, scratching at his throat again, this time without tossing his beard aside, "everything that is, came from the light, even the darkness. We all lived there. Even that which was to become, lived there," he smiled at Angus, "which means you, too. But there were still some places where there was no light. Creatures from those places captured some of the beings that lived in the light. Since they were light beings carried off into darkness, there was a great turmoil in the realms of darkness. It was like trying to mix water and fire. Out of this turmoil, the Earth came into being by combining the stolen light and the former darkness. The creatures that lived here then were a mixture of both the matter of darkness, and of light."
Migalik stopped talking to re-light his pipe, which went out while he talked. As he smoked, he blew more rings up toward the ceiling. "That's when we were sent here, from the Realms of Light. From the beginning, it was the job of the Elves to see that everything works out all right with the plants and trees and birds, since there is more light in them than anything else. Because they are helpless in their struggle to survive and return to the light, we watch over them. We protect their light."
Migalik paused again to tamp his pipe, then continued, every so often stroking his beard. "Humans, then, didn't have much light in them. But occasionally, one of them would marry an Elf, and the children would be half light, or half Elf and half Human. This only happened rarely throughout the many generations, but it happened enough that some Humans have more light in them than others, and they also have some of our Magic."
Angus was getting sleepy and Migalik could see this, so he hurried on. "The reason I'm telling you this, young Human, is that your mother is descended from one of these marriages and you have in you some of our light and Magic."
Angus perked up at this.
"She knows this, for she has seen us. And you know this for you have now seen us too, and you have noticed our resemblance to your mother. We keep in touch with our family and watch over them. She has always known that someday we would tell you about this. She has not mentioned this, because she fears you may be too young to understand. But we know when is the best time."
"I have Magic in me?" Angus asked, now fully alert.
"Yes," Migalik smiled. "Every Elf and descendant of Elves has some of our Magic. "Much of what is you, is from your Human ancestors. You are still young, so you have not yet found your Magic inside. But we can see it because we have Elf eyes and all Elves will know upon seeing you, that you are descended from us. If one calls you ‘Elfkin’, know it is because you are ‘kin’ to us. In some of the ancient languages this has been changed to ‘Elskin’, in the tongues of Humans. But they have forgotten its meaning. It means ‘beloved’.
"But you can see Magic in me?" Angus’s eyes were round with wonder and excitement.
"Yes." Migalik’s own eyes twinkled at the boy’s amazement. "It shines out to us like light in the darkness, for light is what it is. Every Elf has his own kind of Magic. My daughter, Aelronde is learning to use her ability to teach certain types of plants where to grow and how big to get." As he spoke, the little blonde Elf giggled shyly. As Angus looked at her, her eyes seemed to glow and lighten.
"My other daughter, Fierronde is being guided to develop her ability to teach streams… You call ‘Straths’… to stay within their banks. All of us have our own job in keeping things together. I am the Dream Maker for all living anywhere near this place. Other places have other Dream Makers. This place, which is in the valley of the River Naver, or the Strath Naver is our domain, until the…" He paused and his eyes lightened as they had earlier. He glanced at his daughters and his wife, making significant eye contact. Then he turned his eyes on Angus and completed his sentence, "our triumphant return to YeePhraWaine."
The family’ eyes lightened as he said it, and they both looked at Angus, then curiously back to Migalik.
"My wife," Migalik went on, "who sits at my side is the teacher. Maybe someday she will be your teacher. Her beauty is only surpassed by her brilliance. She is 'Star Bright’, and very wise.”
Angus had been so absorbed with watching the girls and listening to their father, he had not paid much attention to Star Bright. Now Angus turned his full attention to Migalik's wife. In her face, Angus could see the features of the daughters reflected clearly. Her wide eyes were a deep brown at the moment, like the Earth in the forest. Her clothing was heavy multicolored wool. Looking at Star Bright's long dress was like lying on the floor of the forest in daylight and looking up through the thick leafy canopy at the blue sky. All the colors were present, even the hints of blue, shining past the leaves.
Star Bright blushed at her husband's compliments, Aelronde and Fierronde giggled at him. As Migalik talked on, Angus was soon nodding again, his head lolling to one side, then the other, then jerking awake. At a signal from their father, the girls stretched Angus out on the sofa, covered him with a blanket made from woven leaves of grasses and left him to sleep for the night.
And what an unusual night it was for Angus! He had dreams such as he never had before. He dreamed of Elves dancing around a fire and singing of the Strath Naver running its course from Loch Naver to the sea. They were telling of their legends, their dreams for their children's happiness, and of Elf children yet to come. On and on they danced and sang.
Suddenly they stopped, then vanished into the trees, leaving the fire twinkling away in the darkness. Then the night became not only dark, but black. The stars could no longer be seen through the branches of the trees. Even the flames of the fire grew darker and it seemed that dark tongues were dancing around dark coals. Then Angus felt the chill of fear. He started to shiver in his sleep and pulled his woven blanket closer around his neck. But the dream continued.
A huge shadow passed over him, making the blackness darker than pitch. He felt the quivering fear of the rabbit about to be snapped into the teeth of a wolf. It was like the terror of a squirrel when in the last seconds of its life, out of the corner of its eye, it sees the shadow of a hawk soaring out of the sky, swooping down on it.
Angus awoke with a start and a shout, "LOOK OUT!"
"Look out, what?" chuckled a familiar voice only a few feet away. It was Old William, his grandfather. He was seated on the ground, leaning against a tree, his legs propped up on a nearby stump. "Did you sleep well in the depths of the forest? You're lucky nothing found you. You'd make a tasty morsel for some wolf or Baelrog!"
Angus could see that Old Will was glad to have found him and that there was probably no real danger, but there could have been. "I love to sleep in the open under a pile of leaves, Grandpa. Have you ever tried it?"
"Oh, I've had my share of sleeping under the trees. You never know what you may find out here." Old Will shifted his legs and began scratching under one armpit. "What did you find, young Angus?"
"Well, I didn't find any sheep," Angus shook his head, grimacing. "How many did we lose? How did you find me? Did anyone...?"
Angus stopped because Old Will had started laughing. He took off his hat and ran his fingers through his hair, gazing fondly at his grandson. "Your brother Robert was bringing you some food and saw the MacDonalds. He fetched the rest of the family, just in case, but they were peaceful enough when your father showed up on the scene. They had already butchered the sheep. Your father gave it to them and thanked them for defending Alba. Then he gave them another one to feed them on the long journey home. So we lost two sheep. We were afraid we’d lost you too. You did well to run."
Old Will reached into a pocket of his ragged sheepskin coat and pulled out two biscuits, one for Angus and the other for himself. Angus took the biscuit and hungrily bit into it. As they chewed in silence, Angus looked around at their setting. Huge trees rose like a large wall around them. Angus had no idea where they were in relation to home. “Grandpa, how did you find me?"
William took another bite from his biscuit and looked off through the trees before absently replying, "You were never lost."
Angus didn't tell his mother what he had seen, but they exchanged knowing glances when he and Old Will arrived at his father's cottage. She knew. She hadn't even been worried because she knew.
Long after the meeting with the Elves, Angus was still thinking about it, recalling every detail. As he helped his father try to find the sheep that had scattered, Angus looked under every bush to see if maybe an Elf was watching him.
Angus’ father wasn’t angry at his son, but at the MacDonalds who had caused all this trouble. They recovered all but three of the flock. All was well. The MacDonalds were fed and no one harmed.
Chapter One
In the following year, Old Will’s visits to the Glen were spaced longer apart. If he had been verbose before, now he was reserved, restive, and downright taciturn. Today, his dark eyes, darker than ever, furtively glanced behind and around him as he strode through the center of the community as though he expected to be attacked at any moment; by what or whom, no one knew.
Angus, now eighteen years old, was cutting wood for the cooking fire when Old Will strode past. Without a word, Will continued on as though Angus wasn't there. Angus paused in his labor to watch, wondering what occasion had brought his grandfather down from the mountain.
Old Will disappeared into Steely Albright's cottage, not far down the path. After a moment inside, he came out again and headed back toward the home of his son William, Angus and their family. As he did so, Steely emerged behind him and headed in the opposite direction. This time, Old Will nodded to Angus and as if seeing him for the first time. He stopped. Still glancing over his shoulder and back up the hill toward the moor, he sniffed loudly, cleared his throat and spit. "Looks like a Williamson to me."
Angus looked up again from his wood-cutting to see a smiling Old Will, proudly observing his healthy grandson. Angus returned his look, equally proud of his grandfather. Old Will, though he was advanced in age, was broad of shoulder and stood as straight as any younger man. His footfall along the path and through the forest was as steady and sure as ever. Only his face revealed the ruggedness and span of his life. Angus could see the lines around his eyes, the deep ravines down either cheek, grayness in his eyebrows and rims of gray in the darkness of his eyes. Will’s clothing was mostly of animal skins, some of sheep, Angus guessed. His hair, unruly as always, was swept back out of his eyes and hanging at shoulder length, tied back with piece of leather string. Looking at him, up close like this, always reinforced his admiration for the man. His age, rather than making him look weak, added to his expression of guile.
"And it's a Williamson you now behold," Angus offered his grandfather a half smile. Old Will always greeted him this way. "And Williamsons of yours all over the Glen as well. You'd be hard put to miss a Williamson in this Glen."
"And in the next as well," Old Will chuckled over his shoulder, his eyes dancing, but cautious. "Will I find your father inside?"
"If you don't," Angus retorted, picking up on his grandfather’s humor, "you'll find my mother alone, and I think I'll come in with ya' to protect her!"
As they waited for Angus's uncles whom Steely had gone to fetch, they talked about sheep and hunting, life in the forest and in the Glen.
Will Robert’s cottage was a small one-room affair with a cooking fire in the middle, carefully protected from the rest of the dwelling by a stone circle. The piled rocks fit onto each other to a height of about two feet. Ventilation holes around the bottom allowed the fire to breathe. There was one wide cot where Laura and William slept, and a loft above that was growing too small for Angus's needs. He hadn’t told the family yet that he was building his own cottage just beyond the edge of the forest.
Since there wasn’t room enough for seven big men to seat themselves for a gathering, not to mention the half dozen or so of their offspring, many of them remained standing. Old Will stood at the home's entrance, the light behind him making him appear larger than life, forbidding as well as reassuring.
"There's trouble in the south again,” Old Will began. “I've had word in the forest that it could be bad for us. I'm heading out to look into it. I can't tell you much more than that. If any would like to come along, I'd be glad for the company."
The brothers were shocked, mostly by the brevity of Old Will’s speech. They waited for him to continue, but he did not. He stood there in the doorway, a pioneer of the Highlands who had nearly single-handedly populated a whole valley with his children. He was a tough old man, but none of them believed he was about to head off into new adventures at his age.
"Which way do you think you'll go, Pop?" one of them asked, but before he could answer, another interrupted, "Where he's goin' is crazy."
"What have you heard, Pop?" from another.
"We all have families here," muttered another. "Too much to do here to run off on fools' errands," two more of the sons chimed in.
They all felt Old Will was too old to go off on adventures. Others were trying to come up with excuses about how busy they were, and then everyone was talking at the same time. William stood up and called for them to be quiet, but by then, Old Will had already left. As he passed the perimeter of the community, Angus noticed him picking up a pack that he’d left under a bush. Steely Albright and Marla Henderson were outside the house and as Old Will disappeared around a bend in the hillside, they stood there silently weeping. What do they know? Angus wondered, racing down the path after him. But it was too late. Old Will had vanished.
Now what? Angus wondered. Somehow he had a feeling Old Will was right about trouble brewing in the forest. After all, wasn’t it Old Will who found him that day, eight years ago? That experience with Migalik and the Elves was still as vivid in his mind as when it happened. Often, he wished he had someone to talk with who would understand. Surely his brother Robert would laugh and make fun of him. Seven years his elder, Robert was already a family man. Although all three Williamson men had the same physical features, the Williamson nose, long waist and straight back, that’s where the resemblance stopped. Robert was a hunter and spent his time with the other young men telling hunting stories, with occasional tall tales over beer and cards, of dragons and sorcerers. No one ever believed them, of course, including Robert. But Angus did.
Angus knew of his mother’s awareness about Migalik and his Elf encounter. But it was understood between the two of them that it was a subject to be left alone. There wasn't much to say about it, anyway.
Whenever he could sneak away by himself, Angus would head for the forest at the edge of the heathery moor. Sometimes he'd walk quietly, watching for the least movement that might signal their presence. He hiked deep into the forest and sit on a log or stump sometimes for hours, waiting for he knew not what.
Angus dreamed of the Elves. They were joyous recollections and embellishments of his experience. They would dance together and sing and tell stories. The Elves’ poetry always delighted Angus and whenever he awoke after such a dream he always felt uplifted and happier than at any other time.
The dreams didn't come every night and as the years passed, they occurred less often. Now, however, there had been nearly a week of dreaming about the Elves every night. In these dreams Angus met a lovely visitor to Migalik. He’d begun looking forward to these dreams because he realized he had fallen in love with his fantasy.
It never occurred to Angus that this lovely creature really existed. Their fantasy romance was innocent and delightful. They would dance together, sing the rhymes of the Elves and talk of the beauty of the forest. They spent hours in each other’s company, sharing their adventures.
In his last few dreams, however, she seemed to fade away to the point where he could barely see her. He thought she looked ill. Then one night he dreamed that she’d died. He had awakened shouting. "It's only a nightmare Angus--just a dream,” his mother comforted him. “Dreams mean nothing!"
Angus didn't believe Laura. He went directly to the forest looking for Migalik, the Dream Maker. He hiked farther that day than ever before, calling out his name, but there was no answer. He would sometimes hear a squirrel running up a tree or leaping from one branch to another. Other times, all he could hear was the sound of the breezes moving through the leaves high overhead, or an acorn falling into the leaves. Finally, sad and discouraged, he headed back home. He began to wonder if even his memory was no more than a dream, like the one that had so upset him the night before.
In time, Angus gave up hope of ever seeing the Elves again, although during these eight years that had passed, he had learned to love walking in the forest. He hungered for the silence and beauty of this mysterious primeval place. He stopped calling out for Migalik, but that didn’t stop him from halting and listening carefully whenever he heard a twig snap, or suddenly spotted the movement of a dried leaf. His eyes would dart in that direction, seeking the forest-green cap and figure of a little man half hidden in the foliage.
Angus wondered about Migalik's daughters, no doubt grown. What would they be like as young women? In his deepest thoughts Angus had not forgotten the lovely stranger in his dream, who seemed to be a visitor in Migalik's house. Angus hoped she was real and that one day he would meet her. But that seemed almost too good to be possible. Instead, he accepted the belief that maybe in the future he would meet a girl he liked very much. Thus far, however, that hadn’t happened.
Angus had surprised himself with his change in attitude toward the fairer sex. Sometimes he would chuckle at his frustration in trying to find the Elves again and think to himself, old Migalik had better be protecting his daughters. I wonder what my own children would be like with an Elf mother!
***
One summer morning just past first light, Angus rose for his morning walk to the edge of the small sheep pen beside their home. As he turned around and headed back to the cottage, he noticed Laura seated by the side of the house on a small stool. Her hands were folded in her lap and she was quietly watching the last of the night's shadows slipping away. When she spotted her son approaching, Laura turned her face toward him briefly and smiled. Then she returned her gaze to the horizon.
"Do you ever see them, Mother?" Angus asked impulsively. Since meeting Migalik, Angus had studied Laura carefully for signs of her Elf blood. He looked for the least trace of points at the tops of her ears, that special deep distanced look in her eyes that he had seen in the eyes of Star Bright and the others and the way the colors changed with the mood. Sometimes he would indeed detect that special depth in her expression after she’d commented about something that seemed too unusual, or about an interesting coincidence.
Laura’s ears were like his own. They were slender and elongated. Her hair was darker than his but still displayed the wild redness of the Highlands. It had a silkier quality than he noticed in other women, and others in his family.
It seemed to Angus that Laura was ignoring his question, or had forgotten it. "Do you ever see them?" he asked again, this time more softly. He knew his mother had heard him the first time, but apparently his question had not registered then, or now. He watched her eyes change as a new thought was stimulated by something else that had occurred to her, and then change again, by yet another thought. She had forgotten his question. When Angus asked a third time, Laura turned to him, smiling.
"Sometimes. Do you?" she returned the question, now gazing at him directly. Her eyes seemed to have lightened, but it might have been just his imagination. He perceived his mother was as mystified by the Elves as he was, and that she shared his joy in them.
"Only that once."
"You'll see them again--when they want you to. They're very private and I think maybe even a wee bit shy of us."
“Who are they? Where do they come from?" asked Angus.
"They said they came over the western sea," Laura replied, “but I have the feeling there’s more they weren't telling me, or maybe they didn't know the answer to that question themselves.”
"Did you see Migalik?" Angus pressed on. He didn’t want to lose the opportunity to ask her these questions. It had been too difficult for him to bring up the subject.
"Ah yes. Migalik and Star Bright. Star Bright was expecting their first child. I never found out if it was a boy or a girl." She ended the sentence with a quizzical look at Angus.
"Migalik and Star Bright have two daughters. How long ago did you meet him?" Angus seated himself on the ground beside his mother. How old are the daughters, was the real question.
"Oh, let me think. It was not long before you were born," his mother continued. "It was Migalik who told me I was pregnant with you. He is the Dream Maker after all, or so he says. My sons were my highest and best hope for my life, my dream. Migalik knew and wanted me to be happy, so he told me as soon as he found out."
How could he have known?
"It had been a long time since your brother Robert was born--over six years--" she continued, "and William and I feared we'd have no more children. I was up on the hillside, there," she pointed, "where I was gathering berries one evening. Migalik seemed to appear out of nowhere, and then wanted to make a game of telling me. Him and his rhymes!" she chuckled.
Then his mother’s mouth turned down in a frown and her eyes clouded over. "Angus, don't you be pesterin' that poor Migalik and his family. And don't you be mixin' with any of those Elvish girls, hear? Those marriages don't work. We're too different."
As she rose to go back into the cottage, Angus muttered, "Yes, Mum," hiding a smile.
***
While soaking a fishing line in the River Naver later that morning, Angus reflected on that conversation, as he would many more times after that. The peacefulness of the day made for great fishing weather. His friend Tristan was gloating that he’d caught more fish and bigger ones than Angus. Angus didn't care. On the last fishing trip Angus caught more, and the time before as well. He was glad Tristan was having better luck this time.
Old William taught Angus to fish. They wandered up and down the Naver together many times. And where is Old William now? Angus wondered. It was at least two months ago since he’d stomped off into the forest. From time to time, Angus worried about his grandfather, but his father always told him, "That old man has been all over these mountains. He'll be back when he's good and ready. Think no more of it."
But Angus couldn't be pacified so easily. Old Will had never run off before and this was downright worrisome. The day after Old Will's disappearance, Angus climbed up the mountain to his Grandfather’s cottage to see if he was there, but the cottage was empty.
Today, Angus and Tristan had wandered farther upstream than either had gone before. They’d set out that morning just after first light, anticipating a full day together. The two grew up together, sharing the same toys as toddlers, the same hopes and fears as juveniles, and they’d continued to spend much of their spare time together as young men. The two lads treasured their friendship, built on mutual respect and camaraderie.
It was Tristan's idea to explore the river farther upstream. They stopped when they came to a low falls and decided to fish in the pool below it. The dense foliage made their passage along the side of the river slow. They carefully planned each step over the boulders and loose gravel, making their way around thick bushes overhanging the water. One false step and one of them could easily have slipped into the icy rushing current below—and neither of the young men could swim.
