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THE GAME PIECE
 
Reluctantly, Loni packed an overnight satchel, stuffing in little more than a tunic, a pair of pants, and a small brush to clean his teeth. He hated visiting his family more than anything in the world, mainly because he never felt like he belonged there.
Looking around his small, private room at the branch of the Guild of Sagecraft among the Lhoin’na—[Those] of the Glade, or the elves, as humans called them—he was well aware that he didn’t belong here either.
His satchel lay on a bunk that resembled a shelf of wood growing directly out from the wall, with a simple linen-covered mattress. Beside the bed was a desk with a single chair. The desk was covered with quills, ink, and a few unread books.
This was the room of a scholar.
But he was no scholar; he’d only applied here three years back because his father insisted that he consider some form of vocation, some way to contribute to his people and the community at large.
His father and his older brother were both members of the Shé’ith—what humans sometimes called the “Serentiers.” The Shé’ith were military guardians who patrolled the people’s vast forest territory, all of its enclaves, great and small, and this heart of it all, the great city called a’Ghràihlôn’na—Blessed of the Woods. Although Loni’s father had begun training him early to follow in the same footsteps, by ten years old, Loni had not developed a hint of interest in becoming one of the Shé’ith.
The problem was that, as more years passed, he developed no interest in becoming anything else either. Studying at the guild had been chosen by default.
So, at the age of seventeen, and in desperation, he’d applied to become an initiate. He was too old and he knew it, but his father held some influence with the guild’s premin counsel, and so he’d been admitted. In the three years since then, of course he wasn’t ready to apply for journeyor status to one of the five orders. He was the oldest initiate in the entire branch, and at the age of twenty, the tan initiate’s robe that he always wore was becoming ridiculous.
Loni didn’t like to be ridiculous. What he did like was being left alone.
In that sense, the guild had provided a haven. He had a private room here, away from his family, and he could normally find a dozen reasons throughout the day to escape from any and all company. Of course his present status required attending classes, lectures, and seminars, but he could sit apart, pretend to take notes, and then vanish afterward.
For him, the main attraction of joining the guild had been the opportunity for privacy.
Looking down at his packed satchel on the bunk, he sighed just as a knock sounded on the door.
“Yes?” he called.
When the door opened, he saw the other benefit he’d found here: a tall, stooped man in a gray robe, Domin Aur’andàl.
“Are you ready?” the domin asked. “Your father made it clear he expected you by the midday meal.”
“Yes, I’m ready.”
Domin Aur’andàl had a kind face and quiet manner that put Loni at ease. His ears were unusually long, their pointed ends sticking up through his streaked hair. He never judged anyone and often expressed that everyone had their own path to follow in this world. Should Loni have put enough effort into his studies and applied for journeyor’s status, he would have chosen the order of cathology just to work under Domin Aur’andàl’s tutelage.
But the chance of that was remote. He had no interest in spending day after day bent over a table studying texts related to geography, languages, history, and other cultures… or taking part in everything that cathologers did to safeguard all the knowledge that the guild collected. He had only one intense historical interest, and he’d exhausted the limited accounts on that long ago.
Loni knew he didn’t belong here, but returning to his parents’ home was a far worse alternative.
Yet now, he was forced to do so for a day and a night.
“It may be not be so terrible,” Domin Aur’andàl said with a slight smile, which faded. “This betrothal is important to your father, so try to please him if you can today.”
Loni looked across the room without answering. If he could have spoken his thoughts to anyone, it would have been Domin Aur’andàl, but he could not. Today would be grueling, with no possibility of escape.
His striking older brother, Daffyed, had somehow gained a betrothal to the daughter of a family of barge masters who lived and worked along the branching rivers to the east. Apparently, Daffyed had met the girl while riding patrol of the outer territories with his contingent. Afterwards, he’d gone back to seek her. Due to the wealth of the elven barge masters, a connection by marriage with one of their families was considered an honor.
The girl and her parents—along with various other relatives—were arriving in a’Ghràihlôn’na today to officially meet with Daffyed’s family. Unfortunately, this included Loni. He could imagine his father bursting with pride at yet another of Daffyed’s great accomplishments. Sitting through the midday meal and a social afternoon would be torturous enough, but then would come dinner and later, more serious discussion. He wasn’t sure he could bear it.
“You’ll be fine,” said Domin Aur’andàl, as if reading his face.
 Loni picked up his satchel. “I’ll be back in the morning.”
The domin glanced away.
He also knew Loni didn’t belong here but had allowed the charade to continue, at least for now. Stepping aside, he made room for Loni to walk past him into the passageway of smooth wood.
“Then I’ll see you at breakfast,” Aur’andàl said.
Loni nodded in resignation and headed down the sloping passage into a foyer, walking out the doorway of the giant redwood tree and into the guild’s round courtyard. Although like the rest of the city, he’d always found the guild’s courtyard far too manicured, he never ceased to marvel at the natural structure of the guild itself.
Perhaps as old as the Forgotten History, a ring of giant redwoods had melded into one massive form, one life. Hints of once separate trunks bulged from its mass. Over a thousand years, the redwoods had grown so vast that they were now one great circle encompassing the scholarly community within.
Various rooms, archives, offices, and dining halls formed a kind of honeycomb inside the redwoods themselves, and the courtyard was a giant circle, filled with gardens and flowering trees and pathways.
At times, Loni genuinely wished he had a true calling, but he didn’t think on such things today. Instead, he headed for the gate out of the guild grounds. He couldn’t avoid his fate any longer.
·    ·    ·    ·    ·
Once outside the guild, with his satchel hoisted over one shoulder, Loni walked through the great city of trees that was a’Ghràihlôn’na.
Cleared stretches for paths were paved with packed gravel and natural stone slabs. Gardens and alcoves of flora flowed around buildings and even up the bases of trees in tendril vines of glistening green leaves and flowering buds. More earthbound buildings, constructed from timber and sometimes stone, existed here than in the outer settlements. But tiers of higher structures overwhelmed their abundance up in the forest canopy and all the way beyond sight.
Loni passed countless gardens over-laden with heavy blooms without really seeing them. Every inch of the city seemed to posses carefully nurtured enclaves that stood out only from the natural landscape by the density of crafted design. But like the courtyard of the guild, Loni found it all far too manicured… far too intentional.
He longed for something else. As he walked, his mind escaped to the one place where he was happy: to the folktales and myths told by his grandmother of their people’s ancestors who had left here perhaps a thousand years ago under the guidance of the great Sorhkafâré—the Light Upon the Grass.
He could still hear the magic in her voice as it softly rolled on…
Towards the end of the war, when all seemed lost, Sorhkafâré took a cutting from Chârmun, the immense tree at the heart of Aonnis Lhoin’n—First Glade—which is still with us. He then gathered those willing to follow him and took them east. He left any humans with him behind, though no one knows why, but even they whispered the story of his great feats in the war for a few more generations. In any tales that still mention him and his followers, they are now only remembered as the Departed. Whatever became of them, no one truly knows…

There wasn’t much more to the story than this. Only recently had the guild come to suspect that Sorhkafâré had settled somewhere on the eastern continent.
Loni’s grandmother had passed over a few years ago, and he still missed her. She was the only one of his family who’d talked to him. But he could not stop thinking how those wild, brave people had left this place and gone to create a new world on the eastern continent. He could almost see their descendants in his mind: fiercely independent, with no need for perfectly pruned gardens and perfect lives laid out before them by choosing a vocation and working toward it.
He also wondered if this was the reason why he’d always felt so out of place, like a throwback to a time when life was for the discovery of it and not just a choice for fitting in. He did not belong in his parents’ house. He felt he did not belong in this city, with these people. Perhaps he truly belonged with the descendents of those who had left so long ago with Sorhkafâré.
