Elwin and Shaera
It is love at first sight when Elwin and Shaera meet, but there is another who loves Shaera, and he will stop at nothing to have her. Thus begins a tragic love story that thrusts the Elven nation of Aranorn into civil war and threatens to destroy all that the Elves have rebuilt since the Reckoning.



Scenario 1: The Lovers
A diplomatic mission along the coast of the Gold Sea turns tragic when pirates attack.  Elwin and Shaera barely escape the mayhem, but soon realize they are lost in this wild part of Aranorn.  It is up to Elwin to get them home again, but the courtly elf must first learn to survive in the wild and lead soldiers into battle if they are ever going to make it safely through this wild and dangerous region.

Shaera:
"Despite Elwin's reputation as a scamp, I felt drawn to his bold spirit.  Not even Elwin knew his true potential.  I saw it though, when we were lost in the forest with all sorts of bandits and creatures around us.  He was probably more afraid than he had ever been in his life, yet he seemed more concerned with my mood.  He kept trying to make me laugh.  I will always love him for that."


==Elwin==
Luckily, that night I dressed in a brand new ensemble.  My shirt and trousers were purple silk accented with white lace.  I wore a wide-brimmed hat adorned with peacock feathers, and a belt of golden disks.  My knee-high boots were made of snow rabbit fur.  I had spent most of my money on the outfit, and I think fate made me wear it, because that was the first time I set eyes on Shaera.

Ever since the day she entered the Elven Court, everyone claimed she was the most beautiful woman in all of Aranorn.  Now, I had heard that title thrown around many times before, and in a court filled with countless beautiful women I never understood what made one stand out from another.  But Shaera was different.  Her waist-length hair glimmered like rays of golden light poking through the treetops.  Her large eyes, the color of a clear winter sky, dominated her slender face, and they were capable of piercing your soul.

I danced with her for more than two hours that night, and soon I learned that Shaera wasn't just a beauty.  I've danced with lovely women in the past, but abandoned them when I found their personalities about as interesting as a rotting log.  Shaera was different.  She was quiet, but intelligent.  And I got the sense that she longed for something but didn't know what - just as I have my entire life.

That's when I asked her, "What do you do?  I mean, when you're not capturing the hearts of every man in the room."

Shaera looked deep into my eyes as if seeing me for the first time, and smiled at me.  That's when I fell in love.


==Shaera==
Shaera is the kind of woman that makes you do things you wouldn't normally do.  She can make a lazy man athletic and a greedy man a philanthropist.  She inspired me to draw on a few favors so I could be named one of the druid advisors for a diplomatic journey along the coast of Aranorn.  I didn't exactly enjoy traveling through the wilderness, and I liked sea travel even less, but this was my chance to steal a few moments with Shaera without the prying eyes of the Elven Court watching us.  The only person I had to worry about was her father, Gramin.

Gramin was the leader of this expedition.  He was supposed to visit the port towns to solidify their relationship with Aranorn and hopefully bring them completely under the loose authority of this new elven nation.  I soon found out that Gramin had tried to block my appointment to this mission.  Why, I didn't know.  Luckily, he was unable to sway the vote.  I have a feeling that Menathat, my mentor and strongest supporter, had something to do with it.  It was nice to have a member of the Elder Council as a good friend.

And if I had known Gramin would be so vigilant in keeping his daughter away from me, I might not have bothered.  We were on our eighth day of travel when Shaera and I finally managed to sneak up onto one of the masts to talk and stare at the stars.  Above in the crow's nest, we could hear the soft snoring of the watchman.  I had slipped him a sleeping draught earlier so Shaera and I could be alone.  If you ask me, it was about time my druid training came in handy.

I impressed Shaera with my knowledge of the heavens, naming every star she pointed out.

"Let me show you my favorite ones," I said.

She rested her head against my arm to stare along its path as I pointed to the eastern horizon, but all I could think about was the beautiful smell wafting up from her hair.  I closed my eyes, knowing that I would remember that scent forever.

"There," I said, "just above the skyline, see the blue one next to the red star, almost touching.  They blink in time together.  Those are the Lovers."

"And why do you show me those stars, Elwin?" Shaera said, toying with me.

Before I could answer, though, a shadow passed across the Lovers.  I tensed as I followed the shadow down to a larger darkness floating across the sea.  It was a ship, and it was approaching us too quickly to be any mistake!

The pirates attacked so quickly that most of the crew was still below deck when the rogues swung across on ropes to our ship.  I don't remember much except the screaming and clanking of metal on metal.  There were fires everywhere.  Smoke burned the eyes.  And people everywhere were dying.  It was horrible!

All I could think about was getting Shaera to safety.  We made it to one of the dinghies, and thanks to the battle being fought on the two ships, I cut it free and escaped into the darkness unnoticed.  We watched from a distance as both ships burned.  Shaera cried on my shoulder, for she did not know her father's fate.


==The Wolves==
You hear a painful yowling coming from somewhere off the path, and for a moment you consider heading in the other direction.  You've heard plenty of bard's tales, and people always die while investigating strange sounds.  But you can't stand the moaning any longer, so you creep quietly from tree to tree.  You must be close, but you can't see anything.  Could it be some forest spirit?  You've heard the stories about them too, and they're never pleasant.

Then you nearly put your foot in it.  A pit, that is.  You drop to your knees and stare down into the steep hole.  At the bottom is a small wolf pup, clawing pitifully at the sides of the trap as it howls for help.  It seems to be favoring one of its hind legs as well, most likely injured during its fall.

"Hold on, little guy," you say as you search for a branch or a log - some way to get the pup out.

Of course, you find nothing large enough to help.  So, you circle the pit a couple times, studying it closely.  It's probably only a few inches shy of seven feet deep.  Even a grown wolf couldn't climb out of that, but for once in your life, your tall, thin body is good for something.  You take out your dagger and stab it firmly into the ground at the edge of the pit so you can use it as leverage when you have to climb out, and then you jump in right next to the pup.

The small wolf barks and growls as you reach for it.  It even snaps at your hand, ripping off a bit of flesh.

"Ow!  I'm just trying to help!" you say.

But you sense that the creature is more frightened than it has ever been in its life.  There isn't going to be any easy way to do this, so you quickly snatch up the wolf pup.  You lift it toward the top of the pit, wincing as it scratches and nips at your arms.  Finally, the pup realizes where it is and leaps to the forest floor.  You hear it scurry away.

"You're welcome," you say.

Your hands and forearms now look like you rubbed thorns across them, and the sleeves of your silk tunic are ruined.  This was the thanks you got.

It takes little effort for you to lift yourself out of the pit trap, but as you reclaim your dagger you realize you are not alone.  As silent as a whisper, a pack of wolves surrounds you.

"Uh," you stammer, "I didn't dig this hole.  Honest!"

You remain still, afraid that the wrong move will get you killed.  Even when a large, black female steps from the pack, you don't budge.  She nervously presses her wet muzzle into your palm, sniffs, nudges, and then licks your hand.  Her tail begins to wag happily.

It seems you've made a few friends.


==The Sprites==
You pause to wash off some of the grime collected during your hike, quickly realizing that you will never be properly clean until you return to the Elven Court.  A hot bath is what you need!  But you wash your face and hands, and you're about to take a bath when you notice some tiny faces hiding in the bushes at the edge of the pool.

"Hey, you!  Come out of there!"

Even before you see them, you recognize the giggle of a sprite.

"What were you doing?" you ask.

"Watching," says one.

"Yeah, we were wondering if you were two elves in one!" says another.

"Uh, huh!  You're so tall.  I bet you got another person in there under your pretty clothes."

You know from experience that, if given the freedom, a sprite will talk all day, so you interrupt.

"No, it's just me," you say.  "My name is Elwin.  I'm a druid of the Elven Court, and I seem to be lost.  Maybe you can help."

"You're a druid?" says one.

"You don't look like a druid."

"No, he looks like a funny, tall, singing minstrel man!"

"A tall, skinny, colorful tree, yes!"

"What kind of tree is he?"

You raise your hands again, sighing because even sprites are joking about your size.

"Can you help me?" you ask.  "Think about it, if you join me you can make jokes about me all day long."

The sprites fly in circles over the pool, giggling and hooting with pleasure.  Then one of them waves at you.

"Sounds like fun!  Follow us to our home.  We want to tell the others too!" she says.


==Apples==
Ever since we washed up on shore, Shaera has been somber and quiet.  I've been more concerned with getting us to safety than anything else, but I can no longer look upon her worried expression. Her face simply wasn't meant to hold lines of sorrow.

So, this morning I scrounged up some apples, and at noon we stopped to rest near a trickling stream.

"Have a seat, my lady," I said, unfurling my purple cloak and placing it on the damp ground.  It was already ruined.  What did it matter if it got a little dirty?

Shaera nodded and sat.  She watched the clear water flow around a glistening stone.  Meanwhile, I dug the apples from my pouch and proceeded to juggle them.

"Now, my fair lady, three of these apples are likely the juiciest, sweetest morsels you've ever tasted," I said.

"And what of the fourth?" she asked, reluctantly playing my game.

"Why that one is magical!  Although just as tasty as the others, she who bites into it will instantly fall in love with the first person she sees!"

The corners of Shaera's mouth turned slightly upward.

She said, "Then perhaps I shouldn't eat.  I wouldn't want to take the risk of falling in love with the wrong person, would I?"

"Oh, no!  You must eat.  Besides, I happen to know that this type of magical apple doesn't work if the imbiber already loves another."

I caught each apple behind my back with a flourish, and then I presented one to Shaera.  She took it, and without hesitation bit into the red fruit.  Some juice collected on her full lips.  Now, I've never had reason to want to be an apple before, but that day I would have given my legs to be one.

"Don't you want to know which apple I gave you?" I asked.

"No," she said, "it matters not which I ate."


==Dandelion==
I had not known there were small elven communities this far from central Aranorn.  I guess my people had spread out farther than I thought after the Reckoning.

I have found the people of Dandelion pleasant but paranoid.  They fear just about everyone, and understandably so.  They have been under constant attack from pirates and other bandits for years now.  Every day is a struggle for these people, especially since they lack any sort of army or leadership.  Choosing to live so far from other elves wasn't their only mistake.  Unfortunately, they have also chosen me to lead them simply because I mentioned that I am a member of the Elven Court.

Now, they're asking me to deal with the criminals in this region.  If I didn't need their help to get Shaera to safety, I would sneak off in the middle of the night.  Just about anyone would be better suited to lead.  I would be doing them a favor by running away, but I had Shaera to think about now.