Tristan, normally shy, felt totally at home with his friend Angus and talked constantly when they were together. Just to hear the sound of his voice, Angus chuckled to himself. It gave him pleasure to see his friend so talkative in his company, since he rarely spoke when others were present. Then, often when Tristan did speak, he stuttered. When this happened, Angus would feel embarrassed for him, as though he himself were stuttering. If any dared laugh at Tristan, Angus immediately boiled up with anger and would spare no words at defending his friend. “We all have our faults," Angus would lash out, "and you'd be lucky if yours were only as bad as that." Angus’s anger embarrassed Tristan and he told Angus he wished it could just be ignored.
Angus often wondered what made Tristan so shy. He was a bright boy with a discerning eye and keen memory. He was also good at math--or at least Angus thought so, since he himself couldn't do anything with figures at all. That was his weakness… and also the fact that he was so awkward. Yes, he could become embarrassed about that.
Sometimes Tristan unknowingly showed up his friend, as he had just now, after tallying up their catch for the day. “Angus, I've got fifteen fish here and you've got five. I think between us, twenty fish is plenty. Let's go home."
The young men had intended to spend three days camping and fishing. Angus knew they had plenty of fish even though he had no way of counting them. "Ya know, Tristan, my Dad can't count above all his fingers and toes and he doesn't know the names of the numbers so he couldn't teach me. Maybe you will sometime, eh? What do you say?"
"Yeah, OK. I will. What do you think about heading home?" Angus knew Tristan was sweet on one of their cousins. Half the family was up in arms about it since they didn't allow close-in marriages like that. Agnes lived in the same valley and the families were trying to get him to move out, to find a mate from one of the other families.
"You're just hot to get back to Agnes," Angus teased.
"You know I can't do that. She's a first cousin."
"It wouldn't be the first time it happened," Angus grinned.
"Well, it's not so, it’s not what you're thinkin.'"
"Tristan, if you want to go back, go ahead without me. I'd like to stay out here for a few days as we planned to do. Can't you stick it out with me a while longer?"
How sweet it is to have no more worries in the world than how many fish one can catch, and no more bother to find a mate than to wander into the next valley! Angus was not displeased that Tristan decided to go on home without him. Now he could be alone to enjoy this strange part of the forest where he had never been before.
As soon as Tristan was out of sight he pulled in his line, wrapping it around the long thin pole he was using for a fishing rod. He gathered up the few supplies he had brought with him and headed even farther upstream.
Climbing the ridge beside the falls, he paused at the top, admiring the rugged beauty of the deep ravine upstream ahead of him. Steep cliffs rose on both sides of the river with dense, plush foliage clinging to their walls. He continued to pick his way along the rushing stream for another hundred or so yards before he came to a level spot. It was dry a cove into the mountain, a small level ravine with a thin brook winding its way through the center of it, and steep mountain walls on all sides.
Delighted that he had found such a secluded spot to sleep, Angus dropped the sack containing his blanket and bread and sat down beside the place where the thin mountain stream met the Strath Naver. He unwound his fishing line again, stuck a piece of bread on the bone hook and dropped it into the deep water of the Naver.
The sound of the rushing stream was so soothing, he soon found himself dozing off and entering a delightful dream. In the dream, he thought he heard children’s voices, and the rippling water sounded like birds chirping. He felt like he was one of the children, and then the children became Elves. What a wonderful dream! In the gathering of Elves, he noticed the one he had been dreaming of all week.
There she was, standing near the edge of the group, waiting for him to see her. She had characteristic Elfin pointed ears and wide almond-shaped eyes. She wore the deep forest greens, except for a scarf that looked like silk and exactly matched the shade of her deep auburn hair. As she smiled at him, Angus thought her eyes sparkled like dew drops on wild flower petals. For him, in that moment there was no one else in the world but this dainty little creature.
He knew she could probably see the look of pleasure on his face and he started to blush. This brought a bright grin to her lips, then laughter. The sound of it wakened him. Completely forgetting where he was, Angus jumped up and turned. There she stood, about a foot shorter than he, rich auburn hair, wide, sparkling, almond eyes and tinkling laughter. "Hello, Elfkin," she extended her hand toward him with a grin. Angus was so overcome with excitement, he stepped back and fell into the rushing cold water of the Strath Naver, flowing north, right behind him.
The icy water soaked through his clothing instantly. As his head disappeared beneath the surface, the last thing he saw was the horrified look on the face of the lovely Elf.
Angus watched the surface of the water draw further and further away. He saw the bubbles rising toward it with the shocked realization that those bubbles were his breath. Then the momentum of his fall ended. He began slowly rising again. Suddenly Angus became aware of just how cold that water was, freshly melted from the snows higher up. It bit into his flesh and burned his cheeks like fresh ice pressed to the skin.
Bursting with fear and the determination to not die, Angus struggled. For just a moment he reached the surface again. His head bobbed above the water. He was amazed that the current had carried him so far downstream so quickly. The cove where he napped only a moment before was already gone. Just before his head sank again beneath the raging current, he noticed the Elf of his dream running along the bank not far out of reach.
That she was keeping up with him drew his mind off his plight, and for a split second he tried to understand how she could move so easily through the thick foliage. He had only managed a snail’s pace through the underbrush, yet here was the Elf racing through the forest as easily as he could run through an open field. Then she was out of sight again. He sank beneath the surface. Numb with the horror of it all, he watched the water’s surface slipping away from him again.
Thoughts never race through one’s mind faster than when facing immediate death. Angus remembered the steep drop of the falls up ahead. If he didn't drown first, he would be killed when he reached those falls. As the reflection of light on the water slipped away, he watched a small cluster of bubbles floating on the surface, keeping pace with him. He wondered if they could see him and what perspective they must have on his coming fate. It occurred to him that few live after seeing the river's flow from this direction.
He fought for his life trying to learn what he never had -- to cup his hands, fingers together instead of wildly spread apart for a better purchase on the water. It was too late to try to understand the best angle of attack for paddling with his hands. It was too late for lessons. He felt a submerged branch wrapping itself around him. Now he was attached to the river bottom. All hope of survival left him. He knew the end was near. His lungs burned. To relieve the pressure he let a little of his used up breath escape. The branch trapping him to the bottom of the river held him against the current. Miraculously his head was above the surface again, but only long enough to grab a new breath of air – one new breath and down again.
This time he submerged face down. Beneath his panic he felt a nudging frustration as he viewed the river bottom. Racing perceptions of his own drowning amazed him. His passive desire to explore the fascinating rocks and other objects down here amused him in the face of his fear. With that thought unfinished, the current and the branch holding him captive, turned him face up again so he could no longer see the river’s bottom. He found himself staring at the undulating mirror that was the surface above him, knowing his next breath, if there was to be one, was out of reach, beyond that thin veil.
From its tight sheath he drew his Skyn Dhu, the black-handled dagger that all worthy Albans carry concealed. While tumbling in the swift current, he tried to discover what was pinning him under the water. Possibly, the branch had snagged his clothing and he needed to strip them off. But that thought in water so cold was beyond his willingness. The next thought was to cut the branch, to release himself. At least with that done, he might grab another breath before going over the falls.
With his free hand, he began frantically feeling around his body, trying to find the point of attachment. Something… here… there! Ahh! He was amazed that he’d found the right spot and it turned out to be not the branch that was holding him, but more like a vine that had completely wrapped itself around his body at the waist. He frantically searched to find the point where the vine trailed down into the water. That would be the place to cut it. It was just out of reach behind him. He began twisting his body so he could take hold of the vine, but just as he did, his feet touched the river bottom and his head popped out of the water.
He had just found the point where the vine was attached to him and was about to cut it when he heard a voice loudly shout, "No! Don't cut the vine!"
At the same moment he realized the vine was not attached to the river bottom but to a huge plant whose old growth was attached to several trees at the river's edge. All that held him from the icy current was that thin span of wood and green that stretched from limbs, high above. He sheathed his Skyn Dhu and grasped the vine with both hands. Using its strength, he climbed back up onto the river's edge. There, he flopped down, shivering, not so much from the iciness of the water, but in shock at the nearness of his death.
As he sat trembling, he gazed at the leafy vine lying in a pile in the bushes beside him. What a lucky thing that it had fallen into the water, and at just the right time to rescue him! Then he remembered the Elf and quickly rose to his feet. He scanned the forest on the steep hillside, searching for her.
The sound of a person's throat being cleared startled him. Quickly he turned to his right, now facing south, up the valley of the Strath Naver. Beside him, less than three feet away, stood Star Bright, the wife of Migalik, smiling, with concern in her eyes. He was as startled as before, that someone could be so close to him in this forest wilderness without his being aware it.
"We didn't mean to startle you, Angus, and I'm very glad we were able to rescue you."
"But you didn't. It was..." and as he spoke he heard delightful peals of laughter directly beside him. It was Aelronde and another young Elf he had not met before, except in his dreams. How could there be three people standing so close to me yet I failed to see them?
Angus was embarrassed. Of all the moments that had occurred thus far in his lifetime, this was the one where he most desperately wanted to be at his best. Not only was he bedraggled and soaked to the skin, his whole body was still trembling with shock from having nearly drowned… all because of his own clumsiness.
"Look!" exclaimed the Elf whose name he didn't know. She was pointing at the vine that had come to his aid. Angus followed the direction of her eyes and watched as the vine rose, almost like a snake, and slowly climbed back up into its branches, to await its next rescue.
"It was Lurenne (Loor-Eena) who startled you," Star Bright told him, indicating the young beauty at her side, next to Aelronde. "It was also Lurenne who saved you. She has come to us from the Firthlands to learn and to teach. And I am sure you remember Aelrondenne (Ail-Ron-Deena), my daughter, and of course, I myself am called Star Bright. I am the wife of Migalik the Dream Maker." With this sweetly delivered introduction, all three bowed.
Angus was dumbfounded. At length he managed to stammer, "I am so pleased to meet you," and he bowed also, trying to imitate their politeness.
"Come with us, young Angus Williamson MacAodh and we shall dry you, warm you and feed you," Star Bright announced. "It's the least we can do for the trouble we've caused you,” she smiled and tried to conceal more laughter. Turning south, upstream, she began walking briskly away. Aelronde, now called Aelrondenne, followed. As they departed, they vanished as though into thin air.
Lurenne, who waited behind, took his hand. "I will guide you,” she smiled, “we don't want to lose you again. Come."
As they started out, Angus asked, "How did they disappear like that? How did you make the vine do what it did? How do you walk so easily through the undergrowth...?" Suddenly he realized he too was gliding over the thick matting of bushes and vines as though it was a clearly marked road. Only a short time ago, he had struggled with great difficulty to push through this underbrush!
"So, tell me, my new friend, which question would you like to have answered first?" Lurenne’s laughter sounded like pealing bells, clear and delightful. She was thoroughly enjoying Angus’s curiosity.
Angus suddenly realized that Lurenne was now almost the same height as he. Before, she had seemed to be very short. He glanced discreetly at her feet and realized with a shock that they were not touching the ground like his own. Then he understood why he was getting warm even through his wet clothing, while his companion seemed to be effortlessly flying beside him.
"I suppose what I'd like to know about more than anything else, is you. Tell me about you, lovely Lurenne. My only knowledge of you is from my dreams."
She stopped, without releasing his hand and turned to face him. As she did, her feet slowly settled to the ground and she was again petite. Angus thought to himself that her cheeks had not before seemed as pink, without understanding that she was blushing.
Leading him by the hand, they set off again toward Angus's earlier choice for a campsite. As they walked, Lurenne’s voice was pitched a little higher than before.
"As a child I was called Lura, which in our tongue means ‘laughter’. As a youth, as I am now, and learning all things so that I may some day teach like Star Bright, I am called Lurenne, which means 'the bud of the spirit of laughter’. If the time ever comes for me when I am as skilled and wise as Star Bright, or if I achieve some great deed for my people, I may then be named Lurel (Loor-El). The ‘el’ ending is like a title would be among your people. When it’s added to my name it will mean in your tongue, 'The Spirit of Joy'. What does your name mean?"
"My mother says it means ‘anger’," said Angus.
"That is interesting, my friend. Your people take strange names for themselves. Our people take names that mean happier ideas. ‘Star Bright’ means a certain kind of light. Aelrondenne means 'the bud of the spirit of air’."
"But are those not things? Why do you say they are ideas?"
"I can see how you might believe that light is a thing, but you are thinking of the light that is the brightness of the day. To us it is the illumination of the mind and spirit. Light is consciousness, and air is more than wind and breezes. It is that which gives us life. Without it, even for a few moments, life leaves us.” Lurenne tilted her head and looked up at him quizzically, a slight smile tipping the corners of her delicate mouth upward. “What you sought most when you were under the water was not air, though you may have believed that to be true. What you sought most was your life, was it not?"
Angus never before encountered such thinking and could not respond. He nodded, politely muttering "Um-hmm". Then, before he could think of a better reply, they came upon a cleared area with a fire in the center. Star Bright sat on a mat beside it, playing a hauntingly beautiful melody on a wooden pipe. Aelrondenne tended a pot suspended over the fire. As they approached, Star Bright stopped playing and resting the instrument on the mat beside her, rose to her feet.
"Sit here beside me, Angus, and put this around you. It may be best to take off all those wet clothes and let me hang them to dry." She offered him a wool blanket and stood waiting for him to strip.
"I'll take the blanket. Thank you."
"Take off your wet clothing, Angus. You'll soon be chilled and sick."
"Do you expect me to strip right here in front of you?" asked Angus incredulously.
The girls started giggling at him. Even Star Bright had to conceal a smile. "We tend to forget how silly you Humans are about modesty! Step behind the bushes there and bring me your wet clothing when you're out of them. How will that be?"
The meal was similar to the first the Elves had shared with him many years ago. Star Bright started the singing and rhyming and the others took turns chiming in. He missed the conversation he was used to sharing at meals, but shortly he recognized this to be a style of conversation.
After his meal of millet and grains, Angus stretched out on the mat to sleep. "Oh no you don't, young Human," Star Bright exclaimed. “Tonight is for walking. Lurenne will guide you. Migalik wishes to speak with you. There is danger afoot and we must not delay."
"What danger?" asked Angus, thinking fearfully of Old Will and his premonition.
"Rise quickly. Your clothing should be dry enough by now. They're hanging on the bush beside you. Let's go!"
"But how could they dry so quickly, and what danger is there?” protested Angus. “I've slept abroad a few times and seen nothing to be alarmed about."
"Such things best remain unnamed lest they hear us. There has been trouble in the south and it is feared that our ancient enemy pursues us,” Star Bright responded. “Messengers tell us that no word has come from the western islands in many months, and in these weeks, there has been no word from the Firthlands.” Star Bight’s expression of concern deepened. She swept a strand of hair from her face and nervously glanced toward the mountain before she condtinued. “Lurenne's father sent her to us more for safety than learning. Now we fear the Enemy may have sent scouts into the highlands to search us out. There have been reports of strange, cloaked creatures passing through some of the human villages, so the danger may well be nearly upon us. As soon as you’re dressed, we must be off.”
The concern in Star Bright’s eyes and voice were more than enough to alarm Angus. He rose immediately, stepping behind the bush to dress. When he emerged, Lurenne came to him with a cup in her hands. "Drink this. It will lighten your feet for the journey. We call it ‘Shekairee’ (Sheck-eye-Ree). It comes from a certain bean in the Southlands."
As Angus sipped the hot beverage, he watched the Elves gathering their things. They had apparently slept the day here. He wondered why he hadn’t seen them before.
The last chore before departing was given to Lurenne. "Watch this, young Human," Star bright turned to Angus. "Very few of your kind have had the opportunity to see this."
Lurenne approached the fire, now down to coals. She drew a mat out of her pack and carefully unfolded it. Then she laid it out over the fire, completely covering it. In moments the coals stopped smoking. She waited another minute and removed the covering. Then she kicked the coals apart so they were level with the ground around the spot where the fire had been. Lifting the mat, she shook off the ashes and placed it over the charred remains of the fire. Waiting another minute, she lifted the mat again. To Angus's surprise, the ground was now covered with grass, as though the fire had never been there. "We leave it as we found it, so that its beauty will greet us anew when we return,” explained. Star Bright. “And now we must go."
Star Bright told Angus they must travel quietly. “If our enemies are present, they will see our light passing through the darkness. They can also follow us by scent. It is probably safe for us, but to be certain, I will lead by some distance ahead.” She nervously glanced over her shoulder into the forest. “The others know the way. You and Lurenne will be last. It is our belief that the enemy has no interest in Humans, but you carry our blood, so you could be in danger as well. The journey is not far. We should be there in a few hours."
Star Bright turned west at a brisk pace heading up a path on the steep hillside as easily as though she were traveling on a level field.
A moment later, Aelrondenne also departed, following her mother. He felt Lurenne beside him, taking his hand. Before they set out, he turned to face her, taking her other hand. "Lurenne, the first time I met your people it was beautiful and brief. I spent many hours afterward searching for them, but they were nowhere to be found. You, I have dreamed of for a long time and now that I've found you, I pray I will never lose sight of you. Vanish from my eyes and I will not rest even in death, until I find you again."
"Now is not the time for promises, Elfkin. Now is the time for traveling," responded Lurenne. Placing her arms loosely around his neck, she lightly kissed his lips. "But a time for promises may someday come. When it does, take care what promises you make, for you may have to keep them. Now we must go." She gave his hand a light squeeze, and Angus felt his heart skip a beat.
He was out of breath before the hike even began. Never before had he hiked in the forest at night. Objects that in daylight had colors and definite shapes now appeared as shades of gray. Angus could see obstacles in his path only as shadows and sometimes he couldn't tell what those shadows were. Once the moon finally rose, the journey became easier.
In spite of the darkness, Angus felt an inner glow that seemed to come from the hand that held his. Lurenne didn't speak again for at least an hour, but moved quickly ahead. Angus tried his best to keep up with her. The only sounds he could hear were his own footsteps. At times they would come upon small animals. Invisible in the darkness, they would startle Angus as they darted out of his way.
The first direction was straight up the hillside. Its steepness forced Angus to labor at staying by the side of the lovely Elf. She seemed to be practically floating along the path. He feared she would perceive his clumsiness as weakness. By the time they reached the top of the mountain ridge he was gasping for breath and dripping with sweat. His partner was as fresh as when they first started out.
As the path turned north, he recognized the ridge the people in his village called Dragon's Peak. It reached past his home to the west.
The path was much easier along the top of the mountain. His feet no longer slipped. The terrain became more level. In time he started to cool down and he felt his sweat-soaked clothing drying for the second time.
In the moonlight Angus could now see the brightness of the blue-white aura around Lurenne that made her seem to shine or glow. Ahead of him he noticed the other Elves had the same blue-white auras. It was this glow that he and Lurenne were following. Star Bright was right. The Elves were indeed easy to see in the darkness. Even he could see them.
Angus felt strangely exposed and vulnerable. The air was so calm and the rocky path so bare even the sound of rustling of leaves was gone. The little animals they had frightened farther down the hill seemed to avoid the mountaintop, so there were no more unidentifiable sounds in the darkness. It was deathly still. Angus could scarcely hear his feet moving on the rocky path and Lurenne seemed little more than a specter beside him.
Suddenly, something like a strong gust of icy wind knocked him off his feet. He lost his hold of Lurenne's hand and then lost sight of her. Where the wind had touched him on his right shoulder and part of his back, there was a strange sensation of cold, yet at the same time it seemed to be burning his skin.