Coming back to himself, he realized he’d reached his family home, a large stone structure on the west side of the city. A vine of peach rose blossoms stretched above the doorway, and his mother always plucked any that began to wilt so that it always maintained such perfection. The stable was not far away, as both his brother and father liked to keep their horses close. He wasn’t ready to face either of them. Worse, he had no interest in meeting the girl his brother was to marry.
To his chagrin, all three members of his family were standing in front of the house, waiting.
“You’re almost late,” his father said.
Typical. He was on time, yet his father pointed out that he was almost late.  
“Why didn’t you change your clothes?” his mother asked. “Anything else would be preferable.”
Loni looked down at himself, at his long tan initiate’s robe. Mother was right; he should have thought to change before leaving the guild and packed the robe instead of packing his breeches and shirt.
His father and brother were shining examples of the finest of the Shé’ith. Their amber irises glowed by the sun’s light within tan, triangular faces. They wore their wheat-colored hair in an identical fashion, pulled up and back in high tails held by single silver rings, so the narrow tips of their elongated ears were plain to see. They were garbed in tawny leather vestments with swirling steel garnishes to match sparkling spaulders on their shoulders. Each wore a sash the color of pale gold running diagonally over his chest. Long and narrow sword hilts, slightly curved, protruded over their right shoulders.
Standing side by side, they might be an impressive sight, but not to Loni. He’d seen enough of them over a lifetime.
His slender mother was nearly as tall as his father, and she’d arranged her blond hair in an elaborate manner for the occasion, with much of it on top of her head and a few carefully placed tendrils hanging down. She wore a sleeveless white dress with delicate wooden bracelets on her wrists. Even Loni had to admit she looked lovely.
By contrast, Loni was shorter than any of them. His eyes were almost dark enough to be considered light brown, like his hair, which he’d forgotten to comb this morning.
“I’m sorry,” he said, “Do I have time to change?”
“No,” his father said, turning slightly to the right.
At the sound of horse’s hooves, Loni realized their visitors were upon them. He took note of a broad-shouldered, middle-aged man at the head of the entourage, who dismounted from a muscular horse and greeted Loni’s father politely. He must be the impending bride’s father.
“It is good of your family to welcome us,” he said politely.
After that, Loni grew hopelessly lost as several young women, one middle-aged woman, and an old woman were suddenly also in line to be greeted. There were young men as well—probably brothers—and Loni was unable to keep anyone straight as his father motioned toward him.
“And this is our younger son, Loni, who is pursuing his studies at the guild.”
That sounded respectable enough, but he could feel several sets of eyes moving up and down over his unkempt hair and tan robe. Their scrutiny did not last long. He wasn’t worth too much scrutiny.
Then a smallish young woman was being drawn forward through the crowd of visitors. The broad-shouldered man turned and said, “My youngest daughter, Alianna.”
Loni glanced at Daffyed. His brother’s normally emotionless eyes flashed with pride. This had to be the prospective bride.
She was fragile in appearance with large eyes and wheat-gold hair hanging to the tops of her thighs. Her gown was made of the finest shéot’a cloth, belted in around her tiny waist, with matching braided shéot’a bracelets around her wrists. By all accepted standards, she was quite pretty, though he had no interest in whomever his brother would marry. But as further introductions were made, he realized that she had not once looked at Daffyed.
Instead, Alianna glanced furtively at him.
·    ·    ·    ·    ·
The midday meal proved every bit as grueling as Loni had anticipated, filled with polite, meaningless chatter dominated by both sets of parents. Daffyed was quiet, but he rarely said anything on a normal day. Alianna was nearly silent, only occasionally answering questions with a “yes” or “no.”
As soon as the meal was over, Loni’s father suggested the men go to the stable and look at a new foal his favorite mare had birthed, leaving the women to talk amongst themselves. As the men headed out and the women began to congregate, Loni slipped out the back door. No one would miss him.
Once outside, he headed north until he reached the city’s fringe and passed through a living arch of two trees grown together high above. Breathing deeply, he stepped off the main road into the wild forest beyond civilization. Although there were paths, endless masses of twisting vines and spreading ferns meshed tightly between the trees on both sides. The intertwined canopy overhead nearly blocked out the sun’s light.
He knew this part of the forest well, as his grandmother had brought him here many times. But he’d only taken two more steps when a voice sounded behind him.
“Where are you going?”
He whirled to see Alianna standing in the city’s archway in her fine shéot’a gown. He knew he should take her right back to the house, but he had no intention of doing that. He might get trapped by one of his parents.
To his further consternation, Alianna came toward him through the vines and ferns.
How was he to get rid of her?
“You’ll ruin that dress out here,” he said. “You’d better go back.”
“But where are you going?” she asked again, urgently this time, as if she truly wanted an answer.
He wasn’t skilled at talking to people, but still…
“I sometimes walk out to Aonnis Lhoin’a to see Chârmun,” he said. “My grandmother told me of a woman called Vreuvillä, who lives somewhere out beyond the glade, and is supposedly one of what was once called the Foirfeahkan. I had always hoped to meet her but never have.”
Alianna came closer, not appearing to care when her gown caught on the underbrush. “Of the Foirfeahkan… truly?”
He nodded, understanding her need to question his claim. From what he’d learned when he actually studied at the guild, the Foirfeahkan were—had once been—a spiritual sect, though their origins couldn’t be traced. Animistic in ideology, they believed in the spiritual—ethereal and sacred rather than theistic—that existed within this world and not some other realm. This was similar to what his people now believed, but perhaps more primal… like those faraway descendants of the Departed. Foirfeahkan considered the center or nexus of it all was in one tree, Chârmun in Aonnis Lhoin’a—First Glade. But now they were almost more myth than reality.
Few had ever seen this woman of the wild. Some said she ran with the majay-hì, the huge sacred wolves who served as the inner guardians of the forest. And even they were seldom seen.
“Your grandmother told you of this woman?” Alianna asked.
“She told me of many things, many stories.”
“But she has passed on?”
“Yes.”
“I’m sorry.”
So was he, but he wanted no company out here and certainly not his brother’s betrothed. His expression must have shown this.
“Please don’t send me back,” Alianna whispered. “If I have to nod and smile and agree with my mother one more time, I’ll go mad. Let me come with you for a little while. You can tell me the stories your grandmother told you.”
He stared at her in silence. Could she have been as miserable at lunch as he’d been?
“Where does your mother think you are?” he asked.
“I told her I was going to join my father and Daffyed in the stable to look at your father’s new foal. No one will miss me for a while.”
This seemed wrong, but he didn’t have the heart to send her away. The men would likely linger at the stables for a while.
“We can’t be gone long, or one of your parents will miss you.”
Her face lit up, and she hurried to follow as he turned down the narrow path.
“What other stories did your grandmother tell you?” she asked.
His thoughts rolled inward to his favorite place. “She told me of Sorhkafâré, who is said to have been the leader of an allied force in the Great War.”
He couldn’t tell these stories as well as his grandmother, but he shared what he could to keep Alianna distracted from asking him anything too personal. He told her what he’d heard of the cutting taken from Chârmun and of those who’d left with the great leader. Some of ancestors of the majay-hì had left as well.
She listened with rapt attention. “All of this, do you believe it is true.”
Loni hesitated. He didn’t know if it was all true, but as to believing…
“Yes.”
They made their way through the trees and vines and heavy brush, and Loni found himself speaking of things he’d told to no one except Domin Aur’andàl. How he longed to travel to the eastern continent to find the possible descendants of the Departed, to leave this tame place behind. The more Alianna listened, the more he found himself unwittingly telling her things he hadn’t even told the domin.
Such as how much he missed his grandmother.
“I wish I had a grandmother like that in my life,” Arianna said. “Mine is just like my mother, always worried about doing and saying what is proper and fitting.”
Loni almost couldn’t believe he was having this conversation. No one had ever spoken with him this way, and he pointed ahead along the forest’s densely encroached path.
“Not much farther.”