==To Dolphin Jump==
All my attempts to cheer Shaera up have only lasted for a few fleeting moments.  It disturbs me when she is unhappy, but I can't blame her.  She must be thinking about her father, about that night when we barely escaped the pirates ourselves.  What of her father?  Was he dead?  Were they all dead?  I have been thinking the same thing, especially since it was I who slipped the watchman a sleeping draught.  If the man had been awake, he might've noticed the pirate ship in time for Gramin and the others to prepare a proper defense.

I have really messed up this time!

"You're thinking about your father, aren't you?" I asked during one of her quiet moments.

She nodded.

"We don't know what happened, Shaera.  He could still be alive.  From what I hear, he's a resourceful warrior."

"I can't help thinking that maybe we should have stayed behind.  Maybe we could have helped," she said.

"What could we do, Shaera?  Neither of us is a warrior!"

My words were too harsh, too certain.  They didn't help.  Shaera didn't want to hear how hopeless our situation had been.  She wanted to hear that her father was alive, that she hadn't abandoned him in his time of need.

I took her in my arms, stroked her hair with my hand.

"Your father is well, Shaera.  I can feel it!  Those were just pirates - no mere thug can outmatch Aranorn's trained warriors, right?" I said.

"Well, yes, but..."

"Right!  And I think it is no secret that your father loves you more than anything.  Would he not have preferred that you were safe?  Of course!  So, we did what he would have wanted us to do.  Now, we have to figure out how to find him again."

"He could be anywhere, Elwin!  He's probably looking for me now - if he survived, that is."

"Yes, but when he doesn't find you, he'll know there is one place that you will certainly go - the place we were supposed to travel to in the first place."

I hoped there wasn't any fault in my logic.  If I were Gramin, I would hope that my daughter would make her way to the nearest safe town.  It would take too long to hike all the way back home, so why not a known safe port?

"Dolphin Jump?" Shaera asked.

"Yes," I said.  "I say we make our way to Dolphin Jump as soon as we can.  I'm certain we'll find your father waiting for us there."


==Jagged Den==
I never thought I would lead a siege, much less win one.  So many died in the long hours of battle.  Luckily, most of them were the defenders of Jagged Den.  I keep telling myself they were murderers and thieves.  They deserved it.  But that doesn't make me feel any better about what happened.

When it was certain that I would be victorious, the leader of the town ordered the entire place to be put to the torch.  Don't ask me why!  It makes no sense.  We didn't even have a chance to enjoy our victory.  Seconds after the last man fell, we heard someone cry, "Fire!"

My troops and I raced among the buildings and started bucket-lines to save the important structures.  Homes that were unoccupied and already blazing were allowed to burn as long as they weren't too close to another structure.  We fought the inferno for most of the night, and in the end we only saved half the town.  So many were homeless or dead now, and for nothing!

When I returned to where Shaera and a few others were tending to those who had succumbed to the smoke, or had been burned by the flames, she jumped into my arms and embraced me tightly.

"What is it?"

"I was afraid I would lose you too," Shaera said.

"Too?  We're going to find your father at Dolphin Jump, remember?  You haven't lost anyone!"

She nodded, hugged me again.  I suddenly became very self-conscious of how I smelled.  Sweat and ash and dirt had mixed into a potent odor that not even a fragrance alchemist could mask.  I pushed myself away slowly, careful not to hurt my beloved's feelings.

"There is still much to be done," I said.


==Quest: Desert Hut==
Proposal
Before you even have the chance to knock, a disheveled beach bum swings open the door.
"My Ring of Strength has been stolen by a rogue sorceror!  Defeat him and return the ring to me, and I will reward you handsomely!"

Progress
"I can't believe you haven't done away with that ruffian yet!"

Completion
"Thank you kindly.  Here is a much more useful item for you!"


==At the Stream==
While we watered the horses, I slipped upstream to see what I could do about my attire, and to perhaps wash some of the grime from my body.  I have never been so filthy in all my life!  I don't know how some druids go on yearlong sabbaticals into the deepest forests to commune with the land.  How do they go so long without hot baths, fine cuisine, and music?

At that point, I was never more aware that such a life was not for me.  My hat was a pitiful sight with its raggedy and bent feathers and a tear along the brim caused during battle.  It wasn't even worth saving, so I threw it away.  There were dark stains on the knees of my trousers, and the white lace frills of my shirt were gray now due to the smoke from the town fire.

If I were to walk into the Elven Court today, they would probably ban me for the rest of my life!

A twig snapped behind me, making my heart skip a beat.  I was unarmed and alone.  If something attacked me now, my troops wouldn't be able to reach me in time.  I was about to make a run for it when Shaera stepped into view.

"You really shouldn't be walking out here alone," I said.

"It's not far from camp," she said, "and besides, I'm with you now."

I pulled at the sleeves of my tunic, blushing.

"I wish you didn't have to see me like this."

"Like what?"

There was a seductive softness to her voice as she moved closer to me.  Like an idiot, I took a step back and my boot sunk past my ankle in the cold stream.

"Ah!  Cursed wilderness, and curse me, for I make everything a shambles!" I said as I extracted myself from the brook.

Shaera laughed, but not in an insulting way.  She was laughing at me as well as with me.

"I'm sorry, Shaera," I said.  "Look at me!  I've become a symbol of my own ineptitude."

She took another step toward me.  This time I didn't retreat.

"Birds," Shaera said.

"Excuse me?"

"Remember at the dance when you asked me what I do when I'm not capturing the hearts of men?  Well, to answer your question, I raise birds.  At least, I used to when I had time.  Ever since I entered the Elven Court, I've had so many men courting me that I never seem to have any time to myself."

The thought of Shaera spending time with other men made my stomach tense involuntarily, but what could I expect?  I was only one of many.

"You should refuse some of them," I said, knowing that I might be one of those who she denied.  "It's important that you are happy too!"

"Yes, but I don't want to hurt their feelings."

Shaera reached up to place one of her slender hands on my shoulder.  I slouched slightly, bending toward her touch.

Then she said, "But when I heard you would be aboard the ship, it made me happy."

"Really?"

"Of course!  You were the only one who ever asked me what I liked to do when I was alone.  No one else ever seemed to picture me alone, not even Lord Harke, and he was always friendly and warm."

I frowned at the mention of Lord Harke.  Soon, the Elder Council would choose a new Elven King and everyone agreed Harke was the obvious choice.  There had been much gossip about Lord Harke's infatuation with Shaera as well.  I had taken a political risk when I got myself aboard Shaera's ship, but I felt so strongly for her that I was even willing to throw away my hard-fought position in the Elven Court.

I tipped my head close to Shaera's and whispered, "As crazy as it sounds, I have enjoyed these days alone with you more than all my time at court - even if it destroyed my best outfit!"

Then Shaera kissed me on the chin.

"I think you missed, my lady," I said, grinning.

"Well, you're so damn tall!"

So, I picked her up and we kissed, this time on the lips.  And it was better than I had ever imagined.


==Gramin==
"Daddy!" Shaera shouted and ran from my side.

I felt her absence immediately, as if she had been torn from me forever, and wished again that our adventure wasn't yet over.  But then, we couldn't have stayed in the wild for the rest of our lives, could we?

Shaera jumped into Gramin's arms, hugging and kissing him happily.  I don't think she truly believed he was alive until that moment.  I approached slowly, allowing the two to catch up, and stayed several feet away until they were finished.

Of course, Gramin had been worried about her, and had never stopped searching for her even though others believed she was dead.

"I was safe, Daddy, thanks to Elwin," she said.  She smiled at me, and I forced myself to smile back.  "He saved my life!"

Gramin's expression was cold when he looked at me.  So cold, in fact, that for a moment I thought he knew I was the one who drugged the man in the crow's nest.

"Young man," he said, "I cannot thank you enough for what you have done."

"It was my honor, sir," I replied.

"Well," Gramin said, quickly changing the subject, "I imagine the two of you could use some rest, and maybe some food.  Good day, Elwin, and thank you again!"

Wherever Gramin was taking Shaera for her meal, it was obvious that I wasn't invited, and I knew better than to press the issue.

"Good day, sir," I said.

I caught Shaera's eye and said, "Good day, my lady.  May I see you again sometime soon?"

"I hope so," she said before her father whisked her away.

Once again, I wished we had stayed in the woods.





Scenario 2: Mark of the Tiger
There must be dozens of elves more qualified, but the Elven Court selects Elwin for an important mission to seek an alliance with the wise white tigers.  Unknown to Elwin, this has all been arranged by the powerful Lord Harke in an attempt to remove him from Shaera's presence and set him up to fail, or possibly die.

Shaera:
"How can the Elven Court choose my beloved for such a deadly mission?  It's absurd, especially when so many veterans have already volunteered for the task - my own father among them.  As for Elwin, he turned pale as a summer cloud when Lord Harke asked him to face the white tigers alone.  Oh, return to me, my beloved!  I cannot lose you now!"


==Lord Harke==
Lord Harke stood concealed behind the tall rosebushes at the entrance to the garden, his lips pressed into a fine line as he watched Shaera dance with the colorfully dressed young elf named Elwin.  He had watched them for weeks, ever since they had returned from their adventure in the wild forests along the coast of the Gold Sea.

To the dismay of many of the male members of the Elven Court, Shaera rarely had time for suitors these days.  Instead, Shaera spent time with her birds, sometimes disappearing into the woods alone for hours to train a particular pet.  She seemed to only accept Harke's invitations to dinner, and although this should've made him feel confident, he was afraid it was only out of respect for her father's wishes.

Lord Harke suspected that she now had feelings for the gangly druid.

Harke had seen their stolen glances, their knowing smiles.  He had even followed Shaera, a falcon on her arm, on one of her excursions into the forest.  Elwin had been waiting for her by an ancient and gnarled oak, and they had kissed.

That's when Harke swore to do something about this fool.

Shaera was young, naïve.  This foppish young druid had obviously used their time together when their lives were in danger to confuse her.  She was probably just a conquest to him.  Elwin had a reputation around Court for being charming, but also for being arrogant and selfish.  He had wormed his way into the Elven Court, and now he was trying to connive his way up in rank by seducing Shaera.

Well, Harke wouldn't allow it!  He cared for Shaera too much.  But he couldn't accuse Elwin without proof.  Part of Harke wanted to challenge the man to a duel, but he knew that doing so would only make himself look bad in Shaera's eyes.  Besides, the Elven Court frowned on such behavior these days.  What Harke needed was to destroy Shaera's image of Elwin.  He needed to expose Elwin's true self - an arrogant coward.


==White Tigers==
When the Elven Court called me forward and announced that I was to lead the effort to bring the mysterious white tigers into the Aranorn alliance, I nearly swallowed my tongue.

"But why?  Surely, there are others more qualified!" I said.