He leaped back onto his feet and with a shout drew his Skyn Dhu from his sleeve. Although he couldn’t see Lurenne, far ahead the lights of Star Bright and Aelrondenne were visible. Where was Lurenne? He ran to the other side of the path searching the hillside. There was only darkness. He ran again to the other side of the path. Ahead, a tiny light was visible but partly obscured by something dark and close to the ground. He raced toward it and found Lurenne lying in the leaves half hidden by a shadowy object. Angus couldn't focus his eyes on it. It was like a hole in the air, a shadowy entrance to a dark cave.
Lurenne spotted him and screamed, "Run! Run for your life! It's a Geketz! Go! Fast!"
Angus charged with all the speed he could summon and dived at the object, shouting at the top of his lungs, "Get off of her!"
He connected with a solid thud and rolled several feet away from Lurenne. Struggling like two wrestlers, the object tried to grasp his wrists. Angus kicked and stabbed at it, shouting at the top of his lungs. The Geketz leaned down as though to kiss him.
"Noooo!" he heard an enraged voice. Something struck the Geketz from one side and it rolled off him, coming to a stop a few feet away. He leaped to his feet and saw that it was Lurenne who had attacked it and was now at its mercy. The Geketz was about to bring its lips to hers again when Angus picked up a rock and heaved it, striking the creature on the head. But the impact didn’t seem to affect the Geketz at all. It turned its face toward Angus and laughed. Then it bent down again to begin its meal. In a rage of anger and hatred, Angus dived in a flying tackle and rolled with the Geketz several feet away from Lurenne.
Hysterical rage fueled Angus’s attack, adding the strength of passion to his fury. The Geketz pinned him down as before, waiting for Angus’s rage to abate. As it waited, the Geketz spoke to Angus: "I thought all the Elfkin were in the valley below. Are there more on the mountain or are you the only one? No matter, only one more to kill." The voice of this creature sounded like the noise of a rock-slide, but not as loud. Angus was nauseated by the smell of its breath. It reeked with the stench of death. The words it had spoken terrified him. Had it been in the valley earlier? Angus feared for his family.
He could see Lurenne standing beside them, watching. He wondered why she didn't help him as before. As Angus stopped struggling in order to listen better, the Geketz moved in for the kiss of death.
At that moment Lurenne screamed again, "Nooo!!! Get away from him!!" and dived on the Geketz again. With a sweep of its arm, it deflected her and she was thrown aside like chaff in the wind. This further enraged Angus and he renewed his efforts to rid himself of the Geketz.
Suddenly a brilliant flash of white light like a lightning bolt streaked across the sky. The Bolt struck the Geketz on the back and threw it up and off of Angus. It rolled away and scrambled to its feet. A second Bolt struck it in the chest. It turned and fled down the hillside, careening like a wounded deer with the hunter's arrow in its throat.
Angus pulled himself into a sitting position, then fell back again on the ground. He felt faint and dizzy and his arms and legs were limp. Again he tried to sit up but could not.
Aelrondenne was running toward him. Gasping for breath, Angus motioned in the direction where he thought Lurenne was lying. Aelrondenne bent over her body and Angus felt a moment of panic, fearing Lurenne was dead. With great effort he forced himself to his feet, but as soon as he was upright, his legs gave out and he fell, rolling down beside Lurenne. The Elf’s face was pale and her eyes were dark, too dark. Her light was no longer visible. He reached for her hand, but she quickly pulled back. "Touch me not, Angus, for in my touch..." Angus blacked out and heard no more.
Chapter Two
Angus felt himself tumbling again. He believed himself back in the Naver. He looked up and believed he saw the underside of the water's surface. Nausea rose from his gut. He looked down and saw the irregular bottom, and again he felt himself choking. He saw the rocks, just as he had in the river. They were dark and brown, covered with a dull moss. The vision sickened him more. It looked like so much brown slime. Shadows cast by the rippling surface gave the rocks an eerie appearance and caused the slime to grow lighter, then darker. He watched the silt. Sunken twigs and dead fish floated quickly past, skimming over the rocks, getting trapped in a crevasse, then freed again by the current, floating out of his range of vision. He looked up and down the river through the tunnel of water with its rocky brown floor and a shining, undulating, translucent ceiling. He felt again the frantic fear, the panic of being close to death.
His lungs burned. He remembered the relief of expelling some of his spent breath, so he tried it once more. A cluster of bubbles floated from his mouth, carried seven or eight feet downstream before bursting through the surface. In his heart he knew he was dying. He accepted it. In that acceptance, his fear floated away from him as though lifted like bubbles, the very ones he had just released. Welcome oblivion. Welcome death. Come for me now.
He could feel the anchoring vine wrapped around his waist but this time he knew it was connected to the bottom of the river, not to a tree growing on the bank. Lurenne was not coming to his rescue this time. She had been kissed by the Geketz. The vision of her limp, helpless body lying among the fallen leaves brought him a deep sadness he had not felt at the realization of his own death. It was a sense of loss deeper than he had ever known.
His lungs were burning worse. He released more air and realized he had only a little left. Angus turned his eyes down the long tunnel formed between the river's surface and its bottom, wishing he could once more see the lovely Elf of his dreams, just once more. Then in astonishment he thought he saw her swimming upstream toward him. She was a graceful swimmer. Her strokes were long and clean, reaching, hand over hand, palms flat, fingers tightly together as she grasped the water, pushing it behind her, reaching again, and again… Angus could no longer hold his breath. He released the last of his air.
The water’s grip seemed to tighten around him, or perhaps he hadn't noticed its pressure before his lungs were empty. Idly, he wondered how long he would stay conscious, then suddenly became aware of the pain on his right side where the Geketz touched him. He simply had to breathe. All other thoughts left him. He prepared himself for choking, opened his mouth and inhaled.
Suddenly the images all around him changed. He dreamed he was lying on his loft bed at home in the glen, his mother and father asleep below. They had been trying to get him to move out, to find a wife and become independent, but he had resisted their efforts. No women in the valley or the neighboring one could compare to the lovely Elf in his dream. Angus longed for her. Where was she? Then he felt the pain again in his right shoulder and arm. His throat, where the Geketz held him, ached and burned. The nausea was constant. He wretched.
His bed began to rock up and down and from side to side. He grasped both edges to hang on. The movement only increased the pain. He groaned with its persistent pressure and felt himself sinking. The vine holding him to the river's bottom pulled him deeper. Then he knew he was in a bed and it was shaking and rocking. He began crying out for help, hanging on for dear life.
The vision changed. Now he was on his back on the ground and the Geketz was on him. Its dark mouth opened. Its horrible breath covered his face. He felt like vomiting. He turned his head, so he wouldn't get it all over his face, and then heaved. The Geketz slapped him and grinned. Its mouth seemed toothless, until Angus looked closer and noticed the rows of dark protrusions. Angus managed to grasp the Geketz by the throat holding it away from him. It seemed amused at his struggle.
Then Angus saw the creature’s face clearly for the first time. It was the same face as Lurenne's, deformed and twisted into a thing of pain and anguish.
"Touch me not," it cautioned him. "For in touching me you will surely find your death."
Angus closed his eyes, clenched his fists and began screaming. The dream began again.
***
The house of Migalik was in turmoil. This attack was the first to occur so close to an Elf community since the flight from YeePhraWaine. Friends and neighbors frantically, sought guidance from him. Star Bright needed several more nights before she would fully regain the energy she spent. Angus was severely injured. He rested in Migalik's house screaming in delirium. The worst loss of all, the event that Migalik had the greatest difficulty accepting, was the loss of Lurenne, the daughter of his sister, Lee-eesh, and her husband, MarNosh, Migalik's closest friend from the old days.
Migalik's pride in Star Bright was boundless. Without her, they would all have been taken. She killed the Geketz but with what effort? Very few Elves had learned the secret of the Bolt--and even fewer of them had the ability to summon up two of them in such a short amount of time.
Star Bright had told Migalik it required the focusing of her full life's force to create a Bolt. Therefore it was to be used only in dire emergencies. Star Bright had made not one but two Bolts, without help — and without time to recover. Now Migalik feared she might not recover at all.
Aelrondenne had withdrawn to the forest without consulting him. Perhaps she was too sensitive and needed solitude. Migalik feared for her safety. The persistent vision of the faces of MarNosh and Lee-eesh, when they would hear the news of Lurenne, haunted him. What pain I have brought them, mourned Migalik.
Fierrondenne, Migalik's' youngest daughter was clearly unable to accept the truth of the situation. She remained to help and alternated her time between sitting with Star Bright and going to check on Angus. Soaking a cloth in cool water, she repeatedly wiped her mother's face, more giddy over her mother’s accomplishment than fearful for her state of exhaustion. TWO Bolts she had made!! Fierrondenne kept saying to herself.
Earlier that evening, Migalik was walking in the forest, watching for the return of the three, he saw the two Bolts flash in the sky. He knew immediately what he was seeing. Sounding an alarm to bring a few others, they quickly made their way to the spot. Lurenne waited for them.
He could see that she was changing, her form fading into darkness. Only her upper body remained visible and it too was fading as they talked. Star Bright was unconscious even then.
Migalik and Aelrondenne heard Lurenne's last words as an Elf. They found her seated on a log beside where Angus was lying. She cried bitterly. "He tried to save me," she sobbed. "Then it attacked him and I only watched. It had taken too much of what I am and I was nearly part of it, one with it, when Angus struck. When it leaned down to take him, enough of me came through to resist and try to help him. Please tell my family I love them." Lurenne rose and fled into the darkness. She had become one with it!! United with the Unspeakable!
Migalik's mind drifted back to his own youth and a conversation he had with Migdal, his father. "What is it, father, that causes us to grow old? Some of us live for centuries and never show our age while others become gray in less than one century and others yet are gray while young."
Unwilling to continue that thought at the moment, Migalik urgently sent some of those with him to search for the other Geketz, organized several more to build litters for carrying Angus and Star Bright back to his house. He knew Aelrondenne was under great stress and was proud of her for being able to help without breaking. He himself, kept his mind busy and away from the fear by living in this present moment instead of the last one, and the next one that he knew would surely come. His own flood of tears wasn't released until he was alone and he allowed his father's answer to come to him.
"It is loss and grief, my son, that make us old."
Star Bright had made two Bolts! And Lurenne is one with it! On my life! How could I have prevented this? Migalik could think of little else. Upon reaching home, he sent a messenger to his cousin WarNock, King of the Sea Elves who lived in the far north, and VishNaronn, King of the Wood Elves, who lived in the Far East on the mainland. He even sent messengers to the Dwarf King BroeNann in the Southerlands. But the first message he sent was directed to the Firthlands, to the Ancient Order of the Brith Gar-Nunsum, whose headquarters were in The City of The Vision. The Enemy is here! The Enemy is upon us! Guard yourselves! Send help!
These messages were dispatched with runners, going in pairs for safety. Numb inside with grief and terror, Migalik stared at the weaves on the walls, his face pale, his eyes glazed.
***
When Tristan finally reached the Glen, darkness had already fallen. His pleasure of returning with twenty average-sized fish faded quickly. The first cottage he passed was his cousin’s, Ian Williamson. No light came from the windows. Tristan wanted to leave some of his fish for the family, but no one was home.
He continued down the path until he came to the cottage of his brother's wife's family, the Hendersons, who had come to be among them from Glen Hender, to the west, toward the lands of Clan Gunn. No light was in that house, either.
As Tristan continued through the Glen, passing house after house. He found no one home until he reached the cottage of Robert Williamson MacAodh, Angus's brother. Bruda, Robert's wife, was inside cooking something in a huge pot over the fire. Her twin babies were in a trundle bed in the back of the one-room cottage.
Tristan tapped on the frame of the open door, just loudly enough for her to hear. Her response startled him. "So it's you, Tristan! We thought you might be dead with the others. Thank God you're not. And where's Angus? Wasn't he with you? William said you went fishin' together."
Tristan stared at her in dismay. "Well come on boy. Don't keep me in suspense! Where's Angus? And they'll be wantin' ta know at his house too, so out with it. Where is he?"
Bruda was a big woman, as tall as Robert and after giving birth to the twins, she’d become even heavier than before. It was common knowledge that Bruda ruled her house and Robert did as he was told, but he didn't seem to mind. She was not one to be toyed with.
At the moment Bruda’s flushed face was moist with perspiration. Tristan thought she looked a bit tired and for the first time he could see worry lines above her eyebrows and at the corners of her mouth. Her long, brown hair was tied behind her head. A few strands had come loose, falling over her face. Her customary long-skirt was soiled at the hem as though she had been out walking, and her apron was no longer crisp and white.
Her deep blue eyes darkened and flashed as she asked again, "Tristan! Speak slowly, now boy, and tell me, have you seen Angus?" She tried to soften her tone to keep from upsetting him. Tristan hated his stuttering and in moments like this one when someone urgently wanted information, he knew it would be even more difficult to overcome his nasty impediment. "H-h-h-h-h-eee's up th-th-th-th -th, ohhhhhh. H-h-h-h-h-he's u-u-u-u-u-u-p…"
"Bruda interrupted him with, "Do you mean he's up the river, Tristan?"
Tristan began nodding and trying to say "Uh huh," but it came out sounding more like "U-u-u-uh U-u-u."
"When did you last see him? Was it just a few hours ago?"
"Y-y-y-y-y-yup."
"I'll go and tell his father. He'll be wanting to go right off after him, or send Robert to do it. I've been putting together some soup for William and Robert and those who’ve gathered at the house. Would you take a pail for them?"
Tristan’s head was spinning. What was Bruda telling him? Gathered at the house?? What's happened?? Where is everyone?? It's unlikely they'd be out this late. Which house? Numbly Tristan picked up the pail Bruda had filled with soup.
"Let me just dip some out for you, then you'd better be getting home. Your mother's very worried about you." Bruda ladled some soup into a second pail, bundled the twins into a back pack which she slipped over her shoulders, and headed off through the door saying to no one in particular, "Come now. Let's get it down there while it's still hot, what do ya' say?"
***
The house of William Robert Williamson MacAodh was ablaze with lights. Candles had been placed on all the tables, and torches lit the front yard. Most of the neighbors were there with their children. As Bruda and Tristan approached, Angus's brother ran to his wife, gently scolding, "I was worried for you! I never should have left you go up there alone. God knows what might have happened. We didn't know it then, Bruda, but she's dead--and the marks at her throat--my God! My mother is dead!"
"Ah Robert, that sweet woman? Are ya' sure?"
Ian Williamson, Tristan's cousin who was the same age as his cousin Robert, Angus’s brother, came up and took his arm, not noticing the soup. Some of it slopped out of the wooden pail and just missed burning Tristan's foot.
Tristan had never seen his family in such a state. Ian’s strawberry colored hair was wind whipped and tangled as though he’d been outside most of the day and hadn’t had a chance to wash for dinner. For the first time, Tristan noticed it had started to streak with gray. "Do ya' know what's happened here, young Tristan?"
Tristan shook his head.
"About an hour after sunset somethin' come through here like a tornado. Some of them say they saw it. It blew though here like a sea storm. It come inta' one house after another, killin'. And it had a strange appetite, so it did. It didn't kill everyone about, just some here and some there. Ole Tom there, he says it was in your house but touched no one. Just sort of snorted and went on its way."
“Bring the soup into the house, Tristan,” Robert called. “We'll dish some up for everybody."
Tristan's mind was practically numb in the presence of all this panic. Robert was frenzied with rage and grief. His words were terse and his movements deliberate. Both he and his father, William seemed about to explode. "And where was Angus when all this happened?" Robert kept demanding of anyone who would listen.
Finally William put his hand on Robert's shoulder and took him aside. "Enough now about your brother. He's lucky to have been gone. It's lucky for you too that you were in the fields late. That creature was killing Elfkin. Laura's grandmother on her mother's side was an Elf, dontcha know. And if Laura is Elfkin, then so are you and Angus, and I'll tell you this, my angry first son. I'm very fearful for your brother and still for you. I'd like to know where that thing went and what it was. If Old Will was here, he could probably tell us, but he's gone. Maybe this is some of the trouble he was afraid of."
A dozen other members of the family were gathered. Ian's wife, Carly, was there, with her long, flowing blonde hair that Tristan so loved to look at, and her sister, Madge had come with her husband and four sons. Steely Albright watched over the gathering in silence. It was Steely who had pronounced Laura dead. She acted as midwife to the community and was wise in herb lore. When someone was sick, it was Steely they turned to for help. She was an old woman, short and stooped. It was said that her snow white hair had once been as lovely and blonde as Carly Williamson's, but none of the young men believed it.
Steely Albright emerged from William Williamson's door, walking slowly with the short steps of age. She stopped at the first step outside the door and raised her eyes to look at the group crowded round. The deep wrinkles in her face belied the brilliance of her deep blue-green eyes that still reflected her lively spirit. Tristan was always astonished at how long her earlobes were, pulled down from many years of wearing heavy rings in them. As she silenced the crowd, Tristan's eyes wandered to her raised hands.
The skin on her hands gave the impression of brittle delicacy and their blue veins resembled the roots of a small plant stretching up her wrists. But though they were withered, they still commanded the silence she sought. The people gradually stopped talking and all eyes turned to her.
For effect or to make sure she had everyone's attention, Steely waited almost a full minute before speaking. "There's twelve dead in the Glen tonight," she announced finally.
A loud gasp emerged from the group, followed by a babble of exclamations as couples turned to each other, angry and shocked. Steely waited for the silence to return. Children stopped fidgeting and listened with full attention.
Steely lowered her eyes to the ground, probably to check her footing as much as to gather her thoughts. No one ever remembered her to be at a loss for words and they knew she had more to say.
"There's trouble afoot. This was no normal thing, this tonight." She raised her steely blue eyes to meet the group again and continued. "None of us know what it was. William here says it was an Elf thing but we all know Elves are things of children's tales. We do know it was an evil thing and evil things are of the darkness. Until we get to the bottom of this I think it'd be best to stay inside at night with doors and windows barred. None were hurt tonight who were barred inside."
Tristan's family was one of the few lucky ones. No one was taken from there even though their door was open. Tristan's father, also called Tristan, said he thought he had seen something moving up the Glen just after dark. He couldn't tell what it was because of its speed, but he was sure he’d actually seen it.
"I bet it was Vikings," Tristan's mother, Brenna suggested.
"There's been none a' them in a hundred years," Tristan, Sr. replied.
"Well it could've been Islemen. MacDonalds are always up to no good."
"Tweren't no Islemen neither," Tristan Sr. answered. "Islemen don't leave victims looking like that. Did you see the bruises and burns on Laura's throat? Did you see the burns on her wrists? All of 'em were like that. They had bad burns on their throats and wrists." Softly, almost under his breath he added, "and lips."
***
The next morning, young Tristan went up the Glen to see if William was all right, hoping to learn if Angus was back yet.
"Glad to see you, young Tristan. Maybe you can take some time to tell me where Angus has gone."
Tristan laboriously explained that they had originally expected to be back late today. He described the spot by the River Naver where he left Angus in the late afternoon, yesterday.
While he was talking, William was handling an old sword that had belonged to his father and to his grandfather before him. Tristan had seen it only a few times.
"I see you're looking at the old knife. You've seen it before, haven't you?"
Tristan nodded.
"I'm not the only widower in the valley this mornin', you know. I was wonderin' if some of the others might like to join me in huntin' down whatever it was that did this to us. What do you think, Tris?"