Sunlight peeked here and there through the canopy above. Thin beams of light caught on tawny vines as thick as his arm. They wove their way through the forest’s heights, some paralleling the path ahead. They were smooth, as if glistening from moisture, but patches of light exposed their grain like polished wood.
Soon, the tawny vines overhead joined into broader, thicker ones, which grew in size the further Loni and Alianna walked. Smaller ones still appeared in places, but all were woven into the upper reaches of the trees. It was like following creeks to streams and then to rivers, always seeking the source from which they sprang. The vines didn’t glisten so much as they appeared to faintly glow, even in daylight.
Loni knew—all Lhoin’na knew—from where they came. He stepped through a break in the brush and looked out across moss-covered earth to the immense glowing tree in the heart of First Glade.
Massive roots split the turf in mounds where they emerged from the trunk to burrow deep into the earth. The tree’s great bulk twisted and turned like a dancing giant frozen in time. Though it was completely bare of bark, it hadn’t grayed like dead wood. The soft glow emanating from its glistening and pale tawny form lit up everything in the clearing with pale shimmers of light. Its huge branches above spread and mingled into the forest’s canopy. These were the origins of the “vines” they had seen, and Loni heard Alianna inhale sharply beside him.
“You’ve never seen it?” he asked. “Ever?”
“I’ve seldom left home in my whole life.”
“Don’t go too close,” he said. “Grandmother said it is impolite to disturb the peace of Chârmun.”
Alianna remained beside him, looking at the tree. “You’re nothing like your brother.”
Well, that was certainly true, but a feeling of discomfort washed through him, as if he was doing something wrong.
“I would have done almost anything to leave home,” she went on, “to leave the rivers behind, but now I don’t… Daffyed never talks to me, not truly. He’s never said anything about your grandmother or her stories of Sorhkafâré or cuttings from the tree or the majay-hì, but you…”
He grew more uncomfortable and wouldn’t look at her.
“I wonder,” she began, “what do you think Sorhkafâré did with the cutting?”
Loni suddenly wanted to get away from this girl.
“We’d better get back,” he said. “The men won’t stay in the stables all afternoon.”
When he did glance at Alianna, she hung her head and looked away from him in silence. Somehow he seemed to have hurt her, but he turned around and led the way back to the path.
·    ·    ·    ·    ·
Upon returning to the house with Alianna, Loni didn’t remain long. His mother didn’t find it strange when they came through the door, probably assuming they’d both been to the stables. She handed him a list of last moment needs for dinner and asked him to go to the market.
“I’ll begin cooking the main dishes while you’re gone,” she said. “But fresh fruits and breads are still needed.”
Although grateful for the opportunity to leave, he noticed Alianna’s tightly drawn expression.
It worried him, and he didn’t know why.
He had little understanding of emotions between men and women, but it seemed that Alianna was not well matched with Daffyed. Perhaps she’d only accepted this betrothal as a means to leave her home and to come live in a’Ghràihlôn’na. Among their people, this was a poor reason to enter into a lifetime bonding in the deepest of ways, and perhaps she was beginning to realize this.
Loni fled the house at a quick pace.
What happened between Daffyed and Alianna was none of his affair, and he didn’t want to think about it a moment longer.
Arriving at the open market, he read his mother’s list. It was longer than he’d realized, as if she thought to feed an entire Shé’ith contingent. But he began gathering her requests, wondering if he shouldn’t have brought a carrying bag.
Though he’d never admit it, he liked being in the market, gathering fruits, vegetables, and grain breads for his mother. It was like being with other people and being alone at the same time.
A local vendor loaned him a sack—for which he gave thanks—and he’d been gone quite awhile before he finished with the last item on the list. He only had to get through dinner and the rest of the evening now. Then tomorrow morning, at first light, he could head back for the guild. Anything beyond that was more than he could contemplate.
When he reached his parents’ house and noted the perfect rose blossoms above the door, he thought the place sounded far too quiet for so many visitors. Stepping inside, he grew more puzzled upon seeing no one.
“Mother?”
No plates were set on the long polished table, and he smelled none of his mother’s savory dishes floating out from the kitchen. Almost instantly, Daffyed, his father, and finally, his mother came striding from the kitchen’s archway into the main room. All three locked their eyes on him.
Father’s hands were trembling, and his tan, narrow face was locked in a tight expression like a thunderstorm in the woods just before the leaves went flying.
“What did you do?” Daffyed demanded. “Did you take my betrothed to see First Glade?”
“I didn’t take her any… she followed me,” Loni countered, shaking his head. “Where is everyone?”
“They have left!” his father shouted. “Alianna took Daffyed aside and broke off the betrothal. Her parents were so ashamed they would not stay for the evening meal, not for a moment longer.”
“What did you do—say—to her?” Daffyed asked.
“I did nothing!” Loni shot back. “I took her nowhere. She followed me, as I said.”
“She said you told her stories from our grandmother,” Daffyed went on, looking almost pained or perhaps only embarrassed. “You filled her head with nonsense and made her look at me like… like I was less than your wild notions.”
“I did nothing,” Loni insisted again, unsure how else to defend himself.
Mother hadn’t said a word
But his father shuddered with anger. “Of all that you have done—or not done—nothing compares to this shame. We were to join and share grandchildren with them. The pride, the honor for both families would have only grown. Now it is all broken, and your brother is spurned because of childish prattle from some would-be guild initiate.”
Mother glanced away, her expression stricken.
There was nothing Loni could think, do, or say. He had never been more than a source of disappointment to his father, but shaming the family was something else.
He dropped the market bag, hearing some of its contents topple across the floor.  Then he grabbed his satchel where it leaned against the wall.
“I did nothing,” he said quietly to his mother, and then he looked to his father. “And you would do better to comfort Daffyed for his loss than to blame me.”
Turning, he left the house. Though he did not run, it was a far quicker passage back to the guild than the earlier one to his family home.
·    ·    ·    ·    ·
Once back inside his room, Loni didn’t even to go down to supper. Instead, he lay on his bed, facing the wall. He had done nothing wrong that he could see, but he didn’t think he could ever look at his parents or his brother again. He also knew well that he couldn’t stay here indefinitely, but he was at a loss for where else he might go.
When a soft knock sounded on the door of his room, he didn’t answer.
The door opened anyway. “I’m coming in.”
Something in Domin Aur’andàl’s voice made Loni roll over. “What’s wrong?” he asked, not certain he wanted to know.
Domin Aur’andàl gripped the back of Loni’s small desk chair and turned it around so it faced the bed. He sat.
“I’ve just come from High Premin T’ovar’s office,” the domin began and then hesitated. “Your father came to see her a short while ago.”
Loni’s heart began to beat with fear. Father had much sway with the guild.
Disapproval, bordering on disgust, crossed the domin’s long features. “It seems he offered the high premin three fine horses, along with stabling and care, if she would elevate you to the status of journeyor—immediately—and send you on a mission, perhaps away to the annex at Chathburh.”
Loni sat up as too many emotions hit him at once. At first, he almost couldn’t believe his father wanted him gone enough to try to bribe the high premin. It shocked him that any of his family would stoop to this. However, his second thought was to wonder if the premin had agreed, and if so, shouldn’t he, or even his mentor, the domin, have a say in his assignment?
“Did she agree?” Loni breathed.
The disappointment on Domin Aur’andàl’s face grew deeper. “Do you think you deserve to be elevated to journeyor? Without the required petition and examination process? Have you worked, studied, prepared a proposal to the counsel with all the effort of those who have achieved such status before you?”
Loni dropped his gaze. He hadn’t prepared a proposal at all, much less studied enough to apply to any of the five orders.
“No, of course not,” he answered. “But I want to go to the eastern continent.”
“I know you do.” Aur’andàl sighed as he continued. “Though it pains… concerns me, the high premin would very much like to accept those horses. As a healer, she often travels on long journeys, sometimes bringing others for assistance. Three young mounts bred and trained by the Shé’ith is unprecedented for sages.”