"Perhaps," said the Court Speaker, Lord Harke, "but you have proven yourself resourceful, Elwin.  On three separate occasions we have sent others with more experience, more skills, and more talent, but they have all failed.  In fact, they all died.  The white tigers have expressed an interest in joining Aranorn, but we haven't been able to convince them that an alliance would be mutually beneficial.  So, we hope that your amazing ability to adapt to a difficult situation, proven to us during your recent adventure, will bring us victory when we are so close to defeat."

Several members of the Elven Court applauded.

I wanted to refuse, but I found Shaera's face among the crowd.  What would she think of me if I turned my back on Aranorn in its time of need?  Her father would certainly despise me even more.  He already dislikes me because I have never fought in defense of our former nation of AvLee, nor for Aranorn.

But then, three people have already died.  The odds of my return seem dim.  I don't want to die, now that I've just found Shaera.

"Well, Elwin, do you accept?  Aranorn is still weak from the Reckoning.  We have few troops.  Will you help protect our children?" Lord Harke asked.

I glared at the man.  The way he asked, I could not refuse.

"Of course!" I said, thus sealing my doom.

And that's how I came to be in this remote region of Aranorn.  This time, at least, I brought some extra clothes.


==The "Mark"==
There was a golden statuette of a woman lying by the side of the path, so I dismounted to investigate.  When I knelt to pick up the figure, I heard a soft growl from only inches away.  It was a trap!  I looked up and found myself staring into the glorious face of a white tiger hiding in the undergrowth.

"If you had planned to kill me, you would've done it already.  That's why I'm still alive, right?"

Don't ask me how I found the courage to speak.  I think it was instinct.

"That is true," said the tiger.  Its voice, coming from what seemed to be its chest, was impossibly deep.

"Have you come from Aranorn?" asked the tiger.

"Yes," I said.  "I am Elwin.  I have come to talk to your king, or queen, or whatever leaders you have."

I winced at my own words.  I guess I could've taken some time to learn something about these white tigers before I left the court.  Now, I sounded like a fool and I was probably going to get myself killed because of it.

"We have no leader.  Every white tiger is king or queen of their own territory.  Right now, you are on my land!"

"Uh, well then, who has the authority to make an alliance with Aranorn?"

"You do not understand, Elwin Elf," the tiger said, annoyed.  "Each of us has the authority.  Convince one, and you convince us all!" 

"Sounds too easy," I said before I could stop myself.

"It is not!  None of us are entirely convinced that the elves of Aranorn can help the white tigers.  In the past, your kind has talked about mutual protection, but we have seen three elves come, and all of them have failed to aid us in any way.  What we seek is help with our greatest tragedy, not empty promises!"

That last comment was uttered with an angry growl that made me scurry away.  I came to my feet next to my horse, and if not for the embarrassment of returning to Aranorn a failure, I might have leaped on it and fled that very moment.

Instead, I asked, "What is this greatest tragedy?"

"Find out for yourself, if you can."

"If you really want this problem solved, wouldn't it be easier to just tell me?  Riddles won't get either of us anywhere," I said boldly.  Perhaps I found my courage because I was standing further from the tiger now.

"Do the elves offer us swords and bows only?  Is there not any wisdom in Aranorn?"

"There's plenty of wisdom," I said.

It's just not here at the moment.

Slowly, the white tiger crept from its hiding place.  At its full height, it was only a little shorter than my horse, but much stronger.  Its great paws were as wide as dinner plates.  Imagine what claws reside within!  Suddenly, I understood why the Elven Court so desperately wanted an alliance with the white tigers.

I remained still.  The tiger approached, and then turned its side toward me.  It turned as if to leave, took a few steps, lifted its tail.

"No!" I shouted, holding my arms before my face just in time.

The tiger sprayed me from the waist down, soaking me completely.  My soiled purple trousers clung to my skin, and the sharp odor made me gag.

"Eww!  What did you do that for?"

"You have been marked," said the tiger.  "Now, as long as you wear those clothes, no tiger will harm you.  But if you spill the blood of one of my kind, we will know.  We will all know!  Then there will be no alliance with Aranorn.  There will be war!"

In one great bound, the white tiger vanished into the wilderness.

Great!  I was a walking sewer now.  Did the universe have something against my wardrobe?


==Breeze the Falcon==
So, I fell off my horse!  When a falcon dives out of the sky and buzzes past your head, you're not exactly thinking about staying in the saddle.  On the bird's second approach, it dropped a small roll of parchment into my lap, and then circled around to land on my abandoned saddle.

Now that it wasn't a blur of movement, I noticed that the falcon was a beautiful golden creature with keen, black eyes that stared at me defiantly.  

I unfurled the note and read.

"My Love,

I have greatly missed our walks, and having your long arms around me.  Not an hour has gone by that I haven't thought about you.  Although your mission is important to Aranorn, I wish that you had not gone.  Why couldn't the Elven Court send another?  Lord Harke, perhaps, or even my father!

I know that you could not remain here with me, but I wish I could have followed you.  So, I offer you what little help I can.  This is my best falcon.  She is smarter than most of her kind, so beware!  I think she knows it.  Her name is Breeze.  I have not only trained her to hunt, but to scout the land as well.  Perhaps she will be able to warn you of danger that you might not have otherwise noticed.

I regret that I cannot offer you more, except my love.  Be careful, Elwin.  Come back to me!

Yours,

Shaera"

Making sure that no one was watching, except the bird, I kissed the place where Shaera had signed her name.  Then I rolled up the note and slipped it into a pocket to be read and reread later.

"If we're going to get along, Breeze," I said to the falcon, "you're going to have to understand one thing."

The bird screeched once as if to say, "What?"

"I ride the horse," I said.


==Quest: Cheerful Hut==
Proposal
An old, hunched over man steps out of this cheery hut to greet you.  "Ho there!  I may look old and wrinkly, but I can sure teach you a lot about Nature magic.  But you gotta do something for me first.  Gimme 15 woodpiles so I can keep warm at night, and I'll impart my wisdom!"

Progress
"Sorry, kid," the old man says, "but I can't give up my secrets for free!  Bring the wood, and you won't be disappointed."

Completion
"Alright, now we're talking!  Lemme tell 'ya a story..."


==Quest: Orc Tower==
Proposal
You see some orcs watching from the top of this old tower and approach cautiously, knowing that you can never trust an orc.  To your surprise, they don't attack.

Then one of them shouts, "No passage, by order of the Troll Lord!"

Troll Lord?  So, more trolls are hiding on the other side of this tower, but why have these orcs sided with them?

"Are you sure I can't pass?" you ask.

"No!  Go away!"

Sensing something in their tone, you press on.  These orcs don't exactly sound committed to their job.  In fact, they don't sound like they want to be here at all.

"I was really hoping to get to the other side so I could meet the Troll Lord!"

"What business do you have with him?" asks the orc.

"The business of removing his head from his shoulders, that's what!" you say boldly.

For a long time, the orcs converse quietly with each other.  When they disappear into the tower, you think they have refused.  That is, until an empty ceramic bottle lands and shatters at your feet.  Lying among the shards is a note.

You pick it up and read the crude and misspelled writing.

"We do nuthin cuz too minny trolls.  U kill them.  U pass."

Progress
The orc guards run you off by throwing rocks down at you.  There must still be some trolls out there. 

Completion
When you arrive, you find the tower abandoned, its front door hanging wide open.  Apparently, the orcs felt they were finally free to escape.  Do you want to pass right now?


==The Troll Lord==
Your falcon, Breeze, returns from one of her scouting trips, landing on your gloved arm.  She screeches excitedly, flaps her arms, and tries to bite through the leather around your thumb.

You know she's trained to react this way when there is danger near, but she has never tried to harm you before.  With a nudge of your arm, you send her back into the air and draw your weapon just as the Troll Lord and his army charges from the nearest grove of trees.


==Trolls Overthrown==
"Victory!" I cheer as the last troll falls.

My task is done!  Finally, I can get out of these foul-smelling clothes and return home to Shaera.

But as I walk among the corpses, removing the tiger pelts so I can burn them later, I hear a soft sound carried to me by the wind.  Perched on my shoulder, Breeze digs her talons painfully into my skin.  She hears it too.  It doesn't sound threatening though, so I try to follow the pitiful noise.

Soon, I foolishly leave my army behind and enter a grove of trees.  The mewling sound gets louder and louder until I see the hole in the side of a mound - a tiger den.

"Elwin, you idiot, you're not going in there," I tell myself.  But then I've never been too good at following orders, even my own.


==Quest: Tiger's Den==
Proposal
I walk slowly into the cavernous den, pausing momentarily to allow my eyes to get used to the shadowy interior.  I don't even mind the almost overpowering smell, since I've been walking around in a pair of pants soaked by a tiger.

Soon, I find the source of the sad crying at the back of the cave; a large female tiger curled up against the wall.  She opens her eyes, looks at me, and seems a bit surprised to find an elf.

"I had thought you were one of my kind," she says.

"It's the pants," I quip.  Then, realizing this was probably not the best time for jokes, I say, "What is causing you so much sorrow?  Have the trolls hurt you?"

Suddenly, the tigress growls toward the ceiling of the den.

"Trolls!  They are an annoyance only!"

An annoyance?  Then what have I been doing all this time.

"What is it then?" I ask.

Completion
That's when she comes to her feet to reveal the small, still form she had been embracing.  With her great nose, the tigress nudges her dead child.

"Stillborn," she says.  "In two years, there hasn't been a single cub born alive in all the forest.  We don't know why or how, but in our dreams we tigers see an evil shape hiding underground eating our children!"

The tigress bends her head and gently grasps her dead child between her teeth.  Slowly, she walks from the den.  I don't follow.  It doesn't seem proper.  But as I wipe my own tears from my cheeks I realize that all this time I have been wrong.  As the tigress said, the trolls were nothing more than an annoyance.

The deaths of the tiger cubs - this was their 'great tragedy'!


==Undead Ambush==
A stench assaulted my nostrils the moment I entered the cave, overpowering even the tiger urine on my pants.  I choked and pulled my shirt in front of my mouth and nose in an effort to block the odor, but it didn't help much.

"What is that sour smell?" I said.

One of my followers next to me.  Above the arm that covered her nose, I could see fear in her eyes.

"Death," the soldier said.  "As strong as it is, I'd step carefully.  That stench is too powerful to be a single corpse."

Even without the warning, I would have proceeded into these dark tunnels with extra caution.  The air was chilly, the walls damp, slick, and slimy.  Believe me, I wasn't looking forward to spending even an hour in this place, much less the days and possibly weeks it would take to search all the passageways.

Turning toward my small army, I ordered, "Every fifth man light a torch!"