Tristan eyed William's hard lined face. William was about forty, not all that old. His shoulders were square and thick like Old Will's probably used to be, and his arms and back were seasoned to hard work. Now, he had no one to work for, to support, and he was angry. Tristan could sense his blood lust and knew it would not be long before he heard William's voice raised in a battle cry. The excitement of it captured his fantasy and eagerly he nodded. "Y-y-y-y-es. I-i-i-'ll go t-t-t-t-t-t-too, if that's all r-r-r-r-r-right."
"Get you a weapon son. I'll see what kind of army I can raise in the Glen, and then we'll go trackin' if there's any tracks to be found. If you still want to go, meet me at the Long Stones at the north end of the village at first light tomorrow."
The Long Stones marked a small graveyard for the village. Most of its graves were poorly marked. The families remembered their dead with wooden stakes that often didn't stay put for long.
The Long Stones was also a gathering place where the people of the Glen met for festivals and celebrations. It was at the Long Stones where William and Laura and half the other village couples had celebrated their wedding. The name came from the ancient standing stones that formed a circle on the crest of a low hill just south of the village.
Tristan arrived long before dawn. He had packed only a few things, believing he'd be gone for perhaps a week. He had a sack with biscuits and dried mutton, and his father had given him an old wooden sword from the days of the Pictish wars. Unlike William's iron weapon, his was carved, hard-wood and good only for stabbing.
William arrived shortly after Tristan. Without uttering a word, he walked silently under the shadows of the large oaks at the edge of the clearing and took a seat on the ground to wait.
The next man to arrive was old Ingram Williamson, the woodsmith. Ingram brought some tools for carving, and the short iron sword his grandfather, like William's grandfather had stolen from the Italians in the southern wars. Ingram was heavy of frame and shorter than the others, only five feet-eight. His auburn hair, though he was the oldest, about fifty years old, had not yet begun to gray, but his beard that reached to his chest was a salt-and-pepper mixture. Ingram was a soft spoken man of stolid will, known throughout the Glen for his stubbornness and dogmatic adherence to distrust of strangers. It was his wife and daughter who had been murdered the night before. Ingram was burning quietly behind his expressionless face, but Tristan could see his eyes flashing in the twilight of morning.
Donald Hender came next to the clearing, close behind Ingram. Tristan gasped when he saw Donald because Donald's house was one he’d passed the night before on the way home, before he knew what had happened. How close had he come to the thing that had done this? He might have passed it on the path or bumped right into it in the dark forest on the last leg of his journey! He shivered at the thought.
Donald Hender, about William's age, had eight sons and six daughters from three wives. The men of the community held him in awe, and the women in fear and respect. So many children for a man so young was regarded as a respectable accomplishment. He had outlived his first two wives, Elsa and Morgan; both had died in childbirth. It was with fear and trepidation that his third wife, also named Elsa, married him. "Who could say 'no' to those big brown eyes," she laughed to her sisters on the morning of the wedding.
Hender was a large-boned man, as tall as the Williamsons but heavier of build. It was Hender, they always called on to help lift the timbers when someone was building a new cottage or replacing the walls of an old one. His dark hair disturbed the ladies of Glen Williamson. They were so used to seeing men of red, auburn or blond hair that a big black-haired man was a curiosity. It took them years to get over dropping in on their cousin Elsa for a visit, just to look at him.
Hender was of quiet disposition. None in the valley had ever heard him raise his voice, but they were well acquainted with his physical strength, and Tristan for a brief moment pitied whatever ill creature had sinned against them two nights past. Hender was filled with rage as were they all. It was a deep quiet rage, consistent with his demeanor, but his movements betrayed him to Tristan. His father, Tristan, Sr. had often said to him of Hender, "Still waters run deep, Tris. We know that man has more passion than he shows us. Just look at his fourteen children. I'd hate to see him angry." And now, Tristan did see Hender angry, with a third dead wife and the three newest of his children buried yesterday.
Hender walked over to William and sat cross-legged on the ground at his feet. They immediately began talking. Tristan moved closer so he could hear what they were saying.
It was William whose voice he heard first. "Two more said they're coming, Old Bill Scobie, cousin Janey's husband, and James MacBain, who just married Laura's sister. So we have three Williamsons, countin' Tristan, and three from other valleys, all MacAodhs."
At that moment Bill Scobie strolled into view with a copper cutlass slung over his shoulder and no pack. "An what'll ya' be eaten, no pack or bag with ya?" Ingram broke the silence.
"We'll not be gone long," Bill reassured him.
"Could be a week or more," Hender shook his head. "We’ve no way 'a knowin' how long it could take."
"You'll see," Bill Scobie squared his shoulders, fingering his weapon. "Anything as dumb as this thing was, has to be asleep in the forest nearby waitin' for his next meal at the village. The rest of the men have set up a watch for the next few nights."
As he approached the small group, Bill tripped over a fallen branch that the others had stepped over easily. Scobie was known for his near-sightedness. "He'll still be good in a close fight," William said of him later.
MacBain, close behind Bill Scobie, prided himself on his stealth. He was known to be able to slip through the forest without making a sound. None present heard him approach, but William saw him coming, and when he was close enough he called out, "Hey McBain! Good to have us all together. There are six of us."
MacBain, the tallest of the men was light of build. Younger than the others, with an age of about thirty years. His long pointed nose and thin cheeks seemed to emphasize his stature. MacBain always wore a goat skin cap to cover the naked flesh of his bald head. MacBain was the storyteller in the village, when he wasn't tending his garden or cottage. He had lost a wife and all three of his children. His wife, Merda, had been a valued resident of the Glen. Her shy beauty, sweet demeanor and skill with a needle and thread were unmatched by any of the other women.
Tristan eyed the group with misgivings. He didn't know what they were up against, none of them did, and he was afraid. MacBain named Tristan's fear with his first words. "So. Are we chasin' an army of ghosts and can a ghost be killed with these old swords?"
Chapter Three
At the end of the second day after the attack on the village, Angus had quieted somewhat but he was still unconscious and sleeping fitfully. His dreams were less constant but still just as terrifying, with a few hours of dreamless sleep between.
Fierrondenne finally went for some rest when Aelrondenne returned from the forest. Migalik was taking his first meal of the night at the same table where he had entertained Angus as a boy. No song or rhyme delighted his ears. His meal was the famous "quick bread" that sustained his people when traveling. He was alone at his table for the first time he could remember, since first joining with Star Bright.
Some of his initial panic had passed. He settled into a mood of gloom and bitterness. A pall of fear hovered over the entire community. Silence replaced the usual happy chattering and domestic sounds of an active life that was the norm among Migalik's neighbors. Some volunteered to stand watch in shifts. That practice had been discarded long ago, even before Migalik was born.
Reports of the presence of another Geketz had come back to him. So far, it had attacked no Elves or Elfkin but the bodies of small animals had been found in the night. Instead of feeding on Elves, the Geketz was killing their animal friends. Migalik felt sure the Geketz that was feeding on animals was Lurenne. Her body was not found two nights ago when he retrieved Angus, his daughter and wife.
He was nearly as offended at the deaths of the animals as he was when Elves and men were attacked, but inwardly relieved that Lurenne’s new transformation had not yet caused her to become an enemy of her own kind.
Migalik knew of the Geketzim from legend only, but he believed these legends. "Legend is the only means our ancient fathers have of warning us and saving us," his old teachers had lectured. "The problem we have with them is gleaning the truths from the myths."
His old friend VelMud of the southern valley ridges, the highest part of the highlands, had come down from his lonely mountain retreat. His arrival near first light yesterday was met with awe and surprise. VelMud now entered Migalik's home through the magic veil that Angus found so fascinating during his first visit.
On the day of VelMud’s arrival at the community of the Naver Grays, he had not spoken except for polite greetings. His brooding silence frightened some and offended others, but Migalik knew VelMud was waiting until he was certain of his surroundings. Always reclusive and silent, Velmud today seemed unusually taciturn. Most Elves thought this was what led him to his self-imposed exile on the high ridge of the Strath Naver's southern valley, but there was more to it than that. Migalik knew.
VelMud and Migalik were rivals for the hand of Star Bright. When she committed finally to Migalik, VelMud withdrew in anger. He had not been seen since. Over the years, reports of the location of VelMud’s retreat were delivered to Migalik.
When VelMud entered, Migalik did not speak. He knew of VelMud's preference for silence and respected it. Rising from his chair, he removed a wooden mug from one of the shelves and poured a drink for VelMud from a stone pitcher that Star Bright's family gave to them at their wedding. The pitcher was engraved with images of dancing Elves and others seated at a long table, feasting on the harvest of wild seeds and grapes and other fruits.
When he saw the pitcher, VelMud's eyes that had been dark with foreboding, filled with delight. "I had forgotten the Wine Well," he grinned. "I can see that you've not got to its bottom yet. Do you think you ever will?"
"You know better than that, old friend," Migalik’s eyes sparkled. "Here's something you don't know. Star Bright has learned the secret of it and now makes such pitchers as gifts to newlyweds."
"She'll drown us all in wine then," VelMud chuckled. "Is that the idea?"
VelMud seated himself at the table directly across from Migalik. He was there, before Migalik's wedding when the pitcher was presented. Old BarrenNock, Star Bright's father had presented it as an "eternal fountain." None of them believed it. They thought it was a trick, that it poured and poured and never seemed to be more than half full, or less than half empty.
"I tried to empty it once to see what would happen," Migalik began." I filled three small barrels before I grew weary of the experiment." Migalik could see that VelMud had no interest in the story. His eyes had grown dark again.
VelMud’s eyes were wider than a typical Elf's eyes and instead of tapering to a point, completing the almond shape, they were more rounded at the outside corners. This was why VelMud's appearance frightened other Elves. He was also much stockier than most of the rest of them, almost like a Dwarf in build. His flaming red hair reminded them of the Williamson clan that lived nearby, and he was almost as broad-shouldered as the Humans. But the pointed ears were a dead give-away of his Elvish lineage. That and the darkness of his eyes were the sure mark of the Grays. Few still lived who knew that VelMud’s distant lineage included a Dwarf. This explained the unusual eyes and broad stature.
VelMud's eyes darkened even more. His brow furrowed and his hand trembled as he took a sip of the spring wine Migalik had given him. When he spoke, his voice was deeper than a moment before and Migalik could see the anger burying the deep fear VelMud was suppressing. "It would seem that our old Enemy has found us."
"One of his has been here," Migalik said softly, afraid to enunciate the word.
"I have seen Flying Shadows," VelMud informed Migalik. "It seemed that my mountains were the northernmost reach of their search, but if they have also sent a Geketz, then he will know where we are. We must flee again."
"You saw a Flying Shadow?" Migalik eyed VelMud intently.
"Yes. It was circling on the southern side of the peak as though looking for something. I'm not sure if it saw me. If it did, I thought it would come closer. It simply circled a few times, then dived out of sight, toward the south."
"It has always been so for our people. He drove us from the stars, then from the clouds of YeePhraWaine. He found us again on the western continent but we lost him on the green seas. We knew he would find us again. But there may be hope for the moment. We believe the Geketz was killed, yet we found no body, so we are not really certain. The last time we saw it, it was fleeing in the direction of the Williamson Glen."
VelMud's eyes grew even wider. "You think you killed a Geketz?" he asked in astonishment. "This has rarely been done before. They're supposed to be very hard to kill. How did you do it?"
"Come," Migalik rose. "Perhaps Star Bright will tell you.”
Star Bright was awake but still weak and in her bed. Aelrondenne and Fierrondenne were with her, and they were singing an old song of the ancient wars, a song of a victory that had never taken place. Some said it was written by a sage who could see the future. In times like these, Elves of all kinds sang it to those they loved, to inspire hope and comfort. VelMud and Migalik had heard it many times before, but now they listened respectfully.
There is a Strath, a magic flowing flood
Which washes stones somewhere and lays them down,
To dry in warmth of day beneath the shining sun
Then washes more with plasure and with fun.
In peace and freedom it adores the light
And guarding what it loves it lays them right
Within their beds for sleep when night abounds
Not hiding days, concealing every sound.
Once upon a day the folk of light
Shall widely wander far enough and fight.
The Magic waters of the Strath shall flow
In glens of green and sun in day we'll know.
The secret passion of the Strath conceals
Mortal darkness in its loving will;
Finding deep within its secret dream,
That key to Elvish victory will be seen.
The scarr-ed chest and hands, the darkest fight
With dreadful pain and solitude and passions right
The river dancing in the valley, 'neath the very air
With darkness filled, we'll conquer all that's there.
"Have you solved the mystery of the song?" asked Migalik softly. It was a ritual question, the answer to which none knew except the Society of the Brith Gar-Nunsum. It was one of the recognition secrets of the order and all were obligated by dark vows to repeat the quotation after hearing the song.
"Have you solved the mystery of the song?" VelMud asked Migalik.
When time is full and the waters of the Strath have flowed
From the lofty hills through all the valleys down below,
The time when Vile Darkness to the Faithful light will bow
And Elvin Folk in freedom live where all can see and know.
The rhyme danced through Migalik's mind as it did for every member of the order when asked the question in the presence of others who have not been initiated, and he could not reply out loud. Instead, he gave the sign that he was obligated to give, in answer to a brother's challenge. That secret sign was the raising of the right hand in front of the face with the palm turned inward, as if to shield one's eyes from the sunlight. This was symbolic of the hope of the Elves that one day they would be able to live in broad daylight, instead of hiding their lives in darkness. This could only happen after their victory, when the Enemy could no longer hunt them. VelMud reciprocated with the sign but with his back turned so Migalik's daughters couldn't see.
Star Bright was also an initiate and made an effort to reply, but she was still weak. "It's good to see you, VelMud," she said softly. "It has been a long time."
"Too long," he replied with a sharp sideways glance in Migalik's direction reminiscent of their old rivalry for Star Bright's hand.
After the polite how-are-you's and the catching up, VelMud came to the point. "Am I to understand that it was you who killed the creature?"
Migalik answered for Star Bright so she could be spared the effort of speech. "It was in the days at YeePhraWaine, where we lived so many generations in peace and believed the Enemy to have forgotten us, that we gave up the ways of war and forgot many of our ancient secrets. The secret of the Wine Well is one that was nearly lost. It was passed on in fear from generation to generation, lest its need arise again some day. Other secrets have survived in such a way, and still others, only in legend."
"Yes," responded VelMud, "but the Order has also preserved many of them in secrecy against future need."
"Star Bright is the light bearer, a teacher, and it is her position in the Order to preserve the innermost secrets of the use of light," Migalik continued. "Do you recall the legend of Hrotgar and the Lake Monster?"
"Yes," answered VelMud crustily. "Are you about to tell me she used the Bolt against the creature? It's impossible, a thing of stories only. But could it be?" His tone changed to one of wonder. "Is the Bolt more than legend? Did it really survive the darkness?"
"Some legends are made to preserve the ancient truths, my friend. Not all, but some. You yourself hold knowledge from the craft that is yours to protect and share in time of need. Do you deny that this is true?"
"You're right, of course. I am the bearer of the Goad--and Star Bright is the bearer of the Bolt?"
"For this generation, yes. There are also two others, one in the Firthlands and one in the Southerlands. All who bear it have passed on the knowledge to their students. In this community there are seven who can cast the Bolt. Star Bright cast it twice two nights past."
"Twice?" VelMud eyed Star Bright in astonishment. "According to the legend, when Hrotgar cast it twice, he died. The monster was dead but the effort cost Hrotgar his life."
Star Bright stirred at this, and indicated she wished to speak. "Don't think because of this, that my life force is more mighty than that of Hrotgar. We have learned some refinements. I also believe I may not be able to do it again. This pain and illness is not eagerly given. It teaches one the art of selfishness. Be wary of the use of the Bolt."
"I have taught none the use of the Goad," muttered VelMud. "I have been so selfish in my exile. I should have stayed and borne my shame with head held high. I am too proud."
At that moment there was a disturbance in Migalik's outer rooms. The two Elves left the bed chamber and entered the front room where they found Silver Leaf, a willowy young Elf, the son of Migalik's friend and neighbors, Guldockel and his wife Kareem. He was one of the scouts Migalik had dispatched. Silver Leaf stood in the doorway, out of breath, twigs and leaves caught on his clothing.
"Welcome to my house, Silver Leaf," invited Migalik. "Do you have news?"
"Forgive my intrusion, Sir. There is a party of six Humans forging through the forest, coming in our direction. They are cursing and angry, swearing revenge and death for the deeds of the unnamed creature we know of. They will be upon us in another hour unless they stop to rest."
"Do you know who they are?" asked Migalik.
“I believe Sir, they are from the Glen and they are Williamsons, Kinsmen to the young Human who rests here."
"Have you spoken with them?"
"No Sir, I have not. I thought it best to tell you of their approach first. Do you wish me to speak to them?"
"You have done well, Silver Leaf. Also, there is no need to be so formal. I am your neighbor and friends with your parents. My name is Migalik. You may use it if you wish," Migalik said kindly.
"But you are King in this part of Alba, Sir. I owe you the deepest respect."
"And I also owe you mine, for you and those of your generation will in the future bear the burdens I and those of your parents' age now bear. Should I call you Sir or Silver Leaf, your name?" Migalik was now smiling broadly.
Silver Leaf blushed and shifted his weight from one foot to the next. "Come, Silver Leaf, and share a glass of wine with my friend VelMud and myself. Be comforted, my good friend."
***
In the forest, the six had spread out into a fan formation. Slowly, with great care, so as not to miss any possible clues left by their enemy, they worked their way through the trees and underbrush. They began by following the Strath Naver south to where Tristan said he had left Angus. Then they continued south beyond the falls to where they found Angus's fishing rod. There they spent the first night, in the "fairy circle," as MacBain, the storyteller called it.
The grass didn’t grow high here, and it was a fairly level area, with no bushes. It happened to be the very place where Lurenne had extinguished the fire two nights before. After much deliberation, the six chose what appeared to be the trace of a path going straight up the hillside. It was difficult to follow, since it kept disappearing every ten or twelve feet, and reappearing again a short distance ahead. Hender and William were sure they were on the right trail, since they noted broken twigs at various places along the path.
"Look there, will ya?'" Hender called back, huffing and puffing from the exertion of the climb. "There's foot prints!"
"I've not seen others. Has anyone else seen any?" asked William.
With little further conversation, they all agreed it must have been Angus who had left the prints and that he had doubled back north, heading for home. Near the top of the ridge the path narrowed making single file hiking more practical. Carefully the group examined both sides of the path and hill as they trudged forward. The hike to the valley beyond the falls had taken much of the rage out of them, and the climb up the mountainside had consumed the rest of it. Broad daylight and being away from the village and the scene of the horrors made the whole enterprise seem less real, even though each knew this was wishful thinking. What was real was real; sullen and determined to avenge their wicked aggressor, they plodded silently on.
The few who saw this creature offered little information about it. It was big. It was small. It was wearing a dark cloak of some sort. It was a naked man. Comments ranged from insanity to lunacy. The truth, William thought to himself, is that no one saw it, and if they did see it, they didn't look at it very carefully. His first item of business was to find his son. Possibly it would be Angus who could fill in the missing details.
The climb was difficult, causing Ingram to swear openly; Hender and MacBain grumbled under their breath. Scobie, a small wiry man with thin hair and a lean face that gave him the appearance of a rat, was the only one of them, William thought more than once, who seemed to take the climb in his stride. Scobie was also quick of speech, and often William had to ask him to repeat himself. His movements were almost like his speech, hurried and impatient.
MacBain, on the other hand, was slow of movement in spite of his long legs. His bald head and thin beard gave him the appearance of gentleness, but his eyes seemed anything but gentle. They seemed more cunning, as though he was always watching for an opportunity for gain at the expense of others. But William knew that none had ever accused MacBain of dishonesty or even of guile, and William often felt guilty for judging the man so unfairly.