Hope began flooding through Loni again. “So she agreed?”
“No,” Aur’andàl shook his head. “The standards of the guild are unquestionable, and even if she had, the rest of the premin council would not tolerate such a breach. But she has asked me if I could offer an alternative.”
Loni sat rigid, as Domin Aur’andàl’s expression grew more intense.
 “You know well that you have no future here,” the domin said. “The nature of a sage, of a scholar, simply isn’t in your heart. Those who flourish here are striving towards something. They are not running away from something.”
Loni’s hope began to sink again as he hung his head, though the domin’s hesitation passed quickly into rapid speech.
“I suggested to the premin that you be counseled to give up your status as an initiate, and that we offer you modest funding and assistance to travel to the eastern continent as an… emissary for the guild. In exchange, you will send back detailed accounts of the people, languages, customs, and so forth that you encounter. Or perhaps even what you might learn of those others, the possible descendants of the Departed.”
Loni looked up again, though he was too afraid to even hope—to ask—if Premin T’ovar had agreed to this.
“Yes, she agreed,” the domin said. “What else am I to do with you? You would only try to go on your own, sooner or later. And likely be all the worse off for it without some assistance.”
Loni just sat there on the bed, almost unable to take this in.
“This way, you’ll have safe passage, though you will not be a sage,” the domin added. “You will remain connected to the guild, a source of invaluable information to us, to me. The premin was relieved by my suggestion. Are you?”
There was no reason to think a moment longer. “Yes.”
·    ·    ·    ·    ·
The next few days were a flurry, for even starting this journey required planning and coordination. The city of a’Ghràihlôn’na was in the heart of the central continent’s western side. For Loni to reach the eastern coast, he would first have to travel northeast and connect with one of the rare long-haul caravans to the far coast. The timing was not as bad as it might have been, though it wasn’t perfect. As it was early spring, the first continental caravan would already be on the move.
“You must reach Tivaudon in southern Faunier by mid-spring,” Domin Aur’andàl instructed. “A caravan led by Chieftain Dembroise, a friend to the guild, will be heading north. If you catch him in time, give him this.” He held out a small package. “His people join one of the main caravans to the eastern coast each year in mid-spring. If you don’t reach them before they leave, you may have to wait another year.”
“I’ll reach them,” Loni said, taking the package, knowing it was a letter from the guild and payment to the chieftain. The letter was another reason he was grateful for the assistance of the guild. They could gain him acceptance in places he couldn’t gain for himself.
“There is also a voucher for a ship’s passage in there,” Aur’andàl said. “When you reach the coast, any captain taking on passengers will honor the voucher for passage across to the eastern continent.”
Although the Lhoin’na seldom used coins in daily life, their guild branch dealt with the human world often enough that they only traded their services with such for currency. A supply of foreign coins was always maintained by the guild. The Calm Seatt and the Suman branches of the guilds also assisted when larger amounts of money were necessary for a project.
Loni didn’t think long on such things. He was a small pebble being cast adrift with minimal resources. In return, the high premin would receive three fine young horses fit for the Shé’ith.
Loni’s heart lightened like never before. He no longer had to pretend to study. He was to travel to the eastern continent, with both sanction and assistance from the guild, and he did not have to be grateful to his father as the catalyst of this miracle. Indeed, his father would be humiliated should anyone ever mention it again.
Still, Father was getting what he wanted. To Loni’s way of looking at things, everyone was getting what they wanted.
On the morning he was supplied and ready to leave, Domin Aur’andàl saw him off.
“Do you want to say good-bye to your family?”
“No.”
“There is nothing at your home that you might wish to bring? It is unlikely that…. You may not be coming back here.”
Loni never wanted to come back. Having left his tan robe behind in his room, he now wore breeches and a tunic. He’d packed a spare set of clothing, a water flask, enough food to reach Tivaudon, and a second package from Domin Aur’andàl containing journals, ink and quills for writing.
He’d only packed one truly personal item, a gift from his grandmother: a wooden box filled with a folded game board and twenty-four draughts for a children’s game called “Wicket.” Those round playing pieces were carved and polished walnut and yew wood with varied images of different animals carved into their upper surface. Each had gemstones for its eyes. Among the Lhoin’na, the gems were worth little, but his grandmother had told him that among humans, they had greater value. Perhaps she’d known he might one day need them, and he’d kept the box safe.
“No, there’s nothing at home that I need,” he answered the domin. “The only thing I will miss here is you.”
Aur’andàl’s eyes softened as he touched Loni’s shoulder. “I wish your path could have been different, that you could have found your peace here.”
 Loni knew his path lay to the east—with the wild descendants of the Departed, brave enough to leave this place behind an age ago.
“Do not miss the caravan,” Aur’andàl added.
“I won’t.”
With a final look at the domin who’d been kind to him, Loni headed out the arched portal of a’Ghràihlôn’na. Once he’d left the Lhoin’na forest and reached the road northeast, he broke into a jog. He had to catch the caravan, even if he wore his boots through.
·    ·    ·    ·    ·
Loni reached Tivaudon just over half a moon later and felt almost as worn as his boots looked. He’d rested and eaten only when necessary, pressing on each day when the sky was barely light and stopping only when he could no longer see the road clearly. His relief was indescribable as he trudged into town and learned the caravan had not yet left for the east.
Like many Lhoin’na, he could speak and read Numanese, the most common language of the human territories and nations of the near region. After asking directions, he located the caravan and Chieftain Dembroise and then turned over his letter and a small pouch of coins from the guild. The chieftain took the pouch, scanned the letter, and pointed to a wagon.
“You’ll ride with my family,” he said. “We breakfast early and don’t stop at midday, but supper every night is hearty.”
Again, Loni was grateful to the guild. On his own, even had he possessed a small fortune, he night not have received an easy welcome from a human caravan chieftain. Two days later, the next leg of the journey began, as he sat with his legs dangling off the back of a wagon, leaving everyone and everything he knew behind.
·    ·    ·    ·    ·
It took three moons to reach the east coast.
The journey was uneventful, though in passing through a large area called the Broken Lands, Loni heard tales of what caravaners called goblins, ogres, trolls, and worse things without names. None were spotted or reported by the guard contingent or the scouts. By the time the caravan rolled into the huge coastal city of Almería, it was high summer.
The caravaners needed to make all trades and restock with goods and supplies sought inland and then begin their long trek back before winter set in. Though Loni hadn’t exactly enjoyed the journey, it didn’t matter. He was closer than ever to his goal.
“Where should I seek a ship to take me further?” he asked Chieftain Dembroise.
“Look for a harbormaster’s office at the waterfront, just above the shore and the center pier. Start there, but if nothing comes of it, you’ll have to look among the outbound ships on your own.”
Politely thanking the chieftain for his and his family’s hospitality, Loni left without a second thought and headed through the bustling city toward the harbor.
The sight of humans all over the waterfront and piers unsettled him, but eventually he found the harbormaster’s office. Inside there was an array of clerks and seafarers milling around tables and desks filled with maps, charts, and ledgers, along with the occasional telescope, compass, and other devices. No one noticed him, and he approached a harried-looking clerk.
“Pardon. I am hoping to find a captain sailing to the eastern continent who might take on a passenger from the guild.”
Before the clerk answered, a gravelly voice behind him interrupted.
“From the guild?”
Loni turned to face a late middle-aged man with weathered features and short, bristling hair the color of iron. He wore a canvas vest and a short sword with a nicked and scuffed brass hilt.
“Um, yes,” Loni answered.
The man looked him up and down, at his loose pants and tunic.
“Well, you’re no sage,” he quipped with a strange accent, as if Numanese was not his first language.
Loni had worried a little about this, for as he’d walked among the people on the docks, he’d not heard much Numanese being spoken this far from the Numan nations. That would likely get worse the further he went.
“Are you a captain?” he asked.