I was staring at a peculiar shadow when the first light was struck, flashing momentarily in the light.  That's when they attacked.  They had been waiting for us, lurking in the darkness and thirsting for the kill.


==Defenders==
The undead and demon defenders of these tunnels are so organized that surely they must be part of a larger army.  Unfortunately, it's pointless to try to interrogate the creatures.  They fear no pain, so I still have no idea who leads them.  But whoever it is, I sense that they are the one behind the recent stillbirths of the white tiger cubs.


==The Depths==
Some of the caverns in this cursed subterranean land are tall enough for me to let Shaera's falcon, Breeze, stretch her wings and fly, but ever since we entered these tunnels the bird has been somber and reserved.  Like Breeze, I think I miss having the sky over my head.  Who would've thought I'd actually miss the woods?


==Worllarc Defeated==
I don't like to kill.  Over the past few months, I have grown more used to it, but taking the life of any creature still leaves a bad taste in my mouth.  I remember feeling a twinge of regret even when I killed the Troll Lord.  Sure, he was a brutal, merciless blight on the forest, but he was alive until I took that from him.

I felt no such guilt, however, when I took the life of the necromancer, Worllarc, especially after I saw the dark chamber beneath his home.  I knew when I entered the dank room that everything in it was part of a complicated spell.  The bloody drawings on the floor and ceiling, the tiger eyes stored in jars, the piles of claws and teeth and bones, and things I'd rather not mention - they were all arranged to draw the life from the white tiger cubs while still in the wombs of their mothers.  That essence was then transferred to Worllarc, probably to keep him alive well beyond his normal human years.

What other children had Worllarc claimed during his long, unnatural life?

I feel no guilt.  In fact, I feel proud.  The world is a better place now that the dark knowledge within Worllarc's demented mind is gone forever!

With a flask of oil and a torch, I quickly put an end to Worllarc's evil spell.





Scenario 3: True Love
Elwin embarks on a quest to prove his worth to Shaera's father, only to be betrayed by Lord Harke.  Forced to become a criminal in the eyes of the Elven Court, Elwin battles Harke's loyal troops while forging an artifact that will reveal who is really Shaera's true love.

Shaera:
"I understand my father's fears.  I recall a time when he laughed as he rolled on the grass with me, when he sang to my mother.  He loved her dearly, perhaps as much as Elwin and I love each other.  And then he lost her.  I understand his sorrow, but why can't he see my love for Elwin?"


==Consolation==
After my argument with Shaera's father, I retreated to a remote corner of Aranorn's Court Garden.  I sat on the grass near a gentle creek, dipped my kerchief into the cool water, and dabbed my swollen cheek.  Gramin had a mighty punch.  My entire face hurt.  But physical pain aside, the worst part was the humiliation of standing in front of the Elven Court while Shaera's father refused to allow me to marry his daughter.

I had enjoyed two weeks as Aranorn's hero for convincing the white tigers to become our allies, and I mistakenly thought my new status might have improved Gramin's opinion of me.  So, during one of my secret meetings with Shaera, I first asked her if she would be my wife.  Of course, she agreed.  All that was left was to ask her father.  Together, we went to Gramin and the entire Elven Court, as was our custom, and I asked if he would give me his daughter's hand.

He responded by trying to pound his fist through my skull.  I have no idea what set him off.  Did he dislike me that much?

Then Gramin said, "If you so much as look at my daughter again, I will run my sword through your heart!"

Crestfallen, I hid here in the garden and tended my wounds, both physical and emotional.  Thoughts of eloping ran through my mind.  I even planned how we would escape from Aranorn, although I didn't know where we would go.  That's when someone placed a firm hand on my shoulder.  I don't know whom I expected, but Lord Harke was the last person on the list.

"Are you all right?" Harke asked.  "Do you need a healer?"

I shook my head.

"Gramin really shouldn't have done that," said Lord Harke as he sat on the ground next to me.

"I just wish I knew what I did to make him hate me so," I said.

I really didn't want to open up my feelings to the man who was technically my competition for Shaera's affections, but I couldn't help it.  I needed to talk to someone, and he was the only person present.

"You know how protective Gramin is.  Don't take it personally.  Why, even I am not good enough for Shaera in his eyes!" Harke said.  I found this hard to believe since the two seemed to be such good friends.

"But we're in love!  Can't he see that?"

"I can," Harke admitted, "that's why I want to help you."

"What?"

"Yes.  Is it so hard to believe?  I care so deeply for Shaera that I don't ever want to see her hurt.  In fact, I would do anything to see her happy - even step aside and let another man have her!"

I suddenly felt guilty for all the times I wanted to smash in this man's teeth.  I have often fantasized about Lord Harke's death - in a nameless battle, falling off his horse, choking on a carrot, you name it.  Then I would have Shaera all to myself!

And now, he was offering to help me win Shaera's hand in marriage.

I took Harke's hand and said, "Forgive me, Lord Harke, for hating you."

Harke chuckled, patted my head in a fatherly way.

"Only if you forgive my own jealous thoughts."

"Of course!"

"Then we are allies, Elwin.  And as allies, let me tell you how you're going to change Gramin's mind.  It's a long shot, but it might just work."

"I'll do anything!"

Harke went on to explain that when everyone fled AvLee during the Reckoning, Gramin had been trusted with the Bow of the Elf King.  Unfortunately, the Elf King remained behind and died leading his army against the Barbarian King, Kilgor.  Gramin, however, came through the portals to this world with the Elf King's Bow, the symbol of Elven leadership.

"And then Gramin lost it," Lord Harke said.

"I've never heard this story!" I said.

"Of course not!  Gramin is so ashamed that he has only told one other - me.  Gramin searches for the bow whenever he can, but has had no luck.  Now, just think how grateful he would be if you were to find the Bow of the Elf King and return it to him."

I smiled, because once again I had hope.


==New Home==
The next day, I left Aranorn with some of Lord Harke's own archers at my side.  The commander of Harke's soldiers, a stiff elf named Mirilass, rode with me to the territory where Gramin claimed he lost the Bow of the Elf King.  It was a wild and remote land along the coast that reminded me of the forests where Shaera and I first got to know each other.  Today, those were fond memories.

"Here we are," Mirilass said.

I looked around, but we had stopped in a lush glen surrounded on all sides by a dense forest.  I turned to Mirilass with a questioning look and found myself staring down the shining blade of his sword.  Behind Mirilass, the archers had notched arrows in their longbows.

"Listen carefully, Elwin, and you might live," Mirilass said.

I swallowed the lump in my throat and nodded.  Meanwhile, I was trying to figure out just what had gone wrong.  It seems I should have seen this coming, but at that moment I was too shocked by the betrayal to think.

"I'm supposed to slit your throat and leave your body for the animals, but I'm not going to do that.  You're just an idiot who doesn't know when to back off.  I would put you out of your misery, but I don't want your death on my conscience," Mirilass said.

The depth of my stupidity was beginning to dawn on me.  Lord Harke was the one who wanted me dead so he could marry Shaera.  He probably told Shaera's father lies to get him to hate me.  Oh, what an idiot I am!  He's the one who sent me to face the tigers.  I was supposed to die then, but to everyone's surprise, I succeeded.  So, Harke found another way to eliminate his competition.

And I might as well have helped him do it!  How dumb can one man be?  If not for Mirilass's compassion, I would be dead right now.

"Everything about the Bow of the Elf King was a lie, wasn't it?" I said.

"No.  Gramin brought it to this world, and he delivered it to the Elder Council.  They wait to give it to the next Elf King," Mirilass said.

If only I had talked to my mentor, Menathat, about this stupid quest to find the Bow of the Elf King.  Menathat would've told me I was walking into a trap.

"So, what happens to me?"

Mirilass took his sword from my face and waved it toward the glen.

"This is your home.  Forever!  You will find plenty of deer in the woods, and a creek over there for water."

I looked around, feeling as if an iron shackle had been clamped around my neck.

"It looks peaceful," I muttered.

"Elwin, I know this area well.  I've been in charge of this region for over a year.  There is only one way out of that glen, and my men will be watching it closely.  If you try to escape, I will hunt you down - I promise!  And when I find you, I will not find cause to be merciful."

"I don't have a choice, do I?"

"No," Mirilass said, "It's this glen, or death!  Which will it be?"

"I know when I have been beaten."

Inside, my blood began to boil as Harke's betrayal sank in.  This wasn't over!


==Fleeing the Glen==
I knew Mirilass expected me to escape.  He would have someone watching me, but I couldn't stay here and do nothing!  I was alone, except for Shaera's falcon, Breeze, but I had learned a few things during my recent adventures.  Perhaps I could get away without them seeing me.  I had to try.


==Repaying a Debt==
Shortly after I fled the glen, I realized I was being followed.  I caught a glimpse of a red flag similar to Mirilass's brilliant standard.  I tried to lose them, but these were well-trained rangers.  The next day, I sensed they were near and would soon close in for the kill, so I panicked.

I rode as fast as I could until my horse grew tired and nearly collapsed.  I stopped only because I didn't want to kill the beast, and waited for my killers.

Within the hour, five elven rangers stepped out of the woods, arrows notched.  They were Mirilass's men.  I saw their faces and knew they were going to kill me.  Nothing I could say would change their minds, so I turned my back and prayed they would make it quick.

I heard the angry growls, and by the time I turned back around the rangers were all dead, mauled by a pack of angry white tigers.  The largest of the bunch, a female, approached me slowly, and sniffed the air.

"You bear the mark of one of our kind," said the tigress.

Slowly, I reached into one of my bags and pulled out a strip of purple cloth smelling of tiger urine.

"My name is Elwin," I said.

The tigers looked at one another.

"We know the name.  We caught the smell of the mark some time ago and followed.  We have watched you for weeks now, and almost offered you our help, but we were not sure you needed it."

"Yes, I have great need of the white tigers!  A man is trying to steal away the woman I love!"

"Why doesn't your mate just eat him?" asked the tigress.

"Because she does not know he is false.  Will you help me?"

The tigress answered for them all.

"We do not understand, but we will help you, Elwin Elf.  We owe you much!"


==Bad News==
A letter arrived today, tied to the foot of a raven.  My falcon, Breeze, almost killed it when it soared out of the sky and landed on my shoulder.

I opened the letter, glanced at it and realized it was anonymous.

"Hurry, Elwin!

By the time you receive this letter, Shaera will have married Lord Harke!  Just days after you left, they announced their engagement and their mutual intention to be wed as quickly as possible.  Shaera seems happy, but I wonder if this is true.  I see a woman whose emotions have changed too completely and too quickly.  It can only be some kind of enchantment - a love potion, perhaps.