The hike was becoming dull, since they weren't finding anything. Nevertheless, they remained as vigilant as ever. Although they were all still walking single file, they divided their duties; three watched the west side of the path while the other three watched the east. They felt if Angus had come this way, he would surely have been following the path.
It was William who spotted the disturbed leaves along the west side of the path. "Hold here," he called to the rest. “I'd like to take a look down here."
"What dya' see?" from Scobie.
"Looks like somethin' heavy slid down here recently." He stepped off the path, slowly examining the ground as he went.
"Be careful there, William," Ingram warned. "You don't know what you might find in those leaves."
"Do you think we'd have snakes up this high?" asked MacBain.
"Sure. We probably have them everywhere," answered Hender.
"Hello, look here," William called out softly. He was about twenty feet off the path. Bending over, he studied the ground closely.
"What have ya' got, Will?" The group gathered close. William was holding a long piece of cloth in his hands. "Feel this, will ya'!" he exclaimed. "What kind of cloth is this? It sure isn't wool, and it's not like any flax I've seen before!"
"It almost looks like it's made of spider webs." Scobie ran his thumb and forefinger over the material.
"Spider webs aren't sa' strong," MacBain pondered, "but you're right, Will. It's not wool or flax."
They passed Lurenne's scarf among them, examining it carefully. Each expressed amazement and awe at its softness and the richness of its color.
"Maybe it ain't Angus we're trackin' after all," Hender suggested. "Did Angus have a scarf like this that you know of, William?"
"No he surely didn't," William answered. "I think we should look through these leaves very carefully. Maybe there's somethin' else we'll find. Let's spread out just a few feet apart and feel through these leaves with our hands."
"Come on then. We should start back here where the leaves are first disturbed," suggested Ingram.
All six went down on their hands and knees closest to the path and began spreading the leaves and searching with their hands, watching carefully for signs of anything that didn't belong there.
They had worked their way through the center of the area and were nearly through it, when Hender pointed, "Look there… there's another spot where the leaves are all tumbled about!” He strode a short distance away. "And what's this?" He bent over to pick something up. "It's a Skyn Dhu! Look you here, William, was this Angus's knife?"
Hender handed William the black-handled dagger. Silently William examined it, turning it over. "See here! This Skyn Dhu belonged to my grandfather, old Aaron. This is where he scratched his mark in the handle." He pointed to the letters ‘A.W.’, carved deeply in the dagger's hilt. “I gave it to Angus for his fifteenth birthday. It's his all right!"
They spent several more hours at the site of the Geketz's attack, combing through the leaves and searching for any additional clue they might find.
Finally William Robert rose to his feet, brushing loose leaves from his pants and dusting off his hands. "I don't think there's anything more here to find. I'm satisfied that Angus was here and that he had a struggle with something, probably a damned Elf. That scarf looks like the scarf of an Elf. What kind of cloth could it be other than some kind of magic weave?"
Nearly in unison the others began booing his words. "Where do you get this 'Elf' crap?” snorted Scobie. “There's nothing in these woods but trees and some very sick person who's a stranger to these parts. We'll know him as soon as we see him. And he'll know us as the life fades from his eyes."
"You're right, Scobie," Ingram agreed. "It's none more than a stranger to us, someone from some far away place where they have some way of making this kind of cloth. Maybe it is made from spider webs."
"Quite a spider," muttered William.
"Yes," chimed in MacBain, "a weird spider--maybe, but no Elves. There's no such thing."
William heard the annoyance in the voices around him and didn't wish to stir up trouble, but he knew if they spent enough time in the forest, sooner or later they'd be seeing Elves. He never had himself, but Laura had spoken about them enough that he believed her. "Have it your way, fellows. But what are you going to do when we bump into them in these woods somewhere? And we just might, you know!"
"I'll believe it when I see it," Ingram scoffed.
Tristan finally got up the nerve to try to say something. "A-a-a-angus -- h-h-h-he said th-th-th-that h-h-h-h-h-h-h-h-h- he s-seen ’em w-w-w-w-w- once."
"I often wondered why he wasn't chasin' the girls like the others," Hender joked.
"Looks like he was gettin' inta' some real wild stuff," chuckled Ingram.
"That'll be enough of such talk," William snapped.
They spread out and began following the path north. When the sun went down, none of them was feeling the need to rest. There was enough light from the moon for them to see where the path left the mountain's ridge and began weaving down through the forest to the west, the same side of the ridge where Glen Williamson was situated.
"Good Lord!" exclaimed MacBain who was in the lead.
"What is it?" asked Scobie, Hender and Ingram.
Ingram was next in line. "Good God Almighty," he muttered.
"Will you two stop swearing and tell the rest of us what's going on?" from William.
Before either man could answer, the others began to see a light up ahead that turned out to be a small fire burning in a cleared area.
They gathered close, still in the shadows and out of sight. "Be ready for a fight, me boys. Whatever it is we've been trackin' is right ahead of us," Ingram whispered.
"It could be Angus," William whispered back. "Let's not be so ready for bloodshed till we see who it is up there. It could even be more from the Glen, hunting for revenge."
"Let's sneak on up there and see," muttered Ingram through clenched teeth.
The six spread out farther, each picking his way stealthily through the twigs and leaves so as to not make a sound. Finally they were right outside the circle, half surrounding it. In the firelight they could see the figure of a small man clothed in deep forest green. He had a long gray beard, large pointed ears and a nose that seemed to fit too perfectly into his face. His boots, which came half way up his calves, were a light brown, and William caught his breath, a moment, when he realized those boots were made of woven grasses.
With a loud shout, Scobie and Ingram charged, followed a split second later by Hender and MacBain. Then they all watched as the Elf vanished right before their eyes.
William knew before they rushed in that there was no way they could capture it. As Ingram and Scobie thrashed the bushes around the fire with their antique weapons, William stood up from his position behind one of the many bushes and strolled into the light, trying to calm the other wild highlanders. Hender and MacBain stood quietly waiting.
"Now you've frightened him away," William scolded them. "He probably could have told us where Angus is."
"He probably has a bunch of others nearby and we'll be attacked shortly," growled Ingram, still clenching his teeth.
"If we had been just a little faster," Scobie added, his eyes flashing, "we'd a had 'em." This last with a thrust of his fist.
"Wait," demanded William. "Do ya' see this fire? Do you feel any heat from it? Put your hand near it and see." Tristan was the first to step forward, then immediately drew back. Then Hender reached toward the fire. He kept his hand there for a moment.
"It's cool, William!" Ingram and Scobie watched in disbelief as MacBain approached the flames and confirmed Hender's statement.
"Dontcha' see?" declared William. "Elves are harmless! It was no Elf that attacked our families. Calm yourselves. Maybe he'll come back. He probably wants to talk to us anyway, or he'd never have let us see him."
"There's no 'lettin' about it," Ingram argued. "We snuck up on 'em pure and simple. He didn't see us comin'."
"Yeah," Scobie and Hender chimed in.
"Let's see if we can hear him moving through the trees," William suggested, hoping to quiet the men so the Elf would feel comfortable enough to return.
The conversation gradually softened and faded and the men began listening to the forest, each watching the darkness. It didn't take long for them to start noticing the night sounds. An animal was foraging in the leaves some hundred yards away, and a mouse darted across a short expanse between hiding places and making the leaves rustle.
Finally they began to grow accustomed to their surroundings and they relaxed their vigil. It was only then that they heard a voice addressing them from the darkness. "I am Migalik, King of the Naver Grays. Who approaches my sanctuary with swords drawn and battle cries on their lips?" Migalik felt that a strong stance would be more believable to the humans than a congenial one.
The men heard the voice but could not see anyone. They exchanged glances. Ingram, Scobie and Hender all tightened their grips on their swords, readying themselves for action.
"Loosen up there, boys," William said softly. "This is no enemy." Then he raised his voice: "We are from the Williamson family of Glen Williamson and Clan MacAodh. We are seeking the slayer who entered the Glen two nights past and killed kith and kin. What brings you to the forest, Migalik, King of the Forest Grays?"
At the more peaceful tone of William's voice, Migalik felt less danger and he approached the clearing. He was well within the light of the fire before any of them adjusted their focus enough to see him. Scobie was closest and saw him first. Again his hand reached for his sword.
"Stay your hand, Scobie. You too, Ingram. We'll shed no Elf blood tonight," William ordered. He was as shocked as the rest at the sight of Migalik standing before them. How had the Elf managed to do that, without being seen?
"So," Migalik began, "shall we sit and confer as brothers and the neighbors that we are, or shall we continue to play the game of distrust which those of the Glen so love? Don't you know that we are among you much of the time, even though unseen? If we wished you harm, it would have come swiftly, long ago. The creature that attacked your families also attacked mine. We have a common enemy. We, the Naver Gray Elves would have you as allies rather than enemies. What is your will?"
As Migalik spoke, William became aware that they were completely surrounded by Elves. Some held bows with arrows set in their strings. Some held ornately carved spears, poised and ready to defend Migalik. Others held large swords that gleamed in the firelight, each with a shield in the other hand for defense against the Humans’ wood and iron swords. All were fiercely watching the scene playing out before them, waiting for William's answer.
Will began smiling at the humor of his situation. Their little group had rushed in so fiercely and so cocksure of themselves, when all the time they were vastly outnumbered and held inferior weapons. He knew Elves wouldn't harm any of them unprovoked, and if provoked they would cause the least amount of harm necessary to defend themselves. Of all the things Laura had told him of her kinsmen, their peacefulness was what she spoke most about.
William's smile froze as he saw Scobie's hand flash toward his old rusted sword. Before William could speak, Scobie was on his feet slashing at the Elves. By the time Ingram reached his feet, Hender and MacBain were rising. William shouted "Hold!"
It was too late for Scobie. He had learned his lesson. He was flat on the ground with three Elves holding him down. His wooden sword was in the hands of another who was studying it in amusement.
"If he promises to behave himself, will you release him?" William asked Migalik.
"Of course," answered Migalik with a laugh. "But I still await your answer."
"May I speak to him?" asked William.
"Go and do it," Migalik chuckled, "but if you don't mind, please leave this formidable weapon that you carry, here on the ground. As you can see, my companions may misunderstand."
Migalik's joke about his cracked and rusting iron sword did not go over William's head, but he knew the Elf meant no offense. He rose slowly and strode to the edge of the circle. "Scobie, they won't harm us. Do you believe that now?"
"Yes," grunted Scobie in annoyance, "if you could just make this one stop tickling me."
The entire party of Elves began laughing. The laughter was infectious and the Humans began laughing too, even Ingram Williamson, who was known to distrust strangers.
"Damn it, let me up! I won't try to fight you again," insisted Scobie.
Chapter Four
Migalik not only gave them warm dry places to sleep; he also fed them. As the Humans ate the wonderful sauce covered seeds, berries and nuts gathered and prepared by their host's people, Migalik talked of the troubles facing them. He spoke of the Geketzim and the history of his people, the flight from YeePhraWaine across the green seas, and the further pursuit of safety that had led them to these hills, in the Valley of the Naver.
When he got to the part about the Geketz, William interrupted and told Migalik about the attack in the Glen, ending with "and I fear it's also taken my son Angus."
"No, William Williamson. The Geketz tried to take your son, Angus, and it nearly succeeded, but Angus was protected and he lies near us, sleeping. He has been gravely injured. I sent for help from our people who live in The City of The Vision. Someone from there should be arriving soon, perhaps even tonight. You may see Angus if you wish."
Standing beside his son's bed, William felt a mixture of relief and worry. Migalik had told him Angus had been in a deep sleep for two full days and nights. "He may wake on his own, and he may not," Migalik told him. "It depends on his constitution. The sting of the Geketz runs deep. It draws out of the creature that force that gives it life. If his life force is strong, he will survive. Some of us from The City of The Vision remember cures for such things. It has been many generations of Elf-kind since we have even seen a Geketz, but the knowledge has been preserved against the need for it. Someone will come."
William spent the night tightly wedged into a chair built for Elves at the side of his son's bed, remembering scenes from better times. He wondered if this Elf maiden Migalik told him of, this Lurenne, was the one who had turned his son's head away from Human girls. How had he met her and what she was like? She must be one dazzling female if she's all Elf, he thought to himself, sadly remembering his Laura. Light and willowy, yet hot and strong, as a woman. The tears finally began to flow. He cried for Angus' misery. Then he cried for Laura who he couldn’t save. When he had finished crying for Laura, he cried more for Angus, and when he felt he'd cried enough for these two, he cried for himself, who had lost such a wonderful wife, and perhaps lost his youngest son as well.
After crying, his rage returned and he envisioned his slaying of the beast that had caused him so much harm. In his mind, over and over, he planned its capture and execution. Each time he would take great pleasure in his imagined success and then he would start to weep again.
Overwhelmed with his helplessness and impotence William he sat watching his youngest son moaning and tossing in his sleep. If only he could help him. He had never seen his son looking so drawn and gray, as though he would die at any moment. It frightened him.
After several hours, Fierrondenne entered the room with a strangely carved pitcher and filled a mug for him. As he sipped, it seemed hot, then later it seemed cold, then hot again. It had a fruity taste, like grapes he thought at first, then it seemed more like apples. Then he was asleep.
Toward the end of the night he was awakened by much activity in the room. When he opened his eyes, someone handed him another mug filled from the same pitcher as earlier. It was Aelrondenne. The enchanting, mystical quality of her beauty astonished him. Fierrondenne was with her, and they laughed at his obvious discomfiture. Then for the first time, he noticed Fierrondenne, who was equally beautiful. "You are the daughters of Migalik?" he asked.
"Yes," replied Fierrondenne. "I am Fierrondenne, which means in your language, 'the bud of the flower of flowing water'. This is my sister Aelrondenne. Her name means 'the life of growing plants, which is about to break forth'. What does your name mean, William?"
William only half heard her question. His mind was focusing on the whole experience of Fierrondenne. Her voice sounded strangely familiar, as familiar as his own. He had never seen eyes that contained such depth, except--when was it? Her skin had the appearance of a certain familiar texture. He couldn't quite determine how he knew about it.
"It means, uh. It means, well. It's a name that came down to us from an ancient ancestor who was famous among our people.” Then it struck him. She reminded him of his wife, Laura. "It's a name that my people feel I am honored to have. It's the name of William MacAodh, the founder of the Williamson family. When a child is given such a name it is the hope of the parents that he will achieve the same greatness as our ancestor or that the child will somehow be like him."
"What a beautiful tradition," Aelrondenne smiled.
Fierrondenne’s older sister was as tall as Migalik, by human standards, petite. Her deep blue eyes contrasted Fierrondenne’s dark brown ones.
But wait, thought William, Fierrondenne's eyes seemed blue only a moment ago. Aelrondenne also had golden blonde hair and the fairest skin William had ever seen. It's no wonder Angus has fallen for one of them. I did it myself. These beauties look like my Laura. He had never before been so aware of the dominance of his wife's Elfish nature.
As William gawked at the girls, his thoughts were interrupted by the entrance of Migalik, followed by an ancient-looking man--no, an Elf—no, a man… William wasn't sure. The figure wore a robe instead of pants and shirt as the others wore. It was a deep blue, as blue as the sky, right before a thunderstorm. The trim at the robe's hem was a lighter blue, like the blue of the bottoms of the clouds as the storm approaches, he thought.
The man or Elf had a long flowing, snowy white beard that was actually a bit stringy and black toward the end. His bushy, black eyebrows formed an unbroken line across his forehead and his large, deep, nearly black eyes were frightening. William felt himself drawing a deep breath, pulling back into his chair and stiffening, as though to receive a blow. Then he was on his feet. The man was taller than Migalik and heavier through his chest and shoulders. He carried himself with arrogance and didn’t smile when he saw William, but he did not frown, either. It seemed to William, it was enough for this stranger to be aware that William was there, and a greeting or other acknowledgment would be superfluous.
Migalik saw that William was on his feet and awake. "I hope you rested well, my friend. I am pleased to present to you my old friend and teacher, Feshka. He has come to us from The City of The Vision with news and healing power for your son. His name means in your tongue, 'Eye of The Wilderness’.
“Feshka," he turned to the stranger, "this is the father of the young man. His name is William Robert Williamson MacAodh. He seems to not mind that we call him William."
Feshka bowed, not too deeply and not too long. William bowed also, trying to be as polite as possible to the man who may hold the healing of his son in his hands.
"Feshka has the double distinction of being half human and half Elf,” Migalik continued. “He thus has the physical strength that you have, also the passion of purpose that we so sadly lack. From our side he has the intuitive instincts, the ability to communicate with all things, and our connectedness with the world's Magic.”
Migalik paused and cleared his throat. His tone gathered respect as he continued.
“As a chair officer of the Ancient Order of the Brith Gar-nunsum he has studied and been trained in all of our ancient mysteries. Feshka was chosen to come not only because of his healing knowledge but also to gather information about the activities of the Enemy."
"First," said Feshka, "let us attend to the boy."
William thought Feshka’s voice sounded like the distant rumbling of thunder after a lightning strike. How appropriate that his robe looks like the colors of a storm!
Feshka approached the bed, brushing close to William, and as he did so William felt a tingling sensation. My God! thought William, stepping back. What powers are at work here? The very air around him crackles.
Feshka ignored him, although William had the distinct feeling that the half Elf heard his thoughts. William watched as the strange figure approached his son's side. Without a sound, Feshka raised both hands and held them over Angus's chest, palms down. For a few moments William thought he heard a sound much like thunder rumbling in the distance. He wasn't sure if the sound was coming from outside or inside the room or if it was just a feeling and not a sound at all. He made no move and waited for Feshka to finish.
Soon the half Elf turned and faced the others present. The change in his face startled William. His eyes had lightened in color from almost black to a light brown, auburn shade. His brow seemed less intense and he had such an aura of peace about him, William felt slightly embarrassed for his previous misgivings. For a moment, he even thought the man was glowing with a gentle bluish light. He closed his eyes and shook his head to clear the sensation. When he opened them again, Feshka was about to speak.
"He'll waken in a few hours. Be sure to have plenty of food around and water, when he does. He'll be very hungry. He’s had quite a shock. He'll rest better now."
William walked the few steps to the edge of the bed and was relieved to see Angus in such a peaceful state, asleep just as the half Elf had said.
William accepted the bed Migalik offered. It was the most comfortable one William had ever slept in, although his feet stuck out at the end. His dreams were happy ones. He was not surprised by this. Migalik told him the bed would provide "sweet dreams." William didn't believe him, but then, why not? He asked himself. Understanding of the power of Migalik and the Elves was sinking in.
It was about an hour past first light that Aelrondenne came to wake him. She brought him food and sweetened water with the news that Angus was awake and eating. William could now hear the sound of many voices nearby. Quickly he splashed some of the water Aelrondenne had brought him on his face, brushed his hair slightly and emerged from his sleeping quarters.
He was surprised to find Migalik's front room filled with a host of all manner of the strangest looking beings William had ever seen: dozens of Elves of all shapes and sizes, old and young ones, children of all ages. William was astonished at the tiny size of a baby that one of the ladies was holding in her arms. It was certainly a happy group. Some sang together, but most were talking animatedly as though at some family reunion. Seated among them were Tristan, Hender, MacBain, Scobie and Ingram Williamson, merrily eating and drinking as though they had been friends with these strangers all their lives.
Then he saw Angus seated next to Migalik at the table. Angus appeared to be the only one in the room who was not smiling. He had a stern look about him that William had not seen in his son before. It looks like my son has done some rapid maturing in these last few days, thought William. Thank God he looks well.