The man nodded. “Townsend.”
Loni held out the voucher from Domin Aur’andàl. “I’m not a sage, but the Lhoin’na branch of the guild is sending me to the eastern continent for cultural study.”
“Cultural study?” Captain Townsend repeated, possibly suppressing a snort. Taking the voucher, he shook his head as if the idea was ridiculous.
“Can you take me there?” Loni asked.
The captain looked him over again and finally nodded. “I’m outbound that way, and I owe the guild. We docked here a few years back without knowing half the town was down with fever—had been for moons. Some of my crew fell ill within a few days. Your Premin T’ovar was here to help back then. She came aboard my ship and did my men a good turn.” He shifted his weight to his left leg. “My hold won’t be filled for three more days, but I’ll take you.”
“That will be fine.” Loni fought to conceal his relief at so easily having found passage—and with a captain who felt he owed the high premin a favor. But he had one more task to accomplish before sailing over the foreign eastern ocean.
“By chance… could you direct me to a gemcutter or a jeweler?”
·    ·    ·    ·    ·
Before stepping inside the shop, Loni slipped into the mouth of an alley. Watchful of all passersby, he secretly pulled out one of the draughts, its image of a mountain cat’s head having green gems for eyes. He tucked the game’s box back in his satchel and slung it over his shoulder as he slipped from the alley and rounded through the shop’s front door.
The interior was dim, even in daylight, with only one barred window in the front room, but there were candle lanterns glowing everywhere. The small lights sent a shower of rays about the room, reflecting off jewelry locked inside of numerous cabinets with glass doors—that were stuffed into every corner of the space.
“Is anyone here?” he called out in Numanese, hoping he was understood.
“How may I serve you, young master elf,” an oily voice asked. “Buying a gift for a sweetheart?”
Loni turned about.
An enormous man came through a swinging door behind a built-in counter on the room’s left side. For a human, he was not tall so much as wide, with rolls of fat beneath a bulging vest over a rather aged linen shirt that should have had billowing sleeves. Even those were somewhat pushed to their limit by the flesh within them.
Loni had never seen anyone so corpulent as to barely fit through a doorway. It left him speechless for an instant.
“No… I… I was hoping to sell, not buy.”
He stepped to the counter and held out the game piece with the carved face of a cat.
The wide man looked faintly disappointed, but he took it. Pinched between his thick thumb and forefinger, he held it up and eyed it. Shaking his head slightly, he grabbed a small round device from the countertop. He put it over his right eye and examined the draught with his other eye closed.
Something flickered across the man’s puffy features. It vanished just as quickly.
“This was made by your people?” he asked. “Where did the stones come from?”
“I don’t know. My grandmother gave it to me.”
The man shrugged. “I might get something for it? How much do you want?”
Loni hesitated. He had no idea of the value or delineation of coins in this region. Even if he did, he had no idea how much to ask. He was forced to rely upon the man’s integrity.
“What do you think it’s worth?” Loni asked.
“I can give you maybe two dinsa… um, what you might know as pennies, in silver.”
Loni wondered if this was a lot. He knew only how to barter among his own people and had never before traded in coin. The front door suddenly opened, and Captain Townsend stepped in.
“Townsend?” said the shopkeeper, with mild surprise. “Are you shopping for jewelry now?”
“No, Magow,” the captain answered. “I sent the lad and thought I’d check on him.”
Loni hardly thought himself a “lad” but remained quiet at the captain’s sudden appearance.
Townsend closed in to squint at the jewel-eyed draught in the shopkeeper’s hand. He raised one eyebrow as he looked at Loni.
“Are those emeralds?”
“That’s what my grandmother called them.”
Of the twenty-four draughts, six had green eyes, while the rest were equally split between red, blue, and clear ones.
“And what did Magow here offer you?” Townsend asked.
The shopkeeper sputtered. “There’s no reason to—”
“Two ‘pennies’ of silver,” Loni interrupted.
Townsend turned a glare on the shopkeeper. “You rotund magpie! Give him what it’s worth… for Lhoin’na craftsmanship with two emeralds.”
Magow turned red-cheeked, and his face appeared to puff up even more. “I am not some pawner! I deal in profit.” He huffed several times, glancing at Loni once before facing down the captain. “Half what it’s worth,” he snapped, “and on the gems alone, or there’s not enough profit for me to bother.”
Loni had no idea how much this would amount to, but it appeared the captain knew what he was doing.
 Captain Townsend eyed his opponent. “All right, let’s see the coin.”
Grumbling under his breath, Magow reached under the counter, pulled out a pouch and pinched out a coin, which he dropped on the counter. Loni stared at it, for it was twice the diameter of any coin he’d ever seen and thicker as well.
Townsend cleared his throat and tapped the counter twice with one finger. The shopkeeper scowled but added another coin like the first.
“Fair enough,” the captain said. He swiped both coins off the counter to hand them over. As soon as Loni took them, the captain pushed him out of the shop.
But once outside, Townsend warned, “You mind yourself a little better, young man. Those coins are similar to what you might know as ‘marks’ in the lands of the west. They’re worth about fifty so-called pennies of the same metal, at least in this city.”
Loni was struck dumb, and Townsend chuckled.
“One silver penny should easily get you a fine room and an excellent meal,” the captain added. “So don’t go flashing those marks about, even once we set sail.”
Loni nodded slowly, still overwhelmed. “Thank you.”
The captain laughed softly, shaking his head as he walked off. Loni still didn’t have a clear notion of the value of what he held, but he intended to learn.
·    ·    ·    ·    ·
The next few days passed quickly, and Loni soon discovered that two silver “marks” were a good deal of money here. He also began to understand the captain’s warning, for he had trouble spending even one of the marks. When he did, it attracted undo attention. Some vendors couldn’t even make change for one and turned him away.
It shocked him to realize that he’d nearly traded away one of his draughts for what might only have fed and housed him for a few days here.
He bought himself a warm cloak, as he might need one along the way, and also a new pair of boots better suited to travel than the ones he had. And he still had more coins in change than he could have imagined when he boarded Townsend’s ship, the Moon Sliver, on the morning of the fourth day.
They set sail before noon as Loni looked out across the vast eastern ocean. This time, he did feel something when the coast behind was finally beyond sight, not sadness exactly, just a sense of finality that he would never see his home, let alone that continent, again. He wasn’t coming back.
Then he focused on matters at hand—and his next goal.
Only about half the sailors spoke any Numanese at all, and only a few spoke it well enough to converse. Most spoke a guttural language called Belaskian. He studied and listened to the crew for days before approaching the one they called “first mate.” His name was Janus, and he seemed more educated than anyone on board—and fortunately he spoke passable Numanese.
“I need to learn Belaskian before we land,” Loni said directly.
Janus blinked. “A whole language? Before landfall?”
Loni pulled out one of the larger silver coins he’d gained in change. “I will give you this if you will teach me when off duty.”
Janus’s eyes widened. Perhaps no one had ever put such a request to him, or perhaps Loni had offered too much.  
“All right,” the mate agreed. “But it won’t be easy, and you won’t speak it that well.”
“Just the same,” Loni answered, a common human phrase he’d picked up along the way
Janus proved a good teacher, even giving Loni one text to practice his reading. Much of Loni’s time was engaged in learning a new language, and he found that pronouncing some of the words correctly hurt the back of his throat. But he was quick enough with spoken languages and soon found himself able to converse simply with most of the crew. Janus then insisted that he only speak Belaskian outside of his lessons. This was awkward at first, but Loni’s command of the language improved even faster.
He later realized that he should have gained a better understanding of how long this voyage would be. He’d never crossed an ocean, or any body of water, in his life, and he’d simply stepped onto the ship thinking his next destination would be achieved more quickly than the caravan’s overland journey.
He was mistaken.
Entire moons passed, through calm seas and rough. The ship was well stocked, but meals mainly consisted of bacon, dried fish, and something the cook called “biscuits.” Loni had never given much thought to food before—to him it had always been something that simply must be consumed in order to stay alive.