I beg you to hurry, but do not rush to Aranorn before you are prepared.  All will be lost if you do not make the proper preparations, so I will give you this last piece of advice.  In your studies (if you can remember them!) you learned about the Mirror of True Love.  I believe this is the one device that will remove whatever charm Harke has placed on young Shaera.

Craft the Mirror, Elwin!  Then return home."

I think my heart stopped beating while I read those words.  It couldn't be!  This wasn't fair!


==Quest: Alchemist's Hut==
Proposal
The first material needed to create the Mirror of True Love is called cloud-silver, a rare alloy created by powerful alchemists, so you've come to this lonely home seeking the help of the learned man within.

The alchemist is an elderly man who needs a cane to walk.  You explain why you must have some cloud-silver, and although the alchemist doesn't have any on hand, he says he can construct some.

"I would appreciate it.  Perhaps I could do something for you someday?" you say.

"Well," says the old man, "now that you mention it, I'm not as nimble as I used to be.  I have an important experiment that I have been putting off because I am missing some of the materials.  If you can retrieve them for me, I will make the cloud-silver you need before you return!"

You agree and ask the man what he needs.

"I need four specific potions - Mirth, Quickness, Resistance and Endurance.  Bring them to me and you shall have your cloud-silver.  Not only that, but I can guide you to the home of a jeweler who knows the secret techniques of crafting cloud-silver.  Not just anybody can do that, you know!"

Progress
The alchemist hasn't finished creating the cloud-silver yet, and since Elwin doesn't have the four potions, he might as well come back later.

Completion
The alchemist grunts as he lifts a clump of white metal to the table.  Exhausted from the effort of forging it, he sits in a chair and dabs at the sweat on his forehead.

"There's your cloud-silver, my young friend.  Do you have the potions?"

"Yes, here they are," you say, placing them on the table.  Then you ask, "You said you could send me to a jeweler who could craft the Mirror of True Love?"

"Ah, yes!  You'll find him far to the north.  His house is a little out of the way, but I don't think you'll miss it.  I must warn you though; he won't help you for free.  Good luck!"


==Correspondence==
My life has become like a storm - uncertain, chaotic, and dangerous.  I can barely think at all, which is why it has taken me this long to write my letter to Shaera.

I want to hear in her own words that she has married Harke.  Am I simply asking for more punishment?  Maybe.

I have no reason to believe that the anonymous letter was a lie.  In fact, I suspect that the man who instructed me in the druidic arts as well as gave me membership in the Elven Court might have written it.  But Menathat is a solitary, eccentric man who only pays attention to his studies and the business of the Elder Council.  Why would he involve himself in my troubles?

So, I wrote my letter to Shaera.  Instead of my usual poetry, my words were to the point.  I claimed I would return to Aranorn soon, and asked why she had married Harke when just a short while ago she had proclaimed her eternal love to me in a remote forest pool beneath the gleaming light of the moon.

I truly feared her response more than anything.


==Worse News==
It took me most of the day to summon the courage to read Shaera's return letter.

"Dear Elwin,

Please forgive me, but I have come to realize that Lord Harke and I were meant to be together.  We are soul mates!  What you and I had, I think, was the naïve love often referred to as 'puppy love'.  It meant nothing.  Now that Harke is in my life, I know the real thing.

Be happy for me, Elwin.  I ask that you move on and find someone who can do for you what Harke has done for me - someone who can fill the emptiness in your soul.

You will make some woman very happy some day.  Meanwhile, I hope that we can still be friends.  Good luck!

Lady Shaera Harke"

I was still weeping the next morning when my second-in-command entered my tent.


==Dark Thoughts==
I seldom sleep.

Every time I close my eyes, I picture Shaera and Harke arm-in-arm.  I imagine Shaera plump with Harke's child.  I see that they are happy.

Yet I lie alone in my tent each night, hand clenched around the cold hilt of my dagger.  Food, wine, even music gives me no pleasure these days.  My only enjoyment is thinking of the moment when I meet Lord Harke again.

I long for Harke's death like I used to long for Shaera's love!


==Quest: Jeweler's Shop==
Proposal
The jeweler turns out to be a skinny dwarf who never sits still.  As you tell your story, the jeweler seems to be working on three different projects at once.

"Yes, yes, you want me to shape the cloud-silver into a frame for this Mirror of True Love you were talking about.  Sure, I can do that, but working with cloud-silver is a labor-intensive job.  Are you willing to pay for my time?" he says.

"Of course!  Is it gold you want?"

"Not gold!  I have plenty of that stuff.  What I'm running out of are gems!  Bring me 40 gems, and I'll fashion the frame for you."

Progress
"I'm too busy to waste time with you right now.  If you don't have Elwin bring 40 gems, I can't give him the frame.  Good day!"

Completion
You were a little worried about the quality of work this busybody of a dwarf would be capable of, but when she shows you the ornate cloud-silver frame, you are impressed.

"Now that I look at it, I'm a little reluctant to give it up for just 40 gems," she says, "but a deal is a deal."


==Quest: Merchant's Shop==
Proposal
You've heard that this wandering merchant is the only person who might have the two pounds of pure, un-trampled sand you need to create the glass portion of the Mirror of True Love.  The merchant must've seen the desperation in your eyes, because when you ask the price of the bag of sand, he says, "I can't accept less than 10,000 gold for it."

"That's ridiculous!"

"You don't know what I had to go through to get this pure sand.  It's a complex process!"

Knowing that he will not budge from his price, you storm away.

Progress
The merchant tells Elwin to come back when he has the 10,000 gold.

Completion
When you carry the sacks of gold into the merchant's shop, you suddenly feel foolish for paying so much for a bag of dirt.  The merchant gladly hands over the bag of pure sand while he counts and stacks his money.

"The only thing hot enough to turn pure sand into the kind of mirror you need is a dragon's breath.  You knew that, didn't you?" the merchant asks as you prepare to leave.

"Yes.  I just don't know where to find one," you reply.

"Ah, that's where I can help you!  To the east dwells a Red Dragon, but I'd be careful with that one.  She's one of the last of her kind.  You're more likely to get eaten than strike up a conversation!"


==Elwin the Criminal?==
I was sulking in my usual place at the edge of camp when the tiger approached me.

"Would you like to talk to someone who claims to be a messenger from Aranorn, or shall I eat him?" the white tiger asked.

Sighing, I said, "Bring him here."

Soon, a pair of tigers led a young elf before me.  The messenger was no younger than myself, but I sure felt older than he appeared.

"Who sent you?  Harke?" I snapped.

"Uh, I actually represent the Elven Court, sir."

"Which is permanently attached to Harke's backside!" I cursed.

Whatever this messenger had to say, I could assume they were Harke's words.  Suddenly, my hand itched for the touch of my knife.

"Go on!"

"Well, considering your recent criminal activities in this region..."

"Criminal activities?" I shouted.

"Yes, uh, I believe they cited recent attacks on Aranorn troops and fortifications.  To continue, the Elven Court asks that you do what is honorable and surrender yourself to them.  They promise you will be treated fairly, and that you will also get an unbiased trial," the messenger said.

It took all my strength to avoid taking out my anger on this poor elf.  Instead, I stood slowly and turned my back on the man so he wouldn't see me clench my jaw so tightly I nearly shattered my own teeth.

"When you return, I want you to speak my response before the entire Elven Court.  It is my right," I said.

"Yes, it is your right."

"Then tell them I am not the criminal here.  Tell them that I accuse Lord Harke of attempted murder and forcing Shaera to marry him against her will.  You tell them that!"

"But I..."

"Tell them!" I screamed.


==Quest: Northeast Gate==
Proposal
Strangely, an adult red dragon stands guard over this gateway.  He explains that only Elwin can pass, and only after Elwin helps his mother in the Red Dragon Cave.


==Quest: Red Dragon's Cave==
Proposal
The Red Dragon was waiting for you, and contrary to the merchant's opinion, it didn't seem at all interested in eating you.

"You're the one that has been fighting with that elf who calls himself Mirilass, right?" asks the Red Dragon.

"Yes."

"Good!  I hope you really give it to him!"

Finally, you ask, "I was hoping to get your help in turning some pure sand into a mirror.  I'm attempting to craft a Mirror of True Love."

"Really?" the Red Dragon says slowly, conspiratorially.  "Tell me your story, and start from the beginning.  I like long tales."

Not daring to anger the giant beast, you tell the Red Dragon everything.

Upon finishing your story, the Red Dragon leans back and says, "Perhaps we can help each other then."

"How?"

"That elf, Mirilass, captured my mate recently.  She's the most beautiful black dragon you have ever seen!"

At that moment, I really sympathized with the creature.  Imagine that!

"Where is your mate?" I ask.

"Probably locked away in one of his towns!  I've searched the countryside myself, but I can't find her, and his towns are too well-defended for me to attack them myself.  If you can bring my mate back to me, I will gladly forge your mirror!"

Progress
Without the Red Dragon's mate, the mirror will not get forged.  Elwin must be present or the dragon will fly off without forging the mirror.

Black Dragon
Chained to the ground in the middle of the courtyard was a large black dragon.  It appeared weak, but its eyes glowed with rage.

I wasn't sure if I should release the creature.  It might turn that fury against my army.  Then I explained why I was here and promised to take the dragon back to its mate.  Only then did the black dragon agree to join me.

Completion
It lightens your heavy heart when you see the dragon couple leap into the sky and fly excitedly among the clouds.  You watch for some time, wondering if they will ever come back.  And just when you're about to give up, the Red Dragon returns, landing in front of you.

"I did not forget my end of the bargain, elf.  Bring me your sand, and I will forge it into the mirror you need," he says.

And when that is done, you will finally be able to return to Aranorn and free Shaera!





Scenario 4: Reflections
The Elven Court in Aranorn believes Elwin is a criminal for his attacks on elven towns.  But Elwin can't stop now.  His only hope to prove his innocence is to capture Mirilass and force the elf to confess.  Meanwhile, Elwin also hopes to rescue Shaera from Harke Manor so he can show her the Mirror of True Love and remove any enchantments Harke has placed on her.

Shaera:
"It must have been a sad and confusing time for my beloved.  If I had been in his place, I do not think I could have survived.  But when the whole of Aranorn was against him (myself included), Elwin stood strong.  So, why didn't he abandon me as I deserved?  I will never know."


==Elwin's Gamble==
My small force chased Mirilass through miles and miles of forest.  Even my best rangers couldn't keep up with my prey.  We lost him, but at least I knew where he was headed.  So, I eventually made my way to the borders of Lord Harke's territories with two goals in mind.