Beside Angus and on the other side of Migalik were two unusual characters, even for an Elf community. They had a stocky build, with thick tangled long hair and salt-and-pepper beards. They wore bulky clothing that made them look even broader than they were. Both were wearing huge cloth hats that sagged down over their eyes and ears. William was so overwhelmed by the host of strangers, it didn't even occur to him to wonder how Migalik got them all into a single small room. It was crowded, but no one seemed to mind; they were having such a good time.
Migalik had just finished filling Angus in on the events of the last few days and the relevant history of the Elves that had brought them about. But he did not yet know about the calamity in the Glen and the deaths of his mother and many others. Angus was obviously angry enough dealing with the loss of his newfound Elf friend, Lurenne, who Migalik was now calling Lurelei. He was apparently beginning to feel her loss. All other thoughts were being crowded out of his mind by the anger growing visibly inside him.
Ingram saw William come into the room and he rose and came to his side. "There's talk of a council this afternoon," he told William. "Elves are arriving from all over. That one over there," he pointed to a tall Elf wearing tan colors mixed with greens, "that one Migalik calls WarNock. He lives among the Islemen to the north. And that one," Ingram pointed again, "he's from across the sea to the east. These boys have done some fast traveling in such a short time. And did you see the Dwarves? They're some tough customers. When they came in last night, I saw the packs they were carrying. I tried to lift one and couldn't. They treat them like back packs for hiking."
By now, Hender and Scobie had made their way to William. They were both carrying a mug in one hand and bread and cheese in the other. "So there ya' are William! Isn't this something else? When I think, two days ago I didn't even believe in Elves - never seen one before, an' today I'm breakin' bread with 'em!"
"Have they told you what's afoot, here?" Hender asked William.
"Just partly," William answered. "Have they told you?"
"Sure did."
"Looks like there's going to be trouble," Scobie added.
By now, MacBain reached them, bumping his head on the ceiling. It was then that William noticed Hender also was holding his head at an angle to keep from hitting the ceiling. "Never thought I'd be glad I wasn't taller," muttered William.
"Hello William," MacBain greeted him. "Where have you been?"
"I spent most of the night with Angus, then I took a bed in one of the back rooms here. Some bed it was, too."
"We all had good beds," Ingram took a long drink from his mug. "These Elves know how to live, I'll tell ya'."
"William, these folks seem pretty light-hearted just now,” said Hender, “but don't let that fool ya'. They have an attitude of determination that sort of sets my blood cold. There's talk of war, around here. Did you know that?"
"I sort of figured as much," replied William.
"Look at that one over there," Scobie motioned with his head, "the one with the funny eyes. Well, they all have funny eyes, I mean the one with the flaming red beard--the husky one. See 'im?"
"Yeah, I see which one you mean," answered William. "He does have unusual eyes, doesn’t he?"
"That one's got a mean look about him. He just walks around the grounds here scowling like he's in half a rage all the time. Migalik calls him VelMud, or something like that."
"I wouldn't want to meet him alone in the woods at night. Look at the sword he's got hanging on his belt," Hender cast a sideways glance at him.
"All of these fellas are armed to the teeth," Scobie said. "The Easterners, over there with the short leather pants, all have bows and arrows and some of them have a mean looking kind of bow that they draw back and set with a hook before they place an arrow to the string. Then they release the arrow by pulling what they call a trigger. They call it a crossbow. It takes both hands to draw back the string. They all have a Skyn Dhu stuck in a sheath under their shirts too, just like we do."
Some of the men were having a lively conversation with Aelrondenne and Fierrondenne and three other young Elf girls. William kept hearing the word ‘StrathNaver,’ followed by giggling. After the first few repetitions, he approached Aelrondenne and asked, "What's this I keep hearing about the River Naver?"
The girls started giggling and seemed reluctant to answer. "Oh, it's Angus,” Scobie laughed. “It seems that when he first saw them he was so surprised, he fell in the Strath Naver and nearly drowned. He was barely rescued in time. Ever since then they've been calling him ‘ole Strath Naver’. He doesn't like it much, but they say he answers to it, if they call him a second time."
William drew Migalik aside. "A few months ago my father came to us very disturbed. He said there was danger in the south and he was going to find out what was going on. We haven't seen him since. Do you know anything about this? Have you seen him?"
Migalik smiled. Picking his beard out of a shirt button where it had become tangled, he gazed off into the forest. "Old Will Roy passed this way. A fierce old man, is he not?"
"Yes he's that," remarked William. "A bit too fierce for his own good, we think sometimes. I wonder what he's gotten himself into now."
"Did you know that he fought on our side in the last war with the Dwarves?"
"That must have been before my time. I knew there was more to that old buzzard than he ever let on. Where and when was this?"
"You'll no doubt be hearing more about the last Dwarf war at the gathering this afternoon. He distinguished himself in our behalf. He's a most interesting human for having no Elf ancestry himself. We think his influence was what led Feshka into his later studies. In a way, because of that, you most likely have Old Will Roy to thank for Angus's life."
"Do you know if he's all right? Or where he is?" asked William.
"No I don't. When he passed through here he said he was going to The City of The Vision, and from there, who knows?" Migalik shook his head.
"What did he do during the war that could have influenced Feshka? He has never so much as mentioned Elves to us, not in any serious way. We always thought he was making up stories when he spoke of your race."
"Be wary of ignoring legends," Migalik tossed over his shoulder as he turned toward the door. "Myths and legends generally begin as truthful stories that gain embellishment as they go. The grain of truth they contain can be easily missed by those too wise to listen!"
The council was held in the open air in a natural amphitheater under the trees. What surprised William most was the fact that it was in the broad light of day. Angus, still sullen and quiet, was at his side. William was shocked at the ugly scars at Angus's throat, hands and wrists, wide blackened areas where William could actually see the outlined marks where the Geketz's fingers had grasped his son.
When William asked his son if they still hurt, Angus answered quickly, “Yes. It seems that the pain is fading but I think I'm just getting used to it."
"What was it like, this creature we're chasing?"
"It was darkness and ice. Even its teeth were black. It was as though I could see through it a little bit at the edges, but it was solid enough, and strong."
William's party was seated together on the ground. It seemed that hundreds had gathered on the sloping hillside, and although one would think such a large group would have produced much chattering, all were silent. The groups were mostly intermingled, with a few Dwarves together here and there. Other Humans were present also, who had come with the Dwarves. William started when he spotted the MacDonald plaid not too far from him. Some Islemen had come along with the Sea Elves. The Wood Elves from the mainland also had a small group of Humans with them.
Several parties had just arrived. It seemed to William that the council had been delayed in order to wait for these late arrivals, both Elves and Dwarves from other parts of the great Island, and some from the southwestern Islands. Many looked uneasy and were scowling distrustfully at the other parties.
William heard a voice speaking softly and he turned his head to look down the hillside. It was Migalik, in the center focus of the amphitheater, addressing the throng. Behind him a low table was set up, and seated around it were six creatures, only one of whom appeared to William to be Human.
Migalik began his speech. "Welcome one and all to the largest gathering ever to take place in the Valley of the Naver. I am called Migalik and I am King of the Naver Gray Elves, by popular election. I compliment you on this peaceful gathering, since many times in our history, Humans, Elves and Dwarves have not lived in peace. Songs are sung of our ancient battles together, and histories have been written of the courage and heroism on all sides.
"Today we gather as allies to plan and discuss strategies against a common Enemy, most dreadful, who has killed and slaughtered loved ones belonging to all of us. Before we begin, let me mention that a most unusual event has taken place this morning. To explain it and its significance, we are fortunate to have among us one who is very learned in such matters. He will tell his tale. He is Feshka, of The City of The Vision."
All eyes focused on the blue-robed figure striding over to stand beside Migalik. They shook hands and Migalik took a seat nearby. Suddenly a low cry came up from the Dwarves. "Must we bear the presence of a war criminal?!" one shouted.
"Let's take him now, while we can," another cried. Very shortly the forest was filled with the shouts of angry Dwarves.
As quickly as the disturbance arose, silence returned. Angus and the others were astonished to see a small army of Elves before them, with spears and arrows at the ready. They were so fast, none had seen them approach. They had appeared in the blink of an eye. Again Migalik walked to the front and spoke.
"Friends, a long time ago, half a century in fact, there was a dispute between us concerning mineral rights in the Great Glen. It was a concern that disturbed all of us greatly, Elves and Dwarves alike. The issue was blown up to great proportions and we fell to warring over it. Many were killed on both sides. These blood feuds lasted many years, but our wise leaders proposed and accepted an agreement we call The Treaty of the Great Glen. Feshka, then called by another name, was one of the greatest of our Rebecks or generals. You are angry because he was often victorious. He is now no longer a Rebeck. He has spent many years in study and research and now acts as a consultant to our leaders. He is here today for that purpose, to serve all of us.”
VeratNonn, one of the Dwarves who was seated at the table, came to Migalik's side. “The anger you bear him is understandable,” began VeratNonn, “but his crime that we find so infuriating was one of mercy, that saved many lives on both sides. Some of you who are with us today may well have been killed if it were not for what you call this person's evil. He trapped our forces in a valley and kept us penned in until peace was assured. We called him a coward. We called him gutless, but his bravery and stubbornness in refusing to battle with us without need, saved many lives. Yes, it was embarrassing. Yes, it was humiliating, but today he is on our side. Today, he will be part of our victory. Listen to him."
"We can all be glad and happy that we are on the same side and allies,” added Migalik. "He is no longer your enemy. Can we proceed peacefully now, concerning our mutual interest?"
The Dwarves continued to grumble but finally agreed. Feshka rose again and began speaking.
"In the days when Elves lived in YeePhraWaine there was a wise leader whose name was called BaynYamen. He was known first for his discovery of the treachery of the GreYen Circle who were a human species living among us then. They had represented themselves as traders from the north and they brought cloth and special, soft woods that we used in our work. It was BaynYamen who discovered the GreYen Circle were selling information about our people to the Enemy, who, several generations before, had driven us from our first home among the stars. It was through the efforts of the GreYen Circle that the Enemy was able to find us again.
“BaynYamen found out too late for the Elves to flee without a fight, but most of our race escaped across the Green Seas to the Great Island where we now live.
“BaynYamen was known and distinguished by an amulet he wore which was presented to him by the Grand Sovereign of all Elves in that day, the Great King of the Kings, BarDoschel. The amulet is described in the scrolls that are maintained and protected by the Brith Gar-nunsum whose headquarters are in The City of The Vision. It is said to be the figure of an eagle with two heads, one looking to the right and one looking to the left. Inscribed on the body of the Eagle is the name in our ancient tongue, BaynYamen.
"The amulet commemorated the occasion of BaynYamen's discovery of the traders’ deceit. At that time, BaynYamen engaged in a deadly battle with the GreYen Circle and he was wounded in his right shoulder. This deep wound left a scar that is remembered in song and verse.
"When the Elves departed from YeePhraWaine, BaynYamen was unable to come. He had been attacked and taken by a creation of the Enemy like the one that was in this place a few nights ago. It is unnecessary and dangerous to name this creature, and I believe that all present are aware of that name, so I will not now give it utterance.
"Three nights ago one of these creatures attacked and took a young Elf named Lurenne. It tried to also take an Elfkin who we now name ‘StrathNaver’, after the river, for his bravery in defending our Lurenne. Lurenne, although perverted by the creature, still had enough of her nature to fight for the life of the Human, and even now, she is near us and does not attack. We name her ‘Lurelei’ to honor her life that once was among us.
"We have learned more in these past generations about such attacks. The creature apparently drains the victim's life essence. The victims then become the Enemy's creatures themselves. In this case, others were present who were able to subdue the creature. We thought it dead since we could find no sign of it. But this morning we found an old Elf wandering in the forest, filled with madness. We have brought him here before you.
"He was wearing this amulet." Feshka held a gold amulet above his head for all to see. "Behold. His right shoulder is scarred."
A low gasp went up among the crowd. "It's BaynYamen," many voices were saying softly.
***
The crowd was beginning to annoy Angus. He was used to a quiet setting with a gathering of only six or seven people at most. He was filled with thoughts of the past few days, and those memories were displacing all others. Laura was dead. His mother was dead. Visions of that last morning he had seen her, the last day of her life, drove any other feeling out of his heart; but then there was Lurenne.
‘Lurelei’, the startling little man had called her. His heart and mind were struggling to contain all the images. Lurenne was taken by the creature. The last thing he could remember was trying to rise to his feet to show Aelrondenne where she was lying. The struggle flashed by. It was too brief, too fast. It was a blur in his mind. Laura was dead. Lurelei was dead. His whole world was crashing, and at the same time his heart was trying to explode.
Angus rose to his feet and left the circle, gazing over at his father sitting with cousins and neighbors. Their families had been attacked too and their family members killed. Glen Williamson was a place he would no longer recognize. His family had been his home, and now with his mother gone and his father going off to war, there was no family.
"What of Robert?" Angus had asked his father.
"He was missed by the creature, thank God," William told him. "He's home with his wife and baerns. Someone needs to be watchin' over the home front."
Blindly, filled with loss and despair, Angus walked away from the gathering into the forest, stumbling over fallen trees and branches, no longer caring where he was going. He knew Migalik thought another Geketz was in the forest, but he didn't care. Let it finish me off, he thought to himself angrily. His wounds throbbed with a hot then cold burning sensation. When the pain let up for a moment, he would forget about its intensity; then the burning icy sensation would return, causing him to wince and suck in his breath.
He climbed over rolling hills and small ravines.HH He had no direction in mind other than to escape the visions. At length he grew tired; it hadn’t taken much, since he was not yet fully recovered from his attack by the Geketz. He plopped down on the ground, angry at his fatigue, angry at his father's failure to protect his mother, raging at himself for failing to protect Lurenne and failing to recognize the danger in time, for not being home when he was needed. He sat in the bottom of a gully between two low, tree-covered hills, glaring at the ground.
***
When Angus left the amphitheater, William thought nothing of it. "Where's Angus goin'?" Tristan asked William, for once not stuttering.
"Probably to take a leak," he answered, expecting him to return in a few minutes.
Feshka completed his speech and now Migalik introduced Broenann's representative, VeratNonn. VeratNonn was short and stocky even for a Dwarf. His beard was nearly black with reddish highlights. It reached almost to his belt, which was wide and thick with garish carvings in its fine leather. His leather tunic was a distressed, darkened brown. It had obviously been oiled and it gleamed with reflected light every time a ray of the sun would peek through and touch it. VeratNonn had huge ears, made larger than life probably by the huge earrings he wore, that pulled heavily on his lobes.
VeratNonn’s voice was tinged with anger and suspicion. His small eyes darted around the audience quickly, stopping more often on the Elves than anywhere else. "Yes," VeratNonn began, "we have seen the Flying Shadows. Had none of ours bred with Elves, we'd have nothing to fear since GaudarKahn never had any interest in Dwarfs." When he pronounced ‘GaudarKahn’, he drew out the ‘U’, casting it with an evil sound.
A rush of fear passed through the Elves. They believed it to be unlucky to enunciate the name of the Enemy and they never did. They referred to him only as ‘The Enemy’.
"Please, name him not," Migalik whispered loudly to VeratNonn. "Bring not this evil name to life in the peacefulness of our homes."
VeratNonn sneered but replied, "It is not our wish to offend your sensitivities. I apologize."
The Elves applauded loudly. It was the first time any of them had ever experienced a Dwarf apologizing for anything, or expressing the least amount of humility to them. The Elves feared an alliance with the Dwarves as much as the Dwarves feared it.
"That was not a concession," smiled VeratNonn, but the Elves, who knew differently, returned the smile and remained silent. The other Dwarves did not respond like their leader, but they had no intention of acting foolishly. They too recognized their danger and the necessity of an alliance with the Elves against a common enemy, so they bore the indignity with silence.
"As I was saying," continued VeratNonn, "we have seen the Shadows passing over our homes at night. We know that Gau--I mean, the Enemy has found us, that he knows of our interbreeding. This spreads the Elf light among the other races. All our families have been against it from the beginning. If this continues, we all fear the races of Elves and Dwarves will one day vanish and we will all be some kind of bastard race, which is neither Elf nor Dwarf.
“And now I see the Elves are also breeding with Humans. May it be for the best. Some of ours have done the same.
"In any case, this interbreeding has endangered all of us, Humans and Dwarves alike. The Enemy seeks the light, however diffused. Our King, the Lord BroeNann, has sent you this message."
VeratNonn pulled a scroll from an inner pocket hidden beneath his shining leather tunic. He unrolled it and read:
To the Naver Grays, the Sea and Wood Elves, my old Enemies, I say this to you. In the past we never saw this Enemy of yours to be our own. We have held lengthy meetings and conferences concerning the matter. We have studied the nature of this foe. We have sent spies to the west to seek him out and learn what we can about him.
This knowledge we will share with you. We too, for the first time in our history, recognize [and he names him] to be our enemy as well as yours.
I have sent word to our Kinsmen, KaarNonn, the King of the Mountain Dwarfs, to the west, BereeshNonn, King in the Iberian mountains, and to ValNonn, King in the Bird Islands. I believe they will be eager to participate in the coming battles, but for the present I await their replies.
VeratNonn rolled up the scroll and handed it to Migalik. Then he continued to address the audience. "Our King BroeNann has also instructed me to tell you this. In the south, several months ago, we found three of the creatures that caused you harm here."
A hush went up among the Elves, and the Humans listened with careful attention. This revelation had been a secret none had known.
"Since they cannot harm a Dwarf or any other who is not Elfkin, most of us did not fear them. In fact, we captured two of them. We did not take the third one because we wished the enemy to know what we had done. We want no more of their kind among us. Before we captured them and drove the other one away, they killed many Elfkin among us. We followed the evil creature until he had returned to the western islands. We followed him because we wished no others to come to harm.”
VeratNonn returned to his seat at the table.
Migalik was surprised by the news from the Dwarf; everyone had wondered why the Dwarves were so eager to join on the Elves’ behalf in a fight. Now they knew. Migalik proceeded to thank everyone present and invited them to feast again at his table after the meeting was over.
William was becoming uneasy. Angus had not returned and darkness was not far off.
Lurelei
Angus held little fear for the forest at night, even with the threat of the Geketz at large. At least that's what he kept telling himself. Anger has a strange way of convincing a person that danger dare not raise its head. Fear becomes an abstraction. Only when confronted with reality does the resolution fade and terror return. Such was the way with Angus at that moment. He glared at the ground until the anger faded to exhaustion. Then he lay back in the leaves and drifted off into a pleasant dream.
The dream was the same one he’d had before this tragedy had begun. He was at a picnic with many others, some of whom were Elves. Immediately he began searching the group for Lurenne. Ahh, there she was, cutting a pie with two other lovely young Elves looking on.
Angus was transfixed by her beauty. Her hair seemed to cascade over her shoulders in waves of light, its reddish darkness casting an aura around her. Her translucent skin glowed with a beautiful aura in a cast of white. Her long fingers gracefully drew the knife through the pie. A strand of hair concealed her eyes from him as, head bowed, she worked on cutting the pie into even pieces.
She felt him watching her and looked up, meeting his gaze. He felt the intensity of her eyes and wondered why his heart had started to pound, why his breath was so short. Then she smiled at him and it seemed that all of her was smiling the same smile. Her eyes had brightened when she first recognized him, and now in their deep darkness he could see dreams yet to be dreamed and hopes he hadn't even thought of.
"Hello, StrathNaver." How musical her voice was! He heard it not so much with his ears as through another sense.
"Why do you call me this?" his dreaming self asked her.