But after the first two moons, he began to long for something as small and simple as a wild strawberry.
The ship sailed on.
Then one night, a buzzing among the crew caused him to hope that they might be nearing the far coast of the nation of Belaski. He hurried off to find Captain Townsend.
“Where will we make land?”
Townsend flashed him a smile. “The king’s city of Bela, best place in the world. You won’t find finer taverns or richer wine and ale anywhere.” He looked up at the sky. “But not for a handful of days yet.”
“Are there… do my people live near there?”
“Elves?” Townsend’s smile faded. “No. Even in Bela they don’t mix much when their ships arrive… but nobody wants to mix with them either. The elves of the Farlands are nothing like the Lhoin’na.”
“The Farlands?”
“The northern nations of the eastern continent. But you’d best steer clear of any elves, not that you’re likely to see any. Stick to writing your… cultural reports for the guild.”
Loni wanted to ask more questions, especially regarding Townsend’s comment about Elven ships arriving in Bela, but the captain clearly wanted the topic closed. Loni didn’t worry about his warning. Townsend was a human and wouldn’t understand. Loni was on this voyage to join with his real people.
Before the mid of that night, the worst storm of the voyage struck.
Swells rose higher than the ship’s rail, and two men were washed overboard.
Townsend ordered Loni to his cabin, and there he huddled in his bunk, helpless and useless as the ship was tossed about like an acorn shell in a wild river. The wind howled, and over its din, he thought he heard a loud crack above on deck. He didn’t exactly fear death; he didn’t normally feel fear at all, but a part of him feared failing in his task, his desire, to find a home where he actually belonged.
That night seemed endless.
The following morning, as first light streamed through his porthole, the ship was quiet, and he hurried up on deck. Most of the crew was out attempting to clean up the mess. And the far shore was in sight.
He thought he saw what looked to be a small port rather than a city, but the Moon Sliver’s main mast had snapped and fallen, and its top half now lay across the front section of the ship, stretching out to the prow.
Captain Townsend approached at the sight of him. “We’re not going to make Bela in this state, but we’re in luck. That’s a decent little port out there, so we can dock for repairs.”
Loni peered toward the shore. “What is that place called?”
“Miiska.”
·    ·    ·    ·    ·
Walking through the streets of Miiska, Loni experienced a strange calm. This place was nothing like the over-populated port city he’d left behind moons ago. The streets were open… the entire place felt open. Now in mid-autumn, he did note it was colder here than in the Lhoin’na forest, and he was glad he’d purchased the cloak before sailing. But with the sea to the front of the town and a forest to its back, this was the first human settlement where he enjoyed walking to a rather paltry market square and buying himself a late season apple and a raw onion. There were people here, but not crowds of them. Many looked at his face and ears in puzzlement and wonder and only a little hesitance. The woman who sold him the onion asked where he was from.
When he told her he’d come in on the Moon Sliver from the central continent, she nodded. “Ah, so you’re one of those other elves. I’ve heard some prattle about your kind, but didn’t think much of it.”
She’d never met an elf? That both surprised and unsettled him, especially after Townsend’s warning. If Sorhkafâré had founded a home on this continent, would his ancestors not at least be trading with the humans? It didn’t seem so from the captain’s account. Perhaps Loni had landed too far from where his people had settled.
“Where do the elves of this land live?” he asked.
“Live?” she answered, puzzled. “Way up north, I think, but no one would know for certain nor want to.”
He’d need to find someone better informed if he was to find a way to his new home. The captain had mentioned that these elves sometimes sailed into Bela’s harbor. That might be his best path to finding them. Thinking on this, he walked deeper into the town, biting into the raw onion with relish, grateful for anything besides bacon and biscuits.
He passed weathered dwellings and faded shops, and then, without knowing why, he stopped in front of a silent two-story building. It had a graceful, sloping roof, and the open shutters badly needed tending—white washing, as humans did. Behind the windowpanes—of actual glass—faded red curtains framed unlit rooms.
A sign above the entrance read THE VELVET ROSE.
Something about the place got under his skin—another odd phrase he’d picked up along the journey. He walked up onto the long front porch beneath its protruding awning and tried the front door but it was locked. Side-stepping to the nearest front window, he peered through the space between its inner curtains. The place seemed deserted, abandoned. He moved on to another window to gain a better view.
“You interested?” a voice called from behind him.
Turning quickly, out in the street he spotted a solid-looking man in his early thirties with a friendly face, wearing a flour-dusted apron. The man’s sandy hair was thinning at the crown. Loni guessed that as the man aged, he would become stocky and bald.
“Pardon?” Loni asked, uncertain what the man had meant.
His new acquaintance stepped forward with a smile that reached his eyes.
“Karlin Boigiesque, at your service,” he said. “I run the bakery down the way. I’m also the default caretaker for this place, assigned by a bank of Bela that holds the deed. I saw you stop for a look and wondered if you’re interesting in buying it?”
“Buying it?” Loni had no idea how to respond. “It is for sale?”
“Three years and running now. The last owner had it open for four years while he made payments. But he fell ill, lost his appetite, and died soon after. A shame, as he was a good sort, and this was the best inn Miiska had to offer. Without it, the quality travelers passing through town don’t stay long.”
The man, this Karlin, sighed, but then perked up and fished a key out from under his apron.
“The main bank of Bela holds the deed, but so far no one’s shown interest in buying the old place. You want a peek inside?”
Loni had no intention of buying an inn in a small human port town. But he was a little curious. The inn somehow reminded him of himself, all on its own, not fitting well with its surroundings.
Slightly ashamed of wasting the baker’s time, he nodded.
Karlin opened the door, and Loni stepped inside. The first thing he saw was the dusty front desk. It was made from finely crafted mahogany, and he imagined it had once gleamed. Further in, he looked around at the faded opulence sinking further into decay.
The walls had once been painted a shell white that now looked dusky gray. Red carpets, thick enough to sleep on, covered the main floors and hallways, including up the staircase at the entryway’s far end. But these had grayed with dust as well, and some had small holes as if nibbled by rodents. Large, dark-toned paintings of battles, seascapes, and tranquil landscapes hung in strategically tasteful places. Long dead, dried, and blackened saltwater roses still stood in simple but exquisite ivory vases.
“You are the caretaker?” Loni asked with a frown, wondering about the age of those dead roses.
“Figure of speech,” Karlin answered, glancing at a vase himself. “The bank gave me charge of the key and asked me to let any interested buyers have a look.”
The neglected state of the place left Loni feeling sad, but he had his own path to follow, and this Karlin seemed a talkative sort.
“I am on my way to Bela soon,” Loni said.
“Are you?” Karlin appeared curious about this ambiguous statement.
“I would like to find the elves of this land. I’ve heard their ships sometimes make harbor up there.”
Even the friendly Karlin paused at this change in topic. “They don’t dock at the piers, but sometimes they anchor in the harbor. I’ve only been to Bela a few times in my life—too big for me—but I don’t think those elves come often.”
But they do come, Loni thought, and that was all that mattered.
“So, what do you think of this place?” Karlin asked.
“I think it could be beautiful… again.”
Karlin smiled. “Well, you’d be most welcome to it.” His smile broadened, “add a bit of mystery to the place, you would.”
·    ·    ·    ·    ·
Back at the Moon Sliver, Loni received distressing news from Captain Townsend. The main mast needed to be replaced, and that would take half a moon.
“But I need to get to Bela,” Loni insisted.
This journey had already taken longer than he’d anticipated. He was anxious to find his people—his real people—and someplace where he belonged.
The captain frowned. “Well, you’re here. Miiska is as good a place as any to start your reports to the guild.”
Loni tried to keep his temper. What if in this delay he missed one of the elusive ships of those other elves?
“No, I need to start in Bela, in a city.”