First, I had to capture Mirilass.  The Elven Court of Aranorn declared me a criminal, most likely due to false evidence and testimony given to them by Lord Harke.  If I was ever going to have the chance to return home, I would have to parade the only other man who knew of Harke's plans before the Elven Court.  That would be Mirilass.  Of course, I had no reason to believe Mirilass would confess.  It was a slim chance, but although I loved Shaera with all my heart, part of me still belonged to Aranorn.  I would miss it if I had to leave forever.

Second, I had to rescue Shaera from Lord Harke.  I recently received a letter from my anonymous supporter in the Elven Court stating that Harke and Shaera were celebrating their marriage at Harke Manor, the largest town in this region.

Shaera, Harke, and Mirilass were all in one area.  To put an end to this mess, I needed them all, but if I didn't tread carefully I could end up losing one or all of them - or perhaps even my own life.


==Splitoak==
When I first entered this region, I had thought Mirilass would run to Harke Manor and join the man he served.  All my information, however, tells me otherwise.  In fact, Mirilass hasn't been seen in any of the towns in this area, which means he's hiding out somewhere.

One of my spies has learned that Mirilass has a brother living in the town of Splitoak.  Unfortunately, Harke has fortified this town well.  I must siege it before I can find this sibling, but it seems like this is my only chance to find Mirilass.


==The Elder Council==
The scout's words were so unbelievable that I asked him to repeat himself.

"There are six members of the Elder Council waiting to talk to you."

Ever since the Reckoning and the death of the Elf King, the Elder Council has led the Elven people through these tragic times.  Even when the King ruled, he never made important decisions without the advice of the Council.  They were the wisest and oldest of us all, and now they wanted to speak to me.

"Well, bring them in!" I ordered.

Briefly, I wondered if the Elder Council might use their considerable magical power to stop me, but then they have never done so before.  Just in case, I donned my weapon seconds before the flap to my tent was thrown aside and the Elder Council stepped inside.

I immediately recognized Menathat's stooped figure.  He had been my mentor and friend, and I had missed him dearly during these last months, so I couldn't stop myself from hugging him.

"It's good to see you," I said.

Menathat smiled, nodded.  I noticed that the other five Elder Druids didn't seem amused at either Menathat or me.  I knew well what the rest of the Elder Council thought about my teacher's eccentricities, but they could never deny that Menathat was the wisest of them all.

"This is serious," said one of the Elders.

"Yes," Menathat said, "I know.  But that's also the reason I insisted on coming along to make sure no one turns this matter into a disaster."

Then to me, Menathat said, "You've managed to get yourself into a mess, my boy."

"Believe me, it wasn't on purpose!"

"So, let's get to the center of it, why don't we?  Why did you attack Aranorn towns?" Menathat asked.  He seemed to be the spokesman for the Elders.  Good.  They would go easier on me then.

"In a way, it was self-defense.  At least, at first it was self-defense.  After that, Mirilass kept getting in my way."

"Self-defense!" said one of the Elders, outraged.

"We have heard your accusations against Lord Harke," Menathat said firmly, silencing the other Elder.  "They are very serious."

"I know."

"Can you prove them?"

"Well, not exactly," I said, lowering my head.  I wasn't prepared for this conversation yet.

"Not exactly?"

I knew that tone well.  Menathat was disappointed in me.

"I will prove it all later," I said.  I rushed to where I piled my things and pulled out the Mirror of True Love. I handed it to Menathat.

"I plan to have Shaera look upon this.  If she's under an enchantment, it will be removed and she will proclaim her love for me.  As for the crime of attempted murder, first I must find Harke's man, Mirilass."

Menathat passed the Mirror of True Love to his companions.  They studied it closely before handing it back.

"Perhaps we can propose another solution," Menathat said.

"What?"

"If Lord Harke will agree to let Shaera look upon the mirror, will you surrender yourself, and your armies, to Aranorn?"

If I was wrong and Shaera wasn't under any enchantment, then I would have to face the law for what I have done.  But then I wouldn't care what happened to me because it would mean Shaera never loved me.

"Yes," I said, "but I will only surrender when Harke has agreed and puts Shaera under the care of the Elder Council."

The other Elders nodded their agreement, and one by one they left the tent.  Only Menathat remained behind.

"That mirror is of excellent construction, my boy," he said.  "Why couldn't you put that effort into your studies when I was your teacher?"

"I was a young fool then.  I cared about nothing."

"Yes, I see, but be careful that this newfound inspiration doesn't get you killed.  You have acted rashly in this matter, and it has cost you the support and even the neutrality of Aranorn.  The Elven Court has agreed to send support in the form of resources and soldiers to Lord Harke, even against the wishes of the Elder Council."

"I'm sorry to hear that, but I must do what I can to get Shaera back!"


==Harke's Answer==
Menathat and the other Elder Council members were waiting for us on the trail.  If I didn't already know that these old druids were capable of incredible magic, I might have been surprised.  Instead, I ordered my units to relax.  I dismounted and approached the Council, bowing respectfully.

"We have Lord Harke's answer, Elwin," Menathat said.

I waited, wondering if this would be the end of my long journey.

"Lord Harke refused."

"But why?  There would be no more fighting!" I said.

"That's what I'd like to know," Menathat said.  Some of his fellow druids scowled at his remark.

One of them said, "Lord Harke doesn't trust the mirror you created.  He says it could be some device meant to enchant his bride."

"Don't you see?  He's afraid of what the Mirror of True Love will reveal!"

"This is not proof.  His suspicions are valid," said the Elder.

"Yes, my boy, they are valid, and we cannot force him to use the mirror," Menathat said.

Clenching my fist before them, I said, "Well, I can!"

"Don't do this!" Menathat said.

"Do what?  Fight for the woman I love?  Harke has given me no choice!  He could've ended this right here.  No more killing.  I was willing to stop, so it's no longer my fault!"

"Is it really worth it?" Menathat asked calmly.

Without hesitating, I said, "Yes!  Shaera and I were meant to be together - I know it!"

The other Elders frowned.  A silent signal passed between them.  For a moment I thought they would cast a spell on me, but they turned their backs.  Even Menathat started walking away.

"Elders!" I called.  They stopped.

"Aranorn has no reason to fear me.  My fight is with Harke alone.  When this is over, I swear that I will turn over every inch of land, every town, and every troop to Aranorn," I said.

"And then what, Elwin?" Menathat asked.

"If it will help Aranorn to punish me for my crimes, then I will accept your justice, but only after you know the truth of Shaera's love for me."


==Split Nation==
I spoke with one of the white tigers today and learned that they have refused to fight for Aranorn.  Most of the tigers are staying out of this fight, but they wanted me to know that if I needed them, I only had to call.

It occurred to me that my fight with Harke has split the entire elven nation.  While Aranorn was attempting to bind its people and territories together, I have now torn it apart.  What could I have done differently though?  Should I have simply walked away when Harke stole Shaera from me?  Should I have lived my life alone in that glen forever?

What choice did I have?  None!

Yet, if Aranorn should fall into shambles because of me, I don't think I could live with myself.  These are my people.  The Reckoning was hard enough on us.  What was the love of two people compared to the lives of thousands?


==The Brother of Mirilass==
After taking the town of Splitoak, I let everyone know that I was looking for the brother of Mirilass.  Meanwhile, I helped some of my warriors repair the roof of a home that had been damaged during the battle.

A lean, older elf with the same stern features I remember belonging to Mirilass finally came forward.

"Let me tell you a story," I began without introducing myself.

So, I told him everything.  I really needed this man to be on my side.

"Now, I must find Mirilass to prove my innocence.  You must know, I have no intention of killing your brother - he is no good to me dead - and once he has confessed to the Elven Court I will let him free."

"To the justice of the Elven Court," the elf said.

I hadn't thought about that.  If Mirilass confessed, he would be condemning himself.  How was I going to get the man to do that?

Then Mirilass's brother said, "If everything you tell me is the truth, then my brother has gotten himself into a mess he can't get out of."

"It's true," I said.

"Mirilass has always been a fair, honorable man.  He wouldn't do these sorts of things on his own.  That's why he didn't kill you.  In the end, no matter how much loyalty he feels for Lord Harke, he couldn't bring himself to kill in cold blood.  Oh, Mirilass!  No wonder you didn't return to Harke Manor!"

"What do you mean?  Have you seen him?"

"Briefly," he said.  "I gave him some gold and food.  I asked if I could see him at Harke Manor, and he told me he couldn't face Harke any longer.  That's when he went into hiding."

I tried not to sound too desperate.  I didn't want this man to know that my entire life depended on his next answer.

"Do you know where he went?"

The elf was silent for a long time as he debated whether to answer me.

"If nothing else," I said, "at least your brother's torment will be over.  If he confesses, I will speak for him.  I will tell the Elven Court to have mercy on Mirilass, just as he took mercy upon me by sparing my life.  I'm sure they will understand - and if they don't, I will take my pleas to the Elder Council."

"Unfortunately, what you propose may be the only option for my poor brother.  They will never let him lead an army again - that saddens me.  It has been his dream since childhood."

Mirilass's brother told me about a place far to the southwest where others seldom travel.  Hidden away among the trees is a Blue Keymaster's Tent.  But as I already knew, I wasn't going to find Mirilass unless he wanted to be found.  His wilderness skills were too good.

"Search around the tent.  He'll find you," the elf said.


==Quest: Medusa Hunter==
Proposal
An evil band of Medusas has been menacing this region for weeks now.  I am willing to pay anyone bold enough to rid us of this trouble.  In fact, I would be willing to part with a very useful Dwarven Shield.

Progress
This region is still in danger.  In fact, just a few hours ago there was another attack.  Come back when we are all safe.

Completion
At last, we are safe from the Medusas.  From the look of you, you've certainly earned your reward.  Here's the shield I promised.


==A Valid Observation==
Mirilass drops out of the treetops along with a pair of faerie dragons.  The rest of his army crawls out of the bushes and into formation, ready to do battle.

He stumbles forward, his hand on the hilt of his sword.  Something is wrong with him.  His sarcastic smile is too wide, and he seems unsteady.

"You've finally come for me.  I should've killed you back at the glen," he slurs drunkenly.

"I'm glad you didn't.  Then you truly would have given up that last part of yourself to Lord Harke!"

"I can't believe all this is over a woman!"

"We don't have to fight, Mirilass.  Surrender, and perhaps together we can set everything right," I suggest, stretching my hand out in friendship.

But the elf's mind was clouded and confused by the drink.  I could tell Mirilass struggled between his desire to do what's right and his loyalty to Harke, and no matter what choice he made, he lost.  I was glad I wasn't in his place.