"All things grow and change, StrathNaver. We know these things. Our names tell others of our growth and how we have become different."
Her voice floated over him much like the waters of the river had done, but it was warm and brought with it a gentleness unlike the cold and turbulent river. Its sweetness lulled his other senses. "Your new name is one of strength, for is not the Strath Naver a mighty river? It also speaks of joy and laughter. Do you not love laughter, StrathNaver?"
"Yes," Angus replied. "I love laughter," and as he said it he remembered that she had told him her name meant ‘laughter’. "Yes," he repeated, "I do indeed love laughter!"
Something awakened him. When he realized where he was, rather, that he didn't know where he was, he sat up with a start. What have I done now? he muttered. I'm lost in the forest and it must be midnight. Then he began to worry about what might have awakened him. He heard it again. Something was walking through the dried leaves near him. He froze, listening.
The forest was filled with night sounds. He could hear a cricket in the distance, and not too far off, a mouse or some other creature rooting in the leaves for insects. Then he heard something that terrified him. It was laughter, but not the friendly sort. This rasping and chortling was deep and threatening.
"So. You're awake finally," a voice confronted him. It seemed somehow familiar, but this made it all the more threatening. Silently he drew his Skyn Dhu, his only available weapon. The voice cackled and shrilled louder.
"Make no mistake, Angus, I can see you very clearly, as though it were day. Do you think such a trifling toy can harm a Geketz?" More laughter. “Don't you remember how it burned your skin? I can see the scars. How is it that you survived the attack? I wonder if you will survive again. And what is this you were saying as you awoke? You love laughter? Ha. You were dreaming of me, no doubt, or I should say, what I used to be."
His heart was pounding. He strained to try to see the creature. His night vision was good; he could thank the Elves for that, he grimaced, squinting in the dark. But it wasn't good enough to see the creature.
"The forest is filled with Elves and men tonight, Angus. They're looking for you. From all the creatures I've slain and left near his house, I'm sure Migalik knows I'm around somewhere close, so I'm sure they're very concerned for you. How tempting it is for me, with all those Elves in the forest. Do you know how driven a Geketz can be to consume the lives of Elves? You yourself glow in the dark like a beacon to me, calling for me to dine. My body grows eager for you and my limbs begin trembling when I look at you. Do you know that, Angus?"
Angus was still searching the darkness for the image of Lurenne or what she may have become. He found a place about six feet to his right that seemed darker than the rest of the forest. He wondered if there was any point in attacking it.
"I think this is funny, Angus,” the Geketz continued. “My body trembled for your touch before I became what I am now. But it trembles now for a different purpose. My tongue can taste your light even at this distance. Do you know what you have done to me, Angus? Do you have any idea of my situation?"
"You trembled for my touch?"
"Yes, Angus. I know you were dreaming of me just now and probably many times before. I dreamed of you too. I dreamed of you for so long, I gave up on ever meeting you. And these were dreams Migalik did not make. These dreams of yours and mine were from some other Dream Maker, a Master Dream Maker, the one who makes Migalik's dreams, perhaps."
Angus realized the voice was now coming from another direction. Angus turned toward it.
"Angus, don't try to attack me. You can't hurt me with that thing. Even if its sharpness could cut me, I'm far too fast for you. Now listen to what I have to say to you. I must finish and get away from you before my resolve to not harm you or the others is consumed by madness. Do you have any idea of the madness my body now contains?" The creature’s laughter reached a hysterical pitch. "When you attacked the Geketz to protect me, it was almost too late. Had you been any later it would have drained me completely. Had you been any earlier I would have been no more injured than you were. It did not take all of my light and even now it wars within me against the darkness and against the Enemy. Sometimes the light is in control, but the evil of the Geketz that I am, soon takes over. Then the war within me begins again. So far I have not harmed any Elves or Humans, but I know not how long that may last. The Enemy is furious that he cannot control me all the time. I can hear his thoughts.
“It is well that I stay away from my people because the Enemy will know what I know. But there is an advantage in that, because I also know his thoughts, just as he knows mine. His fear at the present is that the Elves will learn how to help me and restore me. If that secret is captured by them, all his Geketzim could be lost."
"What can I do to help you?" asked Angus. "I wish I could have been there for you sooner… I may have been able to save you, if I had just been able to get to my feet faster. I had no idea the danger you were in!"
"Seek the Gate Keeper in the House of The Brith Gar-Nunsum." The Geketz now started to pace before him, rolling its head back and forth as though in the heat of a terrible struggle. "That is the thought of GaudarKahn. He fears you will find the Gate Keeper and the Key." Then it turned and raced through the forest, screaming. As its voice faded in the distance, Angus was carried to his feet by its urgency.
***
Angus had no idea how he found his way back. Migalik had left his door uncovered so Angus could see the light. People, Elves and even some Dwarves were searching the woods for him. He had walked right through them without realizing he was the object of their search.
When Angus entered the doorway, William was the first to see him. Migalik was not there. "He’s off with the others. They're having a secret meeting talking about war," William told him. "There's plenty of food. Here, eat something." William then stepped outside the door and whispered to an Elf that Angus had returned and to call in the searchers.
Migalik and VelMud arrived back at Migalik's underground home at about the same time, with Feshka close behind. "That was a very unwise thing to do, Angus. You know there is another Geketz around us."
"Yes, I know," Angus replied. "I spoke with it." As he sipped a mug from the Wine Well he told them the whole story, except the part about the dreams and his former hopes concerning Lurenne. When he got to the words ‘Gate Keeper’, the three Elves exchanged knowing glances.
After Angus had finished, Feshka was the first to speak. "There’s more to this story than you’ve told us. Why would the Geketz speak to you so kindly? Why would she choose to speak to you at all, instead of her uncle or cousins?”
Angus didn't answer.
Feshka rose and stood squarely in front of Angus, glaring at him for nearly a full minute. At least Angus interpreted it as a glare. Actually Feshka was examining the boy closely. Such intensity in any person can be easily misunderstood. Then he said, "Tell me the rest of the story, Elfkin. It may be much more important to us than you realize.”
"But it's very personal sir." Angus wasn’t sure whether he should tell him of his private friendship with Lurenne.
Migalik, VelMud, Feshka, and the older humans present, Angus' Father William, Ingram, and Scobie, without exception knew from their own memories of their youth just what it was that Angus was trying to conceal, but William and Ingram thought it had gone much further than it really had. Tristan was filled with curiosity. He had the feeling everyone knew something amusing except him. Migalik's eyes twinkled and he winked at VelMud, who was just getting it. Then the Elves glanced at the Humans to see if they understood. Their eyes met as the Humans glanced back for the same reason.
They tried to conceal from Angus that they knew he was in love with Lurelei just as they tried to conceal the "been-there-done-that" look in their own eyes. Feshka was the first to speak.
"Angus, Elves have only been among Humans for about six hundred years, in this place. We have known for a long time that major differences exist between the races. Elves tend to be delicate, intuitive and what Humans find to be delightfully happy. Humans on the other hand have much stronger passions and generally much greater physical strength. This combination has created an attraction between Human males and Elf females which doesn't seem to work the other way around. Most Human and Elf marriages have been with a Human male and a female Elf. Elf women for the most part, embody every positive trait that Human males seek in their women. Most Elf women prefer Elf men, but every so often we find one with a wild bent who seeks the higher passions and finds the greater physical strength desirable. I, myself, am the product of such a marriage."
The light dawned in Tristan's eyes and he turned his attention fully on Angus. So that's why he couldn't decide which woman to take, he thought. That rascal, and he didn't even tell me!
"But it's more than that," Angus began. "Both of us dreamed about each other for a long time before actually meeting."
"The rest you may keep private if you wish," Feshka said kindly. "We're trying to understand why she chose you as her contact with us. Now I understand. She said she could be restored. She said the Enemy fears we might learn the secret. If he fears that, then it must be possible. And it must be easily within our grasp. But why did she seek you for that message?"
"It may become clear later," Migalik offered. "For now, the first course of action we must follow is this. Angus, do you plan to seek the Gate Keeper, as the creature suggested?"
"I'd do anything to help her,” Angus declared with great passion. “If this Gate Keeper can lead me in the right direction to accomplish that, yes I will seek the Gate Keeper. Do you know where I can find him?"
"Possibly,” Feshka answered. "You may find him in The City of The Vision, in the house of the Brith Gar-Nunsum. Do you still desire to go there?"
"Yes," answered Angus without hesitation.
"It is a place where you can never be invited," Migalik said. “You must personally request that you be taken there. That is why you were asked a second time, so we can be certain this desire arises from your own free will and accord."
"Fine." Feshka placed a reassuring hand on Angus’s shoulder. "We will leave for that place at sunset tomorrow. Spend the time till then resting. It seems to me that you have not fully recovered from the attack, Angus. You will need your rest. Also, my young friend, from this moment on, and until you return to your home in the Glen, your name shall be called ‘StrathNaver’. It will be your Elf name, representing not the water of the river, but the passion of its drive to the sea--the power of its passion.”
Migalik could tell from Angus's expression that he didn't much like the new name and Migalik knew why. "Don't let a little teasing bother you, StrathNaver. The girls named you well!"
"What's this talk of a cure?" Scobie asked.
"Yes," answered Feshka. "We must think about that. BaynYamen is again among us. His body is apparently recovered, but he's filled with madness."
"Perhaps living the life of the Geketz is what drove him mad," suggested Migalik. I’ll try to speak with him again."
"And the Bolt from Star Bright drove out that part of the enemy that was in him, holding him?" Feshka asked.
"It appears so," replied Migalik.
"This talk of Bolts and monsters is a bit much for me." Ingram headed out the door.
"What is this Bolt you speak of so much?" asked Scobie.
"Elves have a very strong life force," Feshka began. "We have learned to use its power for healing, as I did with Ang-- I mean StrathNaver, last night." He smiled, watching Angus wince at the name. "We also use it for all the other things we do, things that you Humans think of as Magic. We can help a plant figure out which way it wants to grow and how big to get. We can help streams and rivers choose their course. The Bolt was accidentally rediscovered when we lived at YeePhraWaine. It is said that one of our ancient teachers of that day, in a fit of rage and in the presence of one of the creatures, sent it forth from his heart."
"And then he dropped dead," added Migalik.
"Yes he dropped dead. But it was through him that we learned to cast the Bolt in a more controlled manner. Now we know how to do it without sending out all of our life force. The first teacher to do it also did not focus it as well as Star Bright's Bolt. Its force was scattered and succeeded only in driving the thing away, causing it little harm. Star Bright's Bolt undid the creature."
"It would appear," suggested VelMud, "that the restoration of the creature we saw today was accomplished by the use of the Bolt. Maybe what we're missing is the idea that this was accomplished by the act of restoring the life force that was taken from it."
"But the Geketz spends its time drinking life forces," said Migalik. "How could this be the cure?"
Feshka rose from his seat at the table with the others. His brow was deeply furrowed, his hands clasped behind his back. William and Scobie watched him start to pace. Perhaps there really is a cure after all, thought Angus. These Elves had accomplished things he could never have believed without being a first-hand witness. He remembered the vine climbing back into the tree after his rescue, Lurenne, now Lurelei, walking a foot off the ground, and how his hand tingled at her touch. Was this her life force he was feeling? He thought now that he could believe anything.
William sat watching Feshka. He was thinking, what strange names these people have. When we left the Glen we never thought this was a supernatural affair. We thought it was some rogue Islemen out playing at raiding our settlement. I never really believed in Elves. Laura said she was descended from Elves but I never really believed her. He shuffled his feet under the table and cleared his throat. "What can we do to help, I mean, me and Scobie and the others?"
"Come with us to this place they call 'The City of The Vision’," suggested Angus, leaning forward earnestly. "It looks like there are battles to be fought. If there's vengeance to be had, it must be there. There are some ill creatures abroad that need slaying."
Feshka stopped pacing. Facing them, he instructed, "Speak not of vengeance and of slaying. There is a grave wrong in the world and we must correct it by guiding it, as we do plants and trees and streams that wander astray. The Enemy is a Being who is horribly deluded and corrupted. Try separating in your thoughts the Being from his deeds. All things believe their actions to be justified in some manner. We must find a way to correct this illness rather than slay its victim."
William stiffened in his chair. “This 'Being' as you call it, caused the death of my wife and the wives and some of the children of the other men here. He has also been the cause of much death and sorrow among your own people. How can you so calmly discuss sympathy for him when his evil delivers butchery to your very homes?"
Migalik turned toward Angus. "StrathNaver, do you still love Lurelei, even though she has become what she is?"
Angus's frowned. He looked at the floor and began shuffling his feet to find a more comfortable position while he thought about his answer. He cleared his throat, stalling for time. He didn't want to answer because he would have to direct his words toward his father. But William knew what Angus was going to say long before the answer was actually articulated. He understood love. So did Scobie, whose expression was softening as he reflected about those he loved.
"Of course I do," Angus answered at length. "I love what she was and what she could be again. But I have no love for this monster that did this to her. Loving what a destroyed piece of art once was, doesn't justify treasuring what good may be left in the vandal."
"Neither does destroying a piece of art justify destroying the vandal. The vandal may someday be the artist who restores it," answered Feshka.
"So what do you have in mind?" William asked angrily. "Are we going to fight our way to his door, break down the door and capture him, then provide him with a teacher? Are we going to give him a cure? This makes no sense to me! A creature’s nature can't be changed. Destroy him, I say!"
"Agreed," shouted Angus and Scobie in unison.
"If this is the consensus of the others, it will be done," said Migalik. "It has always been our way to share in such decisions. But some may feel if he is imprisoned in some dark place and instructed and cared for, that he may someday come to learn about the good in us of which he is now ignorant."
"Let me see if I have this straight." Eyes flashing, Scobie confronted Migalik. "You believe the Enemy slaughters you because he fails to see the good in you? Hasn't he had enough time to see that? How long have your peoples been warring?"
"From time out of mind," responded Feshka, "He has always killed us on sight. There has often been no warning that he was near, as in the killing in your Glen. He has planted poisons where we would eat it. He has filled our air with poisons that made us sick. He has killed our children and our wives, as he did yours. For as long as our history can be remembered, he has pursued us."
"Is it finally time to stand and fight, do you think?" asked William sarcastically.
"Yes," Migalik answered, resolution ringing in his voice. “The time has finally come to face the Enemy. We now have tools that we lacked in the past. Our peoples are gathering. Even the Dwarves join us in this, and other peoples who do not acknowledge us. There are Humans, for example. Has anyone ever seen Humans and Elves fighting side by side? Not in the living memory of anyone I know!"
Tristan was loosely following the discussion. He didn't really understand what was going on, nor did Angus and the other Humans. Talk of Bolts and life forces were concepts beyond the understanding of any of the Humans present. They were shepherds and husbandmen, not metaphysicians and sorcerers. None of them had ever considered their life force to be a thing separate from the rest of their existence. Tristan understood they were going on a trip. He understood there was going to be a fight--one that may well last quite some time. He also understood what Feshka had said about how those lithesome willowy beauties of daughters felt about human males. Tristan's mind was wandering far and wide about the issues at hand.
"But how can we be of help?" asked Scobie. "Would our weapons be of any use against such foes?"
Migalik smiled and rose from his seat at the table. "Wait one moment, gentlemen." He left the room and returned with four sheathed swords tied in a bundle by a woven vine cord. Angus and the others watched in astonishment as the vines came untied, seemingly at Migalik's command. As he laid three of them on the stone shelf with his cooking pots and plates, he lifted one of the blades and handed it to Scobie. "Feel the heft of this one, Scobie, and tell me how you like it."
Then he handed one each to Angus, Tristan, and William. "We've been busy during these years in the Valley of the Naver. We traded with the Dwarves for the secret of these weapons. During the time they have been in our keeping, we have charged them with the power we use for the Bolt. They are charged with the life force that we generate within us. The Dwarves called them 'steel’, but since we have contributed to their hardness, they are now ours and we call them 'Elf Steel'. Use them carefully, for they have the power to slice through stone. They are as yet untried against the Enemy but we believe they can hurt his creatures."
As Migalik spoke, William and the others unsheathed the swords Migalik had given them. "Be careful to not touch the blades," Migalik warned them.
"Look at this," Tristan declared without stuttering. "It shines brighter than Migalik's lamps!"
"That's true," Migalik smiled. "They shine with the life force of the Elves who charged them. The cutting edge is not the sharpness of the metal but the brilliance of that power. If you touch even the flat edge, it may draw blood. Keep them covered unless you must use them. Their light shines as a beacon to our Enemy. Treat them well. It takes time for the Elves to recover the power they placed within each of them."
"I hope you have more than four!" Scobie exclaimed.
"We have many," answered Migalik. "But the power of a sword, even these swords, is not much greater than the power of the swordsman. Have any of you ever handled a sword before, or been schooled in its use?"
"My father showed me some of the moves of a swordsman,” said William. “This old iron blade was his and his father's before him. But neither of them nor any of us was ever trained in its use."
"There's a school in The City of The Vision where they've made quite a study of the use of the sword,” said Migalik. "They are known to have mastered its techniques. Perhaps you would profit from some time with the teachers there."
A Dangerous Journey
The path to The City of The Vision led over the mountains and through the most difficult terrain in all of Alba.
"We try to avoid Human settlements," Migalik explained later.
When the path crossed rivers such as the Strath Naver, it was at the most treacherous locations, over white water rapids in the bottoms of steep gullies. The Elves had developed a type of bridge consisting of two thin ropes made from woven grasses stretched across the stream, one a few feet above the other. The idea was to stand on one while hanging onto the other. "We'll be killed by traveling before we even get to see the Enemy!" grumbled Ingram.
Scobie was handling the hiking better, as he always did. He may have been smaller than the rest of the men, but that didn’t mean he didn't have comparable strength. He had proved that many times, by almost trotting up the sides of cliffs while the other Humans struggled just to keep moving. Scobie, Tristan and Angus were the only ones who were able to keep up with the Elves, even though the Elves seemed to be walking slightly off the ground and without effort. "There has to be some advantage to being young," Scobie joked, "or short."
Feshka was only half Elf and his feet were on the ground. But even with this disability, he was able to keep up with the others, strolling along the paths effortlessly as though he did it every day; perhaps he did.
Migalik had decided to go with them. VelMud had also joined the party; he hiked silently, keeping his strange eyes ahead and alert. The group consisted of a little over three dozen that Tristan could count. Counting was difficult because not all of the Elves stayed on the path but walked alongside, ahead and behind the group, watching for trouble. A few of the Dwarves had come along but the rest had gone back to the Southerlands, they said, to raise an army and encourage their distant kinsmen to do the same. VeratNonn was the only one whose name Tristan knew. There were Wood Elves and Sea Elves, Dwarves, the Gray Elves of the Naver, and some other Humans who had come up from the Southerlands with the Dwarves.
Tristan was excited about the chance to see this Elf city, yet fearful about the possibility of war. But he was very pleased about being among these strange and wonderful creatures that he didn't even know existed, only a few days before.
The Dwarves were sullen but trudging along at a surprising speed for their size and the shortness of their legs. Tristan was as awed by their strange bulky clothing as he was by their huge ears and elaborate jewelry. The Elves were mostly young, like Silver Leaf and his Elf friend GarMawk. GulDockel, Silver Leaf's father was as strange to behold as was VelMud. Tristan couldn't decide which one was stranger or fiercer. VelMud's broad shoulders gave him the appearance of great strength, and his sullenness was almost like that of the Dwarves. But the wildness of his flaming hair gave Tristan the idea that VelMud might be just a little mad. When Tristan learned of VelMud's years of seclusion and the reason for it, he became more certain that VelMud was not someone he would want to meet alone on a darkened hillside.