Townsend looked unconvinced but pointed down the docks. “There’s a small schooner heading out tomorrow. You might be able to buy passage, and Bela should only be a four-day run in this weather.”
At least that was some relief, and Loni still had ample coins to pay for passage.
·    ·    ·    ·    ·
The king’s city of Bela rested at the base of an immense peninsula reaching over thirty leagues into the ocean from the northwest corner of Belaski. On each side of the peninsula’s base were two large bays with mouths some eight to ten leagues wide. They were known respectively as Vonkayshäé u Vnútornä Zäliva, or the “Outward and Inward Bays.” The former was on the peninsula’s ocean side, while the latter faced northeast into the Gulf of Belaski. Bela was situated at the inner most point of the Outward Bay facing the ocean.
Loni learned all this and more on the journey up the coast from Miiska. The schooner’s captain proved to be both talkative and a self-proclaimed amateur historian. But nothing could have prepared Loni for the sight of the great port.
The land at the bay’s back was a massive, rising slope that extended all along the shore. At its center was the king’s city of Bela, the “white” city. Apparently, more than three centuries past, before Belaski was named or known as a country, Bela had consisted of little more than a small keep settled at the slope’s crest.
Villages closest to the keep spread into a town, and a defense wall had been erected around all of this. But the schooner’s talkative captain told Loni that the town, eager to become a city, wouldn’t be contained. As the population grew, new structures sprang up, with the keep expanding to a castle proper as well. The city sprawled ever farther along and down the slope. A second fortification wall was erected around Bela, as the city was then called. Given more years, it still wouldn’t be confined. A third ring wall with regularly spaced towers almost reached to the shore and the expansive docks that supported moorage for scores of ships.
To Loni’s eyes, it all looked overwhelming as he departed the schooner and headed up into the three-ringed white city with one thought in mind: to find an inn and hide for a short while before launching into what he hoped would be the final step of his long journey. He would make himself known to the descendants of the Departed, and they would take him home to his true place in the world.
He stopped at the first inn nearest the docks and asked for a room with a view of the harbor. Alone in his room, he sank onto the bed in relief, relishing solitude once more. He didn’t like Bela. It was too large and too crowded.
To his surprise, he found that he missed the easy, open feeling of Miiska. But he didn’t have a choice. From all he’d learned, his only chance was to wait here and watch the harbor.
·    ·    ·    ·    ·
A whole moon passed, and Loni’s days had become uncomfortably idle. He did little but keep watch across the vast bay, not truly knowing what he was looking for. Still, he was certain he’d know when he saw it.
One day, he sought out a shop and sold another game piece—a horse with bright blue gems for eyes that his grandmother had called “sapphires.” By now, he had a solid handle on the value of local coins and made certain he wasn’t cheated. The resulting money would pay for his meals and his keep at the dockside inn for some time. But he didn’t want to be stuck here for that long.
Every day, he grew to dislike the crowded walled city even more. It was loud and crushing, making him feel as if he were suffocating. He often didn’t sleep at night. Worse, unlike the people in Miiska, who had looked at his eyes and ears in curiosity, he saw only suspicion and wariness on the faces of those who lived and worked here.
In Miiska, it seemed that no one ever had any dealings with elves, so he was more of a novelty than anything else. Karlin the baker had suggested he would add “mystery” to that place. Here, people looked at him as a potential danger to be avoided.
His life-long sense of not belonging grew more acute than ever. But he did not miss life in a’Ghràihlôn’na, nor was he sorry he’d come. This was all a means to an end, and the end was worth any suffering.
The weather began growing even colder, and it seemed to him that fewer ships were making dock.  He began to worry that perhaps the Elven people of this continent might not travel by sea in the winter. If so, he was in for a long and miserable wait until spring.
That afternoon, as he walked the northern shore beyond the port, watching the waves, a glint caught his eye. At first, he wasn’t certain it was more than sunlight breaking through the cloud cover to strike the water. It sparkled like polished metal, but then it wavered, as if what it reflected rippled in the wind or rolled on the ocean.
Then he saw the ship.
It rode smoothly across the ocean’s surface. That shimmer, like the inside of clamshell, came from its white sails—like undyed shéot’a cloth.
Loni shaded his eyes.  
Long and sleek, the bow reached out to a point like a spear. The hull appeared to gleam a sun-tinted green. But when he blinked, it had shifted to a rich gold as the sunlight dulled.
Loni’s breath stopped, catching in his chest. He looked around wildly, spotting a young fisherman coming from the surf, and he ran to the man.  
 “That ship out there, where is it from?”
He already knew, but he needed to hear it.
The young man glanced back out over the bay and then eyed Loni with a mix of discomfort and confusion on his face. “It’s Elven,” he answered shortly, “from the far north, on the east side of the cape.”
Loni had not traveled all this distance in vain.
“Thank you,” he managed as he ran for the water’s edge and stood there staring at the strange ship in the distance. What should he do next?
He waited, but nothing more happened. For as still as the ship was, it had likely had set anchor, but there was no sign of a skiff or other boat leaving it that he could make out. Perhaps they were waiting for nightfall?
The few hints he’d heard of the Elven people here suggested they did not mix openly with humans. But he was not a human, and he was not waiting for nightfall.
He ran back for the port.
Smaller piers had been haphazardly constructed on the north end for skiffs and fishing vessels.  Most of the fisherman had come in for the day, and the area was nearly deserted but for the gulls crying overhead. He walked out to the end of the first short pier, and of course there were several empty skiffs tied off. He was no thief, but he could not think anyone would begrudge him merely borrowing one briefly—not after the long journey he’d made and now that he was so close to the end.
Climbing down into a skiff, he untied it and pushed off. Settling in the middle, he fumbled with the oars, having never used such a vessel before. With too much splashing, he rowed with more energy than he’d felt in a year. He thought of his grandmother, wishing he could tell her of this moment, and how he’d found the descendants of the Departed and the legendary Sorhkafâré, his true people.
He couldn’t put a name to all his emotions, though relief was the strongest, and he rowed faster, ignoring the weariness growing in his arms. As he neared, constantly looking over his shoulder, the ship became larger and larger in his sight. At each glimpse, he only pushed himself harder.
Taking another glance ahead, he saw something silvery glint over the top of the ship’s rail.
“Bârtva’na!” a voice shouted at him.
It took an instant to recognize that word; it was strangely formed versus the way he would have spoken it.
Stop now!
Another glint appeared over the rail as he ceased rowing and the skiff merely drifted in nearer to the ship. To his shock, two white-blond men were leaning over the rail with arrows pulled back in their bows aimed at him.
Remembering how they were said not to mix with the humans here, he let go of the oars and carefully stood up.
“No,” he called back in Elvish, hoping they could follow his dialect. “I am one of you! I came to find you.”
The elf on the left looked to the other with uncertainty. Whether it was because Loni spoke something akin to their language, or that his way of speaking differed from theirs, Loni couldn’t be certain. The one on the right lowered his bow but kept his arrow notched as he squinted down.
Loni watched as the two whispered briefly to each other—possibly arguing by the quick shifts of their expressions. Then the one on the right turned slightly, speaking to someone behind him. They both backed away from the rail as a rope ladder was thrown over the side.
Loni took a shaky breath of relief. They’d understood him and realized he was one of them. Grabbing the oars again, he maneuvered the skiff in beneath the ladder to grab the bottom rung. Even after the long row, he climbed up quickly and crawled over the sculpted rail—like the edge of a giant holy leaf, now that he saw it up close.
He landed lightly on the deck, and for an instant he was distracted by his immediate surroundings. Starting with the sidewall beside him, the entire deck appeared to be made from one solid piece, without a single crack or seam in its smooth tawny surface. Of course he knew of what some called the Makers and Shapers among the Lhoin’na who could create such things. But they were very uncommon, rare anymore, and he’d never heard of a “making” or “shaping” of this size. It was inconceivable.