When he drew his sword, it appeared as if Mirilass thought he would fight and die in this battle, and everything would be over.  So, I ordered my troops to attack, but I told them to spare Mirilass's life.  Then our two forces met in this quiet place.


==Guilt Trip==
I bound Mirilass's hands behind his back and placed a guard on him at all times, even though I felt he would not try to escape.  The archer's spirit seemed to be broken.  What I was really worried about was Mirilass hurting himself.

Minutes after our victory, I sat next to the archer and placed a pen and ink on the ground in front of us.

"What's that for?" he asked.

"I want you to write a letter to the Elven Court stating that Harke ordered you to murder me, and that my actions against the towns under your protection were provoked."

Mirilass chuckled at some irony I did not see.

"Harke had me write a letter too.  Everyone wants me to write letters."

"What letter?" I asked.

"Back when you started attacking my towns - he had me write to Aranorn for help.  He practically dictated the entire thing to me," Mirilass confessed.

Of course!  Harke couldn't accuse me of those crimes himself.  He needed Mirilass to do it, so he could act outraged and demand justice.  That's why the Elven Court supports Harke so strongly.

"You knew it was wrong, yet you did it?"

"Yes," Mirilass said.

I placed a sheet of parchment in his lap and said, "So, here's your opportunity to make it right!  Tell the Court I am not the criminal you claimed I was.  Tell them Harke ordered you to kill me, and that when you could not, he ordered you to write the false letter."

"I tried to do what was right, but I couldn't just disobey orders!" Mirilass said, burying his face in his hands.  "How did everything go so wrong?"

"You won't be alone in this, Mirilass," I said.  I placed a hand on his shoulder.

"When the Elven Court judges you, I will stand at your side and beg them to be merciful.  I owe you my life, Mirilass.  It's the least I can do!"

"You would do that for me after all I have done to you?"

"Yes."

Slowly, Mirilass picked up the pen and dipped it into the inkpot.


==Support from Aranorn==
A messenger flying Aranorn's white and green banner soared over my army on the back of a griffin.  I waved the man down to land next to my horse.

"Are you the leader of these forces?  Are you Elwin?" asked the messenger.

"Yes on both accounts."

"I bring word from the Elven Court, sir.  We received the letter from the soldier known as Mirilass.  The Elven Court attempted to have Lord Harke respond to this new evidence, but he refused and fled into the forest with his loyal troops.  Thus, he can be assumed to be guilty."

My insides fluttered at this news.  They believed me!  Too bad I sent Mirilass to Splitoak to be with his brother - he should have been here.

"Thank you," I said.

"Actually, the Elven Court wishes to apologize for the trouble they have caused.  They have withdrawn all support for Lord Harke, and since the resources have already been raised, they now offer them to you instead.  That is, if you still wish to continue toward Harke Manor to rescue Lady Shaera?"

"Of course, I will."

"Then Aranorn hopes this aid will help you put a quick end to this squabble and bring Lord Harke to justice."

This last part seemed to be a suggestion.  The Elven Court (or perhaps it was Menathat and the Elder Council) was asking me not to kill Harke.  When the time came, I wasn't sure I would be able to restrain myself, but I had to say something.

"Tell the Court that I thank them for their fairness, and that I will bring all of those involved - Shaera, Mirilass, and Harke - before them as soon as I can."

"I will," said the messenger.  He kicked the griffin's flank and climbed into the air.  Then he shouted, "Good luck!  All of Aranorn wants you to win back your lady love!"


==Enchantment Undone==
Harke had slipped from the Manor more than a week ago for some important military mission, so he wasn't there when I conquered it.

To my surprise, I found Shaera hiding in her bedroom with a dagger in her hands.  Obviously, my enemy didn't believe I was capable of capturing Harke Manor, so he left her safely behind.

"Stay away, murderer!" Shaera shouted.  She looked at me with hatred and fear in her lovely blue eyes and pointed the weapon at me.

Her words bit deeper than that blade ever could, but I told myself it was all an enchantment.  This wasn't how she really felt.

"I've come for you, Shaera," I said as I walked cautiously toward her.

"Yes, Harke warned me that you might.  He said you would come to kill me!"

Shaera pressed the dagger to her throat and said, "Well, I won't give you the pleasure!"

Fortunately, she let me get close enough that I was able to leap those final few feet and grab the hand holding the weapon before she slit her long throat.  I twisted her arm.  My insides tensed when she cried out in pain because I had once sworn to myself that I would never hurt her.

I dragged Shaera kicking and screaming to the ground, and then I reached to my belt where I kept the Mirror of True Love.

"Look on it!  Look upon the mirror and see the one you truly love!" I intoned, finishing the spell I began so many weeks ago.

Then I held the Mirror before her face.  Shaera was compelled by the magic to gaze upon it.  She opened her eyes, and her entire body relaxed as she stared blankly at the image in the glass.  Then she started to weep.

Impatiently, I turned the Mirror to see it's image.

Forever burned into the Mirror of True Love was my own face.





Scenario 5: Together
Civil war rages throughout Aranorn as Lord Harke's army claims victory after victory.  Aranorn has but one more chance to defeat its enemy, so the Elder Council dubs Elwin as the new Elf King and asks him to lead the last of their forces.  Now, with Shaera's father at his side, Elwin must find a way to conquer the most brilliant military leader the elves have ever seen before he can return to the arms of the woman he loves.

Shaera:
"I regret being so quiet as we sailed across Lake Sleet, but I was angry at my beloved for hiding me away while he went to face Lord Harke.  After all we had been through, why did he have to leave my side again?  But Elwin was the Elf King now, and Aranorn needed him more than ever before."


==The New Elf King==
I stood on the bow, staring out over the steel water of Lake Sleet.  My thin cloak did little to keep out the icy, wet wind that gave these waters their name.  Still, I barely noticed the chill because I was deep in thought about how different I had become since I met Shaera.  I had seen more battles than I cared to admit and experienced more anguish than I thought I could stand.  I had gone from an insignificant courtier, to a criminal, to leader.

And it still wasn't over.

On my head was an oak crown accented with gold gild and emeralds.  It had been given to me a week ago by the Elder Council in an announcement that stunned me to the core of my being.  The Elder Council asked me to be the new Elf King!

As Menathat had said, "Admittedly, we were about to give Lord Harke the crown, but then his sudden marriage to Shaera seemed suspicious.  Meanwhile, Elwin, you have shown an appreciation of love, nature, and honesty.  You have also shown that you are resourceful enough to do what must be done in the name of justice.  That is just the sort of person Aranorn needs as its ruler."

Out of respect for Menathat and Aranorn, I accepted even though I felt I was the wrong choice.  After that, the elder druids presented me with my crown and the legendary Bow of the Elf King.  The ceremony was brief, and the celebration even shorter, for Aranorn had already been at war with Lord Harke for nearly three months.  As the Elf King, I was expected to turn things around.

After I captured Harke Manor and brought Shaera back to Aranorn, the Elven Court declared Harke a criminal.  But no one realized how loyal the Forest Guard had been to their former commander.  Most of them left their posts, not believing the accusations made against the man that once led them.  Suddenly, Harke had an army larger than Aranorn's.

In just three short months, Harke conquered most of Aranorn, and every time we send a force against him we lose.  The Elven Court is desperate now.  Everyone knows we have only one more chance, and now that I am the Elf King, I am expected to raise a force against Harke that will put an end to this civil war.

Yes, I was a different man now.  In the past, I would have shirked from this responsibility.  I might have even fled into the forest never to be seen again.  But I couldn't do that anymore.  I was the last hope against the greatest threat to Elvenkind since the Reckoning.

But first, I had to make sure Shaera was safe.


==The Blue Sails==
It's hard to believe it was only yesterday that I took Shaera's arm and walked from the deck of the ship onto the narrow dock.  This nameless island in the middle of Lake Sleet had perhaps a hundred inhabitants, mostly reclusive fisherman.  With Harke so close to Aranorn, the Elven Court decided it would be prudent to hide the Elder Council here, so I brought Shaera along as well.

I paused briefly as Menathat and the other members of the Elder Council stepped up onto deck and stared around at the island.  Their expressions were somber, as if they had already been defeated.  Leaving Shaera on the shore, I returned to the ship and helped Menathat onto the dock.  We both glanced at the woman I loved.

"You will watch her, won't you?" I asked him.

"Of course, my boy!  I'll even ask her to stay with me.  If she refuses, I'll pretend I am too frail to even make my own tea - that should convince her!" Menathat said.

I smiled, hugging the old man like the grandfather I never knew.

"Thank you," I said.  "I must go say my good-byes now."

Shaera and I walked along the rugged beach until it became too treacherous, and then we sat on a rock to watch the water lap gently against the shore.  The wind was blowing harshly from the lake, but we didn't care.

"I'll return for you, Shaera," I said.  She had barely said a word during our entire trip to this island, and now she looked like she was about to cry.

"How do you know that, Elwin?"

"What do you mean?"

"Harke has already defeated Aranorn in five major battles.  He has outwitted some of our best generals, including my own father!  And now you go to face him.  We have gone through so much, I am beginning to think we will never be together!"

And then Shaera did cry, pressing her head to my shoulder.  I embraced her closely as tears rolled down my cheeks as well.

Shaera, too, had changed.  When Harke placed the enchantment on her, he stole her innocence.  As often as I told her there was nothing to forgive, Shaera couldn't seem to shake the guilt of marrying Harke and sharing his bed for those months when we were apart.  I only wanted her to be happy, but she refused to be.  Perhaps when this was all over and Harke's threat was gone.  Perhaps then Shaera would finally forgive herself.

I hoped.

Reaching beneath my cloak, I pulled out the Mirror of True Love with my image still burned into its surface.  I placed it in her hands so we could both look at it.

"Our love is forever," I said, "just like the reflection in this mirror.  No matter what happens, I will love you."

"What if Harke kills you?  I lived with him.  I know the hatred he has for you, Elwin!"

Then I remembered how a signal had been arranged to warn the Elder Council in the event that Harke had defeated the last remnant of Aranorn's forces.

"Listen, Shaera!  Keep your eyes on the lake and watch for a ship.  If I am victorious, or if I have lost and escaped Harke's wrath, I will come for you on a ship with blue sails.  But if Aranorn is lost and I have died in battle, the messenger will come in a ship with red sails.  I promise you, the sails will be blue!"

After a moment of silence, Shaera softly said, "If Harke wins, he will come for me.  I do not think I can be with him again!"

I knew the secret meaning behind her words, but I didn't want to think about that right now.  I didn't want to think about any harm coming to Shaera, so I pulled her to me and gave her a long kiss.

"I love you," she said.