GulDockel, on the other hand, was not so broad shouldered or wild looking. He was neatly coifed and clothed, so neatly done, in fact, that it gave Tristan the impression that GulDockel just might be a little overly involved with himself. His long, very neatly pointed graying beard that perfectly matched his thin eyebrows turning up at their ends, made him look sinister. His face was long and the beard made it seem even longer. To complete the impression, GulDockel wore a long pointed cap. What a great distance from the tip of his hat to the tip of his beard! thought Tristan.
All of them were carrying the Elf Steel blades, carefully sheathed. Some of the younger Elves were carrying bows and sheathes of arrows. Tristan suspected something must be unusual about the arrows as well as the Elf blades, because they were carefully covered and out of sight.
He wished Angus would stay a little closer so they could talk about all this, but all Angus wanted to do was listen to Feshka's conversation. Angus was better at keeping up with the Elves than Tristan, so he was unable to stay close to the two to hear their conversation.
William and Ingram were near the end of the procession. Neither of them liked hiking. Added to their dislike was the weight of their heavy backpacks. Scobie kept getting ahead of them, then dropping back to join them again. Elves were all around, ahead, behind, and in the forest on both sides. "It looks like they're guarding us," William observed.
"Could be they're making sure we don't get away," replied Ingram.
"That's ridiculous," William retorted.
Scobie tuned in. He had just heard the last of the conversation. "Ingram, what are you so upset about? These creatures are like children. All they want from us and anyone else is to be left in peace!"
"It isn't peace they’re seekin' now," Ingram grumbled. "We're off to war, or so they're sayin’. And if they're so peaceful, why don't we ever see them in the Glen? They live practically on top of us and we never see ’em."
"That's a good point, Ingram. What do you say, Scobie?" asked William.
"Well, think about it like this," Scobie began. "I'm much shorter than other men. I'm shorter than either of you. Do you remember when we were kids, how mean the others were to me? I was beaten more than once for being short. You were part of it once, Ingram. Do you remember?"
"We were just kids then. We meant no harm," retorted Ingram.
"Well, I remember too. I had a bloody nose from you just because I was a little bit different than the others. There are a lot of people like you, Ingram, who don't much like strangers, and these strangers are a lot more different from you than just being shorter. I think they fear us a lot more than you fear them."
"What are you sayin', Scobie?" Ingram asked defensively. "I'm not a bad person. We never did you any harm!"
"No harm done, Ingram, but don't you see what I'm talkin' about? If they ever showed up in the Glen they'd have been lucky to leave alive."
"You're right there, Scobie," Ingram condescended. "You're right there."
The first night ended without incident, and the second as well, but as they grew closer to the city, the party began traveling slower.
"Why are we slowing down?" Angus asked Feshka. "It's a welcome relief, and my legs are a bit weary of the pace, but what's the reason? Do you know?"
"Well, it's like this," Feshka explained. "For the last few months there has been some activity around the city that we don't like very much. Some of us would go into the forest and not return. After that happened a few times, no one has been willing to go out alone. Sometimes when a person is standing at the edge of the city, an arrow has found its way into that person's breast. We’ve lost several like that. The city is now guarded. We have scouts in the forests all around, in threes. That has helped some, but the troubles haven't stopped. We believe the Enemy is gathering information about us and when it is finished, he will come in force. Do you see, the Dwarves have moved to the head of the procession. They can handle a Geketz. There are Elf Warriors right behind them in case we find a different kind of evil. There have been some reports of others in the forest tonight. We believe we may be in some danger."
The group also traveled more quietly. On the previous two nights there had been the hum of soft conversation, but on this night, there was no sound at all other than the usual forest noises. The path they followed was clear of leaves and twigs and the shoes of the travelers were of soft woven grasses. Every so often one could hear the heavy breathing of some of the humans, and that was as controlled as possible. After several hours of what Angus thought of as tiptoeing through the forest, he commented to Feshka, "This seems unnecessary. I haven't heard a single sound that was out of place."
"It's not so much what you hear, StrathNaver, as what you don't hear. Look aloft!"
Angus stopped walking with Feshka for a moment, and looked up at the night sky. It was darkened by low clouds broken in places and revealing a brighter moonlit sky above. Then he saw it. At first it seemed like just another cloud, a small one, but darker than the rest. Then he realized it was moving in a different direction than the other clouds, and more quickly.
Someone threw a blanket over Angus' head and at the same time he realized that all Elves and Elfkin in the party were covering themselves, including Feshka. "The blankets will conceal our light," Feshka told him. "Maybe it didn't see us."
"Unlikely," responded Migalik who was walking just behind them.
Then Angus began feeling the same dark foreboding as on the night he had first slept at Migalik's home. It started in the pit of his stomach and began spreading throughout his body. He shivered to try to shake off the feeling of fear and began listening carefully to the sounds around him to take his mind off it. "Some of the Humans behind us who are not Elfkin, and the Dwarves are uncovered. They can tell us when it passes," whispered Feshka.
After a few minutes someone called the “all clear” and everyone began uncovering and looking around.
"What was it?" asked Angus.
"We call them Flying Shadows," said Migalik. "We have seen only one near the Naver, but they tell us there are many around The City of The Vision."
"The Enemy moves slowly," said Feshka, "until he’s sure of where all of our settlements are. The Flying Shadows and the Geketzim are his eyes. He knows now of the Naver Grays, but he has not found the Wood Elves or the Sea Elves. His servants are all around The City of The Vision and they tease us with bloodshed. They leap out of the dark and take one or two of us. They shoot an arrow out of the night now and again to strike fear into us, but they are not ready to attack. We fear it will come soon and we are ill prepared. Our people are gathering and our tools of war are made. This will surprise him. In the past we only fled."
Angus noticed that the Elves who had scattered on either side of the path to guard the way had moved in closer. More Dwarves had moved to the lead. The pace was slower yet. They were now moving down a steep hillside, half sliding down the path. The forest rose to its full height on both sides. An occasional outcropping of rock blocked the path and the hikers carefully skirted them. Thorny bushes grew on the path's sides, catching at their clothing as they passed. The Dwarves had reached the bottom and were turning to the right to follow a narrow ravine. A thin stream of water trickled through its center, washing over rocks and the grass that lived in the flow of the current.
As Angus reached the bottom with Migalik and Feshka he began to watch the steep hillside rising above them on both sides of the stream. There was barely room to walk between the elevated ground and water in the center of the ravine. The band strung out now single file, and the Elves who had spread out on either side of the path as watchers, also had to move in to join the single line because the sides were even too steep for them to maneuver.
"The path will begin to climb again shortly," Feshka told them.
Just then Angus heard a disturbance from the Dwarves ahead of them… shouting and voices that sounded like cries of pain. Then he heard what sounded like squealing. Suddenly something nearly knocked him off his feet as it rushed past. It was a huge swine with shining tusks. Then he saw gleaming blades of light surrounding them. Feshka was on the ground on his back with Migalik beside him, both struggling to get up again. With one hand, Angus drew the Elf blade Migalik had given him, and with the other he grasped Migalik's outstretched hand and pulled him to his feet.
Another swine came racing down the valley. It went for Feshka, who was now on hands and knees and about to rise. Migalik slashed at it with his glowing blade and struck it. The swine screamed and turned on Migalik. Angus drew back his arm to strike the beast, but VelMud was faster. His blow nearly decapitated it. "Watch out, there's another!" He pulled Angus back by the arm.
At that moment two more came racing down the path. This one tried for VelMud, but he was too fast for the animal. He skewered it and as it fell, he kicked it into the creek. The second animal grabbed Angus just above the knee. VelMud and the swine went down with Angus, who was trying to push it off as he screamed with pain. Angus finally managed to sink his blade through the animal's throat just as VelMud's sword sank threw the back of its neck. The stinking beast fell on top of Angus, pinning him to the ground.
He could hear the shouts of men and Elves in the rear and knew there was also an attack from behind. More swine ran past him and something fell on top of the animal that was holding him down. Whatever it was kept going and the dead pig lying on Angus rolled off and hit the creek with a splash.
Angus scrambled to his feet, sword in one hand and Skyn Dhu in the other, eager for blood. In the light from the swords he could see another swine charging toward them through the group ahead. Many were down and struggling to get to their feet. The swine were doing their best to cause as many harms among the Elves as possible, biting and cutting with their short tusks.
Feshka was on his feet between Angus and the oncoming swine. Angus saw him raise both his hands as though to greet it. Then Angus saw a ball of light, almost the color of fire, form in front of Feshka's hands and dart toward the swine, hitting it. The pig's hair burst into flame and it turned, charging up the hillside, screaming in fear and pain.
Angus looked around for more and saw Migalik behind him, slashing at one of them. Angus raised his sword and in one sweeping motion sliced into the back of the pig's neck. It dropped like a brick, blood everywhere.
"Where's VelMud?" Migalik asked Angus.
"I haven't seen him since I got knocked down.”
"Look there!" Migalik pointed upward. Another shadow moved across the sky, circling. "Like a general watching the battle and calling out directions," Migalik muttered.
He reached behind his back, unhooked a long bow, reached back again and drew an arrow from a woven grass sheath. The arrow glowed more brightly than the swords and with the same hue. Migalik fitted the arrow to the string and pointed it to the sky, drawing the string back to his shoulder. As he released the string, the arrow shot skyward. Angus thought he saw it leaving a trail of light behind it as it darted toward the Shadow.
The image in the sky was apparently closer than it appeared to be. The arrow struck its mark in just a few seconds, and then the air was filled with an eerie wailing sound. Angus watched briefly as the Shadow flew quickly in a westerly direction, away from them. He turned his attention to the remaining swine that were still attacking the travelers and began working his way down the line, helping where he could, blood streaming down his leg.
He had been aware of the pain only when the beast had its teeth in him, and as he fought and slashed at the remaining animals, his thoughts were only of killing. The fight ended with the last of the pigs running off into the forested hillside, leaving many wounded and a few dead among the party. VelMud was found at the end of the line, defending the Humans. Angus's father and friends were uninjured but thoroughly frightened. Angus's leg had begun to throb. The scars on his neck and wrists also started to ache. He sank to the ground, feeling weak and sick. Placing his hand on the ground next to him for support, he was disgusted to find it had landed in a puddle of blood, oozing from a dead swine lying next to him. He wobbled to his feet and then fainted.
Tristan caught his arm as he went down. William grabbed the other one, keeping him off the ground. "Wake up, Angus!" William snapped angrily. "This is no time to faint!” William slapped him briskly across the face. Angus opened his eyes and looked around, groggy.
"Where are we?" he asked, and fainted again.
The remainder of the trip to The City of The Vision was less eventful, although several hours were lost as they gathered everyone together again, tended to those who were wounded and made litters to carry those who couldn’t walk. Some of them had been separated, chasing the swine into the woods. Several of the Elves had gone farther ahead looking for more trouble; others stayed behind. They had been expecting Geketzim, not swine. The Dwarves in the lead had suffered the most injuries because they had been taken by surprise. By the time the swine had reached farther down the line, the alarm had been sounded and the group was already prepared.
Angus awoke on a litter bouncing between two Elves with his father walking behind, struggling to keep up with them. His leg was swathed in bandages woven from the grasses growing in the stream. They had climbed out of the valley and were following a path on a mountain ridge.
"Let me get off of this thing," Angus demanded
"Stay right there, son," ordered his father. "Those cuts are fairly deep and you might start bleeding again."
"I'm fine. Let me get up," Angus insisted.
"Rest for now, Angus." The Elf GarMawk who was carrying the back end of the litter spoke up. "You're not so heavy to us and William is right. Those weren't ordinary hogs. Wild hogs avoid us. Its bite may be worse than we expect. Feshka says they were from the Enemy. Stay on the litter."
"Migalik says he wounded the Flying Shadow," reported Silver Leaf, carrying the front end of the litter. "Did you see it, StrathNaver?"
Angus' throat and wrists felt like they were on fire, but the burning was more like an icy sensation, and the combination of the two extremes of temperature seemed to work against each other to intensify the pain. His whole body seemed to be plunged into this icy burning sensation. He had never before experienced such pain as in his chest and shoulder where the Geketz had touched him. His leg was numb from its wound. "Yes I saw it," replied Angus weakly. "Why are the scars from the Geketz hurting me more than the wound in my leg?"
"Hush and rest now, StrathNaver," GarMawk answered him. "You'll need all your strength for the rest of the journey."
"Wounds from the Enemy work together," said Silver Leaf. "Every time he wounds you, all the old wounds work together to cause you harm. We must get you to the City as quickly as possible. Try to sleep if you can."
Easier said than done Angus discovered, to try and sleep while bouncing up on down on the litter. Yet he was thankful it was not Humans who were carrying him. They would be stumbling over the rocks and limbs lying on the path. His wounds seemed to be digging deeper into his body, reaching for his heart and vital organs. As the pain increased, Angus was beginning to grow angry. His thoughts turned to his mother, now dead. The Enemy had slaughtered that sweet and beautiful woman, who was William's wife and Angus's mother. Her crime? The same as that of Lurelei: beauty and light. Then his thoughts turned to Lurelei, Lurenne. His lips remembered the touch of hers and his hand the feel of her tingling presence. His returning fury drove back the pain of the wounds, which were reaching for his life's force, drawing on it.
Angus heard shouts ahead. Was it another attack? What was it this time? Geketzim? Wolves? Who would ever have thought that swine could form an organized attack… the perversion of animals and murder of Humans and Elves? What else would the Enemy invent to offend nature itself? The litter had been set on the ground; Angus forced himself to rise to his feet. His Elf blade was still at his side, but for now he left it in its sheath, since he felt it might affect his night vision. He scanned the darkness, searching for the disturbance. Elves and men were fighting nearby but Angus couldn't see what they were fighting. He saw a flash of fire and knew Feshka was in the fray.
Suddenly Angus felt a shadow moving toward him. He drew his blade and in the flash of its light he saw a creature horrible beyond his belief: distorted yellow eyes streaked with red and legs and arms like a Human or an Elf. But it was neither. Its skin was darkened with scars as if it had been burned. Angus froze, overcome with horror. He could see the delight in the creature’s eyes as it lunged toward him with a short but ugly-looking blade.
The blade and sudden movement broke Angus’s trance. With one sweep of his arm he struck at the creature. The edge of his Elf blade glanced off the creature's shoulder causing little damage. It stepped back out of the way for a moment to assess the situation. Angus was tottering on his feet, barely able to stand. The creature began to approach again, its blade drawn back, ready to strike. Angus watched as if in a daze as it drew back the blade and made a long downward swing straight for his throat. Suddenly out of the darkness a figure Angus could barely see swept past him in a flying tackle and knocked the creature to the ground. Angus watched as the new menace struggled briefly with the creature, then rose to its feet. It was a Geketz.
Still in a daze, Angus remembered the Elf blade in his hand and drew it back to strike the Geketz. "If you wish to kill me with Elf Steel, Angus,” rose a familiar voice, “I will stand here and die at your hand. But if you do, your friend Lurenne, who I was, will no longer be here to protect you."
With a howl, the Geketz dived back into the darkness. Angus could hear it crashing through the trees and fallen leaves. Exhausted and relieved, Angus fell back onto the litter.
In the distance and through the trees Angus saw another flash of fire-colored light and he knew Feshka was still fighting. The sounds of the shouting had lessened and he heard others approaching.
Silver Leaf and GarMawk appeared. "So," panted GarMawk, "one got past us. Well done, StrathNaver! Well done."
"I didn't kill it. A Geketz came out of the woods and killed it for me. It was Lurenne."
GarMawk stepped over Angus's litter to examine the creature. "It has a sword slash on its shoulder, but the gash at its throat is what killed it. It looks like a bite of some sort. You say a Geketz killed it. That makes no sense. The Geketzim are servants of the Enemy. Why would it defend you?"
"What is this thing that was killed?" asked Angus, cringing as his wounds again started to throb. "How can pigs be organized to attack Humans and Elves? What kind of an enemy is this that we go to fight?"
"He is an evil Enemy. He is one who fights us for no other cause than his own hatred. Now tell me of the Geketz. Why would it defend you? Are you a servant of the Enemy?"
Angus began to realize he had placed himself in potential danger. "No," he murmured. "It was Lurenne. When she was attacked, the Geketz was driven away before it finished. She's only partly changed. I didn't know she had come with us."
"She is the one Migalik calls Lurelei," Silver Leaf said. "She is not an enemy, but a Geketz nevertheless. Beware of her but do not kill her," he turned to GarMawk.
"Rest, StrathNaver," Silver Leaf placed a hand on Angus’s forehead. "All will be explained when we get to the City. For now we must focus on getting there. Talking can wait."
With great relief, Angus closed his eyes. "If there's more trouble, please wake me. This creature would have had me if I hadn't been awakened by the shouting and fighting."
Although he fell asleep at once, the pain of his scars and wounds affected his dreams. His last thought before drifting off was, "I'll have to remember to ask Feshka about those fire balls."
After the attack by the wild pigs, William, Tristan, Ingram and Scobie had chosen to stick together with the Elves near the front of the line. William knew Angus was in good hands farther back. "These Elves are some warriors," Ingram declared grimly. "Did you see that one over there? He killed four of those things faster than I could see his knife moving."
"Yes, I saw it," William nodded.
"Did you see that one they call Feshka?" Scobie exclaimed. "He has some kind of trick of throwing balls of fire at them. Did you see how they ran off into the woods squealing when the fireballs hit them?"
Tristan was even more silent than usual. He was becoming aware that there was a lot more to be learned from the Elves than he had ever thought possible. They were far more than the soft-spoken forest dwellers that he’d first taken them to be. It had never occurred to him that they even existed; he’d assumed they were simply the creatures of childhood stories. Now he was discovering they had a culture all their own. They had a history, enemies, wives and children they loved and tried to educate. What intrigued Tristan even more was the Magic the Elf girls had over him.
Ingram was having thoughts about the Elf Culture too, but he wasn't as quiet about it. "I hope they never turn on us as enemies," he declared to William.
"I don't think they will, Ingram, unless we make ourselves their enemies. Why do you fear them so much?"
"They could take us in a war as quickly and easily as we'd take a bunch of rabbits."
"Yes they could," agreed William. "Aren't you glad they hate warring?"
"They were going pretty eagerly into it just now," Ingram observed. "What makes you think they wouldn't turn on us the same way?"
"Ingram," William sighed, "my wife was descended from Elf blood and so was yours. Can you see someone like your wife or mine deciding to hate an entire race and declare war on them for no other reason?"
"My wife didn't hate anything," said Ingram. "She'd no sooner hate another than hate her own children."
"Mine too. Did you hear what Feshka said of the enemy? They don't even want to kill him. Why do you do distrust them?"
"I don't know," admitted Ingram. "It just doesn't feel right."
If Scobie and Ingram had been impressed with the skill of the Elf swordsmen before, they were now in reverence. "Don't think so much of it," Migalik smiled at the Humans. "Before you've been in the City a month, you'll be just as good as they are."
Not likely, thought Scobie.
The next few hours were spent in quiet and determined hiking. Angus was near delirium while the Elves and Dwarves kept a silent moving vigil. His was not the only litter among them. There had been several injuries. Feshka was surprised at all the resistance they found. His trip to the valley of the Naver had been quiet. So much trouble on the way home concerned him. He urged the others to keep careful watch on the darkness. If there had been so many attacks there were sure to be more before they reached the City."There it is!" Feshka pointed.
"There what is?" asked William.
"The City of The Vision.”
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