Then… he looked up, and the first waves of doubt began to touch him. He was surrounded by other elves, their eyes all locked on him in open hostility.
They were slightly taller than the people of his homeland, taller than his father and brother. Their hair was white-blond, and their skin a darker tan than was common among the Lhoin’na. There was something savage in their facial expressions.
The two who’d first appeared over the rail came at him quickly, bows still in hand. Both wore hauberks of hardened leather. They carried long bows of subtle curves that curled more at the ends, and they wore quivers perched over their right shoulders. The heads of their notched arrows were made of shining white metal.
Each grabbed one of his arms with their free hand, and he struggled in surprise.
“What are you doing?” he asked. “I am like you, just come from afar!”
His words had no effect. Perhaps twenty people on deck began to shift, making way as a single figure approached. Doubt gave way to fear as Loni took in the newcomer.
He was as tall as the others but moved so fluidly and gracefully that his steps made no sound. He was dressed all in wool of a color somewhere between dark forest green and dusky gray. His matching cloak had its corners tied up across his waist. His cowl was thrown back, and his hair glowed nearly white in the sun.
But his slanted eyes caught Loni’s attention the most.
They were so light of color as to be almost yellow rather than amber. Yet they were cold, like a mid-winter’s day, regardless of any sunshine. They studied Loni’s hair and eyes with a mix of confusion and malevolence.
“You are not an’Cróan,” he said flatly. “What are you?”
Though his accent was thick, and parts of the words seemed oddly out of order, Loni understood the man—but he had no idea how to respond. As near as Loni could follow, the term “an’Cróan” meant “those of the blood.” But he had no idea what this meant or what was happening here.
It had all gone wrong, and everyone on deck was watching him. These elves were nothing like what he’d imagined the descendants of the Departed to be.
“I belong with you,” Loni said, though he wasn’t certain anymore. “I came all the way from the central continent to find you.”
One archer holding him said something so quickly that he couldn’t follow the words. It sounded like a question, something to do with “mixed blood.” The one in the tied up cloak studied him again and shook his head.
“No,” he said quietly, “not mixed blood, but not an’Cróan either.”
“My people are the Lhoin’na… of the Glade,” Loni rushed on, desperate to be understood. “They were your people once, where your ancestors came from. Sorhkafâré took some and left that place a thousand years ago.”
“Liar!” spat one of the armored archers holding him.
The yellow-eyed one remained still and quiet. His eyes widened briefly, and his right hand slipped up inside his left sleeve. Two things became blindingly clear to Loni.
This one man knew he spoke the truth about Sorhkafâré, but it appeared the others did not.
Second, Loni realized that his life was in danger. For some reason, the gray-clad man was deciding whether to kill him or not. He saw something in that darkly tanned face, and the man paused in a disturbing stillness.
Lhoin’na did not spill the blood of their own. Perhaps these people still followed that same edict. This man might view him as an outsider, someone not… of the Blood. But the yellowed-eyed one, to whom all here appeared to defer, had acknowledged him as full-blooded.
That one pulled his hand sharply from his sleeve, still empty, but he flipped the same hand toward the ship’s rail and barked, “Off!”
The two holding Loni jerked him backward toward the sidewall.
“Do not come back,” the yellow-eyed one said quietly.
“Wait!” Loni shouted, and then he was pushed over the rail.
He went tumbling over the side, head first, hit the cold water, and sank deep. Twisting to right himself, he clawed toward the surface and broke it to gasp for air. He was not a practiced swimmer and struggled to reach the skiff. When he latched onto its side, he looked up once more at the smooth vessel above him.
Three archers now leaned over the sidewall, aiming drawn bows at him. Their meaning was clear. He would leave or they would kill him right there.
Shattered in mind and numb in body, Loni pulled himself into the skiff and grabbed the oars. He began rowing away but gave little notice to where he headed, his eyes still locked on the ship… and those archers.
·    ·    ·    ·    ·
He sat in his room at the port inn for three days without eating hardly anything. His mind almost refused to function. On the morning of the fourth day, sitting on the narrow bed as he stared at nothing, several realizations began to break through the fog of his thoughts.
He couldn’t go home, go back to that life he’d left as hollow and false. And he couldn’t bear another day and night in this city. But most painful of all was that he didn’t belong among the Departed… their descendants, if that was what these an’Cróan truly were.
As he sat there throughout the day and into a waning afternoon, he came to realize how much he’d built up something in his mind that did not exist. It was all just a story, told by a loving grandmother to an adored child. And from this, he’d created a world, a people, to such a degree that they’d seemed real to him.
But Sorhkafâré’s descendants were not what he’d believed. Perhaps they were wild and brave to have carved out a new life in a new world, but they hated anything different from themselves.
And he was different.
Where did that leave him in a world where he had no place to belong?
Then he remembered a promise he’d made to a kind-faced domin, the only one who’d given him a chance to fulfill his dream.
Across the room, his satchel lay on a stool against the far wall. Within the satchel was his box of game pieces. Twenty-two draughts with their gems for eyes remained.
A child’s game—like a childish dream—had to be left behind. But he still had a promise to keep, to send back written accounts of all that he learned of this land and its ways.
He gathered his belongings, along with the box, and left the inn for the last time, heading for the gem shop he’d already used once. At least there, those sparkling eyes of the draughts might have value in a human world if not in his.
·    ·    ·    ·    ·
Loni stepped off a small schooner five days later under a cloud-laced sky over Miiska. The Moon Sliver was long gone from the docks. Still half numb inside, he was uncertain about trusting his choice as he walked into town. But a feeling of calm—thin and fragile—grew with each step.
It wasn’t solace, but it was better than the nothingness of sitting in a room within that white walled city. And it wasn’t long or far before he found the bakery. Out in front of the shop, a familiar solid figure with a flour-dusted apron and thinning hair was serving hot rolls and steaming mugs to patrons at tables.
Karlin looked up while wiping his hands on his apron’s tail. The stout baker smiled and trotted over to greet him.
“Ah, young master elf,” he teased. “I wasn’t sure we’d see you again. Do you need breakfast? The rolls just came out of the oven.”
Loni reached into his satchel and took out a rolled paper. “No, thank you. I came for the key to my…” He trailed off.
Karlin took the paper and opened it, his eyes scanning the contents. Then his smile widened. “No?” he said cheerfully. “Well, I’ll be blessed.” He turned to his patrons, who were all biting down on their warm rolls. “This young man has bought the old inn. He’s going to reopen.”
To Loni’s surprise, nearly every person sitting at the tables in front of the bakery jumped to their feet. Most looked to be workingmen or women, and the number of voices coming at once overwhelmed him.
“If you need the roof checked, you call on me,” a man was saying.
“Those carpets will need cleaning and repair,” a stout woman said. “And I work for a fair price.”
“And the drapes may need to be replaced,” another woman said. “You stop by my shop,” she pointed, “just over there, and I’ll come take measurements.”   
Loni knew nothing of running a human business, but he’d learned the language of this land and he’d learned the exact values of their coins.
He would learn to run an inn, a well-respected inn.
The people here wanted him. He could be a part of something, and at the same time, he could still be alone.
“Thank you,” he managed. “Yes, I will be hiring some work for repairs soon.”
Karlin shoved a warm roll into his hand.
Gripping the roll, Loni forced a smile and then turned away along the streets of Miiska. It was a strange little place in the strange human world and so far from anywhere or anything he knew or understood well. But at least it was a choice of his own, along with a task to fulfill given to him by the old domin.
Finally, upon reaching his destination, he paused in the street and looked up.
The shutters of the old building were in disrepair, and even the porch needed new planks. The inside was worse. But it would live again, as he would, in this quiet corner of a too large world. There was something here with which to work, a foundation for something to recover—himself. Even when all the effort was complete, it would not need to become something other than what it was. By any name, it would be a place of his choosing.
It would still be THE VELVET ROSE.
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