==General Gramin==
This morning, I met with Gramin for the first time since I became the Elf King.  He had been in the wild leading skirmish units responsible for harassing the enemy armies.  Gramin still fought in this war, even though he lost his army to Harke a little more than a month ago.

Gramin immediately dropped to one knee, as was customary, and set his longbow on the ground.  Then he drew his sword and offered me the hilt.

"I was wrong about you, my King.  You are not the man I thought you were," Gramin said.

"In some ways, Gramin, you were right, but I can't fault you for loving your daughter," I said.

"I was wrong about Lord Harke as well.  Very wrong!"

These last words were spoken with such bitterness that it startled me.  Gramin was a man who protected his feelings, but now he was expressing an open hatred for the man who had once been his commander.  Was this how I sounded when I mentioned Harke's name?  I have felt a rage for my enemy boiling within me for so long I found it hard to remember a time when I didn't feel this way.

"I need your experience, Gramin," I said, reaching out and taking the offered sword, "if we are to protect Aranorn, and Shaera."

"You have it!" he said immediately.

"Then take your blade back.  You're going to need it."


==Quest: Leprechaun's Hut==
Proposal
Upon sensing visitors, a miniscule leprechaun comes running out of this quaint hut.
"I'll give you a pot-o-gold if you get my Four Leaf Clover back!  My arch enemy from across the lake stole it yesterday!"

Progress
"Boy, this pot-o-gold grows larger by the day, but you won't get it unless you bring back my Clover!"

Completion
"Oh, I knew I could count on you, fine sir!  Let's make the trade, yes?"


==Serving the People==
Being called the Elf King takes a little getting used to, but other than that, my life hasn't changed much.  Unlike human nations, we elves don't place our kings on a pedestal so high that they become like gods.  In fact, as Elf King I am really the protector of the people - their servant.  Although elves recognize the need for a single mind to give a nation direction, we also believe that everyone in that nation should have an opportunity to give their say.  Thus, the Elven Court was formed.

And there is no chance that my crown will go to my head - if you'll excuse the pun - as long as Shaera's falcon, Breeze, is at my side.  This morning, as I gave orders to the unit commanders, Breeze did what birds do all over my shoulder.  I suspect she chose that moment for maximum humiliation.


==Poor Recovery==
Today we camped in an abandoned and burned village long enough to determine that whoever lived there was either dead or had fled the area long ago.  I have stood among this type of scene so many times now that I wonder if Aranorn will ever recover, even if I do win.  Not that there's much chance of that.  

Over the past several weeks, I have studied survivor reports of Harke's latest victories hoping to find a flaw.  I can't!  In every battle, he has taken perfect advantage of his enemy's greatest weakness, and on two separate occasions has turned an apparent defeat into a miraculous victory.  Harke has earned his reputation as a great military commander, and it's too bad that he has turned that talent against Aranorn.  He would've been a great asset to our people.

He might even have made a great king.

As much as I respect Gramin, he has already lost to Harke once.  In that battle, Harke took advantage of Gramin's rigid military mind, predicting Gramin's every move and handing him a sound defeat.  As for myself, I am no strategist, and the way I organize my troops is amateurish at best.  These are my obvious faults.  Would they be enough for Harke to take advantage of, or was there something I hadn't thought about?  That's what kept me up at night.

How was Harke going to defeat me?


==Quest: Haunted House==
Proposal
As you approach this solitary structure, a grim voice booms from within.
"Throw 5,000 gold in my window, and you shall receive an artifact of great power!"

Progress
An eerie voice again greets you. "The gold...you must bring me the gold!"

Question
Do you wish to take a chance, and hurl a bag filled with 5,000 gold through the window of the house?

Completion
"Very well...here you are," the voice within responds.


==To Shaera==
It's been two months since I've seen or heard from Shaera.  When I left, I told her not to write me any letters.  Our one advantage was that Harke didn't know where she and the Elder Council were hiding, and I didn't want to take the risk that he might intercept a message.

So, at night I sit alone in my tent wishing I had a Mirror of True Love with Shaera's image burned into it.  Anything to remind me of her!


==Everybody Deserves a Second Chance==
It was over!

I stood alone in a glen trampled by the passage of many troops and bent to straighten a wildflower that was fighting for life.  As I stood, I adjusted the uncomfortable weight of the sword belted at my hip.  I would be glad when I could rid myself of the weapon!

Then a pair of elf warriors dragged Harke into the glen, followed by several dozen white tigers - my greatest allies during all this chaos.  Harke had no hope of escape.  I wanted him to know that it all ended here, in this place.

After the guards pushed Harke to his knees, we stared at each other for what seemed an eternity.  His eyes were dark, narrow with hatred and rage.  Shaera and I weren't the only ones who had changed.  Harke looked nothing like the man I remembered, the one who led many of our people (including me) to safety during the Reckoning.

Slowly, I drew my sword.

"So, you're not even going to give me a blade?  Is that it?" Harke snapped.

My fist tightened around the hilt of my weapon.  Oh, how I wanted to thrust it into his heart!  I pictured Shaera and Harke in bed together.  I recalled all the times Shaera had burst into tears because she felt she had betrayed our love by marrying this man.  It doesn't matter to her that she was under a spell.  He took something from her.  And I remembered all the lives that had been snuffed out by the war this man caused.  No one would blame me for killing him.  Some, like Gramin, would probably thank me.

So, why couldn't I do it?

I dropped the sword, and in that instant, I saw Harke's knowing smirk.  I jumped forward, clamped my hands around his throat and placed my own face inches from his.

"This is over!" I said, emphasizing each word.

"No matter what you do to me, you will always know that I had her first!  Shaera is mine!" Harke said.

I squeezed the man's throat until his face turned red.  I could have - no, I wanted to - crush the life from him.

"Shaera was never yours!  Even when you were married, it was a lie.  Every fond memory you have of Shaera is a lie.  Her heart never belonged to you, Harke.  You are nothing but a pitiful, hopeless lie, and you will NEVER see Shaera again!"

I released him, and he fell sideways, choking for air.  I couldn't believe my own actions.  I was actually going to let this man live!

But when I looked down at Harke, I realized I was tired of the killing.

One last time, I said, "This is over, Harke!  Over!"

I ordered the guards to take Harke to his prison cell.  Suddenly, I desperately needed to be with Shaera.


==The Red Sails==
For the first time in more months than I care to count, I was able to relax.  Harke was in Aranorn's prison, probably for the rest of his life, and soon Gramin would leave with my army to reclaim the lands we had lost.  We didn't expect any resistance.

So, I told the ship captain to wake me as soon as he saw land, and I went below for a short nap.

Despite my excitement to see Shaera again, I dozed right off.  Later, one of the sailors woke me.  We were nearing land.  I climbed up on deck, still wiping sleep from my eyes, and stared out over the misty lake.  A thin fog had collected this morning.

I looked skyward, wondering if it might rain, and that's when I noticed the sails.  They were red - not blue like when we first sailed!

"What's this?" I shouted.

The nearest sailor jerked away from my angry cry, but I grabbed him and said, "What happened to the sails?"

"The captain ordered them changed."

How could this be?  Why would he do such a thing?

I found the captain in his quarters, but the moment I stormed inside, he drew a dagger and held it before my face.

"What have you done?" I asked desperately.

I knew that if we could see the shore, then Shaera - if she was watching - could see my ship.  If so, I was doomed, for I knew deep inside what action she would take.

"Punishing a usurper!" the captain snapped.  Harke was striking at me even from prison.  I should have killed him when I had the chance!

The captain lunged at me, and I retreated back onto deck where the sailors gathered, watching our battle.

"Harke ordered you to kill Shaera and I, didn't he?" I said, trying to stay away from that deadly blade long enough for the man to confess.

"That's King Harke to you, scum!  He should have been King, but you stole the crown!"

The only thing the captain saw was a golden blur streaking toward him from above.  He glanced up just as Breeze's long talons bit deeply into his eyes, blinding him for life.  The captain's screams mixed with my falcon's angry screeches to form a sound painful to the ears.

Then Breeze soared off and the other sailors tackled their former captain to the deck.

I looked up at the sails again, then at the approaching dock.  It was too late to change the sails.  I could only hope that Shaera hadn't seen them yet.


==Much Worse News==
Before the ship even came to a stop, I leaped to the dock and ran toward the shore.  Menathat and the rest of the Elder Council were waiting for me.  My heart skipped a beat when I noticed Shaera was nowhere in sight.

"Elwin, my boy!  You're alive!" Menathat called to me.

"Where is Shaera?"

"Huh?  She ran from my house crying when she saw the red sails.  She said you were dead.  I couldn't catch up to her, so the Elders and I came down here to receive the tragic news."

"When was that?" I asked urgently.

"An hour or more ago.  Why?  What's wrong, my boy?" Menathat asked, but I had no time to answer.

Pushing myself past my former teacher, I jumped on a nearby horse and raced toward the cliffs, but inside I felt I was already too late.  As I had feared, Shaera saw the red sails and assumed I was dead.  Unable to face my death and the likelihood that she would become Harke's prisoner again, she went to throw herself from the nearest cliff.

Tears began to flow down my cheeks as I realized an hour was more than enough time for her to reach the cliffs.  Shaera was dead.


==The Cliffs==
I stopped when I came near the cliff and Shaera was not in sight.

She was dead.  I was certain of it.  I should have known Harke would try to strike at me even from his prison.  If I had stayed on deck, I would've known the crew was changing the sails.  She was dead, and it was my fault!

Then I came to a decision.  I dismounted and walked slowly toward the cliff.  A bitter wind blew over the ledge causing my tear-soaked cheeks to sting.  I didn't care.  I wouldn't be cold for long.  Soon, I would be with Shaera forever!  Perhaps, finally, we would be happy.

Then I heard the gentle, wordless chant.  It was carried to me by the wind, and if not for a sudden shift, might not have ever reached me.  The sad melody came from behind some rocks.  I turned and followed it, daring to hope.


==Elwin and Shaera==
She held her hands in front of her, clutching the Mirror of True Love to her bosom.  Tears fell on the image of my face as she sang her sorrow to the sky, to the lake, to the world.

"Shaera!" I shouted.

She turned from the cliff and looked at me with eyes as wide as saucers.

"But the sails," she said.

"Never mind the sails!  I have won."

Shaera ran into my arms, clutching me tighter than ever before.  We cried and laughed at the same time, and I felt like never letting go.

And I won't.  I won't ever let go.

It was finally over, and we were together.


Shaera:
"Many question the wisdom of Elwin's decision to let Harke live.  What if he should escape?  He could bring Aranorn to civil war again.  There are still too many Elves out there who bear a secret fondness for the man, no matter what Harke has done.  I just hope they're wrong, and that Elwin never comes to regret this act of mercy."


